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TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events.

KEY TURNING POINTS: The Ohio Company grant (1748), the formation of the Susquehanna 

Company (1749), land conflict along New York and New England border (1760s), and the 

defeat of the North Carolina Regulators (1771). How do these events reveal tensions over the 

question of who would control the development of frontier lands in Britain’s mainland North 

American colonies? What were the effects of these conflicts on Native American populations? 

1695  Licensing Act lapses in England, triggering the print revolution

1710s–1730s  Enlightenment ideas spread from Europe to America

 Germans and Scots-Irish settle in Middle colonies

 Theodore Jacob Frelinghuysen preaches Pietism to German migrants

1720s–1730s  William and Gilbert Tennent lead Presbyterian revivals among Scots-Irish

 Jonathan Edwards preaches in New England

1729  Benjamin Franklin founds the Pennsylvania Gazette

1739  George Whitefield sparks Great Awakening

1740s–1760s  Conflict between Old Lights and New Lights

 Shortage of farmland in New England threatens freehold ideal

 Growing ethnic and religious pluralism in Middle Atlantic colonies

 Religious denominations establish colleges

1743  Benjamin Franklin founds American Philosophical Society

 Samuel Morris starts Presbyterian revivals in Virginia

1748  Ohio Company receives grant of 200,000 acres from the crown

1749  Connecticut farmers form Susquehanna Company

1750s  Industrial Revolution begins in England

 British shipping dominates North Atlantic

 Consumer purchases increase American imports and debt

1754  French and Indian War begins

 Iroquois and colonists meet at Albany Congress

 Franklin’s Plan of Union

1756  Britain begins Great War for Empire

1759–1760  Britain completes conquest of Canada

1760s  Land conflict along New York and New England border

 Baptist revivals win converts in Virginia

1763  Pontiac’s Rebellion leads to Proclamation of 1763

 Treaty of Paris ends Great War for Empire

 Scots-Irish Paxton Boys massacre Indians in Pennsylvania

1771  Royal governor puts down Regulator revolt in North Carolina
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3
P A R T

Revolution and 
Republican Culture
1763–1820

CHAPTER 5

The Problem of 
Empire, 1763–1776

CHAPTER 6

Making War 
and Republican 
Governments, 
1776–1789

CHAPTER 7 

Hammering Out a 
Federal Republic, 
1787–1820

CHAPTER 8 

Creating a Republican 
Culture, 1790–1820

“The American war is over,” Philadelphia Patriot Benjamin Rush declared 

in 1787, “but this is far from being the case with the American Revolu-

tion. On the contrary, nothing but the first act of the great drama is closed. 

It remains yet to establish and perfect our new forms of government.” The 

changes that had already unfolded since 1763 were revolutionary in them-

selves: Britain had triumphed in the Great War for Empire, only to see its 

American empire unravel and descend into war. Against all odds, the thir-

teen rebelling colonies had pulled together and won their independence; 

now they were forming a federal republic that would take its place among 

the nations of the world.

The republican revolution extended far beyond politics. It challenged 

many of the values and institutions that had prevailed for centuries in 

Europe and the Atlantic World. After 1776, Americans reconsidered basic 

assumptions that structured their societies, cultures, families, and com-

munities. Here, in summary, are the three principal developments dis-

cussed in Part 3:
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From British North America to 
the United States of America 

After violently rejecting attempts to reform the British 
Empire, the Patriots won independence and began 
constructing republican governments. Their experi-
ments extended across an entire generation, and it 
took still longer to decide how much power the 
federal republic should wield over the states. The 
political culture spawned by the Revolution was 
similarly unformed and slow to develop. Political 
parties, for example, were unanticipated by the 
founders and, at first, widely regarded as illegitimate. 
However, by 1820, they had become central to the 
adjudication of political conflict, heightening some 
forms of competition while blunting others. The United 
States also fought wars with Native Americans in the 
trans-Appalachian west to gain new territory, and with 
Great Britain to ensure its independence. Across three 
generations, American political culture was trans-
formed, national borders were secured, and republican 
national and state governments commanded the 
allegiance of their citizens.

Challenges to the Social Order 

As Patriots articulated values they associated with 
independence, they aligned their movement with 
currents of reform eddying through the Atlantic World: 
antislavery; women’s rights; religious liberty; social 
equality. Each of these ideas was controversial, and 
the American Revolution endorsed none of them in an 
unqualified way. But its idealism — the sense that the 
Revolution marked “a memorable epoch in the annals 
of the human race,” as John Adams put it — made the 
era malleable and full of possibility.

Legislatures abolished slavery in the North, 
broadened religious liberty by allowing freedom of 
conscience, and, except in New England, ended the 
system of legally established churches. Postwar evan-
gelicalism gave enormous energy to a new wave of 
innovative religious developments. However, Americans 
continued to argue over social equality, in part because 
their republican creed placed family authority in the 
hands of men and political power in the hands of 
propertied individuals: this arrangement denied power 
and status not only to slaves but also to free blacks, 
women, and middling and poor white men. Though 
the Revolution’s legacy was mixed, its meaning would 
be debated for decades in American public life.
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Conquest, Competition, 
and Consolidation

One uncontested value of the Revolutionary era was a 
commitment to economic opportunity. To achieve this, 
people migrated in large numbers, and the United 
States dramatically expanded its boundaries: first, by 
conquest, pushing west to the Mississippi River; then, 
by purchase, all the way to the Pacific Ocean. Northern 
merchants created a banking system and organized 
rural manufacturing. State governments used charters 
and other privileges to assist businesses and to improve 
infrastructure. Southern planters used slaves to grow a 
new staple crop — cotton. Many yeomen farm families 
moved west to farm; and Eastern laborers worked in 
burgeoning manufacturing enterprises. By 1820, the 
young American republic was on the verge of achiev-
ing economic as well as political independence.

Even as the borders of the United States expanded, 
its diversity inhibited the effort to define an American 
culture and identity. Native Americans still lived in their 
own clans and nations; black Americans were develop-
ing a distinct African American culture; and White 
Americans were enmeshed in vigorous regional 
ethnic communities. Over time, political institutions 
began to unite Americans of diverse backgrounds, 
as did increasing participation in the market economy 
and in evangelical Protestant churches. By 1820, to be 
an American meant, for many members of the domi-
nant white population, to be a republican, a Protestant, 
and an enterprising individual.

Revolution and 
Republican Culture
1763–1820

Thematic Understanding

This timeline arranges some of the important 

events of this period into themes. Consider 

the items listed under the theme “Ideas, 

Beliefs, and Culture.” How did the American 

Revolution challenge existing social arrange-

ments? Consider the role of religion in 

American life, the status of women, and the 

institution of slavery. What tensions developed 

as a result of those challenges? >
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WORK, 
EXCHANGE, & 
TECHNOLOGY 

PEOPLING POLITICS & 
POWER 

IDEAS, BELIEFS, 
& CULTURE 

IDENTITY 

1763   Merchants defy Sugar 
and Stamp Acts

  Patriots mount three 
boycotts of British 
goods, in 1765, 1767, 
and 1774

  Boycotts spur Patriot 
women to make textiles 

  Migration into the Ohio 
Valley after Pontiac’s 
Rebellion

  Quebec Act (1774) 
allows Catholicism

  Stamp Act Congress 
(1765)

  First Continental 
Congress (1774)

  Second Continental 
Congress (1775)

  Patriots call for 
American unity

  The idea of natural 
rights poses a challenge 
to the institution of 
chattel slavery

  Concept of popular 
sovereignty gains force 
in the colonies

  Colonists lay claim to 
rights of Englishmen

1776   Manufacturing expands 
during the war

  Cutoff of trade and 
severe inflation 
threaten economy

  War debt grows

  Declining immigration 
from Europe 
(1775–1820) enhances 
American identity

  African American slaves 
seek freedom through 
military service

  The Declaration of 
Independence (1776)

  States adopt republican 
constitutions (1776 on)

  Articles of 
Confederation ratified 
(1781)

  Treaty of Paris (1783)

  Judith Sargent Murray 
publishes “On the 
Equality of the Sexes” 
(1779)

  Emancipation of slaves 
begins in the North

  Virginia enacts religious 
freedom (1786)

  Thomas Paine’s 
Common Sense (1776) 
causes colonists 
to rethink political 
loyalties 

  States rely on property 
qualifications to define 
citizenship rights in 
their new constitutions

1787   Bank of North America 
founded (1781)

  Land speculation 
increases in the West

  State cessions, land 
ordinances, and Indian 
wars create national 
domain in the West

  The Alien Act makes it 
harder for immigrants 
to become citizens and 
allow for deporting 
aliens (1798) 

  U.S. Constitution 
drafted (1787)

  Conflict over Alexander 
Hamilton’s economic 
policies

  First national parties: 
Federalists and 
Republicans

  Politicians and ministers 
deny vote to women; 
praise republican 
motherhood

  Bill of Rights ratified 
(1791)

  Sedition Act limits 
freedom of the press 
(1798)

  Indians form Western 
Confederacy (1790)

  Second Great 
Awakening (1790–
1860)

  Emerging political 
divide between South 
and North

1800   Cotton output and 
demand for African 
labor expands

  Farm productivity 
improves

  Embargo encourages 
U.S. manufacturing

  Second Bank of the 
United States chartered 
(1816–1836)

  Supreme Court guards 
property

  Suffrage for white men 
expands; New Jersey 
retracts suffrage for 
propertied women 
(1807)

  Atlantic slave trade 
ends (1808)

  American Colonization 
Society founded (1817)

  Jefferson reduces 
activism of national 
government

  Chief Justice Marshall 
asserts federal judicial 
powers

  Triumph of Republican 
Party and end of 
Federalist Party

  Free blacks enhance 
sense of African 
American identity 

  Religious benevolence 
engenders social reform 
movements

  Tenskwatawa and 
Tecumseh revive 
Western Indian 
Confederacy

  War of 1812 tests 
national unity

  State constitutions 
democratized
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
Consider whether the collapse of 
British authority in the thirteen 
rebellious colonies might have 
been avoided through compromise 
measures and more astute leader-
ship. Was colonial independence 
inevitable, and was war the only 
way to achieve it?

5
I

n June 1775, the city of New York 
faced a perplexing dilemma. Word 
arrived that George Washington, who 

had just been named commander in chief 
of the newly formed Continental army, 
was coming to town. But on the same 
day, William Tryon, the colony’s crown-
appointed governor, was scheduled to 
return from Britain. Local leaders orches-
trated a delicate dance. Though the Pro-
vincial Congress was operating illegally in the eyes of the crown, it did not wish to 
offend Governor Tryon. It instructed the city’s newly raised volunteer battalion to divide 
in two. One company awaited Washington’s arrival, while another prepared to greet the 
governor. The “residue of the Battalion” was to be “ready to receive either the General 
or Governour Tryon, which ever shall first arrive.” Washington arrived first. He was met 
by nine companies of the volunteer battalion and a throng of well-wishers, who escorted 
him to his rooms in a local tavern. Many of this same crowd then crossed town to join 
the large group assembled to greet the governor, whose ship was just landing. The 
crowd met him with “universal shouts of applause” and accompanied him home.

This awkward moment in the history of one American city reflects a larger crisis of 
loyalty that plagued colonists throughout British North America in the years between 
1763 and 1776. The outcome of the Great War for Empire left Great Britain the undis-
puted master of eastern North America. But that success pointed the way to catastro-
phe. Convinced of the need to reform the empire and tighten its administration, British 
policymakers imposed a series of new administrative measures on the colonies. Accus-
tomed as they were to governing their own affairs, colonists could not accept these 
changes. Yet the bonds of loyalty were strong, and the unraveling of British authority 
was tortuous and complex. Only gradually — as militancy slowly mounted on both 
sides — were the ties of empire broken and independence declared.

AN EMPIRE 
TRANSFORMED

The Costs of Empire

George Grenville and the Reform 
Impulse

An Open Challenge: The 
Stamp Act

THE DYNAMICS OF 
REBELLION, 1765–1770

Formal Protests and the Politics 
of the Crowd

The Ideological Roots of 
Resistance

Another Kind of Freedom

Parliament and Patriots Square 
Off Again

The Problem of the West

Parliament Wavers

THE ROAD TO 
INDEPENDENCE, 
1771–1776

A Compromise Repudiated

The Continental Congress 
Responds

The Rising of the Countryside

Loyalists and Neutrals

VIOLENCE EAST 
AND WEST

Lord Dunmore’s War

Armed Resistance in 
Massachusetts

The Second Continental 
Congress Organizes for War

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense

Independence Declared

The Problem of Empire
1763–1776

C H A P T E R
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The Great New York Fire of 1776 In the wake of the Declaration of Independence, General William 
Howe’s first objective was to capture New York, with its strategic location and excellent harbor. Patriot 
forces under George Washington’s command attempted to defend the city but were forced into retreat 
and abandoned it to the British in September 1776. Early in the morning of September 21, a fire broke 
out near the southern tip of Manhattan and burned northwestward, driven by a strong wind. As many 
as a quarter of the town’s buildings were destroyed; residents, already distressed by the fighting, fled 
into the streets with whatever possessions they could carry. Each side accused the other of arson, but that 
charge was never proven. Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox 

and Tilden Foundations.
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An Empire Transformed
The Great War for Empire of 1756–1763 (Chapter 4) 

transformed the British Empire in North America. The 

British ministry could no longer let the colonies man-

age their own affairs while it contented itself with min-

imal oversight of the Atlantic trade. Its interests and 

responsibilities now extended far into the continental 

interior — a much more costly and complicated propo-

sition than it had ever faced before. And neither its 

American colonies nor their Native American neigh-

bors were inclined to cooperate in the transformation.

British administrators worried about their Ameri-

can colonists, who, according to former Georgia gover-

nor Henry Ellis, felt themselves “entitled to a greater 

measure of Liberty than is enjoyed by the people of 

England.” Ireland had been closely ruled for decades, 

and recently the East India 

Company set up dominion over 

millions of non-British peoples 

(Map 5.1 and America Compared, 

p. 153). Britain’s American pos-

sessions were likewise filled with 

aliens and “undesirables”: “French, 

Dutch, Germans innumerable, 

Indians, Africans, and a multitude of felons from this 

country,” as one member of Parliament put it. Con-

sequently, declared Lord Halifax, “The people of 

England” considered Americans “as foreigners.” 

Contesting that status, wealthy Philadelphia lawyer 

John Dickinson argued that his fellow colonists were 

“not [East Indian] Sea Poys, nor Marattas, but British 

subjects who are born to liberty, who know its worth, 

and who prize it high.” Thus was the stage set for a 

struggle between the conceptions of identity — and 

empire — held by British ministers, on the one hand, 

and many American colonists on the other.

The Costs of Empire
The Great War for Empire imposed enormous costs on 

Great Britain. The national debt soared from £75 mil-

lion to £133 million and was, an observer noted, 

“becoming the alarming object of every British sub-

ject.” By war’s end, interest on the debt alone consumed 

60 percent of the nation’s budget, and the ministry had 

to raise taxes. During the eighteenth century, taxes 

were shifting from land — owned by the gentry and 

aristocracy — to consumables, and successive minis-

tries became ever more ingenious in devising new ways 

to raise money. Excise (or sales) taxes were levied on all 

kinds of ordinary goods — salt and beer, bricks and 

candles, paper (in the form of a stamp tax) — that were 

consumed by middling and poor Britons. In the 1760s, 

the per capita tax burden was 20 percent of income.

To collect the taxes, the government doubled the 

size of the tax bureaucracy (Figure 5.1). Customs 

agents patrolled the coasts of southern Britain, seizing 

tons of contraband French wines, Dutch tea, and 

Flemish textiles. Convicted smugglers faced heavy 

penalties, including death or forced “transportation” to 

America as indentured servants. (Despite colonial pro-

tests, nearly fifty thousand English criminals had 

already been shipped to America to be sold as inden-

tured servants.) 

The price of empire abroad was thus larger gov-

ernment and higher taxes at home. Members of two 

British opposition parties, the Radical Whigs and the 

Country Party, complained that the huge war debt 

placed the nation at the mercy of the “monied inter-

ests,” the banks and financiers who reaped millions of 

pounds’ interest from government bonds. To reverse 

the growth of government and the threat to personal 

liberty and property rights, British reformers demanded 

that Parliament represent a broader spectrum of 

the property-owning classes. The Radical Whig John 

Wilkes condemned rotten boroughs — sparsely popu-

lated, aristocratic-controlled electoral districts — and 

demanded greater representation for rapidly growing 

commercial and manufacturing cities. The war thus 

transformed British politics.

The war also revealed how little power Britain 

wielded in its American colonies. In theory, royal gov-

ernors had extensive political powers, including com-

mand of the provincial militia; in reality, they shared 

power with the colonial assemblies, which outraged 

British officials. The Board of Trade complained that in 

Massachusetts “almost every act of executive and leg-

islative power is ordered and directed by votes and 

resolves of the General Court.” To enforce the collec-

tion of trade duties, which colonial merchants had 

evaded for decades by bribing customs officials, 

Parliament passed the Revenue Act of 1762. The min-

istry also instructed the Royal Navy to seize American 

vessels carrying food crops from the mainland colo-

nies to the French West Indies. It was absurd, declared 

a British politician, that French armies attempting “to 

Destroy one English province . . . are actually sup-

ported by Bread raised in another.”

Britain’s military victory brought another funda-

mental shift in policy: a new peacetime deployment of 

15 royal battalions — some 7,500 troops — in North 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
What was the impact of 
the Great War for Empire 
on British policymakers 
and the colonies?



Britain’s frontier forts. Moreover, only a substantial 

military force would deter land-hungry whites from 

defying the Proclamation of 1763 and settling west of 

the Appalachian Mountains (see Chapter 4). Finally, 

British politicians worried about the colonists’ loyalty 

America. The ministers who served under George III 

(r. 1760–1820) feared a possible rebellion by the 60,000 

French residents of Canada, Britain’s newly conquered 

colony (Map 5.2). Native Americans were also a 

concern: Pontiac’s Rebellion had nearly overwhelmed 

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Britain’s Atlantic and 

Asian Empires

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

The following table enumerates the economic benefits derived by Great Britain 
from its various colonies, which sent a wide variety of goods to Britain and also 
served as markets for British exports. 

TABLE 5.1

English/British Imports and Exports (annual averages in pounds sterling)

England* Britain*

1700–01 1750–51 1772–73 1789–90

Imports from Asia, Africa, and America

North America   372,000   877,000 1,997,000 1,351,000

The Fisheries**         0     7,000    27,000   188,000

West Indies   785,000 1,484,000 3,222,000 4,045,000

Africa    24,000    43,000    80,000    87,000

East Indies   775,000 1,101,000 2,203,000 3,256,000

Total 1,956,000 3,512,000 7,529,000 8,927,000

Exports to America, Asia, and Africa

North America   362,000 1,355,000 3,254,000 3,763,000

West Indies   336,000   589,000 1,402,000 1,892,000

Africa   145,000   188,000   777,000   799,000

East India   125,000   653,000   893,000 2,173,000

Total   968,000 2,785,000 6,326,000 8,627,000

*The “England” column shows data for England and Wales; “Britain” includes Scotland as well.
**Includes Massachusetts Bay, Maine, and Newfoundland; by the 1760s more than £500,000 worth of fish was being sent 
annually to the West Indies and southern Europe. 

Source: Adapted from The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. 2, ed. P. J. Marshall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), 101. 
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1. Compare Britain’s colonies in their roles as 
producers of British imports to their roles as 
consumers of British exports. Why are the 
mainland colonies of North America a distant 
third as producers of imports, but ranked first 
as consumers of exports?

2. How did the American Revolution (1776–1783) 
impact the economic relationship between 
Great Britain and its mainland colonies? Is it 
reasonable to conclude that political indepen-
dence did not bring economic independence?
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now that they no longer faced a threat from French 

Canada. 

The cost of stationing these troops, estimated at 

£225,000 per year, compounded Britain’s fiscal crisis, 

and it seemed clear that the burden had to be shared by 

the colonies. They had always managed their own 

finances, but the king’s ministers agreed that Parliament 

could no longer let them off the hook for the costs of 

empire. The greatest gains from the war had come in 

North America, where the specter of French encircle-

ment had finally been lifted, and the greatest new post-

war expenses were being incurred in North America 

as well.

George Grenville and the 
Reform Impulse
The challenge of raising revenue from the colonies fell 

first to George Grenville. Widely regarded as “one of 

the ablest men in Great Britain,” Grenville understood 

the need for far-reaching imperial reform. He first 

passed the Currency Act of 1764, which banned the 

American colonies from using paper money as legal 

tender. Colonial shopkeepers, planters, and farmers 

had used local currency, which was worth less than 

British pounds sterling, to pay their debts to British 

merchants. The Currency Act ensured that merchants 

would no longer be paid in money printed in the colo-

nies, boosting their profits and British wealth.

The Sugar Act Grenville also won parliamentary 

approval of the Sugar Act of 1764 to replace the widely 

ignored Molasses Act of 1733 (see Chapter 3). The ear-

lier act had set a tax rate of 6 pence per gallon on French 

molasses — a rate so high that it made the trade unprof-

itable. Rather than pay it, colonial merchants bribed 

customs officials at the going rate of 1.5 pence per gal-

lon. Grenville settled on a duty of 3 pence per gallon, 

which merchants could pay and still turn a profit, and 

then tightened customs enforcement so that it could 

actually be collected.

This carefully crafted policy garnered little support 

in America. New England merchants, among them John 

Hancock of Boston, had made their fortunes smug-

gling French molasses. In 1754, Boston merchants paid 

customs duties on a mere 400 hogsheads of molasses, 

yet they imported 40,000 hogsheads for use by 63 

Massachusetts rum distilleries. Publicly, the merchants 

claimed that the Sugar Act would ruin the distilling 

industry; privately, they vowed to evade the duty by 

smuggling or by bribing officials.

The End of Salutary Neglect More important, col-

onists raised constitutional objections to the Sugar Act. 

In Massachusetts, the leader of the assembly argued 

that the new legislation was “contrary to a fundamental 

Principall of our Constitution: That all Taxes ought to 

originate with the people.” In Rhode Island, Governor 

Stephen Hopkins warned: “They who are taxed at 
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FIGURE 5.1
The Cost of Empire, 1690–1790

It cost money to build and maintain an empire. As 
Britain built a great navy, subsidized the armies of 
European allies, and fought four wars against France 
and Spain between 1702 and 1783, military expendi-
tures soared. Tax revenues did not keep pace, so the 
government created a large national debt by issuing 
bonds for millions of pounds. This policy created a 
class of wealthy financiers, led to political protests, 
and eventually prompted attempts to tax the 
American colonists.



156 PART 3  REVOLUTION AND REPUBLICAN CULTURE, 1763–1820

pleasure by others cannot possibly have any property, 

and they who have no property, can have no freedom.” 

The Sugar Act raised other constitutional issues as well. 

Merchants prosecuted under the act would be tried in 

vice-admiralty courts, tribunals governing the high 

seas and run by British-appointed judges. Previously, 

merchants accused of Navigation Acts violations were 

tried by local common-law courts, where friendly 

juries often acquitted them. The Sugar Act closed this 

legal loophole by extending the jurisdiction of the vice-

admiralty courts to all customs offenses.

The Sugar Act revived old American fears. The 

influential Virginia planter Richard Bland emphasized 

that the American colonists “were not sent out to be 

the Slaves but to be the Equals of those that remained 

behind.” John Adams, the young Massachusetts lawyer 

defending John Hancock on a charge of smuggling, 

The Treaty of Paris allowed the
British-run Hudson’s Bay Company
to expand its territory and influence.

In 1763, West Indian sugar was still Britain’s primary colonial
export crop, but its value was now less than the combined worth of
the tobacco, rice, and flour exported from the mainland colonies.

Britain gained much more
American territory from
the Treaty of Paris (1763)
than it had from the Treaty
of Utrecht (1713). The new
treaty gave Britain control
of Spanish Florida and all of
New France east of the
Mississippi River.
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Britain’s American Empire in 1763

The Treaty of Paris gave Britain control of the eastern half of North America and returned a 
few captured sugar islands in the West Indies to France. To protect the empire’s new mainland 
territories, British ministers dispatched troops to Florida and Quebec. They also sent troops to 
uphold the terms of the Proclamation of 1763, which prohibited Anglo-American settlement 
west of the Appalachian Mountains.

To see a longer excerpt of the Richard Bland 
document, along with other primary sources from 
this period, see Sources for America’s History.
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argued that the vice-admiralty courts diminished this 

equality by “degrad[ing] every American . . . below the 

rank of an Englishman.”

In fact, accused smugglers in Britain were also tried 

in vice-admiralty courts, so there was no discrimina-

tion against Americans. The real issue was the growing 

power of the British state. Americans had lived for 

decades under an administrative policy of salutary 

neglect. Now they saw that the new imperial regime 

would deprive them “of some of their most essential 

Rights as British subjects,” as a committee of the Mass-

achusetts assembly put it. In response, Royal Governor 

Francis Bernard replied: “The rule that a British subject 

shall not be bound by laws or liable to taxes, but what 

he has consented to by his representatives must be 

confined to the inhabitants of Great Britain only.” To 

Bernard, Grenville, and other imperial reformers, 

Americans were second-class subjects of the king, with 

rights limited by the Navigation Acts, parliamentary 

laws, and British interests.

An Open Challenge: The Stamp Act
Another new tax, the Stamp Act of 1765, sparked 

the first great imperial crisis. The new levy was to 

cover part of the cost of keeping British troops in 

America — which turned out to be £385,000 a year 

(about $150 million today), 70 percent more than the 

initial estimate. Grenville hoped the Stamp Act would 

raise £60,000 per year. The act would require a tax 

stamp on all printed items, from college diplomas, 

court documents, land titles, and contracts to news-

papers, almanacs, and playing cards. It was ingeniously 

designed. Like its counterpart in England, it bore more 

heavily on the rich, since it charged only a penny a 

sheet for newspapers and other common items but up 

to £10 for a lawyer’s license. It also required no new 

bureaucracy; stamped paper would be delivered to 

colonial ports and sold to printers in lieu of unstamped 

stock.

Benjamin Franklin, agent of the Pennsylvania 

assembly, proposed a different solution: American 

representation in Parliament. “If you chuse to tax us,” 

he wrote, “give us Members in your Legislature, and let 

us be one People.” With the exception of William Pitt, 

British politicians rejected Franklin’s idea as too radi-

cal. They argued that the colonists already had virtual 
representation in Parliament because some of its 

members were transatlantic merchants and West Indian 

sugar planters. Colonial leaders were equally skeptical 

of Franklin’s plan. Americans were “situate at a great 

Distance from their Mother Country,” the Connecticut 

assembly declared, and therefore “cannot participate in 

the general Legislature of the Nation.”

Asserting “the Right of Parliament to lay an inter-

nal Tax upon the Colonies,” the House of Commons 

ignored American opposition and 

passed the act by an overwhelm-

ing majority of 205 to 49. At 

the request of General Thomas 

Gage, the British military com-

mander in America, Parliament 

also passed the Quartering Act 
of 1765, which required colonial 

governments to provide barracks 

and food for British troops. Finally, Parliament approved 

Grenville’s proposal that violations of the Stamp Act be 

tried in vice-admiralty courts.

Using the doctrine of parliamentary supremacy, 

Grenville had begun to fashion a centralized imperial 

system in America much like that already in place in 

Ireland: British officials would govern the colonies with 

little regard for the local assemblies. Consequently, the 

prime minister’s plan provoked a constitutional con-

frontation on the specific issues of taxation, jury trials, 

and military quartering as well as on the general ques-

tion of representative self-government.

The Dynamics of Rebellion, 
1765–1770
In the name of reform, Grenville had thrown down the 

gauntlet to the Americans. The colonists had often 

resisted unpopular laws and aggressive governors, but 

they had faced an all-out attack on their institutions 

only once before — in 1686, when James II had unilat-

erally imposed the Dominion of New England. Now 

the danger to colonial autonomy was even greater 

because both the king and Parliament backed reform. 

But the Patriots, as the defenders of American rights 

came to be called, met the challenge posed by Grenville 

and his successor, Charles Townshend. They organized 

protests — formal and informal, violent as well as 

peaceful — and fashioned a compelling ideology of 

resistance.

Formal Protests and the Politics 
of the Crowd
Virginia’s House of Burgesses was the first formal body 

to complain. In May 1765, hotheaded young Patrick 

Henry denounced Grenville’s legislation and attacked 

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
Why did most British and 
colonial leaders reject 
the idea that the colonies 
should be represented in 
Parliament?
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George III for supporting it. He compared the king to 

Charles I, whose tyranny had led to his overthrow and 

execution in the 1640s. These remarks, which bordered 

on treason, frightened the Burgesses; nonetheless, they 

condemned the Stamp Act’s “manifest Tendency to 

Destroy American freedom.” In Massachusetts, James 

Otis, another republican-minded firebrand, persuaded 

the House of Representatives to call a meeting of all the 

mainland colonies “to implore Relief” from the act.

The Stamp Act Congress Nine assemblies sent del-

egates to the Stamp Act Congress, which met in New 

York City in October 1765. The congress protested the 

loss of American “rights and liberties,” especially the 

right to trial by jury. And it challenged the constitu-

tionality of both the Stamp and Sugar Acts by declaring 

that only the colonists’ elected representatives could 

tax them. Still, moderate-minded delegates wanted com-

promise, not confrontation. They assured Parliament 

that Americans “glory in being subjects of the best 

of Kings” and humbly petitioned for repeal of the 

Stamp Act. Other influential Americans favored active 

(but peaceful) resistance; they organized a boycott of 

British goods.

Crowd Actions Popular opposition also took a 

violent form, however. When the Stamp Act went 

into effect on November 1, 1765, 

disciplined mobs demanded the 

resignation of stamp-tax collec-

tors. In Boston, a group calling 

itself the Sons of Liberty burned 

an effigy of collector Andrew 

Oliver and then destroyed Oliver’s new brick ware-

house. Two weeks later, Boston ians attacked the house 

of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, Oliver’s 

brother-in-law and a prominent defender of imperial 

authority, breaking his furniture, looting his wine cel-

lar, and setting fire to his library.

Wealthy merchants and Patriot lawyers, such as 

John Hancock and John Adams, encouraged the 

mobs, which were usually led by middling artisans 

and minor merchants. In New York City, nearly three 

thousand shopkeepers, artisans, laborers, and seamen 

marched through the streets breaking windows and 

crying “Liberty!” Resistance to the Stamp Act spread 

far beyond the port cities: in nearly every colony, 

angry crowds — the “rabble,” their detractors called 

them — intimidated royal officials. Near Wethersfield, 

Connecticut, five hundred farmers seized tax collector 

Jared Ingersoll and forced him to resign his office in 

“the Cause of the People.” 

The Motives of the Crowd Such crowd actions 

were common in both Britain and America, and pro-

testers had many motives. Roused by the Great 

Awakening, evangelical Protestants resented arrogant 

British military officers and corrupt royal bureaucrats. 

In New England, where rioters invoked the anti-

monarchy sentiments of their great-grandparents, an 

anonymous letter sent to a Boston newspaper promis-

ing to save “all the Freeborn Sons of America” was 

signed “Oliver Cromwell,” the English republican revo-

lutionary of the 1650s. In New York City, Sons of 

Liberty leaders Isaac Sears and Alexander McDougall 

were minor merchants and Radical Whigs who feared 

Protesting the Stamp 
Act in Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire

Throughout the colonies, 
disciplined mobs protesting 
the Stamp Act forced stamp 
distributors to resign their 
offices. In this engraving, 
protesters in the small city of 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
stone an effigy of the distributor 
as other members of the mob 
carry off a coffin representing 
the death of American “Liberty.” 
Illustration from “Interesting Events 
in the History of the U.S.” by J. W. 
Barber, 1829/Picture Research 
Consultants & Archives.
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CONTRAST 
Why did the Stamp Act 
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that imperial reform would undermine political lib-

erty. The mobs also included apprentices, day laborers, 

and unemployed sailors: young men with their own 

notions of liberty who — especially if they had been 

drinking — were quick to resort to violence.

Nearly everywhere popular resistance nullified the 

Stamp Act. Fearing an assault on Fort George, New 

York lieutenant governor Cadwallader Colden called 

on General Gage to use his small military force to 

protect the stamps. Gage refused. “Fire from the Fort 

might disperse the Mob, but it would not quell 

them,” he told Colden, and the result would be “an 

Insurrection, the Commencement of Civil War.” The 

tax was collected in Barbados and Jamaica, but fright-

ened collectors resigned their offices in all thirteen 

colonies that would eventually join in the Declaration 

of Independence. This popular insurrection gave a 

democratic cast to the emerging Patriot movement. 

“Nothing is wanting but your own Resolution,” declared 

a New York rioter, “for great is the Authority and Power 

of the People.”

The Ideological Roots of Resistance
Some Americans couched their resistance in consti-

tutional terms. Many were lawyers or well-educated 

merchants and planters. Composing pamphlets of 

remarkable political sophistication, they gave the resis-

tance movement its rationale, its political agenda, and 

its leaders.

Patriot writers drew on three intellectual traditions. 

The first was English common law, the centuries-old 

body of legal rules and procedures that protected the 

lives and property of the monarch’s subjects. In the 

famous Writs of Assistance case of 1761, Boston lawyer 

James Otis invoked English legal precedents to chal-

lenge open-ended search warrants. In demanding a 

jury trial for John Hancock in the late 1760s, John 

Adams appealed to the Magna Carta (1215), the 

ancient document that, said Adams, “has for many 

Centuries been esteemed by Englishmen, as one of 

the . . . firmest Bulwarks of their Liberties.” Other 

lawyers protested that new strictures violated specific 

“liberties and privileges” granted in colonial charters or 

embodied in Britain’s “ancient constitution.”

Enlightenment rationalism provided Patriots with 

a second important intellectual resource. Virginia 

planter Thomas Jefferson and other Patriots drew on 

the writings of John Locke, who had argued that all 

individuals possessed certain “natural rights” — life, 

liberty, and property — that governments must protect 

(see Chapter 4). And they turned to the works of 

French philosopher Montesquieu, who had main-

tained that a “separation of powers” among govern-

ment departments prevented arbitrary rule.

The republican and Whig strands of the English 

political tradition provided a third ideological source 

for American Patriots. Puritan New England had long 

venerated the Commonwealth era (1649–1660), when 

England had been a republic (see Chapter 2). After the 

Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689, many colonists 

praised the English Whigs for creating a constitutional 

monarchy that prevented the king from imposing taxes 

and other measures. Joseph Warren, a physician and a 

Radical Whig Patriot, suggested that the Stamp Act 

was part of a ministerial plot “to force the colonies into 

rebellion” and justify the use of “military power to 

reduce them to servitude.” John Dickinson’s Letters 

from a Farmer in Pennsylvania (1768) urged colonists 

to “remember your ancestors and your posterity” and 

oppose parliamentary taxes. The letters circulated 

widely and served as an early call to resistance. If 

Parliament could tax the colonies without their con-

sent, he wrote, “our boasted liberty is but A sound and 

nothing else.”

Such arguments, widely publicized in newspapers 

and pamphlets, gave intellectual substance to the 

Patriot movement and turned a series of impromptu 

riots, tax protests, and boycotts of British manufactures 

into a formidable political force.

Another Kind of Freedom
“We are taxed without our own consent,” Dickinson 

wrote in one of his Letters. “We are therefore — 

SLAVES.” As Patriot writers argued that taxation 

without representation made colonists the slaves of 

Parliament, many, including Benjamin Franklin in 

Philadelphia and James Otis in 

Massachusetts, also began to con-

demn the institution of chattel 

slavery itself as a violation of 

slaves’ natural rights. African 

Americans made the connection 

as well. In Massa chusetts, slaves 

submitted at least four petitions to 

the legislature asking that slavery be abolished. As one 

petition noted, slaves “have in common with other 

men, a natural right to be free, and without molesta-

tion, to enjoy such property, as they may acquire by 

their industry.” 

In the southern colonies, where slaves constituted 

half or more of the population and the economy 

depended on their servitude, the quest for freedom 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
Why were southerners 
more threatened by chal-
lenges to the institution of 
slavery than northerners?
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alarmed slaveholders. In November 1773, a group of 

Virginia slaves hoped to win their freedom by support-

ing British troops that, they heard, would soon arrive 

in the colony. Their plan was uncovered, and, as James 

Madison wrote, “proper precautions” were taken “to 

prevent the Infection” from spreading. He fully under-

stood how important it was to defend the colonists’ lib-

erties without allowing the idea of natural rights to 

undermine the institution of slavery. “It is prudent,” he 

wrote, “such things should be concealed as well as sup-

pressed.” Throughout the Revolution, the quest for 

African American rights and liberties would play out 

alongside that of the colonies, but unlike national inde-

pendence, the liberation of African Americans would 

not be fulfilled for many generations.

Parliament and Patriots 
Square Off Again
When news of the Stamp Act riots and the boycott 

reached Britain, Parliament was already in turmoil. 

Disputes over domestic policy had led George III to 

dismiss Grenville as prime minister (Table 5.2). 

However, Grenville’s allies demanded that imperial 

reform continue, if necessary at gunpoint. “The British 

legislature,” declared Chief Justice Sir James Mansfield, 

“has authority to bind every part and every subject, 

whether such subjects have a right to vote or not.” 

Yet a majority in Parliament was persuaded that 

the Stamp Act was cutting deeply into British exports 

and thus doing more harm than good. “The Avenues 

of Trade are all shut up,” a Bristol merchant told 

Parliament: “We have no Remittances and are at our 

Witts End for want of Money to fulfill our Engagements 

with our Tradesmen.” Grenville’s successor, the Earl of 

Rockingham, forged a compromise. To mollify the 

colonists and help British merchants, he repealed 

the Stamp Act and reduced the duty on molasses 

imposed by the Sugar Act to a penny a gallon. Then he 

pacified imperial reformers and hard-liners with the 

Declaratory Act of 1766, which explicitly reaffirmed 

Parliament’s “full power and authority to make laws 

and statutes . . . to bind the colonies and people of 

America . . . in all cases whatsoever.” By swiftly ending 

the Stamp Act crisis, Rockingham hoped it would be 

forgotten just as quickly. 

Charles Townshend Steps In Often the course of 

history is changed by a small event — an illness, a per-

sonal grudge, a chance remark. That was the case in 

1767, when George III named William Pitt to head a 

new government. Pitt, chronically ill and often absent 

Phillis Wheatley

Born in West Africa and enslaved as a child, Phillis Wheatley 
was purchased by Boston merchant and tailor John Wheatley 
when she was eight. Tutored by Wheatley’s children, Phillis 
learned to read English, Greek, and Latin by the age of 
twelve. This engraving, which pictures her at a writing desk, 
was the frontispiece for her Poems on Various Subjects, 
Religious and Moral (1773), which was praised by George 
Washington and gained attention in both Britain and the 
colonies. Freed upon the death of her master, Wheatley 
married John Peters, a free black man. He was later impris-
oned for debt, forcing Wheatley to take employment as a 
maid. She died in 1784 at age thirty-one; none of her three 
children survived infancy. Library of Congress.

TABLE 5.2

Ministerial Instability in Britain, 1760–1782

Leading Minister
Dates of 
Ministry American Policy

Lord Bute 1760–1763 Mildly reformist

George Grenville 1763–1765 Ardently reformist

Lord Rockingham 1765–1766 Accommodationist

William Pitt / 
Charles Townshend

1766–1770 Ardently reformist

Lord North 1770–1782 Coercive



 CHAPTER 5  The Problem of Empire, 1763–1776 161

from parliamentary debates, left chancellor of the 

exchequer Charles Townshend in command. Pitt was 

sympathetic toward America; Townshend was not. 

As a member of the Board of Trade, Townshend had 

sought restrictions on the colonial assemblies and 

strongly supported the Stamp Act. In 1767, he prom-

ised to find a new source of revenue in America.

The new tax legislation, the Townshend Act of 
1767, had both fiscal and political goals. It imposed 

duties on colonial imports of paper, paint, glass, and 

tea that were expected to raise about £40,000 a year. 

Though Townshend did allocate some of this revenue 

for American military expenses, he earmarked most of 

it to pay the salaries of royal governors, judges, and 

other imperial officials, who had always previously 

been paid by colonial assemblies. Now, he hoped, royal 

appointees could better enforce parliamentary laws 

and carry out the king’s instructions. Townshend next 

devised the Revenue Act of 1767, which created a 

board of customs commissioners in Boston and vice-

admiralty courts in Halifax, Boston, Philadelphia, and 

Charleston. By using parliamentary taxes to finance 

imperial administration, Townshend intended to 

undermine American political institutions.

The Townshend duties revived the constitutional 

debate over taxation. During the Stamp Act crisis, 

some Americans, including Benjamin Franklin, distin-

guished between external and internal taxes. They sug-

gested that external duties on trade (such as those long 

mandated by the Navigation Acts) were acceptable to 

Americans, but that direct, or internal, taxes were not. 

Townshend thought this distinction was “perfect non-

sense,” but he indulged the Americans and laid duties 

only on trade.

A Second Boycott and the Daughters of 
Liberty Even so, most colonial leaders rejected 

the legitimacy of Townshend’s measures. In February 

1768, the Massachusetts assembly condemned the 

Townshend Act, and Boston and New York merchants 

began a new boycott of British goods. Throughout 

Puritan New England, ministers and public officials 

discouraged the purchase of “foreign superfluities” and 

promoted the domestic manufacture of cloth and other 

necessities.

American women, ordinarily excluded from public 

affairs, became crucial to the nonimportation move-
ment. They reduced their households’ consumption of 

imported goods and produced large quantities of 

homespun cloth. Pious farmwives spun yarn at their 

ministers’ homes. In Berwick, Maine, “true Daughters 

of Liberty” celebrated American products by “drinking 

rye coffee and dining on bear venison.” Other women’s 

groups supported the boycott with charitable work, 

spinning flax and wool for the needy. Just as Patriot 

men followed tradition by joining crowd actions, so 

women’s protests reflected their customary concern for 

the well-being of the community. 

Newspapers celebrated these exploits of the 

Daughters of Liberty. One Massachusetts town proudly 

claimed an annual output of 30,000 yards of cloth; East 

Hartford, Connecticut, reported 17,000 yards. This 

Celebrating Repeal

This British cartoon mocking 
supporters of the Stamp 
Act — “The Repeal, or the 
Funeral Procession of Miss 
Americ-Stamp” — was probably 
commissioned by merchants 
trading with America. Preceded 
by two flag bearers, George 
Grenville, the author of the 
legislation, carries a miniature 
coffin (representing the act) to a 
tomb, as a dog urinates on the 
leader of the procession. Two 
bales on the wharf, labeled 
“Stamps from America” and 
“Black cloth return’d from 
America,” testify to the failure 
of the act. The Granger Collection, 
New York.
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surge in domestic production did 

not offset the loss of British 

imports, which had averaged 

about 10 million yards of cloth 

annually, but it brought thou-

sands of women into the public 

arena.

The boycott mobilized many American men as 

well. In the seaport cities, the Sons of Liberty published 

the names of merchants who imported British goods 

and harassed their employees and customers. By March 

1769, the nonimportation movement had spread to 

Philadelphia; two months later, the members of the 

Virginia House of Burgesses vowed not to buy dutied 

articles, luxury goods, or imported slaves. Reflecting 

colonial self-confidence, Benjamin Franklin called for a 

return to the pre-1763 mercantilist system: “Repeal 

the laws, renounce the right, recall the troops, refund 

the money, and return to the old method of 

requisition.”

Despite the enthusiasm of Patriots, nonimporta-

tion — accompanied by pressure on merchants and 

consumers who resisted it — opened fissures in colo-

nial society. Not only royal officials, but also merchants, 

farmers, and ordinary folk, were subject to new forms 

of surveillance and coercion — a pattern that would 

only become more pronounced as the imperial crisis 

unfolded.

Troops to Boston American resistance only 

increased British determination. When the Massachu-

setts assembly’s letter opposing the Townshend duties 

reached London, Lord Hillsborough, the secretary of 

state for American affairs, branded it “unjustifiable 

opposition to the constitutional authority of Parlia-

ment.” To strengthen the “Hand of Government” 

in Massachusetts, Hillsborough dispatched General 

Thomas Gage and 2,000 British troops to Boston 

(Map 5.3). Once in Massachusetts, Gage accused its 

leaders of “Treasonable and desperate Resolves” and 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the nonimpor-
tation movement bring 
women into the political 
sphere?

Edenton Ladies’ Tea Party

In October 1774, a group of fifty-one 
women from Edenton, North Carolina, led 
by Penelope Barker created a local association 
to support a boycott of British goods. Patriots 
in the colonies praised the Edenton Tea Party, 
which was one of the first formal female political 
associations in North America, but it was ridiculed 
in Britain, where this cartoon appeared in March 
1775. The women are given a mannish appear-
ance, and the themes of promiscuity and neglect 
to their female duties are suggested by the 
presence of a slave and an amorous man, the 
neglected child, and the urinating dog. Library of 
Congress.
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advised the ministry to “Quash this Spirit at a Blow.” In 

1765, American resistance to the Stamp Act had 

sparked a parliamentary debate; in 1768, it provoked a 

plan for military coercion. 

The Problem of the West
At the same time that successive ministries addressed 

the problem of raising a colonial revenue, they quarreled 

over how to manage the vast new inland territory — 

about half a billion acres — acquired in the Treaty of 

Paris in 1763 (see Chapter 4). The Proclamation Line 

had drawn a boundary between the colonies and 

Indian country. The line was originally intended 

as a temporary barrier. It prohibited settlement “for 

the present, and until our further Pleasure be known.” 

The Proclamation also created three new mainland 

colonies — Quebec, East Florida, and West Florida — 

and thus opened new opportunities at the northern 

and southern extremities of British North America. 

But many colonists looked west rather than north 

or south. Four groups in the colonies were especially 

interested in westward expansion. First, gentlemen 

who had invested in numerous land speculation com-

panies were petitioning the crown for large land grants 

in the Ohio country. Second, officers who served in 

the Seven Years’ War were paid in 

land warrants — up to 5,000 acres 

for field officers — and some, led 

by George Washington, were 

exploring possible sites beyond 

the Appalachians. Third, Indian 

traders who had received large 

grants from the Ohio Indians 

hoped to sell land titles. And fourth, thousands of 

squatters were following the roads cut to the Ohio by 

the Braddock and Forbes campaigns during the Seven 

Years’ War to take up lands in the hope that they could 

later receive a title to them. “The roads are . . . alive 

with Men, Women, Children, and Cattle from Jersey, 

Pennsylvania, and Maryland,” wrote one astonished 

observer (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 164). 

All of this activity antagonized the Ohio Indians. In 

1770, Shawnees invited hundreds of Indian leaders to 
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MAP 5.3
British Troop Deployments, 1763 and 1775

As the imperial crisis deepened, British military priorities changed. In 1763, most British battalions 
were stationed in Canada to deter Indian uprisings and French Canadian revolts. After the Stamp 
Act riots of 1765, the British placed large garrisons in New York and Philadelphia. By 1775, eleven 
battalions of British regulars occupied Boston, the center of the Patriot movement.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What groups were most 
interested in western 
lands, and why did 
Hillsborough oppose 
them?
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T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

Beyond the 

Proclamation Line

Though the Royal Proclamation of 1763 called the territory between the Appa-
lachian Mountains and the Mississippi River “Indian country,” the reality was 
more complex than this phrase indicates. The following documents illustrate 
some of the patterns that shaped life beyond the Proclamation Line between 
1763 and 1776.

1. Colonel John Bradstreet’s Thoughts on Indian 
Affairs, 1764. Colonel John Bradstreet led a force 
of British redcoats to Fort Niagara in response to 
Pontiac’s Rebellion. He drafted these remarks 
shortly afterward.

Of all the Savages upon the continent, the most knowing, 

the most intriguing, the less useful, and the greatest Vil-

lains, are those most conversant with the Europeans, and 

deserve most the attention of Govern[men]t by way of 

correction, and these are the Six Nations, Shawanese and 

Delawares; they are well acquainted with the defenceless 

state of the Inhabitants, who live on the Frontiers, and 

think they will ever have it in their power to distress and 

plunder them, and never cease raising the jealousy of the 

Upper Nations against us, by propagating amongst them 

such stories, as make them believe the English have noth-

ing so much at heart as the extirpation of all Savages. The 

apparent design of the Six Nations, is to keep us at war 

with all Savages, but themselves, that they may be 

employed as mediators between us and them.

2. William Johnson to the British Lords of Trade, 1763. 
William Johnson, a New Yorker with extensive 
experience in Indian relations, was the crown’s 
superintendent for Indian affairs in the northern 
colonies.

[T]he Colonies, had all along neglected to cultivate a 

proper understanding with the Indians, and from a 

mistaken notion, have greatly dispised them, without 

considering, that it is in their power at pleasure to lay 

waste and destroy the Frontiers. . . . Without any exag-

eration, I look upon the Northern Indians to be the 

most formidable of any uncivilized body of people in 

the World. Hunting and War are their sole occupations, 

and the one qualifies them for the other, they have few 

wants, and those are easily supplied, their properties 

of little value, consequently, expeditions against them 

however successful, cannot distress them, and they 

have courage sufficient for their manner of fighting, 

the nature and situation of their Countrys, require 

not more. 

3. “Indians Giving a Talk to Colonel Bouquet,” 
1766. Based on a painting by Benjamin West, this 
engraving from a book about Bouquet’s campaign 
to the Ohio following Pontiac’s Rebellion depicts 
a meeting with Delaware, Seneca, and Shawnee 
representatives in October 1764. 

Source: The Granger Collection, New York.

4. David Jones’s journal, 1773. David Jones was a Bap-
tist minister who traveled down the Ohio River in 
1772 and 1773. His journal offers a compelling 
glimpse of life in the valley’s trading communities.

FRIDAY [January] 22, in company with Mr. Irwine, set 

out for Chillicaathee. . . . Here Mr. Irwine kept an assort-

ment of goods, and for that purpose rented an house from 

an Indian whose name is Waappee Monneeto, often called 

the White Devil. . . . Went to see Mr. Moses Henry a gun-

smith and trader from Lancaster. This gentleman has 

lived for some years in this town, and is lawfully married 

to a white woman, who was captivated so young that she 

speaks the language as well as any Indian. . . . Mr. Henry 

lives in a comfortable manner, having plenty of good beef, 

pork, milk, &c. … Chillicaathee is the chief town of the 

Shawannee Indians — it is situated north of a large plain 
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ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. John Bradstreet, a career British army officer, based his 

observations (source 1) on his wartime experiences in 
the West. William Johnson (source 2) had lived in close 
proximity to Iroquois Indians for many years. Compare 
their views: what do they agree upon, and where do 
they differ?

2. Charles Grignion’s engraving (source 3) appeared in print 
a short time after Pontiac’s Rebellion. How does it por-
tray the Ohio Indians? Compare Grignion’s image with 
the descriptions in sources 1 and 2 and John Killbuck’s 
speech (source 5). What parallels or differences do you 
see?

3. What do you find most surprising about source 4? What 
evidence of European influence do you see in the Indian 
towns Jones describes?

4. Sources 5 and 6 describe the state of affairs on the upper 
Ohio shortly before the outbreak of Dunmore’s War. 
What concerns does Killbuck express? Why was Virginia’s 
willingness to organize a militia so important to the 
residents of the region?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Using these documents and what you have learned in 
Chapter 5, write a short essay that surveys British and 
Anglo-American attitudes toward the Ohio Indians and 
explores the contradictions between these attitudes 
and the reality of life in the Ohio country.

of the militia in Pittsburgh, was at the center of 
the controversy.

Since the return of the Celebrated Doctor Connelly from 

Virginia last to this place, which he did on the 28th of 

March, our village is become the scene of anarchy and 

Confusion. . . .

The Doctor now is in actual possession of the Fort, 

with a Body Guard of Militia about him, Invested, as we 

are told, with both Civil & military power, to put the Vir-

ginia Law in Force in these parts, and a considerable 

Number of the Inhabitants of these back Parts of this 

Country, Ready to join him on any emergency, every arti-

fice are used to seduce the people, some by being promoted 

to Civil or military employments, and others with the 

promises of grants of Lands, on easy Terms, & the giddy 

headed mobs are so Infatuated as to suffer themselves to 

be carried away by these Insinuating Delusions. . . .

The Indians are greatly alarmed at seeing parties of 

armed men patrolling through our streets Daily, not 

knowing but there is hostility intended against them and 

their country.

Sources: (1, 2) E. B. O’Callaghan and Berthold Fernow, eds., Documents Relative to the 

Colonial History of the State of New York, 15 vols. (Albany, 1856–1887), 7: 690–694, 574; 

(4) David Jones, A Journal of Two Visits Made to Some Nations of Indians on the West 

Side of the River Ohio, in the Years 1772 and 1773 (Burlington, 1774 [rep. NY, 1971]); 

(5) K. G. Davies, ed., Documents of the American Revolution, 1770–1783, 19 vols. 

(Shannon and Dublin, 1972–1981), 3: 254–255; (6) Samuel Hazard, ed., Pennsylvania 

Archives, series 1, 12 vols. (Philadelphia: Joseph Severns & Co., 1856), 4: 484–486.

adjacent to a branch of Paint Creek. This plain is their 

corn-field, which supplies great part of their town. Their 

houses are made of logs. . . .

WEDNESDAY [February] 10. . . . This is a small town 

consisting of Delawares and Shawanees. The chief is a 

Shawanee woman, who is esteemed very rich — she enter-

tains travelers — there were four of us in company, and for 

our use, her negro quarter was evacuated this night, which 

had a fire in the middle without any chimney. This woman 

has a large stock, and supplied us with milk. Here we also 

got corn for our horses at a very expensive price. . . .

FRIDAY [February] 12 . . . We passed [the Delaware 

chief] Captain White Eye’s Town. . . . He told me that he 

intended to be religious, and have his children educated. 

He saw that their way of living would not answer much 

longer — game grew scarce — they could not much longer 

pretend to live by hunting, but must farm, &c. — But said, 

he could not attend to matters of religion now, for he in-

tended to make a great hunt down Ohio, and take the 

skins himself to Philadelphia.

5. Killbuck to the governors of Pennsylvania, Mary-
land, and Virginia, December 1771. John Killbuck 
Jr., or Gelelemend, a Delaware headman, aired 
grievances on behalf of Ohio Delaware, Munsie, 
and Mahican Indians.

Great numbers more of your people have come over the 

Great Mountains and settled throughout this country, and 

we are sorry to tell you, that several quarrels have hap-

pened between your people and ours, in which people 

have been killed on both sides, and that we now see the 

nations round us and your people ready to embroil in a 

quarrel, which gives our nations great concerns, as we, on 

our parts, want to live in friendship with you. As you have 

always told us, you have laws to govern your people by, 

-- but we do not see that you have; therefore, brethren, 

unless you can fall upon some method of governing your 

people who live between the Great Mountains and the 

Ohio River and who are now very numerous, it will be 

out of the Indians’ power to govern their young men, for 

we assure you the black clouds begin to gather fast in this 

country. . . . We find your people are very fond of our rich 

land. We see them quarrelling every day about land and 

burning one another’s houses, so that we do not know 

how soon they may come over the river Ohio and drive us 

from our villages, nor do we see you, brothers, take any 

care to stop them.

6. Aeneas MacKay to Pennsylvania governor John 
Penn, April 4, 1774. MacKay, a magistrate of Penn-
sylvania’s Westmoreland County, reported on 
Virginia’s effort to create a competing jurisdiction 
in the vicinity of Pittsburgh. Dr. John Connolly, 
appointed by Governor Dunmore as commander 
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gather at the town of Chillicothe on the Scioto River. 

There they formed the Scioto Confederacy, which 

pledged to oppose any further expansion into the Ohio 

country.

Meanwhile, in London, the idea that the Procla-

mation Line was only temporary gave way to the 

view that it should be permanent. Hillsborough, who 

became colonial secretary in 1768, adamantly opposed 

westward expansion, believing it would antagonize 

the Indians without benefitting the empire. Moreover, 

he owned vast Irish estates, and he was alarmed by 

the number of tenants who were leaving Ireland for 

America. To preserve Britain’s laboring class, as well 

as control costs, Hillsborough wanted to make the 

Proclamation Line permanent.

For colonists who were already moving west to 

settle in large numbers, this shift in policy caused con-

fusion and frustration. Eventually, like the Patriots 

along the seaboard, they would take matters into their 

own hands.

Parliament Wavers
In Britain, the colonies’ nonimportation agreement 

was taking its toll. In 1768, the colonies had cut imports 

of British manufactures in half; by 1769, the mainland 

colonies had a trade surplus with Britain of £816,000. 

Hard-hit by these developments, British merchants 

and manufacturers petitioned Parliament to repeal the 

Townshend duties. Early in 1770, Lord North became 

prime minister. A witty man and a skillful politician, 

North designed a new compromise. Arguing that it 

was foolish to tax British exports to America (thereby 

raising their price and decreasing consumption), he 

persuaded Parliament to repeal most of the Townshend 

duties. However, North retained the tax on tea as a 

symbol of Parliament’s supremacy (Figure 5.2). 

The Boston Massacre Even as Parliament was 

debating North’s repeal, events in Boston guaranteed 

that reconciliation between Patriots and Parliament 

would be hard to achieve. Between 1,200 and 2,000 

troops had been stationed in Boston for a year and 

a half. Soldiers were also stationed in New York, 

Philadelphia, several towns in New Jersey, and various 

frontier outposts in these years, with a minimum of 

conflict or violence. But in Boston — a small port town 

on a tiny peninsula — the troops numbered 10 percent 

of the local population, and their presence wore on the 

locals. On the night of March 5, 1770, a group of nine 

British redcoats fired into a crowd and killed five 

townspeople. A subsequent trial exonerated the sol-

diers, but Boston’s Radical Whigs, convinced of a min-

isterial conspiracy against liberty, labeled the incident a 

“massacre” and used it to rally sentiment against impe-

rial power. 

Sovereignty Debated When news of North’s com-

promise arrived in the colonies in the wake of the 

Boston Massacre, the reaction was mixed. Most of 

Britain’s colonists remained loyal to the empire, but 

five years of conflict had taken their toll. In 1765, 

American leaders had accepted Parliament’s authority; 

the Stamp Act Resolves had opposed only certain 

“unconstitutional” legislation. By 1770, the most out-

spoken Patriots — Benjamin Franklin in Pennsylvania, 

Patrick Henry in Virginia, and Samuel Adams in 

Massachusetts — repudiated parliamentary supremacy 

and claimed equality for the American assemblies 

within the empire. Franklin suggested that the colonies 
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FIGURE 5.2
Trade as a Political Weapon, 1763–1776

Political upheaval did not affect the 
mainland colonies’ exports to Britain, 
which rose slightly over the period, but 
imports fluctuated greatly. The American 
boycott of 1765–1766 prompted a dip 
in imports, but the second boycott of 
1768–1770 led to a sharp drop in imports 
of British textiles, metal goods, and cer-
amics. Imports of manufactures soared 
after the repeal of the Townshend duties, 
only to plummet when the First Continen-
tal Congress proclaimed a third boycott 
in 1774.
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were now “distinct and separate states” with “the same 

Head, or Sovereign, the King.”

Franklin’s suggestion outraged Thomas Hutchin-

son, the American-born royal governor of Massa-

chusetts. Hutchinson emphatically rejected the idea of 

“two independent legislatures in one and the same 

state.” He told the Massachusetts assembly, “I know of 

no line that can be drawn between the supreme author-

ity of Parliament and the total independence of the 

colonies.”

There the matter rested. The British had twice 

imposed revenue acts on the colonies, and American 

Patriots had twice forced a retreat. If Parliament 

insisted on a policy of constitutional absolutism by 

imposing taxes a third time, some Americans were 

prepared to pursue violent resistance. Nor did they 

flinch when reminded that George III condemned 

their agitation. As the Massachusetts House replied to 

Hutchinson, “There is more rea-

son to dread the consequences 

of absolute uncontrolled supreme 

power, whether of a nation or a 

monarch, than those of total inde-

pendence.” Fearful of civil war, 

Lord North’s ministry hesitated to 

force the issue.

Patriot Propaganda

Silversmith Paul Revere issued this engraving of the confrontation between British redcoats and snowball-
throwing Bostonians in the days after it occurred. To whip up opposition to the military occupation of their 
town, Revere and other Patriots labeled the incident “The Boston Massacre.” The shooting confirmed their 
Radical Whig belief that “standing armies” were instruments of tyranny. Library of Congress.

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
What was Benjamin 
Franklin’s position on 
colonial representation 
in 1765, and why had his 
view changed by 1770?
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The Road to Independence, 
1771–1776
Repeal of the Townshend duties in 1770 restored har-

mony to the British Empire, but strong feelings and 

mutual distrust lay just below the surface. In 1773, 

those emotions erupted, destroying any hope of com-

promise. Within two years, the Americans and the 

British clashed in armed conflict. Despite widespread 

resistance among loyal colonists, Patriot legislators cre-

ated provisional governments and military forces, the 

two essentials for independence.

A Compromise Repudiated
Once aroused, political passions are not easily quieted. 

In Boston, Samuel Adams and other radical Patriots 

continued to warn Americans of imperial domination 

and, late in 1772, persuaded the town meeting to 

set up a committee of correspondence “to state the 

Rights of the Colonists of this Province.” Soon, eighty 

Massachusetts towns had similar committees. When 

British officials threatened to seize the Americans 

responsible for the burning of the customs vessel Gaspée 

and prosecute them in Britain, the Virginia House of 

Burgesses and several other assemblies set up their own 

committees of correspondence. These standing com-

mittees allowed Patriots to communicate with leaders 

in other colonies when new threats to liberty occurred. 

By 1774, among the colonies that would later declare 

independence, only Pennsylvania was without one.

The East India Company and the Tea Act These 

committees sprang into action when Parliament passed 

the Tea Act of May 1773. The act provided financial 

relief for the East India Company, a royally chartered 

private corporation that served as the instrument of 

British imperialism. The company was deeply in debt; it 

also had a huge surplus of tea as a result of high import 

duties, which led Britons and col-

onists alike to drink smuggled 

Dutch tea instead. The Tea Act 

gave the company a government 

loan and, to boost its revenue, 

canceled the import duties on tea 

the company exported to Ireland 

and the American colonies. Now 

even with the Town shend duty of 

3 pence a pound on tea, high-quality East India 

Company tea would cost less than the Dutch tea 

smuggled into the colonies by American merchants.

Radical Patriots accused the British ministry of brib-

ing Americans with the cheaper East India Company’s 

tea so they would give up their principled opposition to 

the tea tax. As an anonymous woman wrote to the 

Massachusetts Spy, “The use of [British] tea is considered 

not as a private but as a public evil . . . a handle to intro-

duce a variety of . . . oppressions amongst us.” Merchants 

joined the protest because the East India Company 

planned to distribute its tea directly to shopkeepers, 

excluding American wholesalers from the trade’s profits. 

“The fear of an Introduction of a Monopoly in this 

Country,” British general Frederick Haldimand reported 

from New York, “has induced the mercantile part of 

the Inhabitants to be very industrious in opposing this 

Step and added Strength to a Spirit of Independence 

already too prevalent.”

The Tea Party and the Coercive Acts The Sons of 

Liberty prevented East India Company ships from 

delivering their cargoes in New York, Philadelphia, 

and Charleston. In Massachusetts, Royal Governor 

Hutchinson was determined to land the tea and col-

lect the tax. To foil the governor’s plan, artisans and 

laborers disguised as Indians boarded three ships — 

the Dartmouth, the Eleanor, and the Beaver — on 

December 16, 1773, broke open 342 chests of tea 

(valued at about £10,000, or about $900,000 today), 

and threw them into the harbor. “This destruction of 

the Tea . . . must have so important Consequences,” 

John Adams wrote in his diary, “that I cannot but con-

sider it as an Epoch in History.” 

The king was outraged. “Concessions have made 

matters worse,” George III declared. “The time has 

come for compulsion.” Early in 1774, Parliament 

passed four Coercive Acts to force Massachusetts to pay 

for the tea and to submit to imperial authority. The 

Boston Port Bill closed Boston Harbor to shipping; the 

Massachusetts Government Act annulled the colony’s 

charter and prohibited most town meetings; a new 

Quartering Act mandated new barracks for British 

troops; and the Justice Act allowed trials for capital 

crimes to be transferred to other colonies or to Britain.

Patriot leaders throughout the colonies branded 

the measures “Intolerable” and rallied support for Mas-

sa chusetts. In Georgia, a Patriot warned the “Freemen 

of the Province” that “every privilege you at present 

claim as a birthright, may be wrested from you by the 

same authority that blockades the town of Boston.” 

“The cause of Boston,” George Washington declared in 

Virginia, “now is and ever will be considered as the 

cause of America.” The committees of correspondence 

had created a firm sense of Patriot unity.

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
Why did colonists react so 
strongly against the Tea 
Act, which imposed a small 
tax and actually lowered 
the price of tea?
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In 1774, Parliament also passed the Quebec Act, 

which allowed the practice of Roman Catholicism in 

Quebec. This concession to Quebec’s predominantly 

Catholic population reignited religious passions in 

New England, where Protestants associated Catholi-

cism with arbitrary royal government. Because the act 

extended Quebec’s boundaries into the Ohio River 

Valley, it likewise angered influential land speculators 

in Virginia and Pennsylvania and ordinary settlers by 

the thousands (Map 5.4). Although the ministry did 

not intend the Quebec Act as a coercive measure, many 

colonists saw it as further proof of Parliament’s inten-

tion to control American affairs. 

The Continental Congress Responds
In response to the Coercive Acts, Patriot leaders con-

vened a new continent-wide body, the Continental 
Congress. Twelve mainland colonies sent representa-

tives. Four recently acquired colonies — Florida, Quebec, 

Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland — refused to send 

delegates, as did Georgia, where the royal governor 

controlled the legislature. The assemblies of Barbados, 

Jamaica, and the other sugar islands, although wary of 

British domination, were even more fearful of revolts 

by their predominantly African populations and there-

fore declined to attend.

The delegates who met in Philadelphia in September 

1774 had different agendas. Southern representatives, 

fearing a British plot “to overturn the constitution and 

introduce a system of arbitrary government,” advocated 

a new economic boycott. Independence-minded repre-

sentatives from New England demanded political union 

and defensive military preparations. Many delegates 

from the Middle Atlantic colonies favored compromise.

Led by Joseph Galloway of Pennsylvania, these 

men of “loyal principles” proposed a new political sys-

tem similar to Benjamin Franklin’s proposal at the 

Albany Congress of 1754: each colony would retain 

its assembly to legislate on local matters, and a new 

continent-wide body would handle general American 

affairs. The king would appoint a president-general to 

preside over a legislative council selected by the colonial 

assemblies. Galloway’s plan failed by a single vote; a bare 

majority thought it was too conciliatory (American 

Voices, p. 172). 

Instead, the delegates demanded the repeal of the 

Coercive Acts and stipulated that British control 

The Boston Tea Party

Led by radical Patriots disguised as Mohawk Indians, Bostonians dumped the East India Company’s taxed 
tea into the harbor. The rioters made clear their “pure” political motives by punishing those who sought 
personal gain: one Son of Liberty who stole some of the tea was “stripped of his booty and his clothes 
together, and sent home naked.” Library of Congress.
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be limited to matters of trade. It also approved a pro-

gram of economic retaliation: Americans would stop 

importing British goods in 

December 1774. If Parliament did 

not repeal the Coercive Acts by 

September 1775, the Congress 

vowed to cut off virtually all colo-

nial exports to Britain, Ireland, 

and the British West Indies. Ten 

years of constitutional conflict 

had culminated in a threat of all-out commercial 

warfare.

A few British leaders still hoped for compromise. In 

January 1775, William Pitt, now sitting in the House of 

Lords as the Earl of Chatham, asked Parliament to 

renounce its power to tax the colonies and to recog-

nize the Continental Congress as a lawful body. In 

return, he suggested, the Congress should acknowledge 

parliamentary supremacy and provide a permanent 

source of revenue to help defray the national debt.

The British ministry rejected Pitt’s plan. Twice it 

had backed down in the face of colonial resistance; a 

third retreat was impossible. Branding the Continental 

Congress an illegal assembly, the ministry rejected 

Lord Dartmouth’s proposal to send commissioners to 

negotiate a settlement. Instead, Lord North set strin-

gent terms: Americans must pay for their own defense 

and administration and acknowledge Parliament’s 

authority to tax them. To put teeth in these demands, 

North imposed a naval blockade on American trade 

with foreign nations and ordered General Gage to sup-

press dissent in Massachusetts. “Now the case seemed 

desperate,” the prime minister told Thomas Hutchinson, 

whom the Patriots had forced into exile in London. 

“Parliament would not — could not — concede. For 

aught he could see it must come to violence.”

The Rising of the Countryside
The fate of the urban-led Patriot movement would 

depend on the colonies’ large rural population. Most 

farmers had little interest in imperial affairs. Their lives 

were deeply rooted in the soil, and their prime alle-

giance was to family and community. But imperial pol-

icies had increasingly intruded into the lives of farm 

families by sending their sons to war and raising their 

taxes. In 1754, farmers on Long Island, New York, had 

paid an average tax of 10 shillings; by 1756, thanks to 
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MAP 5.4 
British Western Policy, 1763–1774

The Proclamation of 1763 prohibited white 
settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains. 
Nonetheless, Anglo-American settlers and 
land speculators proposed the new colonies 
of Vandalia and Transylvania to the west of 
Virginia and North Carolina. The Quebec 
Act of 1774 designated most western lands 
as Indian reserves and vastly enlarged the 
boundaries of Quebec, dashing speculators’ 
hopes and eliminating the old sea-to-sea land 
claims of many seaboard colonies. The act 
especially angered New England Protestants, 
who condemned it for allowing French resi-
dents to practice Catholicism, and colonial 
political leaders, who protested its failure to 
provide Quebec with a representative assembly.

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
Why did Parliament prefer 
North’s solution to the 
Boston Tea Party to 
William Pitt’s?
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the Great War for Empire, their taxes had jumped to 

30 shillings. 

The Continental Association The boycotts of 1765 

and 1768 raised the political consciousness of rural 

Americans. When the First Continental Congress 

established the Continental Association in 1774 to 

enforce a third boycott of British goods, it quickly set 

up a rural network of committees to do its work. In 

Concord, Massachusetts, 80 percent of the male heads 

of families and a number of single women signed a 

“Solemn League and Covenant” supporting nonim-

portation. In other farm towns, men blacked their 

faces, disguised themselves in blankets “like Indians,” 

and threatened violence against shopkeepers who 

traded “in rum, molasses, & Sugar, &c.” in violation of 

the boycott.

Patriots likewise warned that British measures 

threatened the yeoman tradition of landownership. In 

Petersham, Massachusetts, the town meeting worried 

that new British taxes would drain “this People of the 

Fruits of their Toil.” Arable land was now scarce and 

expensive in older communities, and in new settlements 

merchants were seizing farmsteads for delinquent 

debts. By the 1770s, many northern yeomen felt per-

sonally threatened by British policies, which, a Patriot 

pamphlet warned, were “paving the way for reducing 

the country to lordships” (Table 5.3).

Southern Planters Fear Dependency Despite 

their higher standard of living, southern slave owners 

had similar fears. Many Chesapeake planters were 

deeply in debt to British merchants. Accustomed to 

being absolute masters on their slave-labor plantations 

and seeing themselves as guardians of English liberties, 

planters resented their financial dependence on British 

creditors and dreaded the prospect of political subser-

vience to British officials.

That danger now seemed real. If Parliament used 

the Coercive Acts to subdue Massachusetts, then it 

might turn next to Virginia, dissolving its representa-

tive assembly and assisting British merchants to seize 

debt-burdened properties. Consequently, the Virginia 

gentry supported demands by indebted yeomen farm-

ers to close the law courts so that they could bargain 

with merchants over debts without the threat of legal 

action. “The spark of liberty is not yet extinct among 

our people,” declared one planter, “and if properly 

TABLE 5.3

Patriot Resistance, 1762–1776

Date British Action Patriot Response

1762 Revenue Act Merchants complain privately

1763 Proclamation Line Land speculators voice discontent

1764 Sugar Act Merchants and Massachusetts legislature 
protest

1765 Stamp Act Sons of Liberty riot; Stamp Act Congress; 
first boycott of British goods

1765 Quartering Act New York assembly refuses to fund 
until 1767

1767–1768 Townshend Act; military occupation of Boston Second boycott of British goods; harassment 
of pro-British merchants

1772 Royal commission to investigate Gaspée affair Committees of correspondence form 

1773 Tea Act Widespread resistance; Boston Tea Party

1774 Coercive Acts; Quebec Act First Continental Congress; third boycott of 
British goods

1775 British raids near Boston; king’s Proclamation 
for Suppressing Rebellion and Sedition

Armed resistance; Second Continental 
Congress; invasion of Canada; cutoff of 
colonial exports

1776 Military attacks led by royal governors in South Paine’s Common Sense; Declaration of 
Independence
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The Debate over 

Representation and 

Sovereignty

A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Jared Ingersoll

Report on the Debates in Parliament (1765)

Connecticut lawyer Jared Ingersoll (1722–1781) served as 
his colony’s agent, or lobbyist, in Britain. In this 1765 letter 
to the governor of Connecticut, Ingersoll summarizes the 
debate then under way in Parliament over the Stamp Act. 
When the act passed, he returned home to become the 
stamp distributor in Connecticut. A mob forced him to 
resign that post. Ingersoll later served as a vice-admiralty 
judge in Philadelphia and, during the Revolution, remained 
loyal to Britain.

The principal Attention has been to the Stamp bill that 

has been preparing to Lay before Parliament for taxing 

America. The Point of the Authority of Parliament to 

impose such Tax I found on my Arrival here was so fully 

and Universally yielded [accepted], that there was not the 

least hopes of making any impressions that way. . . .

I beg leave to give you a Summary of the Arguments 

which are made use of in favour of such Authority. The 

House of Commons, say they, is a branch of the supreme 

legislature of the Nation, and which in its Nature is sup-

posed to represent, or rather to stand in the place of, the 

Commons, that is, of the great body of the people. . . .

That this house of Commons, therefore, is now . . . a 

part of the Supreme unlimited power of the Nation, as in 

every State there must be some unlimited Power and 

Authority. . . .

They say a Power to tax is a necessary part of every 

Supreme Legislative Authority, and that if they have not 

that Power over America, they have none, and then 

America is at once a Kingdom of itself.

On the other hand those who oppose the bill say, it is 

true the Parliament have a supreme unlimited Authority 

over every Part and Branch of the Kings dominions and 

as well over Ireland as any other place.

Yet [they say] we believe a British parliament will 

never think it prudent to tax Ireland [or America]. Tis 

true they say, that the Commons of England and of the 

British Empire are all represented in and by the house of 

Commons, but this representation is confessedly on all 

hands by Construction and Virtual [because most British 

subjects] . . . have no hand in choosing the 

representatives. . . .

[They say further] that the Effects of this implied 

Representation here and in America must be infinitely 

different in the Article of Taxation. . . . By any Mistake an 

act of Parliament is made that prove injurious and hard 

the Member of Parliament here [in Britain] sees with 

his own Eyes and is moreover very accessible to the 

people. . . . [Also,] the taxes are laid equally by one Rule 

and fall as well on the Member himself as on the people. 

But as to America, from the great distance in point of 

Situation [they are not represented in the same way]. . . .

[Finally, the opponents of the Act say] we already 

by the Regulations upon their trade draw from the 

Americans all that they can spare. . . . This Step [of taxa-

tion] should not take place until or unless the Americans 

are allowed to send Members to Parliament.

Thus I have given you, I think, the Substance of the 

Arguments on both sides of that great and important 

Question of the right and also of the Expediency of taxing 

America by Authority of Parliament. . . . [But] upon a 

Division of the house upon the Question, there was about 

250 to about 50 in favour of the Bill.

Source: New Haven Colony Historical Society, Papers (1918), 9: 306–315.

Joseph Galloway

Plan of Union (1775)

Speaker of the Pennsylvania assembly Joseph Galloway 
was a delegate to the First Continental Congress, where 
he proposed a plan that addressed the issue of representa-
tion. The colonies would remain British but operate under 
a continental government with the power to veto parlia-
mentary laws that affected America. Radical Patriots in the 
Congress, who favored independence, prevented a vote 

Speaking before the House of Commons, Benjamin Franklin declared that before 
1763 Americans had paid little attention to the question of Parliament’s “right 
to lay taxes and duties” in the colonies. The reason was simple, Franklin said: “A 
right to lay internal taxes was never supposed to be in Parliament, as we are not 
represented there.” Franklin recognized that representation was central to the 
imperial debate. As the following selections show, the failure to solve the prob-
lem of representation, and the closely related issue of parliamentary sovereignty, 
led to the American rebellion.



The Plan

That the several [colonial] assemblies shall [form an 

American union and] choose members for the grand 

council. . . .

That the Grand Council . . . shall hold and exercise 

all the like rights, liberties and privileges, as are held and 

exercised by and in the House of Commons of 

Great-Britain. . . .

That the President-General shall hold his office during 

the pleasure of the King, and his assent shall be requisite 

to all acts of the Grand Council, and it shall be his office 

and duty to cause them to be carried into execution. . . .

That the President-General, by and with the advice 

and consent of the Grand-Council, hold and exercise all 

the legislative rights, powers, and authorities, necessary 

for regulating and administering all the general police 

and affairs of the colonies. . . .

That the said President-General and the Grand 

Council, be an inferior and distinct branch of the British 

legislature, united and incorporated with it, . . . and that 

the assent of both [Parliament and the Grand Council] 

shall be requisite to the validity of all such general acts or 

statutes [that affect the colonies].

Source: Joseph Galloway, Historical and Political Reflections on the Rise and Progress of 

the American Rebellion (London, 1780), 70.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. According to Ingersoll, what were the main arguments 

of those in Parliament who opposed the Stamp Act? 
Did those opposing the Stamp Act agree with the act’s 
supporters that Parliament had the right to tax the 
colonies?

2. How did Galloway’s plan solve the problem of colonial 
representation in Parliament? How would the British 
ministers who advocated parliamentary supremacy have 
reacted to the plan?

3. The framers of the U.S. Constitution addressed the prob-
lem of dividing authority between state governments 
and the national government by allowing the states to 
retain legal authority over most matters and delegating 
limited powers to the national government. Could such 
a solution have been implemented in the British Empire? 
Why or why not?

on Galloway’s plan and suppressed mention of it in the 
records. Galloway remained loyal to the crown, fought on 
the British side in the War for Independence, and moved 
to England in 1778.

If we sincerely mean to accommodate the difference 

between the two countries, . . . we must take into consid-

eration a number of facts which led the Parliament to pass 

the acts complained of. . . . [You will recall] the dangerous 

situation of the Colonies from the intrigues of France, and 

the incursions of the Canadians and their Indian allies, at 

the commencement of the last war. . . . Great-Britain sent 

over her fleets and armies for their protection. . . .

In this state of the Colonies, it was not unreasonable 

to expect that Parliament would have levied a tax on them 

proportionate to their wealth, . . . Parliament was natu-

rally led to exercise the power which had been, by its 

predecessors, so often exercised over the Colonies, and to 

pass the Stamp Act. Against this act, the Colonies peti-

tioned Parliament, and denied its authority . . . [declaring] 

that the Colonies could not be represented in that body. 

This justly alarmed the British Senate. It was thought and 

called by the ablest men [in] Britain, a clear and explicit 

declaration of the American Independence, and com-

pelled the Parliament to pass the Declaratory Act, in 

order to save its ancient and incontrovertible right of 

supremacy over all the parts of the empire. . . .

Having thus briefly stated the arguments in favour 

of parliamentary authority, . . . I am free to confess that 

the exercise of that authority is not perfectly constitu-

tional in respect to the Colonies. We know that the 

whole landed interest of Britain is represented in that 

body, while neither the land nor the people of America 

hold the least participation in the legislative authority of 

the State. . . . Representation, or a participation in the 

supreme councils of the State, is the great principle upon 

which the freedom of the British Government is estab-

lished and secured.

I wish to see . . . the right to participate in the 

supreme councils of the State extended, in some 

form . . . to America . . . [and therefore] have prepared 

the draught of a plan for uniting America more inti-

mately, in constitutional policy, with Great-Britain. . . . 

I am certain when dispassionately considered, it will be 

found to be the most perfect union in power and lib-

erty with the Parent State, next to a representation in 

Parliament, and I trust it will be approved of by both 

countries.

173
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fanned by the Gentlemen of influence will, I make no 

doubt, burst out again into a flame.”

Loyalists and Neutrals
Yet in many places, the Patriot movement was a 

hard sell. In Virginia, Patriot leaders were nearly all 

wealthy planters, and many of their poorer neighbors 

regarded the movement with suspicion. In regions 

where great landowners became Patriots — the Hudson 

River Valley of New York, for example — many tenant 

farmers supported the king because they hated their 

landlords. Similar social conflicts prompted some 

Regulators in the North Carolina backcountry and 

many farmers in eastern Maryland to oppose the 

Patriots there.

There were many reasons to resist the Patriot move-

ment. Skeptics believed that Patriot leaders were sub-

verting British rule only to advance their own selfish 

interests. Peter Oliver wrote of Samuel Adams, for 

example, “He was so thorough a Machiavilian, that he 

divested himself of every worthy Principle, & would 

stick at no Crime to accomplish his Ends.” Some 

“Gentlemen of influence” worried that resistance to 

Britain would undermine all political institutions and 

“introduce Anarchy and disorder and render life and 

property here precarious.” Their fears increased when 

the Sons of Liberty used intimidation and violence to 

uphold the boycotts. One well-to-do New Yorker com-

plained, “No man can be in a more abject state of bond-

age than he whose Reputation, Property and Life are 

exposed to the discretionary violence . . . of the com-

munity.” As the crisis deepened, such men became 

Loyalists — so called because they remained loyal to 

the British crown.

Many other colonists simply hoped to stay out of 

the fray. Some did so on principle: in New Jersey and 

Pennsylvania, thousands of pacifist Quakers and 

Germans resisted conscription and violence out of reli-

gious conviction. Others were ambivalent or confused 

about the political crisis unfolding around them. The 

delegate elected to New York’s Provincial Congress 

from Queen’s County, on Long Island, chose not to 

attend since “the people [he represented] seemed to be 

much inclined to remain peaceable and quiet.” More 

than three-fourths of Queen’s County voters, in fact, 

opposed sending any delegate at all. Many loyal or 

neutral colonists hoped, above all, to preserve their 

families’ property and independence, whatever the 

outcome of the imperial crisis.

Historians estimate that some 15 to 20 percent of 

the white population — perhaps as many as 400,000 

colonists — were loyal to the crown. Some managed to 

avoid persecution, but many were pressured by their 

neighbors to join the boycotts and subjected to vio-

lence and humiliation if they refused. As Patriots took 

over the reins of local government throughout the 

colonies, Loyalists were driven out of their homes or 

forced into silence. At this crucial juncture, Patriots 

commanded the allegiance, or at least the acquies-

cence, of the majority of white Americans.

Violence East and West
By 1774, British authority was wavering. At the head-

waters of the Ohio, the abandonment of Fort Pitt left a 

power vacuum that was filled by opportunistic men, 

led by a royally appointed governor acting in defiance 

of his commission. In Massachusetts, the attempt to 

isolate and punish Boston and the surrounding coun-

tryside backfired as Patriots resisted military coercion. 

Violence resulted in both places, and with it the col-

lapse of imperial control. 

Lord Dunmore’s War
In the years since the end of Pontiac’s Rebellion, at least 

10,000 people had traveled along Braddock’s and 

Forbes’s Roads to the headwaters of the Ohio River, 

where Fort Pitt had replaced Fort Duquesne during the 

Great War for Empire, and staked claims to land 

around Pittsburgh (Map 5.5). They relied for protec-

tion on Fort Pitt, which remained one of Britain’s most 

important frontier outposts. But the revenue crisis 

forced General Gage to cut expenses, and in October 

1772, the army pulled down the fort’s log walls and left 

the site to the local population. Settler relations with 

the neighboring Ohio Indians were tenuous and ill-

defined, and the fort’s abandonment left them exposed 

and vulnerable. 

In the ensuing power vacuum, Pennsylvania and 

Virginia both claimed the region. Pennsylvania had the 

better claim on paper. It had organized county govern-

ments, established courts, and collected taxes there. 

But — in keeping with its pacifist Quaker roots — it did 

not organize a militia. In this decision, Virginia’s royal 

governor, the Earl of Dunmore, recognized an oppor-

tunity. Appointed to his post in 1771, Dunmore was an 

irascible and unscrupulous man who clashed repeat-

edly with the House of Burgesses. But when it suited 

him, he was just as willing to defy the crown. In 1773, 

he traveled to Pittsburgh, where, he later wrote, “the 

people flocked about me and beseeched me . . . to 
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appoint magistrates and officers of militia.” He orga-

nized a local militia; soon, men armed by Virginia were 

drilling near the ruins of Fort Pitt.

In the summer of 1774, Dunmore took the next 

step. In defiance of both his royal instructions and the 

House of Burgesses, he called out Virginia’s militia and 

led a force of 2,400 men against the Ohio Shawnees, 

who had a long-standing claim to Kentucky as a hunt-

ing ground. They fought a single battle, at Point Pleasant; 

the Shawnees were defeated, and Dunmore and his mili-

tia forces claimed Kentucky as their own. A participant 

justified his actions shortly afterward: “When without a 

king,” he wrote, “[one] doeth according to the freedom 

of his own will.” Years of neglect left many colonists in 

the backcountry feeling abandoned by the crown. 

Dunmore’s War was their declaration of independence.

Armed Resistance in Massachusetts
Meanwhile, as the Continental Congress gathered in 

Philadelphia in September 1774, Massachusetts was 

also defying British authority. In August, a Middlesex 

County Congress had urged Patriots to close the exist-

ing royal courts and to transfer their political allegiance 

to the popularly elected House of Representatives. 

Subsequently, armed crowds harassed Loyalists and 

ensured Patriot rule in most of New England.

In response, General Thomas Gage, now the mili-

tary governor of Massachusetts, ordered British troops 

in Boston in September 1774 to seize Patriot armories 

in nearby Charlestown and Cam bridge. An army of 

20,000 militiamen quickly mobilized to safeguard 

other Massachusetts military depots. The Concord 

town meeting raised a defensive force, the famous 

Minutemen, to “Stand at a minutes warning in Case 

of alarm.” Increasingly, Gage’s authority was limited to 

Boston, where it rested on the bayonets of his 3,500 

troops. Meanwhile, the Patriot-controlled Massachu-

setts assembly met in nearby Salem in open defiance of 

Parliament, collecting taxes, bolstering the militia, and 

assuming the responsibilities of government.

In London, the colonial secretary, Lord Dartmouth, 

proclaimed Massachusetts to be in “open rebellion” 

and ordered Gage to march 

against the “rude rabble.” On the 

night of April 18, 1775, Gage dis-

patched 700 soldiers to capture 

colonial leaders and supplies at 

Concord. However, Paul Revere 

and a series of other riders warned 

Patriots in many towns, and at dawn, militiamen con-

fronted the British regulars first at Lexington and then 

at Concord. Those first skirmishes took a handful of 

lives, but as the British retreated to Boston, militia from 

neighboring towns repeatedly ambushed them. By the 

end of the day, 73 British soldiers were dead, 174 

wounded, and 26 missing. British fire had killed 49 

Massachusetts militiamen and wounded 39. Twelve 

years of economic and constitutional conflict had 

ended in violence.
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The Ohio Country, 1774–1775

The erosion of British imperial 
authority caused chaos in the Ohio 
country. Pennsylvania and Virginia 
each claimed Pittsburgh and the 
surrounding countryside, while the 
Indian communities on the upper 
Ohio increasingly feared colonist 
aggression. Their fears were realized 
in the summer of 1774, when Lord 
Dunmore led a force of Virginia mili-
tia into the valley. After defeating a 
Shawnee force in the Battle of Point 
Pleasant, many Virginians began sur-
veying and staking claims to land in 
the Kentucky bluegrass. In the summer 
of 1775, perhaps a dozen new towns 
were settled there, in violation of the 
Royal Proclamation of 1763 and the 
Quebec Act of 1774.

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
What led to Dunmore’s 
War, and why did western 
settlers support it?
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The Second Continental Congress 
Organizes for War
A month later, in May 1775, Patriot leaders gathered in 

Philadelphia for the Second Continental Congress. As 

the Congress opened, 3,000 British troops attacked 

American fortifications on Breed’s Hill and Bunker 

Hill overlooking Boston. After three assaults and 1,000 

casualties, they finally dislodged the Patriot militia. 

Inspired by his countrymen’s valor, John Adams 

exhorted the Congress to rise to the “defense of 

American liberty” by creating a continental army. He 

nominated George Washington to lead it. After bitter 

debate, the Congress approved the proposals, but, 

Adams lamented, only “by bare majorities.”

Congress Versus King George Despite the blood-

shed in Massachusetts, a majority in the Congress still 

hoped for reconciliation. Led by John Dickinson of 

Pennsylvania, these moderates won approval of a peti-

tion expressing loyalty to George III and asking for 

repeal of oppressive parliamentary legislation. But 

Samuel Adams, Patrick Henry, and other zealous 

Patriots drummed up support for a Declaration of the 

Causes and Necessities of Taking Up Arms. Americans 

dreaded the “calamities of civil war,” the declaration 

asserted, but were “resolved to die Freemen rather than 

to live [as] slaves.” George III failed to exploit the divi-

sions among the Patriots; instead, in August 1775, he 

issued a Proclamation for Suppressing Rebellion and 

Sedition. 

Before the king’s proclamation reached America, 

the radicals in the Congress had won support for an 

invasion of Canada to prevent a British attack from the 

north. Patriot forces easily defeated the British at 

Montreal; but in December 1775, 

they failed to capture Quebec 

City and withdrew. Meanwhile, 

American merchants waged the 

financial warfare promised at the 

First Continental Congress by cut-

ting off exports to Britain and its 

West Indian sugar islands. Parlia-

ment retaliated with the Prohib-

itory Act, which outlawed all trade with the rebellious 

colonies.

Fighting in the South Skirmishes between Patriot 

and Loyalist forces now broke out in the southern col-

onies. In Virginia, Patriots ousted Governor Dunmore 

and forced him to take refuge on a British warship in 

Chesapeake Bay. Branding the rebels “traitors,” the 

governor organized two military forces: one white, the 

Queen’s Own Loyal Virginians; and one black, the 

Ethiopian Regiment, which enlisted 1,000 slaves who 

had fled their Patriot owners. In November 1775, 

Dunmore issued a controversial proclamation promis-

ing freedom to black slaves and white indentured 

servants who joined the Loyalist cause. White plant-

ers denounced this “Diabolical scheme,” claiming it 

“point[ed] a dagger to their Throats.” A new rising 

of the black and white underclasses, as in Bacon’s 

Rebellion in the 1670s, seemed a possibility. In Fincastle 

County in southwestern Virginia, Loyalist planter John 

Hiell urged workers to support the king, promising “a 

Servant man” that soon “he and all the negroes would 

get their freedom.” Frightened by Dunmore’s aggres-

sive tactics, Patriot yeomen and tenants called for a 

final break with Britain.

In North Carolina, too, military clashes prompted 

demands for independence. Early in 1776, Josiah 

Martin, the colony’s royal governor, raised a Loyalist 

force of 1,500 Scottish Highlanders in the backcountry. 

In response, Patriots mobilized the lowcountry militia 

George III, 1771

King George III was a young man of twenty-seven when 
the American troubles began in 1765. Six years later, as this 
portrait by Johann Zoffany suggests, the king had aged. 
Initially, George had been headstrong and tried to impose 
his will on Parliament, but he succeeded only in generating 
political confusion and inept policy. He strongly supported 
Parliament’s attempts to tax the colonies and continued the 
war in America long after most of his ministers agreed that 
it had been lost. The Royal Collection © 2011 Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II/The Bridgeman Art Library.

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How did the violence 
around Boston in the 
spring of 1775 affect 
proceedings in the Second 
Continental Congress?
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and, in February, defeated Martin’s army at the Battle 

of Moore’s Creek Bridge, capturing more than 800 

Highlanders. Following this victory, radical Patriots in 

the North Carolina assembly told its representatives to 

the Continental Congress to join with “other Colonies 

in declaring Independence, and forming foreign alli-

ances.” In May, the Virginia gentry followed suit: led 

by James Madison, Edmund Pendleton, and Patrick 

Henry, the Patriots met in convention and resolved 

unanimously to support independence.

Occupying Kentucky Beginning in the spring of 

1775, in the wake of Dunmore’s War, independent par-

ties of adventurers began to occupy the newly won 

lands of Kentucky. Daniel Boone led one group to the 

banks of the Kentucky River, where they established 

the town of Boonesborough; nearby was Lexington, 

named in honor of the Massachusetts town that 

had resisted the redcoats a few months earlier. The 

Shawnees and other Ohio Indians opposed the settlers, 

and colonists built their tiny towns in the form of 

stations to protect themselves — groups of cabins con-

nected by palisades to form small forts. 

These western settlers had confused political loyal-

ties. Many had marched under Dunmore and hoped to 

receive recognition for their claims from the crown. 

But as the rebellion unfolded, most recognized that the 

Patriots’ emphasis on liberty and equality squared with 

their view of the world. They soon petitioned Virginia’s 

rebel government, asking it to create a new county that 

would include the Kentucky settlements. They had 

“Fought and bled” for the land in Dunmore’s War and 

now wanted to fight against the crown and its Indian 

allies in the Ohio country. Virginia agreed: in 1776, it 

organized six new frontier counties and sent arms 

and ammunition to Kentucky. In July, the Continental 

Congress followed suit, dispatching troops and arms to 

the Ohio River as well.

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense
As military conflicts escalated, Americans were divided 

in their opinions of King George III. Many blamed 

him for supporting oppressive legislation and ordering 

armed retaliation, but other influential colonists held 

out the hope that he might mediate their conflict with 

Parliament. John Dickinson, whose Letters did so 

much to arouse Patriot resistance in 1768, nevertheless 

believed that war with Great Britain would be folly. In 

July 1775, he persuaded Congress to send George III 

the Olive Branch Petition, which pleaded with the 

king to negotiate. John Adams, a staunch supporter 

of independence, was infuriated by Dickinson’s 

waffling. But Dickinson had many supporters, both 

inside and outside of Congress. For example, many of 

Philadelphia’s Quaker and Anglican merchants were 

neutrals or Loyalists. In response to their passivity, 

Patriot artisans in the city organized a Mechanics’ 

Association to protect America’s “just Rights and 

Privileges.” 

Daniel Boone Escorting Settlers 
Through the Cumberland Gap

In 1775 Daniel Boone led a group of 
prospective settlers into Kentucky on 
behalf of Richard Henderson, a North 
Carolina judge and self-appointed 
proprietor of a land speculation 
ven ture called the Transylvania Colony. 
Henderson’s venture soon collapsed, 
but Boonesborough was one of perhaps 
a dozen towns founded in Kentucky in 
violation of crown policy that summer. 
Boone became a folk hero, and in the 
mid-nineteenth century George Caleb 
Bingham painted this memorable scene. 
Using biblical imagery (the woman on 
horseback recalls Mary riding into 
Beth lehem on a donkey) and dramatic 
lighting, Bingham portrays Boone as an 
agent of progress bringing civilization to 
a howling and dangerous wilderness. 
George Caleb Bingham, Daniel Boone 
Escort ing Settlers Through the Cumberland 
Gap, 1851–52. Oil on Canvas, 36½ x 50¼". 
Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum, 
Washington University in St. Louis. Gift of 
Nathanial Phillips, 1890.
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With popular sentiment in flux, a single brief pam-

phlet helped tip the balance. In January 1776, Thomas 

Paine published Common Sense, a rousing call for inde-

pendence and a republican form of government. Paine 

had served as a minor customs official in England until 

he was fired for joining a protest against low wages. In 

1774, Paine migrated to Philadelphia, where he met 

Benjamin Rush and other Patriots who shared his 

republican sentiments.

In Common Sense, Paine assaulted the traditional 

monarchical order in stirring language. “Monarchy 

and hereditary succession have laid the world in blood 

and ashes,” Paine proclaimed, leveling a personal attack 

at George III, “the hard hearted sullen Pharaoh of 

England.” Mixing insults with biblical quotations, 

Paine blasted the British system of “mixed govern-

ment” that balanced power among the three estates of 

king, lords, and commoners. Paine granted that the 

system “was noble for the dark and slavish times” of the 

past, but now it yielded only “monarchical tyranny 

in the person of the king” and “aristocratical tyranny in 

the persons of the peers.”

Paine argued for American independence by turn-

ing the traditional metaphor of patriarchal authority 

on its head: “Is it the interest of a man to be a boy all his 

life?” he asked. Within six months, Common Sense 

had gone through twenty-five editions and reached 

hundreds of thousands of people. “There is great talk of 

independence,” a worried New York Loyalist noted, 

“the unthinking multitude are mad for it. . . . A 

pamphlet called Common Sense has carried off . . . 

thousands.” Paine urged Americans to create indepen-

dent republican states: “A government of our own is 

our natural right, ’tis time to part.”

Independence Declared
Inspired by Paine’s arguments and beset by armed 

Loyalists, Patriot conventions urged a break from 

Britain. In June 1776, Richard Henry Lee presented 

Virginia’s resolution to the Continental Congress: 

“That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to 

be, free and independent states.” Faced with certain 

defeat, staunch Loyalists and anti-independence mod-

erates withdrew from the Congress, leaving committed 

Patriots to take the fateful step. On July 4, 1776, the 

Congress approved the Declaration of Independence 

(see Documents, p. D-1). 

The Declaration’s main author, Thomas Jefferson 

of Virginia, had mobilized resistance to the Coercive 

Acts with the pamphlet A Summary View of the Rights 

of British America (1774). Now, in the Declaration, he 

justified independence and republicanism to Ameri-

cans and the world by vilifying George III: “He has 

plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burned our 

towns, and destroyed the lives of our people.” Such a 

prince was a “tyrant,” Jefferson concluded, and “is unfit 

to be the ruler of a free people.”

Employing the ideas of the European Enlighten-

ment, Jefferson proclaimed a series of “self-evident” 

truths: “that all men are created equal”; that they possess 

the “unalienable rights” of “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit 

Independence Declared

In this painting by John Trumbull, 
Thomas Jefferson and the other 
drafters of the Declaration (John 
Adams of Massachusetts, Roger 
Sherman of Connecticut, Robert 
Livingston of New York, and 
Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania) 
present the document to John 
Hancock, the president of the Second 
Continental Congress. One Patriot 
observer reported that when the 
Declaration was read at a public 
meeting in New York City on July 10, 
a massive statue of George III was 
“pulled down by the Populace” and 
its 4,000 pounds of lead melted 
down to make “Musquet balls” for 
use against the British troops massed 
on Staten Island. Yale University Art 
Gallery/Art Resource, NY.
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of Happiness”; that government derives its “just powers 

from the consent of the governed” and can rightly be 

overthrown if it “becomes destructive of these ends.” By 

linking these doctrines of individual liberty, popular 
sovereignty (the principle that ultimate power lies in 

the hands of the electorate), and republican government 

with American independence, Jefferson established 

them as the defining political values of the new nation.

For Jefferson, as for Paine, the pen proved mightier 

than the sword. The Declaration won wide support in 

France and Germany; at home, it sparked celebrations 

in rural hamlets and seaport cities, as crowds burned 

effigies and toppled statues of the king. On July 8, 1776, 

in Easton, Pennsylvania, a “great number of spectators” 

heard a reading of the Declaration, “gave their hearty 

assent with three loud huzzahs, and cried out, ‘May 

God long preserve and unite the Free and Independent 

States of America.’ ”

SUMMARY
Chapters 4 and 5 have focused on a short span of 

time — a mere two decades — and outlined the plot of 

a political drama. Act I of that drama, the Great War 

for Empire discussed in Chapter 4, prompted British 

political leaders to implement a program of imperial 

reform and taxation. Act II, discussed in this chapter, is 

full of dramatic action, as colonial mobs riot, colonists 

chafe against restrictions on western lands, Patriot 

pamphleteers articulate ideologies of resistance, and 

British ministers search for compromise between 

claims of parliamentary sovereignty and assertions of 

colonial autonomy. Act III takes the form of tragedy: 

the once-proud British Empire dissolves into civil war, 

an imminent nightmare of death and destruction.

Why did this happen? More than two centuries 

later, the answers still are not clear. Certainly, the lack 

of astute leadership in Britain was a major factor. But 

British leaders faced circumstances that limited their 

actions: a huge national debt and deep commitments 

to both a powerful fiscal-military state and the abso-

lute supremacy of Parliament. Moreover, in America, 

decades of salutary neglect strengthened Patriots’ 

demands for political autonomy and economic oppor-

tunity. Artisans, farmers, and aspiring western settlers 

all feared an oppressive new era in imperial relations. 

The trajectories of their conflicting intentions and 

ideas placed Britain and its American possessions on 

course for a disastrous and fatal collision.
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE Chapter 4 pre-

sented a turbulent era, marked by social and cul-

tural conflict and imperial warfare, during which 

the regions of British North America were dispa-

rate and without unity. Yet by 1776 — only thirteen 

years after the Treaty of Paris ending the Great War 

for Empire — thirteen of Britain’s mainland colo-

nies were prepared to unite in a Declaration of 

Independence. What happened in that intervening 

time to strengthen and deepen colonists’ sense of 

common cause? As they drew together to resist 

imperial authority, what political and cultural 

resources did they have in common?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Return to the Paul Revere 

engraving of the Boston Massacre on page 167. 

This image was an instrument of political propa-

ganda. What features of the image are most impor-

tant to its political purpose? Consider his depiction 

of both the soldiers and the townspeople. Look, 

too, at the buildings surrounding the crowd, espe-

cially the Custom House on the right. List the ways 

in which Revere invokes the idea of tyranny in this 

image.

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

1. As British administrators sought to increase colo-

nial revenues and tighten administrative control, 

what might have led them to pursue a less confron-

tational course with the colonies? What factors do 

you think are most important in explaining the fail-

ure of compromise?

2. What kinds of provocation caused colonists to riot 

or otherwise act directly, even violently, in defense 

of their interests? How did common law, 

Enlightenment, and republican ideas shape their 

thinking as they took action?

3. What compromises were proposed in the colonies 

as alternatives to independence? Why did Patriots 

reject them? 

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Consider the 

events listed under “Work, Exchange, and Technol-

ogy” and “Politics and Power” for the period 1763–

1776 on the thematic timeline on page 149. How 

important were the linkages between economic 

developments and political ones in these years?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.
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KEY TURNING POINTS: The Boston Tea Party (1773), the Coercive Acts (1774), and the first 

Continental Congress (1774). What did Parliament hope to achieve with the Coercive Acts? 

How did the decision to convene a continent-wide congress demonstrate the failure of Parlia-

ment’s efforts?

 
TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 

and then identify the links among related events.

1763  Proclamation Line limits white settlement

1764  Sugar Act and Currency Act

 Colonists oppose vice-admiralty courts

1765  Stamp Act imposes direct tax

 Quartering Act requires barracks for British troops

 Stamp Act Congress meets

 Americans boycott British goods

1766  First compromise: Stamp Act repealed

 Declaratory Act passed

1767  Townshend duties

1768  Second American boycott

1770  Second compromise: partial repeal of Townshend Act

 Boston Massacre

1772  Committees of correspondence form

1773  Tea Act leads to Boston Tea Party

1774  Coercive Acts punish Massachusetts

 Dunmore’s War against the Shawnees

 Continental Congress meets

 Third American boycott

1775  General Gage marches to Lexington and Concord

 Second Continental Congress creates Continental army

 Lord Dunmore recruits Loyalist slaves

 Patriots invade Canada and skirmish with Loyalists in South

 Western settlers occupy Kentucky

1776  Thomas Paine’s Common Sense

 Declaration of Independence
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
How revolutionary was the Amer-
ican Revolution? What political, 
social, and economic changes did it 
produce, and what stayed the same?

6
W

hen Patriots in Frederick 
County, Maryland, demanded 
his allegiance to their cause in 

1776, Robert Gassaway would have none 
of it. “It was better for the poor people to 
lay down their arms and pay the duties 
and taxes laid upon them by King and Par-
liament than to be brought into slavery and commanded and ordered about [by you],” 
he told them. The story was much the same in Farmington, Connecticut, where Patriot 
officials imprisoned Nathaniel Jones and seventeen other men for “remaining neutral.” 
In Pennsylvania, Quakers accused of Loyalism were rounded up, jailed, and charged 
with treason, and some were hanged for aiding the British cause. Everywhere, the out-
break of fighting in 1776 forced families to choose the Loyalist or the Patriot side.

The Patriots’ control of most local governments gave them an edge in this battle. 
Patriot leaders organized militia units and recruited volunteers for the Continental army, 
a ragtag force that surprisingly held its own on the battlefield. “I admire the American 
troops tremendously!” exclaimed a French officer. “It is incredible that soldiers com-
posed of every age, even children of fifteen, of whites and blacks, almost naked, unpaid, 
and rather poorly fed, can march so well and withstand fire so steadfastly.”

Military service created political commitment, and vice versa. Many Patriot leaders 
encouraged Americans not only to support the war but also to take an active role in 
government. As more people did so, their political identities changed. Previously, Ameri-
cans had lived within a social world dominated by the links of family, kinship, and locality. 
Now, the abstract bonds of citizenship connected them directly to more distant institu-
tions of government. “From subjects to citizens the difference is immense,” remarked 
South Carolina Patriot David Ramsay. By repudiating monarchical rule and raising a 
democratic army, the Patriots launched the age of republican revolutions.

Soon republicanism would throw France into turmoil and inspire revolutionaries in 
Spain’s American colonies. The independence of the Anglo-American colonies, remarked 
the Venezuelan political leader Francisco de Miranda, who had been in New York and 
Philadelphia at the end of the American Revolution, “was bound to be . . . the infallible 
preliminary to our own [independence movement].” The Patriot uprising of 1776 set in 
motion a process that gradually replaced an Atlantic colonial system that spanned the 
Americas with an American system of new nations.
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General Washington, 1780 By war’s end, George Washington was a hero on both sides of the 
Atlantic. This engraving, printed in Paris in 1780, shows him with various British bills and declarations in 
tatters at his feet while he holds copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Treaty of Alliance 
with France. In the background of this vaguely Orientalized scene, a black slave — presumably William 
Lee, Washington’s valet and constant companion during the Revolution — saddles his horse. Anne S. K. Brown 

Military Collection, Brown University Library.
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The Trials of War, 1776–1778
The Declaration of Independence appeared just as the 

British launched a full-scale military assault. For two 

years, British troops manhandled the Continental 

army. A few inspiring American victories kept the 

rebellion alive, but during the winters of 1776 and 

1777, the Patriot cause hung in the balance.

War in the North
Once the British resorted to military force, few 

Europeans gave the rebels a chance. The population of 

Great Britain was 11 million; the colonies, 2.5 million, 

20 percent of whom were enslaved Africans. Moreover, 

the British government had access to the immense 

wealth generated by the South Atlantic System and the 

emerging Industrial Revolution. Britain also had the 

most powerful navy in the world, a standing army of 

48,000 Britons plus thousands of German (Hessian) 

soldiers, and the support of thousands of American 

Loyalists and powerful Indian coalitions. In the Caro-

linas, the Cherokees resisted colonists’ demands for 

their lands by allying with the British, as did four of 

the six Iroquois nations of New York (Map 6.1). In the 

Ohio country, Shawnees and their allies, armed by the 

British, attacked the new Kentucky settlements. 

By contrast, the Americans were economically and 

militarily weak. They lacked a strong central govern-

ment and a reliable source of tax revenue. Their new 

Continental army, commanded by General George 

Washington, consisted of 18,000 poorly trained and 

inexperienced recruits. 

To demonstrate Britain’s military superiority, the 

prime minister, Lord North, ordered General William 

Howe to capture New York City. His strategy was to 

seize control of the Hudson River and thereby isolate 

the radical Patriots in New England from the colonies 

to the south. As the Second Continental Congress 

declared independence in Philadelphia in July 1776, 

Howe landed 32,000 troops — British regulars and 

German mercenaries — outside 

New York City. In August 1776, 

Howe defeated the Americans in 

the Battle of Long Island and 

forced their retreat to Manhattan 

Island. There, Howe outflanked 

Washington’s troops and nearly 

trapped them. Outgunned and 

outmaneuvered, the Continental army again retreated, 

eventually crossing the Hudson River to New Jersey. 

By December, the British army had pushed the rebels 

across New Jersey and over the Delaware River into 

Pennsylvania.

From the Patriots’ perspective, winter came just in 

time. Following eighteenth-century custom, the British 

halted their military campaign for the cold months, 

allowing the Americans to catch them off guard. On 

Christmas night 1776, Washington crossed the Delaware 

River and staged a successful surprise attack on 

Trenton, New Jersey, where he forced the surrender 

of 1,000 German soldiers. In early January 1777, the 

Continental army won a small victory at nearby 

Princeton (Map 6.2). But these minor triumphs could 
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A scattering of loyalists could be
found in many areas of Patriot strength.
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Patriot and Loyalist Strongholds

Patriots were in the majority in most of the thirteen 
mainland colonies and used their control of local 
governments to funnel men, money, and supplies to 
the rebel cause. Although Loyalists could be found in 
every colony, their strongholds were limited to Nova 
Scotia, eastern New York, New Jersey, and certain areas 
in the South. However, most Native American peoples 
favored the British cause and bolstered the power of 
Loyalist militias in central New York (see Map 6.3) and 
in the Carolina backcountry.

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
Why was control of New 
York City Britain’s first 
military objective in the 
emerging war?
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not mask British military superiority. “These are the 

times,” wrote Thomas Paine, “that try men’s souls.” 

Armies and Strategies
Thanks in part to General Howe, the rebellion sur-

vived. Howe had opposed the Coercive Acts of 1774 

and still hoped for a political compromise. So he did 

not try to destroy the American army but instead tried 

to show its weakness and persuade the Continental 

Congress to give up the struggle. Howe’s restrained tac-

tics cost Britain the opportunity to nip the rebellion in 

the bud. For his part, Washington acted cautiously to 

avoid a major defeat: “On our Side the War should be 

defensive,” he told Congress. His strategy was to draw 

the British away from the seacoast, extend their lines of 

supply, and sap their morale.

Congress had promised Washington a regular force 

of 75,000 men, but the Continental army never reached 

even a third of that number. Yeomen, refusing to be 

�
�

�

�

�

�
�

�

�

N

S

E
W

American forces

British forces

American victory

British victory

0 50 100 kilometers

0 50 100 miles

�

�

1777

New York

West
Point

Philadelphia

Albany

Montreal

Fort St. John

Fort Ticonderoga

Fort
Herkimer

Fort
StanwixFort

Oswego
Burgoyne

surrenders
Saratoga

Oct. 17
Oriskany

Aug. 6

Kingston
Oct. 15

Fort Montgomery
Oct. 6

Brandywine Creek
Sept. 11

Germantown
Oct. 4

Bennington
Aug.15

VERMONT

NEW 
HAMPSHIRE

MAINE
B RIT IS H  CANADA

NEW YORK

PENNSYLVANIA NEW
JERSEY

MARYLAND

DEL.

MASS.

CONN. R.I.

St. L
eger

B
u

rg
o

yn
e

H
ow

e

Chesapeake
Bay

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

Lake Ontario

Lake
Huron

St.
Lawre

nce
R.

Susquehanna R.

C
on

n
ec

ti
cu

t
R

.

H
ou

sa
to

ni
c

R
.

H
u

ds
on

R
.

D
el

aw
ar

e R. 	

	

	
	

�

�

�

�

�

�

NEW YORK

NEW
JERSEY

CONN.

Princeton
Jan. 3, 1777

Trenton
Dec. 26, 1776

Fort Lee

White Plains
Oct. 28–Nov. 1

Harlem
Heights

Long Island
Aug. 27–30

Morristown

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

H
u

d
so

n
R

.

Dela
ware

R
.

0 15 30 kilometers

0 15 30 miles 1776

MAP 6.2
The War in the North, 1776–1777

In 1776, the British army drove Washington’s forces across New Jersey into Pennsylvania. The 
Americans counterattacked successfully at Trenton and Princeton and then set up winter 
headquarters in Morristown. In 1777, British forces stayed on the offensive. General Howe 
attacked the Patriot capital, Philadelphia, from the south and captured it in early October. 
Meanwhile, General Burgoyne and Colonel St. Leger launched simultaneous invasions from 
Canada. With the help of thousands of New England militiamen, American troops commanded 
by General Horatio Gates defeated Burgoyne in August at Bennington, Vermont, and in October 
at Saratoga, New York, the military turning point in the war.
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“Haras’d with callouts” that took them away from their 

families and farms, would serve only in local militias. 

When the Virginia gentry imposed a military draft and 

three years of service on propertyless men — the “Lazy 

fellows who lurk about and are pests to Society” — they 

resisted so fiercely that the legislature had to pay them 

substantial bounties and agree to 

shorter terms of service. The 

Continental soldiers recruited in 

Maryland by General William 

Smallwood were poor American 

youths and older foreign-born 

men, often British ex-convicts 

and former indentured servants. Most enlisted for the 

$20 cash bonus (about $2,000 today) and the promise 

of 100 acres of land.

Molding such recruits into an effective fighting 

force was nearly impossible. Inexperienced soldiers 

panicked in the face of British attacks; thousands 

deserted, unwilling to submit to the discipline of mili-

tary life. The soldiers who stayed resented the contempt 

their officers had for the “camp followers,” the women 

who made do with the meager supplies provided to 

feed and care for the troops. General Philip Schuyler of 

New York complained that his troops were “destitute of 

provisions, without camp equipage, with little ammu-

nition, and not a single piece of cannon.”

The Continental army was not only poorly sup-

plied but was also held in suspicion by Radical Whig 

Patriots, who believed that a standing army was a threat 

to liberty. Even in wartime, they preferred militias to a 

professional fighting force. Given these handicaps, 

Washington and his army were fortunate to have 

escaped an overwhelming defeat.

Victory at Saratoga
After Howe failed to achieve an overwhelming victory, 

Lord North and his colonial secretary, Lord George 

Germain, launched another major military campaign 

in 1777. Isolating New England remained the primary 

goal. To achieve it, Germain planned a three-pronged 

The Battle of Princeton

Black smoke from burning buildings partially obscures the sun as the muzzle flash from an American 
cannon lights up the battlefield. Pursued by Cornwallis after his surprise attack and victory at nearby 
Trenton, Washington (on horseback to the right of the flag) confronted three regiments of redcoats at 
Princeton. The Americans had an advantage in numbers and put the British to flight, but only after with-
standing the bayonet charge depicted in the right-center of William Mercer’s painting. Courtesy of the 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania Collection Atwater Kent Museum of Philadelphia.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What factors made it dif-
ficult for the Continental 
Congress to create an 
effective army?
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attack converging on Albany, New York. General John 

Burgoyne would lead a large contingent of regulars 

south from Quebec, Colonel Barry St. Leger and a 

force of Iroquois would attack from the west, and 

General Howe would lead troops north from New 

York City.

Howe instead decided to attack Philadelphia, the 

home of the Continental Congress, hoping to end the 

rebellion with a single decisive blow. But instead of 

marching quickly across New Jersey, Howe loaded his 

troops onto boats and sailed up the Chesapeake Bay to 

attack Philadelphia from the south. The plan worked. 

Howe’s troops easily outflanked the American posi-

tions along Brandywine Creek in Delaware and, in late 

September, marched triumphantly into Philadelphia. 

However, the capture of the rebels’ capital did not end 

the uprising; the Continental Congress, determined to 

continue the struggle, fled to the countryside.

Howe’s slow campaign against Philadelphia con-

tributed to the defeat of Burgoyne’s army at Saratoga. 
Burgoyne’s troops had at first advanced quickly, over-

whelming the American defenses at Fort Ticonderoga 

in early July and driving south toward the Hudson 

River. Then they stalled. Burgoyne — nicknamed 

“Gentle man Johnny” — was used to high living and 

had fought in Europe in a leisurely fashion; believing 

his large army would easily dominate the rebels, he 

stopped early each day to pitch comfortable tents and 

eat elaborate dinners with his officers. The American 

troops led by General Horatio Gates also slowed 

Burgoyne’s progress by felling huge trees in his path 

and raiding British supply lines to Canada.

At summer’s end, Burgoyne’s army of 6,000 British 

and German troops and 600 Loyalists and Indians was 

stuck near Saratoga, New York. Desperate for food and 

horses, in August the British raided nearby Bennington, 

Vermont, but were beaten back by 2,000 American 

militiamen. Patriot forces in the Mohawk Valley also 

threw St. Leger and the Iroquois into retreat. Making 

matters worse, the British commander in New York 

City recalled 4,000 troops he had sent toward Albany 

and ordered them to Philadelphia to bolster Howe’s 

force. While Burgoyne waited in vain for help, thou-

sands of Patriot militiamen from Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, and New York joined Gates, blocking 

Burgoyne in a series of skirmishes that finally gave the 

British no avenue of escape. The Patriots “swarmed 

around the army like birds of prey,” reported an English 

sergeant, and in October 1777, they forced Burgoyne to 

surrender. 

The victory at Saratoga was the turning point of the 

war. The Patriots captured more than 5,000 British 

troops and ensured the diplomatic success of American 

representatives in Paris, who won a military alliance 

with France.

The Perils of War
The Patriots’ triumph at Saratoga was tempered by 

wartime difficulties. A British naval blockade cut off 

supplies of European manufactures and disrupted the 

New England fishing industry; meanwhile, the British 

occupation of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia 

reduced trade. As Patriots, along with unemployed 

artisans and laborers, moved to the countryside, New 

York City’s population declined from 21,000 to 10,000. 

The British blockade cut tobacco exports in the 

Chesapeake, so planters grew grain to sell to the con-

tending armies. All across the land, farmers and arti-

sans adapted to a war economy. 

With goods now scarce, governments requisitioned 

military supplies directly from the people. In 1776, 

Connecticut officials asked the citizens of Hartford to 

Joseph Brant

Mohawk chief Thayendanegea, known to whites as Joseph 
Brant, was a devout member of the Church of England and 
helped to translate the Bible into the Mohawk language. Brant 
persuaded four of the six Iroquois nations to support Britain 
in the war. In 1778 and 1779, he led Iroquois warriors and 
Tory rangers in devastating attacks on American settlements 
in the Wyoming Valley of Pennsylvania and Cherry Valley in 
New York. In this 1797 portrait, artist Charles Willson Peale 
has portrayed Brant with European features. Independence 
National Historic Park. 
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provide 1,000 coats and 1,600 shirts, and soldiers 

echoed their pleas. After losing all his shirts “except 

the one on my back” in the Battle of Long Island, 

Captain Edward Rogers told his wife that “the making 

of Cloath . . . must go on.” Patriot women responded; 

in Elizabeth, New Jersey, they promised “upwards of 

100,000 yards of linnen and woolen cloth.” Other 

women assumed the burdens of farmwork while their 

men were away at war and acquired a taste for decision 

making. “We have sow’d our oats as you desired,” Sarah 

Cobb Paine wrote to her absent husband. “Had I been 

master I should have planted it to Corn.” Their self-

esteem boosted by wartime activities, some women 

expected greater legal rights in the new republican 

society.

Still, goods remained scarce and pricey. Hard-

pressed consumers assailed shopkeepers as “enemies, 

extortioners, and monopolizers” and called for govern-

ment regulation. But when the New England states 

imposed price ceilings in 1777, many farmers and 

artisans refused to sell their goods. Ultimately, a gov-

ernment official admitted, consumers had to pay the 

higher market prices “or submit to starving.”

The fighting endangered tens of thousands of civil-

ians. A British officer, Lord Rawdon, favored giving 

“free liberty to the soldiers to ravage [the country] at 

will, that these infatuated creatures may feel what a 

calamity war is.” As British and American armies 

marched back and forth across New Jersey, they forced 

Patriot and Loyalist families to flee their homes to 

escape arrest — or worse. Soldiers and partisans looted 

farms, and disorderly troops harassed and raped 

women and girls. “An army, even a friendly one, are a 

dreadful scourge to any people,” wrote one Connecticut 

soldier. “You cannot imagine what devastation and dis-

tress mark their steps.”

The war divided many farm communities. Patriots 

formed committees of safety to collect taxes and seized 

the property of those who refused to pay. “Every Body 

submitted to our Sovereign Lord the Mob,” lamented a 

Loyalist preacher. In parts of Maryland, the number of 

“nonassociators” — those who refused to join either 

side — was so large that they successfully defied Patriot 

mobs. “Stand off you dammed rebel sons of bitches,” 

shouted Robert Davis of Anne Arundel County, “I will 

shoot you if you come any nearer.”

Financial Crisis
Such defiance exposed the weakness of Patriot gov-

ernments. Most states were afraid to raise taxes, so 

officials issued bonds to secure gold or silver from 

wealthy individuals. When those funds ran out, indi-

vidual states financed the war by issuing so much paper 

money — some $260 million all told — that it lost 

worth, and most people refused to accept it at face 

value. In North Carolina, even tax collectors eventually 

rejected the state’s currency. 

The finances of the Continental Congress col-

lapsed, too, despite the efforts of Philadelphia mer-

chant Robert Morris, the government’s chief treasury 

official. Because the Congress lacked the authority to 

impose taxes, Morris relied on funds requisitioned 

from the states, but the states paid late or not at all. So 

Morris secured loans from France and Holland and 

sold Continental loan certificates to some thirteen 

thousand firms and individuals. All the while, the 

Congress was issuing paper money — some $200 mil-

lion between 1776 and 1779 — which, like state curren-

cies, quickly fell in value. In 1778, a family needed $7 

in Continental bills to buy goods worth $1 in gold or 

silver. As the exchange rate deteriorated — to 42 to 1 in 

American Militiamen

Beset by continuing shortages of cloth, the Patriot army 
dressed in a variety of uniforms and fabrics. This German 
engraving, taken from a drawing by a Hessian officer, shows 
two American militiamen (one of them barefoot) wearing 
hunting shirts and trousers made of ticking, the strong linen 
fabric often used to cover mattresses and pillows. Anne S. K. 
Brown Military Collection, Brown University.
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1779, 100 to 1 in 1780, and 146 to 1 in 1781 — it sparked 

social upheaval. In Boston, a mob of women accosted 

merchant Thomas Boyleston, “seazd him by his Neck,” 

and forced him to sell his wares at traditional prices. In 

rural Ulster County, New York, women told the com-

mittee of safety to lower food prices or “their husbands 

and sons shall fight no more.” As morale crumbled, 

Patriot leaders feared the rebellion would collapse.

Valley Forge
Fears reached their peak during the winter of 1777. 

While Howe’s army lived comfortably in Philadelphia, 

Washington’s army retreated 20 miles to Valley Forge, 
where 12,000 soldiers and hundreds of camp follow-

ers suffered horribly. “The army . . . now begins to 

grow sickly,” a surgeon confided to his diary. “Poor 

food — hard lodging — cold weather — fatigue — nasty 

clothes — nasty cookery. . . . Why are we sent here to 

starve and freeze?” Nearby farmers refused to help. 

Some were pacifists, Quakers and German sectarians 

unwilling to support either side. Others looked out for 

their own families, selling grain for gold from British 

quartermasters but refusing depreciated Continental 

currency. “Such a dearth of public spirit, and want of 

public virtue,” lamented Washington. By spring, more 

than 200 officers had resigned, 1,000 hungry soldiers 

had deserted, and another 3,000 had died from malnu-

trition and disease. That winter at Valley Forge took as 

many American lives as had two years of fighting.

In this dark hour, Baron von Steuben raised the 

readiness of the American army. A former Prussian 

military officer, von Steuben was one of a handful of 

republican-minded foreign aristocrats who joined the 

American cause. Appointed as inspector general of the 

Continental army, he instituted a strict drill system and 

encouraged officers to become more professional. 

Thanks to von Steuben, the smaller army that emerged 

from Valley Forge in the spring of 1778 was a much 

tougher and better-disciplined force.

The Path to Victory, 
1778–1783
Wars are often won by astute diplomacy, and so it was 

with the War of Independence. The Patriots’ prospects 

improved dramatically in 1778, when the Continental 

Congress concluded a military alliance with France, 

the most powerful nation in Europe. The alliance gave 

the Americans desperately needed money, supplies, 

and, eventually, troops. And it confronted Britain with 

an international war that challenged its domination of 

the Atlantic and Indian oceans.

The French Alliance
France and America were unlikely partners. France was 

Catholic and a monarchy; the United States was Protes-

tant and a federation of republics. From 1689 to 1763, 

the two peoples had been enemies: New Eng landers 

had brutally uprooted the French population from 

Acadia (Nova Scotia) in 1755, and the French and their 

Indian allies had raided British settlements. But the 

Comte de Vergennes, the French foreign minister, was 

determined to avenge the loss of Canada during the 

Great War for Empire (see Chapter 4) and persuaded 

King Louis XVI to provide the rebellious colonies with 

a secret loan and much-needed gunpowder. When 

Paper Currency

Testifying to their independent status, the new state 
governments printed their own currencies. Rejecting the 
English system of pounds and shillings, Virginia used the 
Spanish gold dollar as its basic unit of currency, although 
the equivalent in English pounds is also shown. Initially, 
$1,200 was equal to £360 — a ratio of 3.3 to 1. By 
1781, Virginia had printed so much paper money to 
pay its soldiers and wartime expenses that the value 
of its currency had depreciated. It now took $40 in 
Virginia currency to buy the same amount of goods as 
£1 sterling. The American Numismatic Society.
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news of the rebel victory at Saratoga reached Paris in 

December 1777, Vergennes sought a formal alliance.

Benjamin Franklin and other American diplomats 

craftily exploited France’s rivalry with Britain to win an 

explicit commitment to American independence. The 

Treaty of Alliance of February 1778 specified that once 

France entered the war, neither partner would sign a 

separate peace without the “liberty, sovereignty, and 

independence” of the United States. In return, the 

Continental Congress agreed to recognize any French 

conquests in the West Indies. “France and America,” 

warned Britain’s Lord Stormont, “were indissolubly 

leagued for our destruction.”

The alliance gave new life to the Patriots’ cause. 

“There has been a great change in this state since 

the news from France,” a Patriot soldier reported 

from Pennsylvania. Farmers — “mercenary wretches,” 

he called them — “were as eager for Continental Money 

now as they were a few weeks ago for British gold.” 

Its confidence bolstered, the Continental Congress 

addressed the demands of the officer corps. Most offi-

cers were gentlemen who equipped themselves and 

raised volunteers; in return, they insisted on lifetime 

military pensions at half pay. John Adams condemned 

the officers for “scrambling for rank and pay like apes 

for nuts,” but General Washington urged the Congress 

to grant the pensions: “The salvation of the cause 

depends upon it.” The Congress reluctantly granted the 

officers half pay, but only for seven years.

Meanwhile, the war had become unpopular in 

Britain. At first, George III was determined to crush the 

rebellion. If America won independence, he warned 

Lord North, “the West Indies must follow them. Ireland 

would soon follow the same plan and be a separate state, 

then this island would be reduced to itself, and soon 

would be a poor island indeed.” 

Stunned by the defeat at Saratoga, 

however, the king changed his 

mind. To thwart an American alli-

ance with France, he authorized 

North to seek a negotiated settle-

ment. In February 1778, North 

persuaded Parliament to repeal the Tea and Prohibitory 

Acts and, amazingly, to renounce its power to tax the 

colonies. But the Patriots, now allied with France and 

committed to independence, rejected North’s overture.

War in the South
The French alliance did not bring a rapid end to the 

war. When France entered the conflict in June 1778, it 

hoped to seize all of Britain’s sugar islands. Spain, 

which joined the war against Britain in 1779, aimed to 

regain Florida and the fortress of Gibraltar at the 

entrance to the Mediterranean Sea. 

Britain’s Southern Strategy For its part, the British 

government revised its military strategy to defend the 

West Indies and capture the rich tobacco- and rice-

growing colonies: Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. 

Once conquered, the ministry planned to use the Scott-

ish Highlanders in the Carolinas and other Loyalists 

to hold them. It had already mobilized the Cherokees 

and Delawares against the land-hungry Americans and 

knew that the Patriots’ fears of slave uprisings weak-

ened them militarily (Map 6.3). As South Carolina 

Patriots admitted to the Continental Congress, they 

could raise only a few recruits “by reason of the great 

proportion of citizens necessary to remain at home to 

prevent insurrection among the Negroes.” 

The large number of slaves in the South made 

the Revolution a “triangular war,” in which African 

Americans constituted a strategic problem for Patriots 

and a tempting, if dangerous, opportunity for the 

British. Britain actively recruited slaves to its cause. The 

effort began with Dunmore’s controversial proclama-

tion in November 1775 recruiting slaves to his 

Ethiopian Regiment (see Chapter 5). In 1779, the 

Philipsburg Proclamation declared that any slave who 

deserted a rebel master would receive protection, free-

dom, and land from Great Britain. Together, these 

proclamations led some 30,000 African Americans to 

take refuge behind British lines. George Washington 

initially barred blacks from the Continental army, but 

he relented in 1777. By war’s end, African Americans 

could enlist in every state but South Carolina and 

Georgia, and some 5,000 — slave and free — fought for 

the Patriot cause (Thinking Like a Historian, p. 192). 

It fell to Sir Henry Clinton — acutely aware of the 

role slaves might play — to implement Britain’s south-

ern strategy. From the British army’s main base in New 

York City, Clinton launched a seaborne attack on 

Savannah, Georgia. Troops commanded by Colonel 

Archibald Campbell captured the town in December 

1778. Mobilizing hundreds of blacks to transport sup-

plies, Campbell moved inland and captured Augusta 

early in 1779. By year’s end, Clinton’s forces and local 

Loyalists controlled coastal Georgia and had 10,000 

troops poised for an assault on South Carolina.

In 1780, British forces marched from victory to vic-

tory (Map 6.4). In May, Clinton forced the surrender of 

Charleston, South Carolina, and its garrison of 5,000 

troops. Then Lord Charles Cornwallis assumed control 

of the British forces and, at Camden, defeated an 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
What were the most 
important results of the 
Patriot victory at Saratoga?
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American force commanded by General Horatio 

Gates, the hero of Saratoga. Only 1,200 Patriot militia-

men joined Gates at Camden, a fifth of the number at 

Saratoga. Cornwallis took control of South Carolina, 

and hundreds of African Americans fled to freedom 

behind British lines. The southern strategy was 

working. 

Then the tide of battle turned. Thanks to another 

republican-minded European aristocrat, the Marquis 

de Lafayette, France finally dispatched troops to the 

American mainland. A longtime supporter of the 

American cause, Lafayette persuaded King Louis XVI 

to send General Comte de Rochambeau and 5,500 men 

to Newport, Rhode Island, in 1780. There, they threat-

ened the British forces holding New York City.

Guerrilla Warfare in the Carolinas Meanwhile, 

Washington dispatched General Nathanael Greene to 

recapture the Carolinas, where he found “a country 

that has been ravaged and plundered by both friends 

and enemies.” Greene put local militiamen, who had 

been “without discipline and addicted to plundering,” 

under strong leaders and unleashed them on less 

mobile British forces. In October 1780, Patriot militia 

defeated a regiment of Loyalists at King’s Mountain, 

South Carolina, taking about one thousand prisoners. 
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MAP 6.3
Native Americans and the 
War in the West, 1778–1779

Many Indian peoples remained 
neutral, but others, fearing 
land-hungry Patriot farmers, 
used British-supplied guns to 
raid American settlements. 
To thwart attacks by militant 
Shawnees, Cherokees, and 
Delawares, a Patriot militia 
led by George Rogers Clark 
captured the British fort and 
supply depot at Vincennes on 
the Wabash River in February 
1779. To the north, Patriot 
generals John Sullivan and 
James Clinton defeated pro-
British Indian forces near Tioga 
(on the New York–Pennsylvania 
border) in August 1779 and then 
systematically destroyed villages 
and crops throughout the lands 
of the Iroquois.
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T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

The Black 

Soldier’s Dilemma

For African American slaves, the Revolution offered no clear path to freedom. 
Some slaves agreed to fight for Britain because of its promise to liberate slaves 
who fought against their masters. While some were freed, many others died 
fighting, were forced into servitude in the army, or even sold into slavery in the 
West Indies. Patriots at first refused the service of black soldiers, then enlisted 
them in small numbers, but always upheld the property rights of masters.

1. Dunmore’s Proclamation, 1775. Virginia’s Governor 
Dunmore issued this proclamation in response to 
the emerging rebellion and formed his recruits 
into the so-called Ethiopian Regiment.

To defeat such unreasonable Purposes . . . that the 

Peace, and good Order of this Colony may be again 

restored . . . I have thought fit to issue this my Procla-

mation, hereby declaring, that until the aforesaid good 

Purposes can be obtained, I do in Virtue of the Power 

and Authority to me given, by His majesty, determine to 

execute Martial Law, and cause the same to be executed 

throughout this Colony: and to the end that Peace and 

good Order may the sooner be [effected], I do require 

every Person capable of bearing Arms, to [resort] to His 

majesty’s standard, or be looked upon as Traitors to His 

[majesty] . . . I do hereby further declare all indentured 

Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) 

free that are able and willing to bear Arms, they joining 

His majesty’s Troops as soon as may be, for the more 

speedily reducing this Colony to a proper Sense of 

their Duty.

2. Virginia’s response to Dunmore’s Proclamation, 
1775. A month later, Virginia’s General Assembly 
issued the following response. 

WHEREAS lord Dunmore, by his proclamation, dated 

on board the ship William, off Norfolk, the 7th day of 

November 1775, hath offered freedom to such able-

bodied slaves as are willing to join him, and take up 

arms, against the good people of this colony, giving 

thereby encouragement to a general insurrection . . . it is 

enacted, that all negro or other slaves, conspiring to rebel 

or make insurrection, shall suffer death. . . . We think it 

proper to declare, that all slaves who have been, or shall 

be seduced, by his lordship’s proclamation, or other arts, 

to desert their masters’ service, and take up arms against 

the inhabitants of this colony, shall be liable to such pun-

ishment as shall hereafter be directed by the General 

Convention. . . . [A]ll such, who have taken this unlawful 

and wicked step, may return in safety to their duty, and 

escape the punishment due their crimes. . . . And we do 

farther earnestly recommend it to all humane and benev-

olent persons in this colony to explain and make known 

this our offer of mercy to those unfortunate people.

3. Runaway advertisement, 1775. Titus — or, as he 
was later known, Captain Tye of the Ethiopian 
Regiment — abandoned his Delaware master in 
response to Dunmore’s Proclamation. 

Source: Courtesy American Antiquarian Society.

4. Report of Bernardo de Gálvez, 1780. Fighting 
against the British in support of the Patriots, Loui-
siana governor Bernardo de Gálvez raised a mixed 
regiment, almost half of whom were slaves and 
free people of color from New Orleans. He praised 
their efforts in this report of his campaign.

No less deserving of eulogy are the companies of Negroes 

and free Mulattoes who were continually occupied in the 

outposts, in false attacks, and discoveries, exchanging 

shots with the enemy . . . conduct[ing] themselves with 

as much valor and generosity as the whites.

5. Boston King gains his freedom, 1783. In 1780, 
Boston King, like many other southern slaves, 
escaped to the British army. Here he describes 
his experiences at war’s end.

About this time, peace was restored between America 

and Great Britain which diffused universal joy among all 
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ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Why was Dunmore willing to offer freedom to slaves 

(source 1) when they were a recognized form of prop-
erty under the British Empire? What assumptions about 
the loyalties of slaves underlie the response of the 
Virginia assembly (source 2)?

2. Why might Louisiana governor Bernardo de Gálvez 
(source 4) have made a point of praising the contribu-
tions of black soldiers to the Patriot cause?

3. Compare the runaway ad for Titus (source 3) and the 
narratives of Boston King and Jehu Grant (sources 5 and 
6). What goals did British officers hope to achieve in 
their relations with slaves? What Patriot values trumped 
slaves’ individual liberties during and after the war?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Considering these sources along with the chapter contents 
and what you’ve learned in class, write a short essay that 
explains how the presence of slaves created a “triangular 
war” in the South, assesses the choices that individual slaves 
had to make during the Revolution, and considers how the 
differences in the institution of slavery between northern 
and southern colonies shaped slaves’ experiences in the war.

companies of colored people enlisted, it added to my 

fears and dread of being sold to the British. These con-

siderations induced me to enlist into the American army, 

where I served faithful about ten months, when my mas-

ter found and took me home. Had I been taught to read 

or understand the precepts of the Gospel, “Servants obey 

your master,” I might have done otherwise, notwithstand-

ing the songs of liberty that saluted my ear, thrilled 

through my heart.

Sources: (1) Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation, Learn NC, North Carolina Digital History 

“Revolutionary North Carolina,” www.learnnc.org; (2) J. N. Brenaman, A History of 

Virginia Conventions (Richmond: J. L. Hill Printing Company, 1902), p. 30; (4) 

Thomas Truxtun Moebs, Black Soldiers-Black Sailors-Black Ink: Research Guide on 

African-Americans in U. S. Military History, 1526–1900 (Chesapeake Bay, Paris: Moebs 

Publishing Company, 1994), 1125; (5) Boston King, Book of Negroes (New York, 1783), 

in Simon Schama, Rough Crossings: Britain, the Slaves and the American Revolution 

(New York: HarperCollins, 2006), 107, 150; (6) Jehu Grant, To Hon. J. L. Edwards, 

Commissioner of Pension, 1836, in The Revolution Remembered: Eyewitness Accounts 

of the War for Independence, ed. John C. Dann (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1980), 27–28.

parties except us, who had escaped slavery and taken 

refuge in the English army; for a report prevailed at New-

York that all the slaves, in number two thousand, were to 

be delivered up to their masters, altho’ some of them had 

been three or four years among the English. This dreadful 

rumour filled us with inexpressible anguish and terror, 

especially when we saw our old masters coming from 

Virginia, North-Carolina and other parts and seizing 

upon slaves in the streets of New-York, or even dragging 

them out of their beds. Many of the slaves had very cruel 

masters, so that the thought of returning home with them 

embittered life to us. For some days we lost our appetite 

for food, and sleep departed from our eyes. The English 

had compassion upon us in the day of our distress, and 

issued out a Proclamation importing “That all slaves 

should be free who had taken refuge in the British lines 

and claimed the sanction and privileges of the Proclama-

tions respecting the security and protection of Negroes.” 

In consequence of this, each of us received a certificate 

from the commanding officer at New-York, which dis-

pelled our fears and filled us with joy and gratitude.

6. Jehu Grant is re-enslaved, 1778. Jehu Grant of 
Narragansett, Rhode Island, was owned by a 
Loyalist. In August 1777 he escaped and joined 
the Patriot side; ten months later, his master 
tracked him down and reclaimed him. In 1837 
Grant applied for a pension from the U.S. govern-
ment and supplied the following narrative of his 
experience. His application was denied.

[I] enlisted as a soldier but was put to the service of a 

teamster in the summer and a waiter in the winter . . . 

I was then grown to manhood, in the full vigor and 

strength of life, and heard much about the cruel and 

arbitrary things done by the British. Their ships lay 

within a few miles of my master’s house, which stood 

near the shore, and I was confident that my master traded 

with them, and I suffered much from fear that I should be 

sent aboard a ship of war. This I disliked. But when I saw 

liberty poles and the people all engaged for the support 

of freedom, I could not but like and be pleased with 

such thing (God forgive me if I sinned in so feeling). 

And living on the borders of Rhode Island, where whole 

http://www.learnnc.org
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American guerrillas commanded by the “Swamp Fox,” 

General Francis Marion, also won a series of small but 

fierce battles. Then, in January 1781, General Daniel 

Morgan led an American force to a bloody victory at 

Cowpens, South Carolina. In March, Greene’s soldiers 

fought Cornwallis’s seasoned army to a draw at North 

Carolina’s Guilford Court House. Weakened by this 

war of attrition, the British general decided to concede 

the Carolinas to Greene and seek a decisive victory in 

Virginia. There, many Patriot militiamen had refused 

to take up arms, claiming that “the Rich wanted the 

Poor to fight for them.” 

Exploiting these social divisions, Cornwallis moved 

easily through the Tidewater region of Virginia in the 
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MAP 6.4 
The War in the South, 1778–1781

Britain’s southern military strategy started well. British forces captured Savannah in December 
1778, took control of Georgia during 1779, and vanquished Charleston in May 1780. Over the next 
eighteen months, brutal warfare between the British troops and Loyalist units and the Continental 
army and militia raged in the interior of the Carolinas and ended in a stalemate. Hoping to break 
the deadlock, British general Charles Cornwallis carried the battle into Virginia in 1781. A Franco-
American army led by Washington and Lafayette, with the help of the French fleet under Admiral 
de Grasse, surrounded Cornwallis’s forces on the Yorktown Peninsula and forced their surrender.
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early summer of 1781. Reinforcements sent from New 

York and commanded by General Benedict Arnold, 

the infamous Patriot traitor, bolstered his ranks. As 

Arnold and Cornwallis sparred with an American force 

led by Lafayette near the York Peninsula, Washington 

was informed that France had finally sent its powerful 

West Indian fleet to North America, and he devised an 

audacious plan. Feigning an assault on New York City, 

he secretly marched General Rochambeau’s army from 

Rhode Island to Virginia. Simultaneously, the French 

fleet took control of Chesapeake Bay. By the time the 

British discovered Washington’s scheme, Cornwallis 

was surrounded, his 9,500-man army outnumbered 

2 to 1 on land and cut off from reinforcement or retreat 

by sea. In a hopeless position, Cornwallis surrendered 

at Yorktown in October 1781.

The Franco-American victory broke the resolve of 

the British government. “Oh God! It is all over!” Lord 

North exclaimed. Isolated diplo-

matically in Europe, stymied mil-

itarily in America, and lacking 

public support at home, the 

British ministry gave up active 

prosecution of the war on the 

American mainland.

The Patriot Advantage
How could mighty Britain, victorious in the Great War 

for Empire, lose to a motley rebel army? The British 

ministry pointed to a series of blunders by the military 

leadership. Why had Howe not ruthlessly pursued 

Washington’s army in 1776? Why had Howe and 

Burgoyne failed to coordinate their attacks in 1777? 

Why had Cornwallis marched deep into the Patriot-

dominated state of Virginia in 1781?

Francis Marion Crossing the Pedee River

Francis Marion was a master of the ferocious guerrilla fighting that characterized the war in South Carolina. 
Though Patriot general Horatio Gates had little confidence in him, Marion led an irregular militia brigade in 
several successful attacks. After chasing Marion into a swamp, British general Banastre Tarleton declared, 
“As for this damned old fox, the Devil himself could not catch him.” Soon Patriots began calling Marion the 
Swamp Fox. In 1851, William T. Ranney painted Marion (on horseback in a white shirt and blue coat) and his 
men crossing the Pedee River in flatboats. Ranney included an unidentified (and possibly fictionalized) black 
oarsman. Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, Texas, William T. Ranney (1813–1857). Marion Crossing the Peedee, oil on 
canvas, 1850.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What were the keys to 
the Patriot victory in the 
South?
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Historians acknowledge British mistakes, but they 

also attribute the rebels’ victory to French aid and the 

inspired leadership of George Washington. Astutely 

deferring to elected officials, Washington won the sup-

port of the Continental Congress and the state govern-

ments. Confi dent of his military 

abilities, he pursued a defensive 

strategy that minimized casualties 

and maintained the morale of his 

officers and soldiers through five 

difficult years of war. Moreover, the 

Patri ots’ control of local govern-

ments gave Washington a greater 

margin for error than the British generals had. Local 

militiamen provided the edge in the 1777 victory at Sara-

toga and forced Cornwallis from the Carolinas in 1781.

In the end, it was the American people who decided 

the outcome, especially the one-third of the white colo-

nists who were zealous Patriots. Tens of thousands 

of these farmers and artisans accepted Continental bills 

in payment for supplies, and thousands of soldiers took 

them as pay, even as the currency literally depreciated in 

their pockets. Rampant inflation meant that every paper 

dollar held for a week lost value, imposing a hidden “cur-
rency tax” on those who accepted the paper currency. 

Each individual tax was small — a few pennies on each 

dollar. But as millions of dollars changed hands multiple 

times, the currency taxes paid by ordinary citizens 

financed the American military victory.

Diplomatic Triumph
After Yorktown, diplomats took two years to conclude 

a peace treaty. Talks began in Paris in April 1782, but 

the French and Spanish, still hoping to seize a West 

Indian island or Gibraltar, stalled for time. Their tactics 

infuriated American diplomats Benjamin Franklin, 

John Adams, and John Jay. So the Americans negoti-

ated secretly with the British, prepared if necessary to 

ignore the Treaty of Alliance and sign a separate peace. 

British ministers were equally eager: Parliament wanted 

peace, and they feared the loss of a rich sugar island.

Consequently, the American diplomats secured 

extremely favorable terms. In the Treaty of Paris, signed 

in September 1783, Great Britain formally recognized 

American independence and relinquished its claims 

to lands south of the Great Lakes and east of the Miss-

issippi River. The British negotiators did not insist on a 

separate territory for their Indian allies. “In endeavouring 

to assist you,” a Wea Indian complained to a British 

general, “it seems we have wrought our own ruin.” The 

Cherokees were forced to relinquish claims to 5 million 

acres — three-quarters of their territory — in treaties 

with Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia, while New 

York and the Continental Congress pressed the Iroquois 

and Ohio Indians to cede much of their land as well. 

British officials, like those of other early modern empires, 

found it easy to abandon allies they had never really 

understood (America Compared, p. 197).

The Paris treaty also granted Americans fishing 

rights off Newfoundland and Nova Scotia, prohibited 

the British from “carrying away any negroes or other 

property,” and guaranteed freedom of navigation on 

the Mississippi to American citizens “forever.” In 

return, the American government allowed British mer-

chants to pursue legal claims for prewar debts and 

encouraged the state legislatures to return confiscated 

property to Loyalists and grant them citizenship.

In the Treaty of Versailles, signed simultaneously, 

Britain made peace with France and Spain. Neither 

American ally gained very much. Spain reclaimed 

Florida from Britain, but not the strategic fortress at 

Gibraltar. France received the Caribbean island of 

Tobago, small consolation for a war that had sharply 

raised taxes and quadrupled France’s national debt. Just 

six years later, cries for tax relief and political liberty 

would spark the French Revolution. Only Americans 

profited handsomely; the treaties gave them indepen-

dence and access to the trans-Appalachian west.

Creating Republican 
Institutions, 1776–1787
When the Patriots declared independence, they con-

fronted the issue of political authority. “Which of us 

shall be the rulers?” asked a Philadelphia newspaper. 

The question was multifaceted. Would power reside in 

the national government or the states? Who would 

control the new republican institutions: traditional 

elites or average citizens? Would women have greater 

political and legal rights? What would be the status of 

slaves in the new republic?

The State Constitutions: 
How Much Democracy?
In May 1776, the Second Continental Congress urged 

Americans to reject royal authority and establish 

repub lican governments. Most states quickly complied. 

“Con sti tutions employ every pen,” an observer noted. 

Within six months, Virginia, Maryland, North Caro lina, 

New Jersey, Delaware, and Pennsylvania had all ratified 

TRACE CHANGE 
OVER TIME 
Despite being at a clear 
disadvantage at the start 
of the war, the American 
Patriots won. Why?
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new constitutions, and Connecticut and Rhode Island 

had revised their colonial charters to delete references 

to the king.

Republicanism meant more than ousting the king. 

The Declaration of Independence stated the principle 

of popular sovereignty: governments derive “their just 

powers from the consent of the governed.” In the heat 

of revolution, many Patriots gave this clause a further 

democratic twist. In North Carolina, the backcountry 

farmers of Mecklenburg County told their delegates 

to the state’s constitutional convention to “oppose 

everything that leans to aristocracy or power in the 

hands of the rich.” In Virginia, voters elected a new 

assembly in 1776 that, an eyewitness remarked, “was 

composed of men not quite so well dressed, nor so 

politely educated, nor so highly born” as colonial-era 

legislatures (Figure 6.1). 

China’s Growing 

Empire

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Gedou Miao

The Gedou Miao are found in Zhenyuan, Shibing, and 

Huangping. They are as good at hunting as the Turen. 

Women wear their hair up, inclined toward one side, 

with a comb inserted. Their short tunics are collarless, 

and their skirts do not reach beyond the knee. They 

embroider in five colors on the bust and the sleeves, and 

ornament themselves with seashells [shaped] like silk-

worm cocoons, stringing them together like real pearls. If 

a man is injured by one of their poisoned arrows he will 

die immediately. They are not, however, given to thievery.

Source: From The Art of Ethnography: A Chinese “Miao Album,” translated by David M. 

Deal and Laura Hostetler (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006). Reprinted by 

permission of the University of Washington Press.

Bulong (Basket-Repairing) Zhongjia

The Bulong Zhongjia are located in Dinfan and Guang-

shun Districts. Their customs are similar to those of the 

Kayou. For them, the New Year begins in the twelfth 

month. They greet it by striking a bronze drum. When 

they dig in the ground and find a drum, they consider it 

to be the legacy of Zhuge Liang [an ancient Chinese hero 

claimed as a forebear]. The rich must pay a high price to 

buy the drum. At funerals, cattle are butchered and 

dressed, and relatives and friends are invited. Drinking 

from the “ox horn of happiness,” the guests often get drunk 

and sometimes even wind up killing each other. The host 

does not usually eat meat but only fish and shrimp. After 

burial, the grave is covered by an umbrella. By nature the 

Bulong are alert and fierce. When coming and going they 

carry sharp knives. They will avenge even an angry look.

Nong (Agricultural) Miao

The Nong Miao are located in the Zhenfeng District, 

which once belonged to Guangxi. . . . Men shave their 

heads and dress just like Han people. Women wear short 

tunics and long skirts, and cover their heads with colorful 

scarves. They still follow Miao customs. Their nature is 

fierce and cruel; they enjoy killing.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. What attributes seemed especially meaningful to the 

authors of these descriptions? 

2. Why would the authors have singled out the particular 
qualities that are remarked upon here? How does this 
compare to the ways in which the British viewed their 
Native Americans?

As Britain was losing control of its multiethnic empire in North America, China’s 
Qing [pronounced Ching] dynasty was consolidating its authority over border-
lands peoples during the eighteenth century. And just as Europeans relied on 
ethnographic descriptions of Native Americans to understand the peoples and 
territories they hoped to control, Chinese authorities used ethnographic manu-
als that included prose, poetry, and illustrations to make sense of their new sub-
jects. These excerpts from a set of “Miao albums” illustrate the cultural 
characteristics they observed in, or ascribed to, one such group of these non-
Chinese (or non-Han) peoples. 

To see a longer excerpt of the Mecklenburg dele-
gates’ document, along with other primary sources 
from this period, see Sources for America’s History. 
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FIGURE 6.1
Middling Men Enter the Halls of Government, 
1765–1790

Before the Revolution, wealthy men (with assets of 
£2,000 or more, as measured by tax lists and probate 
records) dominated most colonial assemblies. The 
power of money was especially apparent in the 
southern colonies, where representatives worth at 
least £5,000 formed a majority of the legislators. 
However, in the new American republic, the propor-
tion of middling legislators (yeomen farmers and 
others worth less than £2,000) increased dramati-
cally, especially in the northern states. Adapted from 
Jackson T. Main, “Government by the People: The American 
Revolution and the Democratization of the Legislatures,” by 
Jackson T. Main in William and Mary Quarterly, series 3, 23 
(1966). Used by permission of William and Mary Quarterly, 
Omohundro Institute of Early History and Culture.

Pennsylvania’s Controversial Constitution This 

democratic impulse flowered in Pennsylvania, thanks 

to a coalition of Scots-Irish farmers, Philadelphia arti-

sans, and Enlightenment-influenced intellectuals. In 

1776, these insurgents ousted every officeholder of the 

Penn family’s proprietary government, abolished prop-

erty ownership as a qualification for voting, and granted 

all taxpaying men the right to vote and hold office. The 

Pennsylvania constitution of 1776 also created a uni-

cameral (one-house) legislature with complete power; 

there was no governor to exercise a veto. Other provi-

sions mandated a system of elementary education and 

protected citizens from imprisonment for debt.

Pennsylvania’s democratic constitution alarmed 

many leading Patriots. From Boston, John Adams 

denounced the unicameral legislature as “so demo-

cratical that it must produce 

confusion and every evil work.” 

Along with other conservative 

Patriots, Adams wanted to restrict 

office holding to “men of learning, 

leisure and easy circumstances” 

and warned of oppression under 

majority rule: “If you give [ordi-

nary citizens] the command or 

preponderance in the . . . legislature, they will vote all 

property out of the hands of you aristocrats.”

Tempering Democracy To counter the appeal of the 

Pennsylvania constitution, Adams published Thoughts 

on Government (1776). In that treatise, he adapted the 

British Whig theory of mixed government (a sharing 

of power among the monarch, the House of Lords, and 

the Commons) to a republican society. To disperse 

authority and preserve liberty, he insisted on separate 

institutions: legislatures would make laws, the execu-

tive would administer them, and the judiciary would 

enforce them. Adams also demanded a bicameral (two-

house) legislature with an upper house of substantial 

property owners to offset the popular majorities in the 

lower one. As further curbs on democracy, he pro-

posed an elected governor with veto power and an 

appointed — not elected — judiciary.

Conservative Patriots endorsed Adams’s govern-

mental system. In New York’s constitution of 1777, 

property qualifications for voting excluded 20 percent 

of white men from assembly elections and 60 percent 

from casting ballots for the governor and the upper 

house. In South Carolina, elite planters used property 

rules to disqualify about 90 percent of white men from 

office holding. The 1778 constitution required candi-

dates for governor to have a debt-free estate of £10,000 

(about $700,000 today), senators to be worth £2,000, 

and assemblymen to own property valued at £1,000. 

Even in traditionally democratic Massachusetts, the 

1780 constitution, authored primarily by Adams, raised 

property qualifications for voting and office holding 

and skewed the lower house toward eastern, mercantile 

interests.

The political legacy of the Revolution was complex. 

Only in Pennsylvania and Vermont were radical 

Patriots able to create truly democratic institutions. Yet 

in all the new states, representative legislatures had 

acquired more power, and average citizens now had 

greater power at the polls and greater influence in the 

halls of government.

Women Seek a Public Voice
The extraordinary excitement of the Revolutionary 

era tested the dictum that only men could engage 

in politics. Men controlled all public institutions — 

legislatures, juries, government offices — but upper-

class women engaged in political debate and, defying 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
What aspects of the 
Pennsylvania constitution 
were most objectionable 
to Adams, and what did he 
advocate instead?
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Judith Sargent Murray

Judith Sargent Murray was perhaps the most accomplished 
female essayist of the Revolutionary era. Publishing under 
various pen names, she advocated for economic indepen-
dence and better educational opportunities for women. 
Two years before Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman (1792), she published “On the Equality of 
the Sexes” in the Massachusetts Magazine. Her letter books, 
which run to twenty volumes, were discovered only in 1984; 
the Judith Sargent Murray Society (jsmsociety.com) is now 
transcribing and indexing them for publication. This striking 
portrait by John Singleton Copley hints at her intelligence 
and sardonic wit. Terra Foundation for American Art, Chicago/Art 
Resource, NY.

men’s scorn, filled their letters, diaries, and conversa-

tions with opinions on public issues. “The men say we 

have no business [with politics],” Eliza Wilkinson of 

South Carolina complained in 1783. “They won’t even 

allow us liberty of thought, and that is all I want.” 

As Wilkinson’s remark suggests, most women did 

not insist on civic equality with men; many sought only 

an end to restrictive customs and laws. Abigail Adams 

demanded equal legal rights for married women, who 

under common law could not own property, enter into 

contracts, or initiate lawsuits. The war bonds she pur-

chased had to be held in a trust run by a male relative. 

“Men would be tyrants” if they continued to hold such 

power over women, Adams declared to her husband, 

John, criticizing him and other Patriots for “emanci-

pating all nations” from monarchical despotism while 

“retaining absolute power over Wives.”

Most politicians ignored women’s requests, and 

most men insisted on traditional sexual and political 

prerogatives. Long-married husbands remained patri-

archs who dominated their households, and even 

young men who embraced the republican ideal of 

“companionate marriage” did not support legal equal-

ity for their wives and daughters. Except in New Jersey, 

which until 1807 allowed unmarried and widowed 

female property holders to vote, women remained dis-

enfranchised. In the new American republic, only 

white men enjoyed full citizenship.

Nevertheless, the republican belief in an educated 

citizenry created opportunities for some women. In 

her 1779 essay “On the Equality of the Sexes,” Judith 

Sargent Murray argued that men and women had 

equal capacities for memory and that women had 

superior imaginations. She conceded that most 

women were inferior to men in judgment and reason-

ing, but only from lack of training: “We can only rea-

son from what we know,” she argued, and most women 

had been denied “the opportunity of acquiring knowl-

edge.” That situation changed in the 1790s, when the 

attorney general of Massachusetts declared that girls 

had an equal right to schooling under the state consti-

tution. By 1850, the literacy rates of women and men 

in the northeastern states were equal, and educated 

women again challenged their subordinate legal and 

political status.

The War’s Losers: Loyalists, Native 
Americans, and Slaves
The success of republican institutions was assisted 

by the departure of as many as 100,000 Loyalists, 

many of whom suffered severe financial losses. Some 

Patriots demanded revolutionary justice: the seizure of 

all Loyalist property and its distribution to needy 

Americans. But most officials were unwilling to go so 

far. When state governments did seize Loyalist prop-

erty, they often auctioned it to the highest bidders; 

only rarely did small-scale farmers benefit. In the cit-

ies, Patriot merchants replaced 

Loyalists at the top of the eco-

nomic ladder, supplanting a tradi-

tional economic elite — who often 

invested profits from trade in real 

estate — with republican entre-

preneurs who tended to promote 

new trading ventures and domestic manufacturing. 

This shift facilitated America’s economic development 

in the years to come. 

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What impact did republi-
can ideals have on gender 
roles and expectations dur-
ing the Revolutionary era?

http://www.jsmsociety.com
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Though the Revolution did not result in wide-

spread property redistribution, it did encourage yeo-

men, middling planters, and 

small-time entrepreneurs to 

believe that their new republican 

governments would protect their 

property and ensure widespread 

access to land. In western coun-

ties, former Regulators demanded 

that the new governments be 

more responsive to their needs; 

beyond the Appalachians, thou-

sands of squatters who had occupied lands in Kentucky 

and Tennessee expected their claims to be recognized 

and lands to be made available on easy terms. If the 

United States were to secure the loyalty of westerners, it 

would have to meet their needs more effectively than 

the British Empire had.

This meant, among other things, extinguishing 

Native American claims to land as quickly as possible. 

At war’s end, George Washington commented on the 

“rage for speculating” in Ohio Valley lands. “Men in 

these times, talk with as much facility of fifty, a hun-

dred, and even 500,000 Acres as a Gentleman formerly 

would do of 1000 acres.” “If we make a right use of our 

natural advantages,” a Fourth of July orator observed, 

“we soon must be a truly great and happy people.” 

Native American land claims stood as a conspicuous 

barrier to the “natural advantages” he imagined.

For southern slaveholders, the Revolution was 

fought to protect property rights, and any sentiment 

favoring slave emancipation met with violent objections. 

When Virginia Methodists called for general emancipa-

tion in 1785, slaveholders used Revolutionary principles 

to defend their right to human property. They “risked 

[their] Lives and Fortunes, and waded through Seas of 

Blood” to secure “the Possession of [their] Rights of 

Liberty and Property,” only to hear of “a very subtle and 

daring Attempt” to “dispossess us of a very important 

Part of our Property.” Emancipation would bring “Want, 

Poverty, Distress, and Ruin to the Free Citizen.” The lib-

erties coveted by ordinary white Americans bore hard 

on the interests of Native Americans and slaves.

The Articles of Confederation
As Patriots embraced independence in 1776, they envi-

sioned a central government with limited powers. 

Carter Braxton of Virginia thought the Continental 

Congress should “regulate the affairs of trade, war, 

peace, alliances, &c.” but “should by no means have 

authority to interfere with the internal police [gover-

nance] or domestic concerns of any Colony.”

That idea informed the Articles of Confederation, 
which were approved by the Continental Congress in 

November 1777. The Articles provided for a loose 

union in which “each state retains its sovereignty, free-

dom, and independence.” As an association of equals, 

each state had one vote regardless of its size, popula-

tion, or wealth. Important laws needed the approval of 

nine of the thirteen states, and changes in the Articles 

required unanimous consent. Though the Confedera-

tion had significant powers on paper — it could declare 

war, make treaties with foreign nations, adjudicate dis-

putes between the states, borrow and print money, and 

requisition funds from the states “for the common 

defense or general welfare” — it had major weaknesses 

as well. It had neither a chief executive nor a judiciary. 

Though it could make treaties, it could not enforce 

their provisions, since the states remained sovereign. 

Most important, it lacked the power to tax either the 

states or the people.

A Black Loyalist Pass, 1783

White Patriots claimed their freedom by fighting against the 
British; thousands of black slaves won their liberty by fighting 
for them. This pass certifies that Cato Rammsay (actually 
Ramsey), “a Negro, resorted to the British Lines” in search of 
the freedom promised by Virginia royal governor Dunmore 
and British commander Henry Clinton to slaves who escaped 
from Patriot owners. Now age forty-five and a “slim fellow,” 
Ramsey had escaped from his owner, John Ramsey of Norfolk, 
Virginia, in 1776, probably fleeing to Dunmore’s ships. Seven 
years later, he ended up in New York, reunited with his wife, 
China Godfrey (thirty-five), and their three children: James 
(twenty), Betsey (fifteen), and Nelly Ramsey (ten), who had 
fled subsequently from other owners. As the British evacu-
ated New York in 1783, Ramsey and his family were free “to 
go to Nova-Scotia,” where they worked as farmers. Nova 
Scotia Archives and Records Management.

EXPLAIN 
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Although the Congress exercised authority from 

1776 — raising the Continental army, negotiating the 

treaty with France, and financing the war — the Articles 

won formal ratification only in 1781. The delay 

stemmed from conflicts over western lands. The royal 

charters of Virginia, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and 

other states set boundaries stretching to the Pacific 

Ocean. States without western lands — Maryland and 

Pennsylvania — refused to accept the Articles until the 

land-rich states relinquished these claims to the 

Confederation. Threatened by Cornwallis’s army in 

1781, Virginia gave up its claims, and Maryland, the 

last holdout, finally ratified the Articles (Map 6.5). 

Continuing Fiscal Crisis By 1780, the central gov-

ernment was nearly bankrupt, and General Washington 

called urgently for a national tax system; without 

one, he warned, “our cause is lost.” Led by Robert 

Morris, who became superintendent of finance in 

1781, nationalist-minded Patriots tried to expand the 

Confederation’s authority. They persuaded Congress to 

charter the Bank of North America, a private institu-

tion in Philadelphia, arguing that its notes would 

stabilize the inflated Continental currency. Morris also 

created a central bureaucracy to manage the Con-

feder ation’s finances and urged Congress to enact a 

5 percent import tax. Rhode Island and New York 

rejected the tax proposal. His state had opposed British 

import duties, New York’s representative declared, and 

it would not accept them from Congress. To raise reve-

nue, Congress looked to the sale of western lands. In 

1783, it asserted that the recently signed Treaty of Paris 

had extinguished the Indians’ rights to those lands and 

made them the property of the United States.

The Northwest Ordinance By 1784, more than 

thirty thousand settlers had already moved to Kentucky 

and Tennessee, despite the uncertainties of frontier 

warfare, and after the war their numbers grew rapidly. 

In that year, the residents of what is now eastern 

Tennessee organized a new state, called it Franklin, and 

sought admission to the Confederation. To preserve its 

authority over the West, Congress refused to recognize 

Franklin. Subsequently, Congress created the South-

west and Mississippi Territories (the future states of 

Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi) from lands 

ceded by North Carolina and Georgia. Because these 

cessions carried the stipulation that “no regulation . . . 

shall tend to emancipate slaves,” these states and all 

those south of the Ohio River allowed human bondage.

However, the Confederation Congress banned 

slavery north of the Ohio River. Between 1784 and 

1787, it issued three important ordinances organizing 

the “Old Northwest.” The Ordinance of 1784, written 

by Thomas Jefferson, established 

the principle that territories could 

become states as their populations 

grew. The Land Ordinance of 

1785 mandated a rectangular-

grid system of surveying and 

specified a minimum price of $1 

an acre. It also required that half 

of the townships be sold in single blocks of 23,040 

acres each, which only large-scale speculators could 

afford, and the rest in parcels of 640 acres each, 

which restricted their sale to well-to-do farmers 

(Map 6.6). 

Finally, the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 created 

the territories that would eventually become the states 

of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. 

The ordinance prohibited slavery and earmarked funds 

from land sales for the support of schools. It also spec-

ified that Congress would appoint a governor and 

judges to administer each new territory until the pop-

ulation reached 5,000 free adult men, at which point 

the citizens could elect a territorial legislature. When 

the population reached 60,000, the legislature could 

devise a republican constitution and apply to join the 

Confederation.

The land ordinances of the 1780s were a great 

and enduring achievement of the Confederation 

Congress. They provided for orderly settlement and 

the admission of new states on the basis of equality; 

there would be no politically dependent “colonies” in 

the West. But they also extended the geographical divi-

sion between slave and free areas that would haunt the 

nation in the coming decades. And they implicitly 

invalidated Native American claims to an enormous 

swath of territory — a corollary that would soon lead 

the newly independent nation, once again, into war.

Shays’s Rebellion
Though many national leaders were optimistic about 

the long-term prospects of the United States, postwar 

economic conditions were grim. The Revolution had 

crippled American shipping and cut exports of tobacco, 

rice, and wheat. The British Navigation Acts, which 

had nurtured colonial commerce, now barred Ameri-

cans from legal trade with the British West Indies. 

Moreover, low-priced British manufactures (and some 

from India as well) were flooding American markets, 

driving urban artisans and wartime textile firms out of 

business. 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
In what ways did the 
Confederation function 
effectively, and what were 
its greatest failings?
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The fiscal condition of the state governments was 

dire, primarily because of war debts. Well-to-do mer-

chants and landowners (including Abigail Adams) had 

invested in state bonds during the war; others had 

speculated in debt certificates, buying them on the 

cheap from hard-pressed farmers and soldiers. Now 

creditors and speculators demanded that the state 

governments redeem the bonds and certificates quickly 

and at full value, a policy that would require tax increases 

and a decrease in the amount of paper currency. Most 

legislatures — now including substantial numbers of 

middling farmers and artisans — refused. Instead they 
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MAP 6.5
The Confederation and Western Land Claims, 1781–1802

The Congress formed by the Articles of Confederation had to resolve conflicting state claims 
to western lands. For example, the territories claimed by New York and Virginia on the basis of 
their royal charters overlapped extensively. Beginning in 1781, the Confederation Congress and, 
after 1789, the U.S. Congress persuaded all of the states to cede their western claims, creating a 
“national domain” open to all citizens. In the Northwest Ordinance (1787), the Congress divided 
the domain north of the Ohio River into territories and set up democratic procedures by which 
they could eventually join the Union as states. South of the Ohio River, the Congress allowed the 
existing southern states to play a substantial role in settling the ceded lands.
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Land Division in the Northwest Territory

Throughout the Northwest Territory, government surveyors imposed a rectangular grid on the 
landscape, regardless of the local topography, so that farmers bought neatly defined tracts of land. 
The right-angled property lines in Muskingum County, Ohio (lower left), contrasted sharply with 
those in Baltimore County, Maryland (lower right), where — as in most of the eastern and southern 
states — boundaries followed the contours of the land.
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authorized new issues of paper currency and allowed 

debtors to pay private creditors in installments. 

Although wealthy men deplored these measures as 

“intoxicating Draughts of Liberty” that destroyed “the 

just rights of creditors,” such political intervention pre-

vented social upheaval.

In Massachusetts, however, the new constitution 

placed power in the hands of a mercantile elite that 

owned the bulk of the state’s war bonds. Ignoring the 

interests of ordinary citizens, the legislature increased 

taxes fivefold to pay off wartime debts — and it stipu-

lated that they be paid in hard currency. Even for sub-

stantial farmers, this was a crushing burden. When 

cash-strapped farmers could not pay both their taxes 

and their debts, creditors threatened lawsuits. Debtor 

Ephraim Wetmore heard a rumor that merchant 

Stephan Salisbury “would have my Body Dead or Alive 

in case I did not pay.” To protect their livelihoods, farm-

ers called extralegal conventions to protest high taxes 

and property seizures. Then mobs of angry farmers, 

including men of high status, closed the courts by 

force. “[I] had no Intensions to Destroy the Publick 

Govern ment,” declared Captain Adam Wheeler, a for-

mer town selectman; his goal was simply to prevent 

“Valuable and Industrious members of Society [being] 

dragged from their families to prison” because of their 

debts. These crowd actions grew into a full-scale revolt 

led by Captain Daniel Shays, a Continental army 

veteran.

As a revolt against taxes imposed by an unrespon-

sive government, Shays’s Rebellion resembled American 

resistance to the British Stamp Act. Consciously link-

ing themselves to the Patriot movement, Shays’s men 

placed pine twigs in their hats just as Continental 

troops had done. “The people have turned against their 

teachers the doctrines which were inculcated to effect 

the late revolution,” complained Fisher Ames, a con-

servative Massachusetts lawmaker. Some of the radical 

Patri ots of 1776 likewise condemned the Shaysites: 

“[Men who] would lessen the 

Weight of Government lawfully 

exercised must be Enemies to our 

happy Revolution and Common 

Liberty,” charged Samuel Adams. 

To put down the rebellion, the 

Massachusetts legislature passed 

the Riot Act, and wealthy bond holders equipped a for-

midable fighting force, which Governor James Bowdoin 

used to disperse Shays’s ragtag army during the winter 

of 1786–1787.

Although Shays’s Rebellion failed, it showed that 

many middling Patriot families felt that American 

oppressors had replaced British tyrants. Massachusetts 

voters turned Governor Bowdoin out of office, and 

debt-ridden farmers in New York, northern Pennsyl-

vania, Connecticut, and New Hampshire closed court-

houses and forced their governments to provide 

economic relief. British officials in Canada predicted 

the imminent demise of the United States; and Ameri-

can leaders urged purposeful action to save their 

republican experiment. Events in Massachusetts, 

declared nationalist Henry Knox, formed “the stron-

gest arguments possible” for the creation of “a strong 

general government.”

The Constitution of 1787
These issues ultimately led to the drafting of a national 

constitution. From its creation, the U.S. Constitution 

was a controversial document, both acclaimed for solv-

ing the nation’s woes and condemned for perverting its 

republican principles. Critics charged that republican 

institutions worked only in small political units — the 

states. Advocates replied that the Consti tution extended 

republicanism by adding another level of government 

elected by the people. In the new two-level political 

federation created by the Constitution, the national 

government would exercise limited, delegated powers, 

and the existing state governments would retain 

authority over all other matters.

The Rise of a Nationalist Faction
Money questions — debts, taxes, and tariffs — dominated 

the postwar political agenda. Americans who had served 

the Confederation as military officers, officials, and 

diplomats viewed these issues from a national perspec-

tive and advocated a stronger central government. 

George Washington, Robert Morris, Benjamin Franklin, 

John Jay, and John Adams wanted Congress to control 

foreign and interstate commerce and tariff policy. 

However, lawmakers in Massachusetts, New York, and 

Pennsylvania — states with strong commercial tradi-

tions — insisted on controlling their own tariffs, both 

to protect their artisans from low-cost imports and to 

assist their merchants. Most southern states opposed 

tariffs because planters wanted to import British tex-

tiles and ironware at the lowest possible prices.

Nonetheless, some southern leaders became nation-

al ists because their state legislatures had cut taxes and 

refused to redeem state war bonds. Such policies, 

lamented wealthy bondholder Charles Lee of Virginia, 

led taxpayers to believe they would “never be compelled 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
How did the Shaysites 
draw on the Revolution for 
inspiration?
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to pay” the public debt. Creditors also condemned 

state laws that “stayed” (delayed) the payment of mort-

gages and other private debts. “While men are madly 

accumulating enormous debts, their legislators are 

making provisions for their nonpayment,” complained 

a South Carolina merchant. To undercut the democratic 

majorities in the state legislatures, creditors joined the 

movement for a stronger central government.

Spurred on by Shays’s Rebellion, nationalists in 

Congress secured a resolution calling for a convention 

to revise the Articles of Confederation. Only an “effi-

cient plan from the Convention,” a fellow nationalist 

wrote to James Madison, “can prevent anarchy first & 

civil convulsions afterwards.”

The Philadelphia Convention
In May 1787, fifty-five delegates arrived in Philadelphia. 

They came from every state except Rhode Island, where 

the legislature opposed increasing central authority. 

Most were strong nationalists; forty-two had served in 

the Confederation Congress. They were also educated 

and propertied: merchants, slaveholding planters, and 

“monied men.” There were no artisans, backcountry 

settlers, or tenants, and only a single yeoman farmer.

Some influential Patriots missed the convention. 

John Adams and Thomas Jefferson were serving as 

American ministers to Britain and France, respec-

tively. The Massachusetts General Court rejected Sam 

Adams as a delegate because he opposed a stronger 

national government, and his fellow firebrand from 

Virginia, Patrick Henry, refused to attend because he 

“smelt a rat.”

The absence of experienced leaders and contrary-

minded delegates allowed capable younger national-

ists to set the agenda. Declaring that the convention 

would “decide for ever the fate of Republican 

Government,” James Madison insisted on increased 

national authority. Alexander Hamilton of New York 

likewise demanded a strong central government to pro-

tect the republic from “the imprudence of democracy.”

The Virginia and New Jersey Plans The delegates 

elected George Washington as their presiding officer 

and voted to meet behind closed doors. Then — 

momentously — they decided not to revise the Articles 

of Confederation but rather to consider the so-called 

Virginia Plan, a scheme for a powerful national gov-

ernment devised by James Madison. Just thirty-six 

years old, Madison was determined to fashion national 

political institutions run by men of high character. 

A graduate of Princeton, he had read classical and 

modern political theory and served in both the 

Confederation Congress and the Virginia assembly. 

Once an optimistic Patriot, Madison had grown dis-

couraged because of the “narrow ambition” and out-

look of state legislators. 

Madison’s Virginia Plan differed from the Articles of 

Confederation in three crucial respects. First, the plan 

rejected state sovereignty in favor of the “supremacy of 

national authority,” including the power to overturn 

state laws. Second, it called for the national government 

to be established by the people (not the states) and for 

national laws to operate directly on citizens of the vari-

ous states. Third, the plan proposed a three-tier election 

system in which ordinary voters would elect only the 

lower house of the national legislature. This lower house 

would then select the upper house, and both houses 

would appoint the executive and judiciary.

From a political perspective, Madison’s plan 

had two fatal flaws. First, most state politicians and 

James Madison, Statesman

Throughout his long public life, Madison kept the details of his 
private life to himself. His biography, he believed, should be a 
record of his public accomplishments, not his private affairs. 
Future generations celebrated him not as a great man (like 
Hamilton or Jefferson) or as a great president (like Washing-
ton), but as an original and incisive political thinker. The chief 
architect of the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights, 
Madison was the preeminent republican political theorist 
of his generation. Mead Art Museum, Amherst College, Amherst, 
Massachusetts, Bequest of Herbert L. Pratt (Class of 1895) # 1945.82.
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citizens resolutely opposed allowing the national gov-

ernment to veto state laws. Second, the plan based rep-

resentation in the lower house on population; this 

provision, a Delaware delegate warned, would allow 

the populous states to “crush the small ones whenever 

they stand in the way of their ambitious or interested 

views.”

So delegates from Delaware and other small states 

rallied behind a plan devised by William Paterson of 

New Jersey. The New Jersey Plan gave the Confedera-

tion the power to raise revenue, control commerce, 

and make binding requisitions on the states. But it 

preserved the states’ control of their own laws and 

guaranteed their equality: as in the Confederation 

Congress, each state would have one vote in a unicam-

eral legislature. Delegates from the more populous 

states vigorously opposed this provision. After a 

month-long debate on the two plans, a bare majority of 

the states agreed to use Madison’s Virginia Plan as the 

basis of discussion.

This decision raised the odds that the convention 

would create a more powerful national government. 

Outraged by this prospect, two New York delegates, 

Robert Yates and John Lansing, accused their col-

leagues of exceeding their mandate to revise the 

Articles and left the convention. The remaining dele-

gates met six days a week during the summer of 1787, 

debating both high principles and practical details. 

Experienced politicians, they looked for a plan that 

would be acceptable to most citizens and existing polit-

ical interests. Pierce Butler of South Carolina invoked 

a classical Greek precedent: “We must follow the 

example of Solon, who gave the Athenians not the best 

government he could devise but the best they would 

receive.”

The Great Compromise As the convention grappled 

with the central problem of the representation of large 

and small states, the Connecticut delegates suggested a 

possible solution. They proposed that the national leg-

islature’s upper chamber (the Senate) have two mem-

bers from each state, while seats in the lower chamber 

(the House of Representatives) be apportioned by pop-

ulation (determined every ten years by a national cen-

sus). After bitter debate, delegates from the populous 

states reluctantly accepted this “Great Compromise.”

Other state-related issues were quickly settled by 

restricting (or leaving ambiguous) the extent of cen-

tral authority. Some delegates opposed a national 

system of courts, predicting that “the states will revolt 

at such encroachments” on their judicial authority. 

This danger led the convention to vest the judicial 

power “in one supreme Court” and allow the new 

national legislature to decide whether to establish 

lower courts within the states. The convention also 

refused to set a property requirement for voting in 

national elections. “Eight or nine states have extended 

the right of suffrage beyond the freeholders,” George 

Mason of Virginia pointed out. “What will people 

there say if they should be disfranchised?” Finally, the 

convention specified that state legislatures would elect 

members of the upper house, or Senate, and the states 

would select the electors who would choose the presi-

dent. By allowing states to have important roles in the 

new constitutional system, the delegates hoped that 

their citizens would accept limits on state sovereignty.

Negotiations over Slavery The shadow of slav-

ery hovered over many debates, and Gouverneur 

Morris of New York brought it into view. To safe-

guard property rights, Morris wanted life terms for 

senators, a property qualification for voting in national 

elections, and a strong president with veto power. 

Nonetheless, he rejected the legitimacy of two tradi-

tional types of property: the feudal dues claimed by 

aristocratic landowners and the ownership of slaves. 

An advocate of free markets and personal liberty, 

Morris condemned slavery as “a nefarious institution.”

Many slave-owning delegates from the Chesapeake 

region, including Madison and George Mason, recog-

nized that slavery contradicted republican principles 

and hoped for its eventual demise. They supported an 

end to American participation in the Atlantic slave 

trade, a proposal the South Carolina and Georgia dele-

gates angrily rejected. Unless the importation of 

African slaves continued, these rice planters and mer-

chants declared, their states “shall not be parties to the 

Union.” At their insistence, the convention denied 

Congress the power to regulate immigration — and 

so the slave trade — until 1808 (American Voices, 

p. 208). 

The delegates devised other slavery-related com-

promises. To mollify southern planters, they wrote a 

“fugitive clause” that allowed masters to reclaim 

enslaved blacks (or white indentured servants) who 

fled to other states. But in acknowledgment of the anti-

slavery sentiments of Morris and other northerners, 

the delegates excluded the words slavery and slave 

from the Constitution; it spoke only of citizens and 

“all other Persons.” Because slaves lacked the vote, 

antislavery delegates wanted their census numbers 

excluded when apportioning seats in Congress. 
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Southerners — ironically, given that they considered 

slaves property — demanded that slaves be counted in 

the census the same as full citizens, to increase the 

South’s representation. Ultimately, the delegates agreed 

that each slave would count as three-fifths of a free per-

son for purposes of representation and taxation, a com-

promise that helped southern planters dominate the 

national government until 1860.

National Authority Having addressed the concerns 

of small states and slave states, the convention created 

a powerful national government. The Constitution 

declared that congressional legislation was the “supreme” 

law of the land. It gave the new government the power 

to tax, raise an army and a navy, and regulate foreign 

and interstate commerce, with the authority to make 

all laws “necessary and proper” to implement those 

and other provisions. To assist creditors and establish 

the new government’s fiscal integrity, the Constitution 

required the United States to honor the existing 

national debt and prohibited the states from issuing 

paper money or enacting “any Law impairing the 

Obligation of Contracts.”

The proposed constitution was not a “perfect pro-

duction,” Benjamin Franklin admitted, as he urged the 

delegates to sign it in September 1787. But the great 

statesman confessed his astonishment at finding “this 

system approaching so near to perfection.” His col-

leagues apparently agreed; all but three signed the 

document.

The People Debate Ratification
The procedure for ratifying the new constitution was 

as controversial as its contents. Knowing that Rhode 

Island (and perhaps other states) would reject it, the 

delegates did not submit the Constitution to the state 

legislatures for their unanimous consent, as required 

by the Articles of Confederation. Instead, they arbi-

trarily — and cleverly — declared that it would take 

effect when ratified by conventions in nine of the thir-

teen states. 

As the constitutional debate began in early 1788, 

the nationalists seized the initiative with two bold 

moves. First, they called themselves Federalists, sug-

gesting that they supported a federal union — a loose, 

decentralized system — and obscuring their commit-

ment to a strong national government. Second, they 

launched a coordinated campaign in pamphlets and 

newspapers to explain and justify the Philadelphia 

constitution.

The Antifederalists The opponents of the Consti-

tution, called by default the Antifederalists, had diverse 

backgrounds and motives. Some, 

like Governor George Clinton 

of New York, feared that state gov-

ernments would lose power. Rural 

democrats protested that the pro-

posed document, unlike most 

state constitutions, lacked a decla-

ration of individual rights; they 

also feared that the central gov-

ernment would be run by wealthy men. “Lawyers and 

men of learning and monied men expect to be manag-

ers of this Constitution,” worried a Massachusetts 

farmer. “[T]hey will swallow up all of us little 

folks . . . just as the whale swallowed up Jonah.” Giving 

political substance to these fears, Melancton Smith of 

New York argued that the large electoral districts pre-

scribed by the Constitution would restrict office hold-

ing to wealthy men, whereas the smaller districts used 

in state elections usually produced legislatures “com-

posed principally of respectable yeomanry.” John 

Quincy Adams agreed: if only “eight men” would repre-

sent Massachusetts, “they will infallibly be chosen from 

the aristocratic part of the community.”

Smith summed up the views of Americans who 

held traditional republican values. To keep govern-

ment “close to the people,” they wanted the states to 

remain small sovereign republics tied together only for 

trade and defense — not the “United States” but the 

“States United.” Citing the French political philosopher 

Montesquieu, Antifederalists argued that republican 

institutions were best suited to small polities. “No 

extensive empire can be governed on republican prin-

ciples,” declared James Winthrop of Massachusetts. 

Patrick Henry worried that the Constitution would re-

create British rule: high taxes, an oppressive bureau-

cracy, a standing army, and a “great and mighty 

President . . . supported in extravagant munificence.” 

As another Antifederalist put it, “I had rather be a free 

citizen of the small republic of Massachusetts than an 

oppressed subject of the great American empire.”

Federalists Respond In New York, where ratifica-

tion was hotly contested, James Madison, John Jay, 

and Alexander Hamilton defended the proposed con-

stitution in a series of eighty-five essays written in 1787 

and 1788, collectively titled The Federalist. This work 

influenced political leaders throughout the country 

and subsequently won acclaim as an important treatise 

of practical republicanism. Its authors denied that a 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
How did the Constitu-
tion, in its final form, 
differ from the plan that 
James Madison originally 
proposed?
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A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

The First National 

Debate over Slavery

The Constitutional Convention

Slavery was not a major topic of discussion at the 
Philadelphia convention, but it surfaced a number of 
times, notably in the important debate over representa-
tion (which produced the three-fifths clause). A discussion 
of the Atlantic slave trade began when Luther Martin, a 
delegate from Maryland, proposed a clause allowing 
Congress to impose a tax on or prohibit the importation of 
slaves.

Mr. Martin proposed to vary article 7, sect. 4 so as 

to allow a prohibition or tax on the importation of 

slaves. . . . [He believed] it was inconsistent with the 

principles of the Revolution, and dishonorable to the 

American character, to have such a feature [promoting 

the slave trade] in the Constitution.

Mr. [John] Rutledge [of South Carolina declared 

that] religion and humanity had nothing to do with this 

question. Interest alone is the governing principle with 

nations. The true question at present is whether the 

Southern states shall or shall not be parties to the 

Union. . . . 

Mr. [Oliver] Ellsworth [of Connecticut] was for leav-

ing the clause as it stands. Let every state import what it 

pleases. The morality or wisdom of slavery are consider-

ations belonging to the states themselves. . . . The old 

Confederation had not meddled with this point, and he 

did not see any greater necessity for bringing it within 

the policy of the new one. 

Mr. [Charles C.] Pinckney [said] South Carolina can 

never receive the plan [for a new constitution] if it pro-

hibits the slave trade. In every proposed extension of the 

powers of Congress, that state has expressly and watch-

fully excepted that of meddling with the importation of 

Negroes. . . .

Mr. [Roger] Sherman [of Connecticut] was for leav-

ing the clause as it stands. He disapproved of the slave 

trade; yet, as the states were now possessed of the right 

to import slaves, . . . and as it was expedient to have as 

few objections as possible to the proposed scheme of 

government, he thought it best to leave the matter as 

we find it.

Col. [George] Mason [of Virginia stated that] this 

infernal trade originated in the avarice of British mer-

chants. The British government constantly checked the 

attempts of Virginia to put a stop to it. The present ques-

tion concerns not the importing states alone, but the 

whole Union. . . . Maryland and Virginia, he said, had 

already prohibited the importation of slaves expressly. 

North Carolina had done the same in substance. All this 

would be in vain if South Carolina and Georgia be at lib-

erty to import. The Western people are already calling 

out for slaves for their new lands, and will fill that country 

with slaves, if they can be got through South Carolina and 

Georgia. Slavery discourages arts and manufactures. The 

poor despise labor when performed by slaves. They pre-

vent the immigration of whites, who really enrich and 

strengthen a country. . . .

Every master of slaves is born a petty tyrant. They 

bring the judgment of Heaven on a country. As nations 

cannot be rewarded or punished in the next world, they 

must be in this. By an inevitable chain of causes and 

effects, Providence punishes national sins by national 

calamities. . . . He held it essential, in every point of 

view, that the general government should have power 

to prevent the increase of slavery. 

Mr. Ellsworth, as he had never owned a slave, could 

not judge of the effects of slavery on character. He said, 

however, that if it was to be considered in a moral light, 

we ought to go further, and free those already in the 

country. . . . Let us not intermeddle. As population 

increases, poor laborers will be so plenty as to render 

slaves useless. Slavery, in time, will not be a speck in our 

country. . . .

Gen. [Charles C.] Pinckney [argued that] South 

Carolina and Georgia cannot do without slaves. As to 

In this part of the text, we trace the impact of republican ideology on American 
politics and society. What happened when republicanism collided head-on with 
the well-established practice of slavery? After the Revolution, the Massachusetts 
courts abolished slavery, but in 1787, slavery was legal in the rest of the Union 
and was the bedrock of social order and agricultural production in the southern 
states. A look at the debates on the issue of the African slave trade at the Phila-
delphia convention and in a state ratifying convention shows that slavery was an 
extremely divisive issue at the birth of the nation — a dark cloud threatening the 
bright future of the young republic.
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. At the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, what 

were the main arguments for and against federal restric-
tions on the Atlantic slave trade? How do you explain 
the position taken by the Connecticut delegates in Phila-
delphia and Mr. Heath in the Massachusetts debate?

2. What argument does George Mason, a Virginia slave 
owner, make in favor of prohibiting the Atlantic slave 
trade?

3. What evidence of regional tensions appears in the docu-
ments? Several men from different states — Mason from 
Virginia, Ellsworth from Connecticut, and Heath from 
Massachusetts — offered predictions about the future of 
slavery. How accurate were they?

Mr. Heath (Federalist): . . . I apprehend that it is not in 

our power to do any thing for or against those who are in 

slavery in the southern states. No gentleman within these 

walls detests every idea of slavery more than I do: it is 

generally detested by the people of this commonwealth, 

and I ardently hope that the time will soon come, when 

our brethren in the southern states will view it as we do, 

and put a stop to it; but to this we have no right to compel 

them.

Two questions naturally arise: if we ratify the 

Constitution, shall we do any thing by our act to hold the 

blacks in slavery or shall we become the partakers of 

other men’s sins? I think neither of them: each state is 

sovereign and independent to a certain degree, and they 

have a right, and will regulate their own internal affairs, as 

to themselves appears proper. . . . We are not in this case 

partakers of other men’s sins. . . .

The federal convention went as far as they could; the 

migration or immigration &c. is confined to the states, 

now existing only, new states cannot claim it. Congress, 

by their ordnance for erecting new states, some time 

since, declared that there shall be no slavery in them. But 

whether those in slavery in the southern states, will be 

emancipated after the year 1808, I do not pretend to 

determine: I rather doubt it.

Source: Jonathan Elliot, ed., The Debates . . . on the Adoption of the Federal Constitution 

(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1836), 1: 103–105, 107, 112, 117.

Virginia, she will gain by stopping the importations. Her 

slaves will rise in value, and she has more than she wants. 

It would be unequal to require South Carolina and 

Georgia to confederate on such unequal terms. . . . He 

contended that the importation of slaves would be for the 

interest of the whole Union. The more slaves, the more 

produce to employ the carrying trade; the more con-

sumption also; and the more of this, the more revenue for 

the common treasury. . . . [He] should consider a rejec-

tion of the [present] clause as an exclusion of South 

Carolina from the Union. 

Source: Max Farrand, ed., The Records of the Federal Convention of 1787 (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1911), 2: 364–365, 369–372.

The Massachusetts Ratifying Convention

In Philadelphia, the delegates agreed on a compromise: 
they gave Congress the power to tax or prohibit slave 
imports, as Luther Martin had proposed, but withheld that 
power for twenty years. In the Massa chusetts convention, 
the delegates split on this issue and on many others. They 
ratified the Constitution by a narrow margin, 187 to 168.

Mr. Neal (from Kittery) [an Antifederalist] went over the 

ground of objection to . . . the idea that slave trade was 

allowed to be continued for 20 years. His profession, he 

said, obliged him to bear witness against any thing that 

should favor the making merchandize of the bodies of 

men, and unless his objection was removed, he could not 

put his hand to the constitution. Other gentlemen said, 

in addition to this idea, that there was not even a prop-

osition that the negroes ever shall be free: and Gen. 

Thompson exclaimed — “Mr. President, shall it be 

said, that after we have established our own indepen-

dence and freedom, we make slaves of others? Oh! 

Washington . . . he has immortalized himself ! but 

he holds those in slavery who have a good right to 

be free as he is. . . .”

On the other side, gentlemen said, that the step taken 

in this article, towards the abolition of slavery, was one of 

the beauties of the constitution. They observed, that in the 

confederation there was no provision whatever for its ever 

being abolished; but this constitution provides, that 

Congress may after twenty years, totally annihilate the 

slave trade. . . .
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centralized government would lead to domestic tyr-

anny. Drawing on Montesquieu’s theories and John 

Adams’s Thoughts on Government, Madison, Jay, and 

Hamilton pointed out that authority would be divided 

among the president, a bicameral legislature, and a 

judiciary. Each branch of government would “check 

and balance” the others and so preserve liberty.

In “Federalist No. 10,” Madison challenged the view 

that republican governments only worked in small poli-

ties, arguing that a large state would better protect repub-

lican liberty. It was “sown in the nature of man,” Madison 

wrote, for individuals to seek power and form factions. 

Indeed, “a landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a 

mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, with many lesser 

interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations.” A 

free society should welcome all factions but keep any 

one of them from becoming dominant — something 

best achieved in a large republic. “Extend the sphere and 

you take in a greater variety of parties and interests,” 

Madison concluded, inhibiting the formation of a major-

ity eager “to invade the rights of other citizens.”

The Constitution Ratified The delegates debating 

these issues in the state ratification conventions 

included untutored farmers and middling artisans as 

well as educated gentlemen. Generally, backcountry 

delegates were Antifederalists, while those from coastal 

areas were Federalists. In Pennsylvania, Philadelphia 

merchants and artisans joined commercial farmers 

to ratify the Constitution. Other early Federalist suc-

cesses came in four less populous states — Delaware, 

New Jersey, Georgia, and Connecticut — where dele-

gates hoped that a strong national government would 

offset the power of large neighboring states (Map 6.7). 

The Constitution’s first real test came in January 

1788 in Massachusetts, a hotbed of Antifederalist sen-

timent. Influential Patriots, including Samuel Adams 

and Governor John Hancock, opposed the new consti-

tution, as did many followers of Daniel Shays. But 

Boston artisans, who wanted tariff protection from 

British imports, supported ratification. To win over 

other delegates, Federalist leaders assured the conven-

tion that they would recommend a national bill of 
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In 1907, geographer Owen 
Libby mapped the votes 
of members of the state 
conventions that ratified 
the Constitution. His map 
showed that most dele-
gates from seaboard or 
commercial farming 
districts (which sent 
many delegates to the 
conventions) supported 
the Constitution, while 
those from sparsely 
repre sented, subsistence-
oriented backcountry 
areas opposed it. Sub-
sequent research has 
confirmed Libby’s 
socioeconomic inter-
pretation of the voting 
patterns in North and 
South Carolina and in 
Massachusetts. However, 
other states’ delegates 
were influenced by 
different factors. For 
example, in Georgia, 
delegates from all 
regions voted for 
ratification.
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rights. By a close vote of 187 to 168, the Federalists car-

ried the day.

Spring brought Federalist victories in Maryland, 

South Carolina, and New Hampshire, reaching the 

nine-state quota required for ratification. But it took 

the powerful arguments advanced in The Federalist 

and more promises of a bill of rights to secure the 

Constitution’s adoption in the essential states of 

Virginia and New York. The votes were again close: 89 

to 79 in Virginia and 30 to 27 in New York.

Testifying to their respect for popular sovereignty 

and majority rule, most Americans accepted the ver-

dict of the ratifying conventions. “A decided majority” 

of the New Hampshire assembly had opposed the 

“new system,” reported Joshua Atherton, but now they 

said, “It is adopted, let us try it.” In Virginia, Patrick 

Henry vowed to “submit as a quiet citizen” and fight 

for amendments “in a constitutional way.”

Unlike in France, where the Revolution of 1789 

divided the society into irreconcilable factions for gen-

erations, the American Constitutional Revolution of 

1787 created a national republic that enjoyed broad 

popular support. Federalists celebrated their triumph 

by organizing great processions in the seaport cities. By 

marching in an orderly fashion — in conscious contrast 

to the riotous Revolutionary mobs — Federalist-minded 

citizens affirmed their allegiance to a self-governing 

but elite-ruled republican nation.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we examined the unfolding of two 

related sets of events. The first was the war between 

Britain and its rebellious colonies that began in 1776 

and ended in 1783. The two great battles of Saratoga 

(1777) and Yorktown (1781) determined the outcome 

of that conflict. Surprisingly, given the military might of 

the British Empire, both were American victories. These 

triumphs testify to the determination of George Wash-

ington, the resilience of the Continental army, and sup-

port for the Patriot cause from hundreds of local militias 

and tens of thousands of taxpaying citizens.

This popular support reflected the Patriots’ second 

success: building effective institutions of republican 

government. These elected institutions of local and 

state governance evolved out of colonial-era town 

meetings and representative assemblies. They were 

defined in the state constitutions written between 1776 

and 1781, and their principles informed the first 

national constitution, the Articles of Confederation. 

Despite the challenges posed by conflicts over suffrage, 

women’s rights, and fiscal policy, these self-governing 

political institutions carried the new republic success-

fully through the war-torn era and laid the foundation 

for the Constitution of 1787, the national charter that 

endures today.

Go to LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.
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1. ACROSS TIME AND PLACE In Chapter 5, we 

saw the way that protests against imperial policy 

grew until colonists chose to declare their indepen-

dence rather than submit to Parliament’s authority. 

By 1787, the problems created by the Revolutionary 

War forced leaders of the newly independent states 

to consider plans for their own powerful central 

government. What problems led nationalists to 

believe such a step was necessary? How did 

Antifederalists draw on Revolutionary ideas to 

make their case against the Constitution? What 

claims did nationalists make in response to dampen 

Antifederalist fears?

2. VISUAL EVIDENCE Look again at Map 6.5 on 

page 202 showing western land claims in the 1780s. 

If these claims had not been ceded to the 

Continental Congress, what would have been the 

likely result? Why was it so important to the sur-

vival of the Confederation that individual states 

give up their claims to these western lands? 

Recognize the larger developments and continuities within 
and across chapters by answering these questions.

MAKING 
CONNECTIONS

1. What were the principal reasons that Great Britain, 

despite its enormous military advantages, lost the 

War for Independence?

2. The war had wrenching effects on the American 

economy. What economic problems became espe-

cially acute during wartime? How did the states 

and the Second Continental Congress attempt to 

address them?

3. Federalists and Antifederalists both claimed to rep-

resent the true spirit of the American Revolution. 

Which of these competing visions of national iden-

tity do you think was right? Why?

4. THEMATIC UNDERSTANDING Consider the 

events listed under “Work, Exchange, and Technol-

ogy” and “Politics and Power” for the period 1776–

1787 on the thematic timeline on page 149. How 

did war debt and inflation influence the develop-

ment of political institutions during these years?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.
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TIMELINE Ask yourself why this chapter begins and ends with these dates 
and then identify the links among related events.

KEY TURNING POINTS: Gates defeats Burgoyne at Saratoga (1777), the Franco-American 

alliance (1778), and Cornwallis surrenders at Yorktown (1781). How were these three events 

linked? How important was the French alliance to the Patriot victory?

1776  Second Continental Congress declares independence

 Howe forces Washington to retreat from New York and New Jersey

 Pennsylvania approves democratic state constitution

 John Adams publishes Thoughts on Government

1777  Articles of Confederation create central government

 Howe occupies Philadelphia (September)

 Gates defeats Burgoyne at Saratoga (October)

1778  Franco-American alliance (February)

 Lord North seeks political settlement

 Congress rejects negotiations

 British adopt southern strategy

 British capture Savannah (December)

1778–1781  Severe inflation of Continental currency

1779  British and American forces battle in Georgia

1780  Clinton seizes Charleston (May)

 French troops land in Rhode Island

1781  Cornwallis invades Virginia (April), surrenders at Yorktown (October)

 States finally ratify Articles of Confederation

1783  Treaty of Paris (September 3) officially ends war

1784–1785  Congress enacts political and land ordinances for new states

1786  Nationalists hold convention in Annapolis, Maryland

 Shays’s Rebellion roils Massachusetts

1787  Congress passes Northwest Ordinance

 Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia

1787–1788  Jay, Madison, and Hamilton write The Federalist

 Eleven states ratify U.S. Constitution
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IDENTIFY THE BIG IDEA
What was required to make the 
United States a strong, viable, inde-
pendent republic in its early years, 
and how did debates over the Con-
stitution shape relations between 
the national government and the 
states?

7
L

ike an earthquake, the American 
Revolution shook the European 
monarchical order, and its after-

shocks reverberated for decades. By “cre-
ating a new republic based on the rights of 
the individual, the North Americans intro-
duced a new force into the world,” the 
eminent German historian Leopold von 
Ranke warned the king of Bavaria in 1854, 
a force that might cost the monarch his throne. Before 1776, “a king who ruled by the 
grace of God had been the center around which everything turned. Now the idea 
emerged that power should come from below [from the people].”

Other republican-inspired upheavals — England’s Puritan Revolution of the 1640s 
and the French Revolution of 1789 — ended in political chaos and military rule. Similar 
fates befell many Latin American republics that won independence from Spain in the 
early nineteenth century. But the American states escaped both anarchy and dictator-
ship. Having been raised in a Radical Whig political culture that viewed standing armies 
and powerful generals as instruments of tyranny, General George Washington left pub-
lic life in 1783 to manage his plantation, astonishing European observers but bolstering 
the authority of elected Patriot leaders. “’Tis a Conduct so novel,” American painter 
John Trumbull reported from London, that it is “inconceivable to People [here].”

The great task of fashioning representative republican governments absorbed the 
energy and intellect of an entire generation and was rife with conflict. Seeking to per-
petuate the elite-led polity of the colonial era, Federalists celebrated “natural aristo-
crats” such as Washington and condemned the radical republicanism of the French 
Revolution. In response, Jefferson and his Republican followers claimed the Fourth of 
July as their holiday and “we the people” as their political language. “There was a 
grand democrat procession in Town on the 4th of July,” came a report from Baltimore: 
“All the farmers, tanners, black-smiths, shoemakers, etc. were there . . . and afterwards 
they went to a grand feast.”

Many people of high status worried that the new state governments were too 
attentive to the demands of such ordinary workers and their families. When considering 
a bill, Connecticut conservative Ezra Stiles grumbled, every elected official “instantly 
thinks how it will affect his constituents” rather than how it would enhance the general 
welfare. What Stiles criticized as irresponsible, however, most Americans welcomed. 
The concerns of ordinary citizens were now paramount, and traditional elites trembled.
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An Emblem of America, 1800 In the first years of independence, citizens of the United States 
searched for a symbolic representation of their new nation. This engraving shows many of the choices: 
Should the symbol of “America” have an ideological meaning, as in the Goddess of Liberty? Or should it 
enshrine national heroes, as in the stone Memorial to Washington? Or should America’s symbol be found 
among its unique features, such as Niagara Falls (pictured in the background) or the presence of Africans 
and Indians (as represented by the black youth to the right and the spear-brandishing figure in front of 
the falls)? Or, finally, should its symbol be the national flag? Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University.
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The Political Crisis 
of the 1790s
The final decade of the eighteenth century brought 

fresh challenges for American politics. The Federalists 

split into two factions over financial policy and the 

French Revolution, and their leaders, Alexander 

Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson, offered contrasting 

visions of the future. Would the United States remain 

an agricultural nation governed by local officials, as 

Jefferson hoped? Or would Hamilton’s vision of a 

strong national government and an economy based on 

manufacturing become reality?

The Federalists Implement 
the Constitution
The Constitution expanded the dimensions of political 

life by allowing voters to choose national leaders as 

well as local and state officials. The Federalists swept 

the election of 1788, winning forty-four seats in the 

House of Representatives; only eight Antifederalists 

won election. As expected, members of the electoral 

college chose George Washington as president. John 

Adams received the second-highest number of elec-

toral votes and became vice president.

Devising the New Government Once the military 

savior of his country, Washington now became its 

political father. At age fifty-seven, the first president 

possessed great personal dignity and a cautious per-

sonality. To maintain continuity, he adopted many 

of the administrative practices of the Confederation 

and asked Congress to reestablish the existing execu-

tive departments: Foreign Affairs (State), Finance 

(Treasury), and War. To head the Department of State, 

Washington chose Thomas Jefferson, a fellow Virginian 

and an experienced diplomat. For secretary of the trea-

sury, he turned to Alexander Hamilton, a lawyer and 

his former military aide. The president designated 

Jefferson, Hamilton, and Secretary of War Henry Knox 

as his cabinet, or advisory body.

The Constitution mandated a supreme court, but 

the Philadelphia convention gave Congress the task of 

creating a national court system. The Federalists wanted 

strong national institutions, and the Judiciary Act of 
1789 reflected their vision. The act established a federal 

district court in each state and three circuit courts to 

hear appeals from the districts, with the Supreme Court 

having the final say. The Judiciary Act also specified that 

cases arising in state courts that involved federal laws 

could be appealed to the Supreme Court. This provision 

ensured that federal judges would have the final say on 

the meaning of the Constitution.

The Bill of Rights The Federalists kept their prom-

ise to add a declaration of rights to the Constitution. 

James Madison, now a member of the House of 

Representatives, submitted nineteen amendments to 

the First Congress; by 1791, ten had been approved by 

Congress and ratified by the states. These ten amend-

ments, known as the Bill of Rights, safeguard funda-

mental personal rights, including freedom of speech 

and religion, and mandate legal procedures, such as 

trial by jury. By protecting individual citizens, the 

amendments eased Antifederalists’ fears of an oppres-

sive national government and secured the legitimacy of 

the Constitution. They also addressed the issue of fed-

eralism: the proper balance between the authority of 

the national and state governments. But that question 

was constantly contested until the Civil War and 

remains important today.

Hamilton’s Financial Program
George Washington’s most important decision was 

choosing Alexander Hamilton as secretary of the trea-

sury. An ambitious self-made man of great intelligence, 

Hamilton married into the Schuyler family, influential 

Hudson River Valley landowners, and was a prominent 

lawyer in New York City. At the Philadelphia conven-

tion, he condemned the “democratic spirit” and called 

for an authoritarian government and a president with 

near-monarchical powers.

As treasury secretary, Hamilton devised bold poli-

cies to enhance national authority and to assist finan-

ciers and merchants. He outlined his plans in three 

pathbreaking reports to Congress: on public credit 

(Jan uary 1790), on a national bank (December 1790), 

and on manufactures (December 1791). These reports 

outlined a coherent program of national mercantil-

ism — government-assisted economic development.

Public Credit: Redemption and Assumption The 

financial and social implications of Hamilton’s “Report 
on the Public Credit” made it instantly controversial. 

Hamilton asked Congress to redeem at face value the 

$55 million in Confederation securities held by foreign 

and domestic investors (Figure 7.1). His reasons were 

simple: As an underdeveloped nation, the United States 

needed good credit to secure loans from Dutch and 
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British financiers. However, Hamilton’s redemption 

plan would give enormous profits to speculators, who 

had bought up depreciated securities. For example, 

the Massachusetts firm of Burrell & Burrell had paid 

$600 for Confederation notes with a face value of 

$2,500; it stood to reap a profit of $1,900. Such windfall 

gains offended a majority of Americans, who con-

demned the speculative practices of capitalist finan-

ciers. Equally controversial was Hamilton’s proposal 

to pay the Burrells and other note holders with new 

interest-bearing securities, thereby creating a perma-

nent national debt. 

Patrick Henry condemned this plan “to erect, and 

concentrate, and perpetuate a large monied interest” 

and warned that it would prove “fatal to the existence 

of American liberty.” James Madison demanded that 

Congress recompense those who originally owned 

Confederation securities: the thousands of shopkeep-

ers, farmers, and soldiers who had bought or accepted 

them during the dark days of the war. However, it 

would have been difficult to trace the original owners; 

moreover, nearly half the members of the House of 

Representatives owned Confederation securities and 

would profit personally from Hamilton’s plan. Melding 

practicality with self-interest, the House rejected 

Madison’s suggestion.

Hamilton then proposed that the national govern-

ment further enhance public credit by assuming the 

war debts of the states. This 

assumption plan, costing $22 mil-

lion, also favored well-to-do cred-

itors such as Abigail Adams, who 

had bought depreciated Massa-

chusetts government bonds with 

a face value of $2,400 for only a 

few hundred dollars and would 

reap a windfall profit. Still, Adams 

was a long-term investor, not a speculator like Assistant 

Secretary of the Treasury William Duer. Knowing 

Hamilton’s intentions in advance, Duer and his associ-

ates secretly bought up $4.6 million of the war bonds of 

southern states at bargain rates. Congressional critics 

condemned Duer’s speculation. They also pointed out 

that some states had already paid off their war debts; in 

response, Hamilton promised to reimburse those 

states. To win the votes of congressmen from Virginia 

and Maryland, the treasury chief arranged another 

deal: he agreed that the permanent national capital 

would be built along the Potomac River, where suspi-

cious southerners could easily watch its operations. 

Such astute bargaining gave Hamilton the votes he 

needed to enact his redemption and assumption plans.

Hamilton’s system of public credit
(millions of dollars)

War debts
assumed

from states

Owed to
foreigners

$11.7

$1.2

$4.6 $1.0

$4.4

$21.5$42.4Total
debt

Customs
revenue

Excise and
other revenue

National war debt (redemption
of Confederation securities)

$75.6 million in bonds sold mostly to the wealthy,
creating a permanent national debt 

= $5.6 million gross revenue

Annual interest owed to bondholders on debt 

+ +

+

Net revenue for gov’t spending

Debts Assets

FIGURE 7.1
Hamilton’s Fiscal Structure, 1792

As treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton established a national debt by issuing government bonds 
and using the proceeds to redeem Confederation securities and assume the war debts of the states. 
To pay the annual interest due on the bonds, he used the revenue from excise taxes and customs 
duties. Hamilton deliberately did not attempt to redeem the bonds because he wanted to tie the 
interests of the wealthy Americans who owned them to the new national government.

UNDERSTAND POINTS 
OF VIEW 
Why did Hamilton believe 
a national debt would 
strengthen the United 
States and help to ensure 
its survival?
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Creating a National Bank In December 1790, 

Hamilton asked Congress to charter the Bank of the 
United States, which would be jointly owned by private 

stockholders and the national government. Hamilton 

argued that the bank would provide stability to the 

specie-starved American economy by making loans to 

merchants, handling government funds, and issuing 

bills of credit — much as the Bank of England had done 

in Great Britain. These potential benefits persuaded 

Congress to grant Hamilton’s bank a twenty-year char-

ter and to send the legislation to the president for his 

approval.

At this critical juncture, Secretary of State Thomas 

Jefferson joined with James Madison to oppose 

Hamilton’s financial initiatives. Jefferson charged that 

Hamilton’s national bank was unconstitutional. “The 

incorporation of a Bank,” Jefferson told President 

Washington, was not a power expressly “delegated to 

the United States by the Constitution.” Jefferson’s argu-

ment rested on a strict interpretation of the Constitu-

tion. Hamilton preferred a loose interpretation; he 

told Washington that Article 1, Section 8, empowered 

Congress to make “all Laws which shall be necessary 

and proper” to carry out the provisions of the 

Constitution. Agreeing with Hamilton, the president 

signed the legislation.

Raising Revenue Through Tariffs Hamilton now 

sought revenue to pay the annual interest on the national 

debt. At his insistence, Congress imposed excise taxes, 

including a duty on whiskey distilled in the United 

States. These taxes would yield $1 million a year. To 

raise another $4 million to $5 million, the treasury sec-

retary proposed higher tariffs on foreign imports. 

Although Hamilton’s “Report on Manu fac tures” (1791) 

urged the expansion of American manufacturing, he 

did not support high protective tariffs that would 

exclude foreign products. Rather, he advocated moder-

ate revenue tariffs that would pay the interest on the 

debt and other government expenses.

Hamilton’s scheme worked brilliantly. As American 

trade increased, customs revenue rose steadily and 

paid down the national debt. Controversies notwith-

standing, the treasury secretary had devised a strikingly 

modern and successful fiscal system; as entrepreneur 

Samuel Blodget Jr. declared in 1801, “the country pros-

pered beyond all former example.”

Jefferson’s Agrarian Vision
Hamilton paid a high political price for his success. As 

Washington began his second four-year term in 1793, 

Hamilton’s financial measures had split the Federalists 

into bitterly opposed factions. Most northern Federal-

ists supported the treasury secretary, while most south-

ern Federalists joined a group headed by Madison 

and Jefferson. By 1794, the two factions had acquired 

names. Hamiltonians remained Federalists; the allies 

of Madison and Jefferson called themselves Democratic 

Republicans or simply Republicans. 

Thomas Jefferson spoke for southern planters and 

western farmers. Well-read in architecture, natural his-

tory, agricultural science, and political theory, Jefferson 

embraced the optimism of the Enlightenment. He 

believed in the “improvability of the human race” and 

deplored the corruption and social divisions that 

threatened its progress. Having seen the poverty of 

laborers in British factories, Jefferson doubted that 

wageworkers had the economic and political indepen-

dence needed to sustain a republican polity.

Two Visions of America

Thomas Jefferson (left) and Alexander Hamilton confront 
each other in these portraits, as they did in the political battles 
of the 1790s. Jefferson was pro-French, Hamilton pro-British. 
Jefferson favored farmers and artisans; Hamilton supported 
merchants and financiers. Jefferson believed in democracy 
and rule by legislative majorities; Hamilton argued for strong 
executives and judges. Still, in the contested presidential elec tion 
of 1800, Hamilton (who detested candidate Aaron Burr) threw 
his support to Jefferson and secured the presidency for his 
longtime political foe. The White House Historical Association (White 
House Collection). / Yale University Art Gallery/Art Resource, NY.
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Jefferson therefore set his democratic vision of 

America in a society of independent yeomen farm 

families. “Those who labor in the earth are the chosen 

people of God,” he wrote. The grain and meat from 

their homesteads would feed European nations, which 

“would manufacture and send us in exchange our 

clothes and other comforts.” Jefferson’s notion of an 

international division of labor resembled that pro-

posed by Scottish economist Adam Smith in The 

Wealth of Nations (1776).

Turmoil in Europe brought Jefferson’s vision closer 

to reality. The French Revolution began in 1789; four 

years later, the First French Republic (1792–1804) 

went to war against a British-led coalition of monar-

chies. As fighting disrupted European farming, wheat 

prices leaped from 5 to 8 shillings a bushel and 

remained high for twenty years, bringing substantial 

profits to Chesapeake and Middle Atlantic farmers. 

“Our farmers have never experienced such prosper-

ity,” remarked one observer. Simultaneously, a boom 

in the export of raw cotton, fueled by the invention 

of the cotton gin and the mechanization of cloth 

 production in Britain, boosted the economies of 

Georgia and South Carolina. As Jefferson had hoped, 

European markets brought prosperity to American 

agriculture.

The French Revolution 
Divides Americans
American merchants profited even more handsomely 

from the European war. In 1793, President Washington 

issued a Proclamation of Neutrality, allowing U.S. citi-

zens to trade with all belligerents. As neutral carriers, 

American merchant ships claimed a right to pass 

through Britain’s naval blockade of French ports, and 

American firms quickly took over the lucrative sugar 

trade between France and its West Indian islands. 

Commercial earnings rose spectacularly, averaging 

$20 million annually in the 1790s — twice the value of 

cotton and tobacco exports. As the American mer-

chant fleet increased from 355,000 tons in 1790 to 

1.1 million tons in 1808, northern shipbuilders and mer-

chants provided work for thousands of shipwrights, 

sailmakers, dockhands, and seamen. Carpenters, 

masons, and cabinetmakers in Boston, New York, and 

Philadelphia easily found work building warehouses 

and fashionable “Federal-style” town houses for newly 

affluent merchants. 

Ideological Politics As Americans profited from 

Europe’s struggles, they argued passionately over its 

ideologies. Most Americans had welcomed the French 
Revolution (1789–1799) because it abolished feudal-

ism and established a constitutional monarchy. The 

creation of the First French Republic was more contro-

versial. Many applauded the end of the monarchy 

and embraced the democratic ideology of the radical 

Jacobins. Like the Jacobins, they formed political clubs 

and began to address one another as “citizen.” However, 

Americans with strong religious beliefs condemned 

the new French government for closing Christian 

churches and promoting a rational religion based on 

“natural morality.” Fearing social revolution at home, 

wealthy Americans condemned revolutionary leader 

Robespierre and his followers for executing King 

Louis XVI and three thousand aristocrats.

Their fears were well founded, 

because Hamilton’s economic 

policies quickly sparked a domes-

tic insurgency. In 1794, western 

Pennsylvania farmers mounted 

the so-called Whiskey Rebellion 

to protest Hamilton’s excise tax on 

spirits (Thinking Like a Historian, 

p. 220). This tax had cut demand 

for the corn whiskey the farmers distilled and bartered 

for eastern manufactures. Like the Sons of Liberty in 

1765 and the Shaysites in 1786, the Whiskey Rebels 

assailed the tax collectors who sent the farmers’ hard-

earned money to a distant government. Protesters 

waved banners proclaiming the French revolutionary 

slogan “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity!” To deter popular 

rebellion and uphold national authority, President 

Washington raised a militia force of 12,000 troops and 

dispersed the Whiskey Rebels. 

Jay’s Treaty Britain’s maritime strategy intensified 

political divisions in America. Beginning in late 1793, 

the British navy seized 250 American ships carrying 

French sugar and other goods. Hoping to protect mer-

chant property through diplomacy, Washington dis-

patched John Jay to Britain. But Jay returned with a 

controversial treaty that ignored the American claim 

that “free ships make free goods” and accepted Britain’s 

right to stop neutral ships. The treaty also required the 

U.S. government to make “full and complete compen-

sation” to British merchants for pre–Revolutionary 

War debts owed by American citizens. In return, the 

To see a longer excerpt of Jefferson’s Notes on the 
State of Virginia, along with other primary sources 
from this period, see Sources for America’s History. 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST 
How did Jefferson’s idea of 
an agrarian republic differ 
from the economic vision 
put forward by Alexander 
Hamilton?
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T H I N K I N G  L I K E 
A  H I S T O R I A N

The Social Life 

of Alcohol

Alcohol was ubiquitous in post-Revolutionary America. Expensive wines and 
distilled spirits traveled through the channels of Atlantic trade; molasses was 
imported from the West Indies and distilled into rum in American port towns; 
and cider, beer, and whiskey were produced on a small scale everywhere in the 
countryside. Taverns were centers of social and political activity. Alcohol both mir-
rored and reinforced the economic and geographical divisions in American life.

1. James Newport’s ad in the Pennsylvania Gazette, 
1790. 

JAMES NEWPORT, At his Wine, Spirit and Cordial 

Stores, in Second street, at the upper corner of Carter’s 

alley, has, by Wholesale and Retail, 

MADEIRA, Sherry, Lisbon, Teneriffe, Malaga, Fayal, 

and Port Wines, Jamaica spirits, Antigua rum, Philadel-

phia ditto, Holland gin, Philadelphia ditto, very excellent, 

in cases, Coniac [sic] brandy, American ditto, good flavor, 

choice shrub. CORDIALS, &c. Anniseed water, clove 

water, all-fours, Cinnamon water, prime wine and rum 

colouring, wine bitters. Spirits of wine. Retail Stores and 

Tavern-keepers will in particular, find their interest in 

buying here, the articles being all the best in their kind, 

and selling at the most reduced prices. Philadelphia, 

April 30, 1790.

3. Anonymous, The Toast, c. 1810–1815.

2. Benjamin Chew on providing alcohol to his slaves, 
1794. The instructions of a prominent Philadelphia 
lawyer and landowner to his overseer about giving 
rum to his slaves during the harvest.

I have written . . . to let you have [illegible] Rum & other 

necessaries for the Harvest. But as these articles are so 

[illegible] dear I must recommend it to you to be as spar-

ing of them as possible. . . . I must rely on you good man 

[to conduct] the Business. . . . I would have you let the 

People have a little Rum — let them be cautious in using 

too much Spirits during Harvest — it will be well to mix 

some molasses with water to drink — it is very wholesome 

& much recommended. . . . I need not caution you that a 

great deal depends upon your own proper attention to 

yourself and that you are careful of good Conduct dur-

ing Harvest.

Source: John Nugent Collection, Newburgh, Indiana.
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ANALYZING THE EVIDENCE
1. Who is the intended audience for an advertisement like 

James Newport’s (source 1)? How many Atlantic ports of 
call are represented in the products he advertises?

2. The two paintings (sources 3 and 4), set in the interiors 
of a private home and a tavern, depict mostly men. What 
have they gathered for in each case? Village Tavern is set 
during the War of 1812. How does that fact influence 
your interpretation of the scene? What do you think 
the woman and child are doing in the tavern? 

3. Village Tavern (source 4) and the ad calling for a political 
gathering (source 5) both suggest the way that politics 
and drinking often mixed. How might the fact that 
taverns were gathering places for political discussion 
and decision making have influenced outcomes?

4. What concerns does Benjamin Chew express in his cor-
respondence with his overseer (source 2)? Given those 
worries, why do you think he provides rum to his slaves 
at all?

5. Tom the Tinker expressed the collective will of whiskey 
distillers in western Pennsylvania during the Whiskey 
Rebellion (source 6). Why would it have been important 
to enforce unanimous action during the uprising?

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Considering everything you know about the trade and 
consumption of alcohol, social stratification in the early 
republic, and differences between urban and rural commu-
nities, write a short essay that considers the ways in which 
taverns and alcohol helped unite people in some ways while 
differentiating or dividing them in others.

execution and obtaining a repeal of the excise law, he or 

they will be deemed as enemies and stand opposed to vir-

tuous principles of republican liberty, and shall receive 

punishment according to the nature of the offense. 

And whereas, a certain John Reed, now resident in 

Washington, and being at his place near Pittsburgh, called 

Reedsburgh, and having a set of stills employed at said 

Reedsburgh, entered on the excise docket, contrary to the 

will and good pleasure of his fellow citizens, and came not 

forth to assist in the suppression of the execution of said 

law, by aiding and assisting in the late expedition, have, by 

delinquency, manifested his approbation to the execution 

of the aforesaid law, is hereby charged forthwith to cause 

the contents of this paper, without adding or diminishing, 

to be published in the Pittsburgh Gazette, the ensuing 

week, under the no less penalty than the consumption 

of his distillery. 

Given under my hand, this 19th day of July, one thou-

sand seven hundred and ninety-four.

Sources: (1) James Newport, Pennsylvania Gazette, May 5, 1790; (2) Chew Family 

Papers, Box 773, ff. 25, 10, Historical Society of Pennsylvania; (5) Pennsylvania Gazette, 

October 1, 1794; (6) Pennsylvania Archives, 2nd ser., 4:61–62 (Harrisburg: E. K. 

Meyers, State Printer, 1890).

4. John Lewis Krimmel, Village Tavern, 1814. This 
painting of a postman arriving at a Pennsylvania 
tavern with letters and newspapers reminds us 
that taverns were not merely places to drink.

Source: John Lewis Krimmel (American, 1786–1821) Village Tavern, 1813–1814, 
oil on canvas, 167∕8 x 22½ inches, Toledo Museum of Art (Toledo, Ohio) Purchased 
with funds from the Florence Scott Libbey Bequest in Memory of her Father, 
Maurice A. Scott. 1954.13. Photo Credit: Photography Incorporated, Toledo.

5. Public notice from the Pennsylvania Gazette, 
1794. Here, a tavern serves as the gathering 
place for citizens interested in nominating 
candidates for election to office.

THE INHABITANTS of the County of Chester, are 

hereby requested to meet at the Centre house, kept by 

Abraham Marshall, in West Bradford, on FRIDAY the 

10th Day of October next, at 10 o’clock, A. M. in order to 

form a TICKET for the ensuing Election.

6. Tom the Tinker demands compliance, July 23, 1794. 
During the Whiskey Rebellion, “Tom the Tinker” 
pinned this notice to a tree near John Reed’s 
distillery. Reed had it published in a Pittsburgh 
newspaper. 

In taking a survey of the troops under my direction in 

the late expedition against that insolent exciseman, John 

Neville, I find there were a great number of delinquents, 

even among those who carry on distilling. It will, there-

fore, be observed that I, Tom the Tinker, will not suffer 

any certain class or set of men to be excluded [from] the 

service of this my district, when notified to attend on any 

expedition carried on in order to obstruct the execution 

of the excise law, and obtain a repeal thereof.

And I do declare on my solemn word, that if such 

delinquents do not come forth on the next alarm, with 

equipments, and give their assistance in opposing the 
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agreement allowed Americans to submit claims for 

illegal seizures and required the British to remove their 

troops and Indian agents from the Northwest Territory. 

Despite Republican charges that Jay’s Treaty was too 

conciliatory, the Senate ratified it in 1795, but only by 

the two-thirds majority required by the Constitution. 

As long as the Federalists were in power, the United 

States would have a pro-British foreign policy.

The Haitian Revolution The French Revolution 

inspired a revolution closer to home that would also 

impact the United States. The wealthy French planta-

tion colony of Saint-Domingue 

in the West Indies was deeply 

divided: a small class of elite plant-

ers stood atop the population of 

40,000 free whites and dominated 

the island’s half million slaves. In 

between, some 28,000 gens de couleur — free men of 

color — were excluded from most professions, forbid-

den from taking the names of their white relatives, and 

prevented from dressing and carrying themselves like 

whites. The French Revolution intensified conflict 

between planters and free blacks, giving way to a mas-

sive slave uprising in 1791 that aimed to abolish slav-

ery. The uprising touched off years of civil war, along 

with Spanish and British invasions. In 1798, black 

Haitians led by Toussaint L’Ouverture — himself a 

former slave-owning planter — seized control of the 

country. After five more years of fighting, in 1803 Saint-

Domingue became the independent nation of Haiti: 

the first black republic in the Atlantic World. 

The Haitian Revolution profoundly impacted the 

United States. In 1793, thousands of refugees — 

planters, slaves, and free blacks alike — fled the island 

and traveled to Charleston, Norfolk, Baltimore, 

The Whiskey Rebellion, 1794

This painting of Washington reviewing the militia forces that would march against the Whiskey Rebels in 
western Pennsylvania expresses a Federalist vision of hierarchy (in the form of officers on horseback) and 
order (represented by the ranks of troops). The reality was messier: militia was called up from four states, 
but when volunteers were too few the states resorted to a draft, which prompted protests and riots. In the 
end, the militia force of more than 12,000 men was larger than the Continental army itself through much 
of the Revolution. Upon its approach, the rebellion evaporated. Twenty-four men were indicted for treason; 
two were sentenced to hang, but Washington pardoned them to encourage peaceful reconciliation. The 
Granger Collection, New York.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
How did events abroad 
during the 1790s sharpen 
political divisions in the 
United States?
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Philadelphia, and New York, while newspapers detailed 

the horrors of the unfolding war. Many slaveholders 

panicked, fearful that the “contagion” of black libera-

tion would undermine their own slave regimes. U.S. 

policy toward the rebellion presented a knotty prob-

lem. The first instinct of the Washington administra-

tion was to supply aid to the island’s white population. 

Adams — strongly antislavery and no friend of France — 

changed course, aiding the rebels and strengthening 

commercial ties. Jefferson, though sympathetic to 

moral arguments against slavery, was himself a south-

ern slaveholder; he was, moreover, an ardent supporter 

of France. When he became president, he cut off aid to 

the rebels, imposed a trade embargo, and refused to 

recognize an independent Haiti. For many Americans, 

an independent nation of liberated citizen-slaves was a 

horrifying paradox, a perversion of the republican 

ideal (America Compared, p. 224). 

The Rise of Political Parties
The appearance of Federalists and Republicans marked 

a new stage in American politics — what historians call 

the First Party System. Colonial legislatures had fac-

tions based on family, ethnicity, or region, but they did 

not have organized political parties. Nor did the new 

state and national constitutions make any provision for 

political societies. Indeed, most Americans believed 

that parties were dangerous because they looked out 

for themselves rather than serving the public interest.

But a shared understanding of the public interest 

collapsed in the face of sharp conflicts over Hamilton’s 

fiscal policies. Most merchants and creditors supported 

the Federalist Party, as did wheat-exporting slave-

holders in the Tidewater districts of the Chesapeake. 

The emerging Republican coalition included southern 

tobacco and rice planters, debt-conscious western 

farmers, Germans and Scots-Irish in the southern 

backcountry, and subsistence farmers in the Northeast.

Party identity crystallized in 1796. To prepare for 

the presidential election, Federalist and Republican 

leaders called caucuses in Congress and conventions 

in the states. They also mobilized popular support by 

organizing public festivals and processions: the 

Federal ists held banquets in February to celebrate 

Washington’s birthday, and the Republicans marched 

through the streets on July 4 to honor the Declaration 

of Independence.

In the election, voters gave Federalists a majority in 

Congress and made John Adams president. Adams 

continued Hamilton’s pro-British foreign policy and 

strongly criticized French seizures of American mer-

chant ships. When the French foreign minister 

Talleyrand solicited a loan and a bribe from American 

diplomats to stop the seizures, Adams charged that 

Talleyrand’s agents, whom he dubbed X, Y, and Z, had 

insulted America’s honor. In response to the XYZ Affair, 
Congress cut off trade with France in 1798 and autho-

rized American privateering (licensing private ships to 

seize French vessels). This undeclared maritime war 

curtailed American trade with the French West Indies 

and resulted in the capture of nearly two hundred 

French and American merchant vessels.

The Naturalization, Alien, and Sedition Acts of 
1798 As Federalists became more hostile to the 

French Republic, they also took a harder line against 

their Republican critics. When Republican-minded 

Toussaint L’Ouverture, Haitian Revolutionary 
and Statesman

The American Revolution of 1776 constituted a victory for 
republicanism; the Haitian revolt of the 1790s represented 
a triumph of liberty over slavery and a demand for racial 
equality. After leading the black army that ousted French 
planters and British invaders from Haiti, Toussaint formed a 
constitutional government in 1801. A year later, when French 
troops invaded the island, he negotiated a treaty that halted 
Haitian resistance in exchange for a pledge that the French 
would not reinstate slavery. Subsequently, the French seized 
Toussaint and imprisoned him in France, where he died in 
1803. Snark/Art Resource, NY.
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immigrants from Ireland vehemently attacked Adams’s 

policies, a Federalist pamphleteer responded in kind: 

“Were I president, I would hang them for otherwise 

they would murder me.” To silence the critics, the 

Federalists enacted three coercive laws limiting indi-

vidual rights and threatening the fledgling party sys-

tem. The Naturalization Act lengthened the residency 

requirement for American citizenship from five to 

fourteen years, the Alien Act authorized the deportation 

of foreigners, and the Sedition Act prohibited the pub-

lication of insults or malicious attacks on the president 

or members of Congress. “He that is not for us is 

against us,” thundered the Federalist Gazette of the 

United States. Using the Sedition Act, Federalist prose-

cutors arrested more than twenty Republican newspa-

per editors and politicians, accused them of sedition, 

and convicted and jailed a number of them.

This repression sparked a constitutional crisis. 

Republicans charged that the Sedition Act violated the 

First Amendment’s prohibition against “abridging the 

freedom of speech, or of the press.” However, they did 

not appeal to the Supreme Court because the Court’s 

The Haitian Revolution 

and the Problem 

of Race

A M E R I C A 
C O M P A R E D

Excerpts from the Constitution of 1801 Established by 
the Central Assembly of Saint-Domingue 

Article 1. – Saint-Domingue in its entire expanse, and 

Samana, La Tortue, La Gonave, Les Cayemites, L’Ile-a-

Vache, La Saone and other adjacent islands form the 

territory of a single colony, which is part of the French 

Empire, but ruled under particular laws. . . . 

Article 3. – There cannot exist slaves on this territory, 

servitude is therein forever abolished. All men are born, 

live and die free and French.

Article 4. – All men, regardless of color, are eligible to 

all employment.

Article 5. – There shall exist no distinction other than 

those based on virtue and talent, and other superiority 

afforded by law in the exercise of a public function. 

The law is the same for all whether in punishment 

or in protection.

Source: Haitian Constitution of 1801 (English), The Louverture Project, 

 thelouvertureproject.org.

Savannah City Council’s Resolution in Response to the 
Haitian Uprising, 1795

Whereas, from the mischiefs which the people of St. 

Domingo, and other French islands, have experienced, 

from the insurrection of their Negroes and People of 

Colour, the precautions taken by the people of South 

Carolina . . . to prevent the importation or landing of 

any such Negroes or Mulattoes amongst them, and the 

information the Citizens now assembled have received, 

that a vessel is now lying at Cockspur, recently from 

Kingston, with near one hundred Negroes on board, 

whose landing may be dangerous to the inhabitants 

of this state, with the daily expectation of many more; 

therefore, to prevent the evils that may arise from suf-

fering people of this description, under any pretense 

whatever, from being introduced amongst us, the Citi-

zens pledge themselves unanimously to support the City 

Council in any salutary measures they may adopt[.]

Source: Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, Archives and 

Rare Books Division, Image ID 1243998, digitalgallery.nypl.org.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. How does the first document express the fears of American 

slaveholders? Why do you suppose the Savannah City Coun-
cil perceived Haitian refugees to be a danger?

2. How does the excerpt from the 1801 Constitution echo 
themes of the American Revolution? What differences do 
you see? Comparing the second document to the first, how 
would you say that the two revolutions impacted views of 
race in Georgia and in Haiti?

The slave uprising on the French island of Saint-Domingue triggered inter-
national war, created a refugee crisis, and ended with the creation of a new 
republic. The American Revolution did all these things as well, yet the United 
States did not support either the rebellion or the republic of Haiti.

http://www.thelouvertureproject.org
http://www.digitalgallery.nypl.org
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power to review congressional legislation was uncer-

tain and because most of the justices were Federalists. 

Instead, Madison and Jefferson looked to the state leg-

islatures. At their urging, the Kentucky and Virginia 

legislatures issued resolutions in 1798 declaring the 

Alien and Sedition Acts to be “unauthoritative, void, 

and of no force.” The Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions 

set forth a states’ rights interpretation of the Consti-

tution, asserting that the states had a “right to judge” 

the legitimacy of national laws.

The conflict over the Sedition Act set the stage for 

the presidential election of 1800. Jefferson, once 

opposed on principle to political parties, now asserted 

that they could “watch and relate to the people” the 

activities of an oppressive government. Meanwhile, 

John Adams reevaluated his foreign policy. Rejecting 

Hamilton’s advice to declare war against France (and 

benefit from the resulting upsurge in patriotism), 

Adams put country ahead of party and used diplomacy 

to end the maritime conflict.

The “Revolution of 1800” The campaign of 1800 

degenerated into a bitter, no-holds-barred contest. The 

Federalists launched personal attacks on Jefferson, 

branding him an irresponsible pro-French radical and, 

because he opposed state support of religion in 

Virginia, “the arch-apostle of irreligion and free 

thought.” Both parties changed state election laws to 

favor their candidates, and rumors circulated of a 

Federalist plot to stage a military coup.

The election did not end these worries. Thanks to a 

low Federalist turnout in Virginia and Pennsylvania 

and the three-fifths rule (which boosted electoral 

votes in the southern states), Jefferson won a narrow 

73-to-65 victory over Adams in the electoral college. 

However, the Republican electors also gave 73 votes to 

Aaron Burr of New York, who was Jefferson’s vice-

presidential running mate (Map 7.1). The Constitution 

specified that in the case of a tie vote, the House of 

Representatives would choose between the candi-

dates. For thirty-five rounds of balloting, Federalists in 

the House blocked Jefferson’s election, prompting 

rumors that Virginia would raise a military force to 

put him into office.

Ironically, arch-Federalist Alexander Hamilton 

ushered in a more democratic era by supporting 

Jefferson. Calling Burr an “embryo Caesar” and the 

“most unfit man in the United States for the office of 

president,” Hamilton persuaded key Federalists to 

allow Jefferson’s election. The Federalists’ concern for 

political stability also played a role. As Senator James 

Bayard of Delaware explained, “It was admitted on all 
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States may cast their electoral votes either by district (as, for example,
in North Carolina) or as a single statewide total. When Thomas Jefferson
and Aaron Burr both received 73 electoral votes, the House of
Representatives decided which one would be president.

MAP 7.1 
The Presidential Elections of 1796 and 1800

Both elections pitted Federalist John Adams of 
Massachusetts against Republican Thomas Jefferson of 
Virginia, and both saw voters split along regional lines. 
Adams carried every New England state and, reflecting 
Federalist strength in maritime and commercial areas, 
the eastern districts of the Middle Atlantic states; 
Jefferson won most of the agricultural-based states of 
the South and West (Kentucky and Tennessee). New 
York was the pivotal swing state. It gave its 12 electoral 
votes to Adams in 1796 and, thanks to the presence of 
Aaron Burr on the Republican ticket, bestowed them on 
Jefferson in 1800.
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hands that we must risk the 

Constitution and a Civil War or 

take Mr. Jefferson.”

Jefferson called the election 

the “Revolution of 1800,” and so it 

was. The bloodless transfer of 

power showed that popularly elected governments 

could be changed in an orderly way, even in times of 

bitter partisan conflict. In his inaugural address in 

1801, Jefferson praised this achievement, declaring, 

“We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists.” 

A Republican Empire Is Born
In the Treaty of Paris of 1783, Great Britain gave up its 

claims to the trans-Appalachian region and, said one 

British diplomat, left the Indian nations “to the care of 

their [American] neighbours.” Care was hardly the 

right word: many white Americans wanted to destroy 

native communities. “Cut up every Indian Cornfield 

and burn every Indian town,” proclaimed Congressman 

William Henry Drayton of South Carolina, so that 

their “nation be extirpated and the lands become the 

property of the public.” Other leaders, including Henry 

Knox, Washington’s first secretary of war, favored 

assimilating native peoples into Euro-American soci-

ety. Knox proposed the division of tribal lands among 

individual Indian families, who would become citizens 

of the various states. Indians resisted both forms of 

domination and fought to retain control of their lands 

and cultures. In the ensuing struggle, the United States 

emerged as an expansive power, determined to control 

the future of the continent. 

Sham Treaties and Indian Lands
As in the past, the major struggle between natives 

and Europeans centered on land rights. Invoking the 

Paris treaty and regarding Britain’s Indian allies as 

 conquered peoples, the U.S. government asserted 

both sovereignty over and ownership of the trans-

Appalachian west. Indian nations rejected both claims, 

pointing out they had not been conquered and had 

not signed the Paris treaty. “Our lands are our life 

and our breath,” declared Creek 

chief Hallowing King; “if we part 

with them, we part with our 

blood.” Brushing aside such 

 objections and threatening mili-

tary action, U.S. commissioners 

forced the pro-British Iroquois 

peoples — Mohawks, Onondagas, Cayugas, and 

Senecas — to cede huge tracts in New York and 

Pennsylvania in the Treaty of Fort Stanwix (1784). New 

York land speculators used liquor and bribes to take a 

million more acres, confining the once powerful 

Iroquois to reservations — essentially colonies of sub-

ordinate peoples.

American negotiators used similar tactics to grab 

Ohio Valley lands. At the Treaties of Fort McIntosh 

(1785) and Fort Finney (1786), they pushed the Chip-

pewas, Delawares, Ottawas, Wyandots, and Shawnees 

to cede most of the future state of Ohio. The tribes 

quickly repudiated the agreements, justifiably claiming 

they were made under duress. Recognizing the failure 

of these agreements, American negotiators arranged 

for a comprehensive agreement at Fort Harmar (1789), 

but it, too, failed. To defend their lands, these tribes 

joined with the Miami and Potawatomi Indians to 

form the Western Confederacy. Led by Miami chief 

Little Turtle, confederacy warriors crushed American 

expeditionary forces sent by President Washington in 

1790 and 1791.

The Treaty of Greenville Fearing an alliance 

between the Western Confederacy and the British in 

Canada, Washington doubled the size of the U.S. Army 

and ordered General “Mad Anthony” Wayne to lead a 

new expedition. In August 1794, Wayne defeated the 

confederacy in the Battle of Fallen Timbers (near 

present-day Toledo, Ohio). However, continuing 

Indian resistance forced a compromise. In the Treaty 
of Greenville (1795), American negotiators acknowl-

edged Indian ownership of the land, and, in return for 

various payments, the Western Confederacy ceded 

most of Ohio (Map 7.2). The Indian peoples also agreed 

to accept American sovereignty, placing themselves 

“under the protection of the United States, and no 

other Power whatever.” These American advances caused 

Britain to agree, in Jay’s Treaty (1795), to reduce its trade 

and military aid to Indians in the trans-Appalachian 

region. 

The Greenville treaty sparked a wave of white 

migration. Kentucky already had a population of 

73,000 in 1790, and in 1792 it was admitted to the 

Union as the fifteenth state (Vermont entered a year 

earlier). By 1800, more than 375,000 people had moved 

into the Ohio and Tennessee valleys; in 1805, the new 

state of Ohio alone had more than 100,000 residents. 

Thousands more farm families moved into the future 

states of Indiana and Illinois, sparking new conflicts 

with native peoples over land and hunting rights. 

Between 1790 and 1810, farm families settled as much 

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
Why did Jefferson consider 
his election in 1800 to be 
revolutionary? 

PLACE EVENTS 
IN CONTEXT 
Why did the United States 
go to war against western 
Indians so quickly after the 
Revolution?
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land as they had during the entire colonial period. The 

United States “is a country in flux,” a visiting French 

aristocrat observed in 1799, and “that which is true 

today as regards its population, its establishments, 

its prices, its commerce will not be true six months 

from now.”

Assimilation Rejected To dampen further con-

flicts, the U.S. government encouraged Native Amer-

icans to assimilate into white society. The goal, as one 

Kentucky Protestant minister put it, was to make the 

Indian “a farmer, a citizen of the United States, and a 

Christian.” Most Indians rejected wholesale assimila-

tion; even those who joined Christian churches 

retained many ancestral values and religious beliefs. To 

think of themselves as individuals or members of a 

nuclear family, as white Americans were demanding, 

meant repudiating the clan, the very essence of Indian 

life. To preserve “the old Indian way,” many native 

communities expelled white missionaries and forced 

Christianized Indians to participate in tribal rites. As 

a Munsee prophet declared, “There are two ways to 

God, one for the whites and one for the Indians.”

A few Indian leaders sought a middle path in which 

new beliefs overlapped with old practices. Among 

the Senecas, the prophet Handsome Lake encouraged 

traditional animistic rituals that gave thanks to the 

sun, the earth, water, plants, and animals. But he included 

Christian elements in his teachings — the concepts of 

heaven and hell and an emphasis on personal moral-

ity — to deter his followers from alcohol, gambling, and 

witchcraft. Handsome Lake’s teachings divided the 

Senecas into hostile factions. Led by Chief Red Jacket, 

traditionalists condemned European culture as evil and 

demanded a complete return to ancestral ways.

Most Indians also rejected the efforts of American 

missionaries to turn warriors into farmers and women 

into domestic helpmates. Among eastern woodland 

peoples, women grew corn, beans, and squash — the 

mainstays of the Indians’ diet — and land cultivation 

rights passed through the female line. Consequently, 

women exercised considerable political influence, 

which they were eager to retain. Nor were Indian men 

interested in becoming farmers. When war raiding and 

hunting were no longer possible, many turned to graz-

ing cattle and sheep.
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MAP 7.2
Indian Cessions and State Formation, 
1776–1840

By virtue of the Treaty of Paris 
(1783) with Britain, the United 
States claimed sovereignty over 
the entire trans-Appalachian west. 
The Western Confederacy contested 
this claim, but the U.S. government 
upheld it with military force. By 1840, 
armed diplomacy had forced most 
Native American peoples to move 
west of the Mississippi River. White 
settlers occupied their lands, formed 
territorial governments, and eventu-
ally entered the Union as members 
of separate — and equal — states. By 
1860, the trans-Appalachian region 
constituted an important economic 
and political force in American 
national life.
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Migration and the Changing 
Farm Economy
Native American resistance slowed the advance of 

white settlers but did not stop it. Nothing “short of 

a Chinese Wall, or a line of Troops,” Washington 

declared, “will restrain . . . the Incroachment of Settlers, 

upon the Indian Territory.” During the 1790s, two great 

streams of migrants moved out of the southern states 

(Map 7.3). 

Southern Migrants One stream, composed primar-

ily of white tenant farmers and struggling yeomen 

families, flocked through the Cumberland Gap into 

Kentucky and Tennessee. “Boundless settlements open 

a door for our citizens to run off and leave us,” a wor-

ried Maryland landlord lamented, “depreciating all our 

landed property and disabling us from paying taxes.” 

In fact, many migrants were fleeing from this planter-

controlled society. They wanted more freedom and 

hoped to prosper by growing cotton and hemp, which 

were in great demand. 

Many settlers in Kentucky and Tennessee lacked 

ready cash to buy land. Like the North Carolina 

Regulators in the 1770s, poorer migrants claimed a 

customary right to occupy “back waste vacant Lands” 

sufficient “to provide a subsistence to themselves and 

their Posterity.” Virginia legislators, who administered 

Treaty Negotiations at Greenville, 1795

In 1785, Indian tribes in the Northwest Territory formed the Western Confederacy to prevent white settle-
ment north of the Ohio River. After Indian triumphs in battles in the early 1790s, an American victory at 
the Battle of Fallen Timbers (1794) and the subsequent Treaty of Greenville (1795) opened up the region 
for white farmers. However, the treaty recognized many Indian rights because it was negotiated between 
relative equals on the battlefield. The artist suggests this equality: notice the height and stately bearing of 
the Indian leaders — ninety of whom signed the document — and their placement slightly in front of General 
Anthony Wayne and his officers. Chicago History Museum.
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the Kentucky Territory, had a more elitist vision. 

Although they allowed poor settlers to buy up to 1,400 

acres of land at reduced prices, they sold or granted 

huge tracts of 100,000 acres to twenty-one groups of 

speculators and leading men. In 1792, this landed elite 

owned one-fourth of the state, while half the white 

men owned no land and lived as quasi-legal squatters 

or tenant farmers.

Widespread landlessness — and opposition to 

slavery — prompted a new migration across the Ohio 

River into the future states of Ohio, Indiana, and 

Illinois. In a free community, thought Peter Cartwright, 

a Methodist lay preacher from southwestern Kentucky 

who moved to Illinois, “I would be entirely clear of the 

evil of slavery . . . [and] could raise my children to 

work where work was not thought a degradation.” Yet 

land distribution in Ohio was almost exactly as unequal 

as in Kentucky: in 1810, a quarter of its real estate was 

owned by 1 percent of the population, while more than 

half of its white men were landless.

Meanwhile, a second stream of southern planters 

and slaves from the Carolinas moved along the coastal 

plain toward the Gulf of Mexico. Some set up new 

estates in the interior of Georgia and South Carolina, 

while others moved into the future states of Alabama, 

Mississippi, and Louisiana. “The Alabama Feaver rages 

here with great violence,” a North Carolina planter 

remarked, “and has carried off vast numbers of our 

Citizens.”

Cotton was the key to this migratory surge. Around 

1750, the demand for raw wool and cotton increased 

dramatically as water-powered spinning jennies, weav-

ing mules, and other technologi-

cal innovations of the Industrial 

Revolution boosted textile pro-

duction in England. South Caro-

lina and Georgia planters began 

growing cotton, and American 

inventors, including Connecticut-

born Eli Whitney, built machines 

(called gins) that efficiently 

extracted seeds from its strands. To grow more cotton, 

white planters imported about 115,000 Africans 

between 1776 and 1808, when Congress cut off the 

Atlantic slave trade. The cotton boom financed the 

rapid settlement of Mississippi and Alabama — in a 
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MAP 7.3 
Regional Cultures Move West, 
1790–1820

By 1790, four core cultures had 
developed in the long-settled states 
along the Atlantic seaboard. Between 
1790 and 1820, migrants from these 
four regions carried their cultures 
into the trans-Appalachian west. New 
England customs and institutions were 
a dominant influence in upstate New 
York and along the Great Lakes, while 
the Lower South’s hierarchical system 
of slavery and heavy concentration 
of African Americans shaped the 
character of the new states along the 
Gulf of Mexico. The pattern of cultural 
diffusion was more complex in the 
Ohio and Tennessee river valleys, which 
were settled by migrants from various 
core regions.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
Why were westward 
migration and agricul-
tural improvement so 
widespread in the late 
eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries? 
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single year, a government land office in Huntsville, 

Alabama, sold $7 million of uncleared land — and the 

two states entered the Union in 1817 and 1819, 

respectively.

Exodus from New England As southerners moved 

across the Appalachians and along the Gulf Coast, a 

third stream of migrants flowed out of the overcrowded 

communities of New England. Previous generations 

of Massachusetts and Connecticut farm families had 

moved north and east, settling New Hampshire, 

Vermont, and Maine. Now New England farmers 

moved west. Seeking land for their children, thousands 

of parents migrated to New York. “The town of 

Herkimer,” noted one traveler, “is entirely populated by 

families come from Connecticut.” By 1820, almost 

800,000 New Englanders lived in a string of settle-

ments stretching from Albany to Buffalo, and many 

others had traveled on to Ohio and Indiana. Soon, 

much of the Northwest Territory consisted of New 

England communities that had moved inland.

In New York, as in Kentucky and Ohio, well-

connected speculators snapped up much of the best 

land, leasing farms to tenants for a fee. Imbued with 

the “homestead” ethic, many New England families 

preferred to buy farms. They signed contracts with the 

Holland Land Company, a Dutch-owned syndicate of 

speculators, that allowed settlers to pay for their farms 

as they worked them, or moved west again in an elusive 

search for land on easy terms.

Innovation on Eastern Farms The new farm econ-

omy in New York, Ohio, and Kentucky forced major 

changes in eastern agriculture. Unable to compete with 

lower-priced western grains, farmers in New England 

switched to potatoes, which were high yielding and 

nutritious. To make up for the labor of sons and daugh-

ters who had moved inland, Middle Atlantic farmers 

bought more efficient farm equipment. They replaced 

metal-tipped wooden plows with cast-iron models that 

dug deeper and required a single yoke of oxen instead 

of two. Such changes in crop mix and technology kept 

production high.

Easterners also adopted the progressive farming 

methods touted by British agricultural reformers. 

“Improvers” in Pennsylvania doubled their average 

yield per acre by rotating their crops. Yeomen farmers 

raised sheep and sold the wool to textile manufactur-

ers. Many farmers adopted a year-round planting cycle, 

sowing corn in the spring for animal fodder and then 

An Indian Log House in Georgia, 1791

The Indian peoples of the southeastern United States — the Cherokees, Creeks, Choctaws, 
and Chickasaws — quickly adopted European practices that fit easily into their relatively settled, 
agricultural-based way of life. This sturdy Creek log cabin was based on a Scots-Irish or German 
design and sat adjacent to the family’s cornfields, visible in the background. Library of Congress.
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planting winter wheat in September for market sale. 

Women and girls milked the family cows and made 

butter and cheese to sell in the growing towns and 

cities.

Whether hacking fields out of western forests or 

carting manure to replenish eastern soils, farmers now 

worked harder and longer, but their increased produc-

tivity brought them a better standard of living. 

European demand for American produce was high in 

these years, and westward migration — the settlement 

and exploitation of Indian lands — boosted the farm-

ing economy throughout the country.

The Jefferson Presidency
From 1801 to 1825, three Republicans from Virginia — 

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe — 

each served two terms as president. Supported by 

farmers in the South and West and strong Republican 

majorities in Congress, this “Virginia Dynasty” com-

pleted what Jefferson had called the Revolution of 

1800. It reversed many Federalist policies and actively 

supported westward expansion.

When Jefferson took office in 1801, he inherited an 

old international conflict. Beginning in the 1780s, the 

Barbary States of North Africa had raided merchant 

ships in the Mediterranean, and like many European 

nations, the United States had paid an annual bribe — 

massive in relation to the size of the federal budget — to 

protect its vessels. Initially Jefferson refused to pay this 

“tribute” and ordered the U.S. Navy to attack the pirates’ 

home ports. After four years of intermittent fighting, in 

which the United States bombarded Tripoli and cap-

tured the city of Derna, the Jefferson administration 

cut its costs. It signed a peace treaty that included a 

ransom for returned prisoners, and Algerian ships 

were soon taking American sailors hostage again. 

At home, Jefferson inherited a national judiciary 

filled with Federalist appointees, including the formi-

dable John Marshall of Virginia, the new chief justice 

of the Supreme Court. To add more Federalist judges, 

the outgoing Federalist Congress had passed the 

Judiciary Act of 1801. The act created sixteen new 

judgeships and various other positions, which President 

Adams filled at the last moment with “midnight 

appointees.” The Federalists “have retired into the judi-

ciary as a stronghold,” Jefferson complained, “and from 

that battery all the works of Republicanism are to be 

beaten down and destroyed.”

Jefferson’s fears were soon realized. When Repub-

lican legislatures in Kentucky and Virginia repudiated 

the Alien and Sedition Acts as unconstitutional, 

Marshall declared that only the Supreme Court held 

the power of constitutional review. The Court claimed 

this authority for itself when James Madison, the new 

secretary of state, refused to deliver the commission of 

William Marbury, one of Adams’s midnight appoin-

tees. In Marbury v. Madison (1803), Marshall asserted 

that Marbury had the right to the appointment but that 

the Court did not have the constitutional power to 

enforce it. In defining the Court’s powers, Marshall 

voided a section of the Judiciary Act of 1789, in effect 

asserting the Court’s authority to review congressional 

legislation and interpret the Constitution. “It is emphat-

ically the province and duty of the judicial department 

to say what the law is,” the chief justice declared, 

directly challenging the Republican view that the state 

legislatures had that power.

Ignoring this setback, Jefferson and the Republicans 

reversed other Federalist policies. When the Alien and 

Sedition Acts expired in 1801, Congress branded them 

unconstitutional and refused to extend them. It also 

amended the Naturalization Act, restoring the original 

waiting period of five years for resident aliens to 

become citizens. Charging the Federalists with grossly 

expanding the national government’s size and power, 

Jefferson had the Republican Congress shrink it. He 

abolished all internal taxes, including the excise tax 

that had sparked the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794. To 

quiet Republican fears of a military coup, Jefferson 

reduced the size of the permanent army. He also 

secured repeal of the Judiciary Act of 1801, ousting 

forty of Adams’s midnight appointees. Still, Jefferson 

retained competent Federalist officeholders, removing 

only 69 of 433 properly appointed Federalists during 

his eight years as president.

Jefferson likewise governed tactfully in fiscal affairs. 

He tolerated the economically important Bank of the 

United States, which he had once condemned as 

unconstitutional. But he chose as his secretary of the 

treasury Albert Gallatin, a fiscal conservative who 

believed that the national debt was “an evil of the first 

magnitude.” By limiting expenditures and using cus-

toms revenue to redeem government bonds, Gallatin 

reduced the debt from $83 million in 1801 to $45 mil-

lion in 1812. With Jefferson and Gallatin at the helm, 

the nation’s fiscal affairs were no longer run in the 

interests of northeastern creditors and merchants.

Jefferson and the West
Jefferson had long championed settlement of the West. 

He celebrated the yeoman farmer in Notes on the State 

of Virginia (1785); wrote one of the Confederation’s 
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western land ordinances; and supported Pinckney’s 

Treaty (1795), the agreement between the United States 

and Spain that reopened the Mississippi River to 

American trade and allowed settlers to export crops via 

the Spanish-held port of New Orleans.

As president, Jefferson pursued policies that made it 

easier for farm families to acquire land. In 1796, a 

Federalist-dominated Congress had set the price of 

land in the national domain at $2 per acre; by the 1830s, 

Jefferson-inspired Republican Congresses had enacted 

more than three hundred laws that cut the cost to $1.25, 

eased credit terms, and allowed illegal squatters to buy 

their farms. Eventually, in the Homestead Act of 1862, 

Congress gave farmsteads to settlers for free.

The Louisiana Purchase International events chal-

lenged Jefferson’s vision of westward expansion. In 

1799, Napoleon Bonaparte seized power in France and 

sought to reestablish France’s American empire. In 

1801, he coerced Spain into signing a secret treaty that 

returned Louisiana to France and restricted American 

access to New Orleans, violating Pinckney’s Treaty. 

Napoleon also launched an invasion to restore French 

rule in Saint-Domingue. It was once the richest sugar 

colony in the Americas, but its civil war had ruined the 

economy and cost France a fortune. Napoleon wanted 

to crush the rebellion, restore its planter class, and 

“destroy the new Algiers that has been growing up in 

the middle of America.”

Napoleon’s actions in Haiti and Louisiana prompted 

Jefferson to question his pro-French foreign policy. 

“The day that France takes possession of New Orleans, 

we must marry ourselves to the British fleet and nation,” 

the president warned, dispatching James Monroe to 

America in the Middle East, 1804

To protect American merchants from capture and captivity in the Barbary States, President Thomas Jefferson 
sent in the U.S. Navy. This 1846 lithograph, created by the famous firm of Currier & Ives, depicts one of the 
three attacks on the North African port of Tripoli by Commodore Edward Preble in August 1804. As the USS 
Constitution and other large warships lob shells into the city, small American gunboats defend the fleet from 
Tripolitan gunboats. “Our loss in Killed & Wounded has been considerable,” Preble reported, and “the Enemy 
must have suffered very much . . . among their Shipping and on shore.” The Granger Collection, New York.
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Britain to negotiate an alliance. To keep the Mississippi 

River open to western farmers, Jefferson told Robert 

Livingston, the American minister in Paris, to negoti-

ate the purchase of New Orleans.

Jefferson’s diplomacy yielded a magnificent prize: 

the entire territory of Louisiana. By 1802, the French 

invasion of Saint-Domingue was faltering in the face 

of disease and determined black resistance, a new 

war threatened in Europe, and Napoleon feared an 

American invasion of Louisiana. Acting with charac-

teristic decisiveness, the French ruler offered to sell the 

entire territory of Louisiana for $15 million (about 

$500 million today). “We have lived long,” Livingston 

remarked to Monroe as they concluded the Louisiana 
Purchase in 1803, “but this is the noblest work of our 

lives.”

The Louisiana Purchase forced Jefferson to recon-

sider his strict interpretation of the Constitution. He 

had long believed that the national government pos-

sessed only the powers expressly delegated to it in the 

Constitution, but there was no provision for adding 

new territory. So Jefferson pragmatically accepted a 

loose interpretation of the Constitution and used its 

treaty-making powers to complete the deal with 

France. The new western lands, Jefferson wrote, would 

be “a means of tempting all our Indians on the East side 

of the Mississippi to remove to the West.”

Secessionist Schemes The acquisition of Louisiana 

brought new political problems. Some New England 

Federalists, fearing that western expansion would hurt 

their region and party, talked openly of leaving the 

Union and forming a confederacy of northeastern 

states. The secessionists won the support of Aaron 

Burr, the ambitious vice president. After Alexander 

Hamilton accused Burr of planning to destroy the 

Union, the two fought an illegal pistol duel that led to 

Hamilton’s death.

This tragedy propelled Burr into another secession-

ist scheme, this time in the Southwest. When his term 

as vice president ended in 1805, Burr moved west to 

avoid prosecution. There, he conspired with General 

James Wilkinson, the military governor of the Loui-

siana Territory, either to seize territory in New Spain 

or to establish Louisiana as a separate nation. But 

Wilkinson, himself a Spanish spy and incipient traitor, 

betrayed Burr and arrested him. In a highly politicized 

trial presided over by Chief Justice John Marshall, the 

jury acquitted Burr of treason.

The Louisiana Purchase had increased party con-

flict and generated secessionist schemes in both New 

England and the Southwest. Such sectional differences 

would continue, challenging 

Madison’s argument in “Federalist 

No. 10” that a large and diverse 

republic was more stable than a 

small one.

Lewis and Clark Meet the 
Mandans and Sioux A scientist as well as a states-

man, Jefferson wanted information about Louisiana: 

its physical features, plant and animal life, and native 

peoples. He was also worried about intruders: the 

British-run Hudson’s Bay Company and Northwest 

Company were actively trading for furs on the upper 

Missouri River. So in 1804, Jefferson sent his personal 

secretary, Meriwether Lewis, to explore the region with 

William Clark, an army officer. From St. Louis, Lewis, 

Clark, and their party of American soldiers and fron-

tiersmen traveled up the Missouri for 1,000 miles to 

the fortified, earth-lodge towns of the Mandan and 

Hidatsa peoples (near present-day Bismarck, North 

Dakota), where they spent the winter. 

The Mandans lived primarily by horticulture, 

growing corn, beans, and squash. They had acquired 

horses by supplying food to nomadic Plains Indians 

and secured guns, iron goods, and textiles by selling 

buffalo hides and dried meat to European traders. 

However, the Mandans (and neighboring Arikaras) 

had been hit hard by the smallpox epidemics that swept 

across the Great Plains in 1779–1781 and 1801–1802. 

Now they were threatened by Sioux peoples: Tetons, 

Yanktonais, and Oglalas. Originally, the Sioux had 

lived in the prairie and lake region of northern 

Minnesota. As their numbers rose and fish and game 

grew scarce, the Sioux moved westward, acquired 

horses, and hunted buffalo, living as nomads in por-

table skin tepees. The Sioux became ferocious fighters 

who tried to reduce the Mandans and other farming 

tribes to subject peoples. According to Lewis and 

Clark, they were the “pirates of the Missouri.” Soon the 

Sioux would dominate the buffalo trade throughout 

the upper Missouri region.

In the spring of 1805, Lewis and Clark began an 

epic 1,300-mile trek into unknown country. Their party 

now included Toussaint Charbonneau, a French Cana-

d ian fur trader, and his Shoshone wife, Sacagawea, who 

served as a guide and translator. After following the 

Missouri River to its source on the Idaho-Montana 

border, they crossed the Rocky Mountains, and —  

venturing far beyond the Louisiana Purchase —  

traveled down the Columbia River to the Pacific Ocean. 

Nearly everywhere, Indian peoples asked for guns so 

they could defend themselves from other armed tribes. 

EXPLAIN 
CONSEQUENCES 
How was Jefferson’s agrar-
ian vision reflected in his 
policies affecting western 
lands? 
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In 1806, Lewis and Clark capped off their pathbreaking 

expedition by providing Jefferson with the first maps of 

the immense wilderness and a detailed account of its 

natural resources and inhabitants (Map 7.4). Their 

report prompted some Americans to envision a nation 

that would span the continent. 

The War of 1812 and the 
Transformation of Politics
The Napoleonic Wars that ravaged Europe after 1802 

brought new attacks on American merchant ships. 

American leaders struggled desperately to protect the 

nation’s commerce while avoiding war. When this effort 

finally failed, it sparked dramatic political changes that 

destroyed the Federalist Party and split the Republicans 

into National and Jeffersonian factions.

Conflict in the Atlantic and the West
As Napoleon conquered European countries, he cut off 

their commerce with Britain and seized American 

merchant ships that stopped in British ports. The 

British ministry responded with a naval blockade and 

seized American vessels carrying sugar and molasses 

from the French West Indies. The British navy also 

searched American merchant ships for British deserters 

and used these raids to replenish its crews, a practice 

known as impressment. Between 1802 and 1811, 

British naval officers impressed nearly 8,000 sailors, 

including many U.S. citizens. In 1807, American anger 

boiled over when a British warship attacked the U.S. 

Navy vessel Chesapeake, killing three, wounding eigh-

teen, and seizing four alleged deserters. “Never since 

the battle of Lexington have I seen this country in such 

a state of exasperation as at present,” Jefferson declared.

The Embargo of 1807 To protect American inter-

ests, Jefferson pursued a policy of peaceful coercion. 

The Embargo Act of 1807 prohibited American ships 

from leaving their home ports until Britain and France 

stopped restricting U.S. trade. A drastic maneuver, the 

embargo overestimated the reliance of Britain and 

France on American shipping and underestimated the 

resistance of merchants, who feared the embargo 

would ruin them. In fact, the embargo cut the American 

gross national product by 5 percent and weakened the 

entire economy. Exports plunged from $108 million in 

1806 to $22 million in 1808, hurting farmers as well as 

merchants. “All was noise and bustle” in New York City 

before the embargo, one visitor remarked; afterward, 

everything was closed up as if “a malignant fever was 

raging in the place.”

Despite popular discontent over the embargo, 

voters elected Republican James Madison to the 

presidency in 1808. A powerful advocate for the 

Constitution, the architect of the Bill of Rights, and a 

prominent congressman and party leader, Madison 

A Mandan Village

This Mandan settlement in 
North Dakota, painted by 
George Catlin around 1837, 
resembled those in which the 
Lewis and Clark expedition 
spent the winter of 1804–
1805. Note the palisade of 
logs that surrounds the village, 
as protec tion from the Sioux 
and other marauding Plains 
peoples, and the solidly built 
mud lodges that provided warm 
shelter from the bitter cold of 
winter. Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, D.C./Art 
Resource, NY.
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had served the nation well. But John Beckley, a loyal 

Republican, worried that Madison would be “too timid 

and indecisive as a statesman,” and events proved him 

right. Acknowledging the embargo’s failure, Madison 

replaced it with new economic restrictions, which also 

failed to protect American commerce. 

Western War Hawks Republican congressmen from 

the West were certain that Britain was the primary 

offender. They pointed to its trade with Indians in the 

Ohio River Valley in violation of the Treaty of Paris 

and Jay’s Treaty. Bolstered by British guns and sup-

plies, the Shawnee war chief Tecumseh revived the 

Western Confederacy in 1809. His brother, the prophet 

Tenskwatawa, provided the confederacy with a power-

ful nativist ideology. He urged Indian peoples to shun 

Americans, “the children of the Evil Spirit . . . who 

have taken away your lands”; renounce alcohol; and 

return to traditional ways. The Shawnee leaders found 

their greatest support among Kickapoo, Potawatomi, 

Winnebago, Ottawa, and Chippewa warriors: Indians 

of the western Great Lakes who had so far been largely 

shielded from the direct effects of U.S. westward expan-

sion. They flocked to Tenskwatawa’s holy village, 

Prophetstown, in the Indiana Territory. 

As Tecumseh mobilized the western Indian peoples 

for war, William Henry Harrison, the governor of 

the Indiana Territory, decided on a preemptive strike. 

In November 1811, when Tecumseh went south to 

seek support from the Chickasaws, Choctaws, and 

Creeks, Harrison took advantage of his absence and 

attacked Prophetstown. The governor’s 1,000 troops 
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MAP 7.4 
U.S. Population Density in 1803 and the Louisiana Purchase

When the United States purchased Louisiana from France in 1803, much of the land to its east — the 
vast territory between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River — remained in Indian 
hands. The equally vast lands beyond the Mississippi were virtually unknown to Anglo-Americans, 
even after the epic explorations of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. Still, President Jefferson 
predicted quite accurately that the huge Mississippi River Valley “from its fertility . . . will ere long 
yield half of our whole produce, and contain half of our whole population.”
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and militiamen traded heavy casualties with the con-

federacy’s warriors at the Battle of Tippecanoe and 

then destroyed the holy village. 

With Britain assisting Indians in the western terri-

tories and seizing American ships in the Atlantic, 

Henry Clay of Kentucky, the new Speaker of the House 

of Representatives, and John C. Calhoun, a rising 

young congressman from South Carolina, pushed 

Madison toward war. Like other Republican “war 

hawks” from the West and South, they wanted to seize 

territory in British Canada and Spanish Florida. With 

national elections approaching, Madison issued an 

ultimatum to Britain. When Britain failed to respond 

quickly, the president asked Congress for a declaration 

of war. In June 1812, a sharply divided Senate voted 19 

to 13 for war, and the House of Representatives con-

curred, 79 to 49.

The causes of the War of 1812 have been much 

debated. Officially, the United States went to war 

because Britain had violated its commercial rights as a 

neutral nation. But the Federalists in Congress who 

represented the New England and Middle Atlantic 

merchants voted against the war; and in the election of 

1812, those regions cast their 89 electoral votes for the 

Federalist presidential candidate, De Witt Clinton of 

New York. Madison amassed most of his 128 electoral 

votes in the South and West, where voters and con-

gressmen strongly supported the war. Many historians 

therefore argue that the conflict was actually “a western 

war with eastern labels” (American Voices, p. 238). 

The War of 1812
The War of 1812 was a near disaster for the United 

States. An invasion of British Canada in 1812 quickly 

ended in a retreat to Detroit. Nonetheless, the United 

States stayed on the offensive in the West. In 1813, 

American raiders burned the Canadian capital of York 

(present-day Toronto), Commodore Oliver Hazard 

Perry defeated a small British flotilla on Lake Erie, and 

Tenskwatawa, “The Prophet,” 1830

Tenskwatawa added a spiritual dimension 
to Native American resistance by urging 
a holy war against the invading whites 
and calling for a return to sacred ances-
tral ways. His dress reflects his teachings: 
note the animal-skin shirt and the heavily 
ornamented ears. However, some of 
Tenskwatawa’s religious rituals reflected 
the influence of French Jesuits; he urged 
his followers to finger a sacred string 
of beads (such as those in his left hand) 
that were similar to the Catholic rosary, 
thereby “shaking hands with the Prophet.” 
Whatever its origins, Tenskwatawa’s 
message transcended the cultural 
differences among Indian peoples 
and helped his brother Tecumseh 
create a formidable political and mili-
tary alliance. Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, D.C./Art Resource.
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General William Henry Harrison overcame a British 

and Indian force at the Battle of the Thames, taking the 

life of Tecumseh, now a British general.

In the East, political divisions prevented a wider 

war. New England Federalists opposed the war and 

prohibited their states’ militias from attacking Canada. 

Boston merchants and banks refused to lend money to 

the federal government, making the war difficult to 

finance. In Congress, Daniel Webster, a dynamic young 

politician from New Hampshire, led Federalists 

opposed to higher tariffs and national conscription of 

state militiamen.

Gradually, the tide of battle turned in Britain’s favor. 

When the war began, American privateers had cap-

tured scores of British merchant vessels, but by 1813 

British warships were disrupting American commerce 

and threatening seaports along the Atlantic coast. 

In 1814, a British fleet sailed up the Chesapeake 

Bay, and troops stormed ashore to attack Washington 

City. Retaliating for the destruction of York, the invad-

ers burned the U.S. Capitol and government build-

ings. After two years of fighting, the United States was 

stalemated along the Canadian 

frontier and on the defensive in 

the Atlantic, and its new capital 

city lay in ruins. The only U.S. 

victories came in the Southwest. 

There, a rugged slave-owning 

planter named Andrew Jackson 

and a force of Tennessee militiamen defeated British- 

and Spanish-supported Creek Indians in the Battle of 

Horseshoe Bend (1814) and forced the Indians to cede 

23 million acres of land (Map 7.5). 

Federalists Oppose the War American military 

setbacks increased opposition to the war in New 

England. In 1814, Massachusetts Federalists called for 

a convention “to lay the foundation for a radical reform 

in the National Compact.” When New England 

Federalists met in Hartford, Connecticut, some dele-

gates proposed secession, but most wanted to revise 

the Constitution. To end Virginia’s domination of the 

presidency, the Hartford Convention proposed a con-

stitutional amendment limiting the office to a single 

Counting Scalps

Effective propaganda usually contains a grain of truth, in this case the Indian warriors’ practice of 
scalping their wartime victims. Entitled “A scene on the frontiers as practiced by the humane British 
and their worthy allies!”, this cartoon by Philadelphia artist William Charles accuses the British of 
paying Indians to kill — and then mutilate — American soldiers. “Bring me the scalps, and the King 
our master will reward you,” says the British officer in the cartoon. The verse at the bottom urges 
“Columbia’s Sons” to press forward their attacks; otherwise, “The Savage Indian with his Scalping 
knife, / Or Tomahawk may seek to take your life.” Library of Congress.

IDENTIFY CAUSES 
What do you think is the 
most persuasive explana-
tion for the United States’s 
decision to declare war on 
Great Britain in 1812? 
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A M E R I C A N 
V O I C E S

Factional Politics and 

the War of 1812

George Washington

Farewell Address, 1796

Washington’s support for Alexander Hamilton’s economic 
policies promoted political factionalism. Ignoring his own 
role in creating that political divide, Washington con-
demned factionalism and, as his presidency proceeded, 
tried to stand above party conflicts. In his farewell address, 
Washington warned Americans to stand united and avoid 
the “Spirit of Party.”

A solicitude for your welfare [prompts me] . . . to 

offer . . . the disinterested warnings of a parting friend, 

who can possibly have no personal motive to bias his 

counsels. . . .

The Unity of Government which constitutes you 

one people . . . is a main Pillar in the Edifice of your real 

independence . . . your tranquility at home; your peace 

abroad. . . . But it is easy to foresee, that, from different 

causes, and from different quarters, much pains will be 

taken, many artifices employed, to weaken in your minds 

the conviction of this truth. . . .

I have already intimated to you the danger of parties 

in the State, with particular reference to founding them 

on geographical discriminations. Let me now take a more 

comprehensive view, and warn you, in the most solemn 

manner, against the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party, 

generally.

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our 

nature, having its root in the strongest passions of the 

human mind. It exists under different shapes, in all gov-

ernments, more or less stifled, controlled or repressed; 

but in those of the popular form, it is seen in its greatest 

rankness, and is truly their worst enemy.

The alternate dominion of one faction over another, 

sharpened by the spirit of revenge . . . , is itself a frightful 

despotism; but this leads at length to a more formal and 

permanent despotism.

Source: James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the 

Presidents, 1789–1896 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1896), 

1: 213–215.

Josiah Quincy et al.

Federalists Protest “Mr. Madison’s War”

The United States — and its two political parties —  divided 
sharply over the War of 1812. As Congress debated the 
issue of going to war against Great Britain, Josiah Quincy 
and other antiwar Federalist congressmen published a 
manifesto that questioned the justifications for the war 
offered by President Madison and the military strategy 
proposed by Republican war hawks.

How will war upon the land [an invasion of British 

Canada] protect commerce upon the ocean? What balm 

has Canada for wounded honor? How are our mariners 

benefited by a war which exposes those who are free, 

without promising release to those who are impressed?

But it is said that war is demanded by honor. Is 

national honor a principle which thirsts after vengeance, 

and is appeased only by blood? . . . If honor demands a 

war with England, what opiate lulls that honor to sleep 

over the wrongs done us by France? On land, robberies, 

seizures, imprisonments, by French authority; at sea, pil-

lage, sinkings, burnings, under French orders. These are 

notorious. Are they unfelt because they are French? . . .

In the quarter-century following the ratification of the U.S. Constitution, Ameri-
can leaders had to deal with the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon. 
These European conflicts posed two dangers to the United States. First, the naval 
blockades imposed by the British and the French hurt American commerce and 
prompted calls for a military response. Second, European ideological and politi-
cal struggles intensified party conflicts in the United States. On three occasions, 
the American republic faced danger from the combination of an external mili-
tary threat and internal political turmoil. In 1798, the Federalist administration 
of John Adams almost went to war with France to help American merchants and 
to undermine the Republican Party. In 1807, Thomas Jefferson’s embargo on 
American commerce shocked Federalists and sharply increased political tensions. 
And, as the following selections show, the political divisions during the War of 
1812 threatened the very existence of the American republic.
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QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. According to Washington, what is the ultimate cause 

of political factionalism? Why does Washington believe 
that factionalism is most dangerous in “popular” — that 
is, republican — governments?

2. Compare and contrast the Quincy and Niles documents. 
What specific dangers did Josiah Quincy and the Feder-
alists foresee with regard to Republican war policies? 
According to Hezekiah Niles, what were the war goals 
of the Republican administration?

3. Read the section on the War of 1812 on pages 236–
241, and then discuss the accuracy of the Federalists’ 
predictions.

4. How had Republican war goals changed since the start 
of the war? Niles charged the Federalists and their sup-
porters with impeding the American war effort. What 
were his specific charges? Did they have any merit? 
How might the Federalists have defended their stance 
with respect to the war?

separation of the states and a civil war — to refuse to bring 

forth the resources of the country against him? . . . I did 

think that in a defensive war — a struggle for all that is 

valuable — that all parties would have united. But it is 

not so — every measure calculated to replenish the trea-

sury or raise men is opposed [by Federalists] as though it 

were determined to strike the “star spangled banner” and 

exalt the bloody cross. Look at the votes and proceedings 

of congress — and mark the late spirit [to secede from the 

Union] . . . that existed in Massachusetts, and see with 

what unity of action every thing has been done [by New 

England Federalists] to harass and embarrass the govern-

ment. Our loans have failed; and our soldiers have wanted 

their pay, because those [New England merchants] who 

had the greater part of the monied capital covenanted 

with each other to refuse its aid to the country. They had a 

right, legally, to do this; and perhaps, also, by all the arti-

fices of trade or power that money gave them, to oppress 

others not of their “stamp” and depress the national 

credit — but history will shock posterity by detailing the 

length to which they went to bankrupt the republic. . . .

To conclude — why does the war continue? It is not 

the fault of the government — we demand no extravagant 

thing. I answer the question, and say — it lasts because 

Great Britain depends on the exertions of her “party” in this 

country to destroy our resources, and compel “uncondi-

tional submission.”

Thus the war began, and is continued, by our 

divisions.

Source: Niles’ Weekly Register, January 28, 1815.

There is . . . a headlong rushing into difficulties, with 

little calculation about the means, and little concern about 

the consequences. With a navy comparatively [small], we 

are about to enter into the lists against the greatest marine 

[power] on the globe. With a commerce unprotected and 

spread over every ocean, we propose to make a profit by 

privateering, and for this endanger the wealth of which 

we are honest proprietors. An invasion is threatened of 

the [British colonies in Canada, but Britain] . . . without 

putting a new ship into commission, or taking another 

soldier into pay, can spread alarm or desolation along 

the extensive range of our seaboard. . . .

What are the United States to gain by this war? Will 

the gratification of some privateersmen compensate the 

nation for that sweep of our legitimate commerce by the 

extended marine of our enemy which this desperate act 

invites? Will Canada compensate the Middle states for 

[the loss of] New York; or the Western states for [the 

loss of] New Orleans?

Let us not be deceived. A war of invasion may invite a 

retort of invasion. When we visit the peaceable, and as to 

us innocent, colonies of Great Britain with the horrors of 

war, can we be assured that our own coast will not be vis-

ited with like horrors?

Source: Annals of Congress, 12th Cong., 1st sess., vol. 2, cols. 2219–2221.

Hezekiah Niles

A Republican Defends the War

In 1814, what the Federalists feared had come to pass: 
British ships blockaded American ports, and British troops 
invaded American territory. In January 1815, Republican 
editor Hezekiah Niles used the pages of his influential 
Baltimore newspaper, Niles’ Weekly Register, to explain 
current Republican policies and blame the Federalists for 
American reverses.

It is universally known that the causes for which we 

declared war are no obstruction to peace. The practice 

of blockade and impressment having ceased by the gen-

eral pacification of Europe, our government is content 

to leave the principle as it was. . . .

We have no further business in hostility, than such 

as is purely defensive; while that of Great Britain is to 

humble or subdue us. The war, on our part, has become 

a contest for life, liberty and property — on the part of 

our enemy, of revenge or ambition. . . .

What then are we to do? Are we to encourage him 

by divisions among ourselves — to hold out the hope of a 
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1. Hull’s invasion of Canada fails,
then he loses Detroit, Aug. 16, 1812

2. Americans burn
York (Toronto),
April 27, 1813

6. British invasion stopped at Plattsburgh
on Lake Champlain, Sept. 11, 1814

3. Perry defeats British,
Put-In-Bay, Sept. 10, 1813

5. British burn
Washington, D.C.,
Aug. 24–28, 1814

8. Jackson defeats Creek Indians,
Horseshoe Bend, March 27, 1814

9. Jackson invades Spanish Florida
to attack the British at Pensacola,
Nov. 7, 1814

10. Jackson defeats British
at New Orleans, Jan. 8, 1815

7. British siege of Baltimore,
Sept. 13–14, 1814

4. Harrison defeats British,
Battle of the Thames,
Oct. 5, 1813

U.S. states in 1812

U.S. territories in 1812

American movements

British movements
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American victories

British victories
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MAP 7.5 
The War of 1812

Unlike the War of Independence, the War of 1812 had few large-scale military campaigns. In 1812 
and 1813, most of the fighting took place along the Canadian border, as small American military 
forces attacked British targets with mixed success (nos. 1–4). The British took the offensive in 1814, 
launching a successful raid on Washington, but their attack on Baltimore failed, and they suffered 
heavy losses when they invaded the United States along Lake Champlain (nos. 5–7). Near the Gulf 
of Mexico, American forces moved from one success to another: General Andrew Jackson defeated 
the pro-British Creek Indians at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend, won a victory in Pensacola, and, in 
the single major battle of the war, routed an invading British army at New Orleans (nos. 8–10).



 CHAPTER 7  Hammering Out a Federal Republic, 1787–1820 241

four-year term and rotating it among citizens from dif-

ferent states. The convention also suggested amend-

ments restricting commercial embargoes to sixty days 

and requiring a two-thirds majority in Congress to 

declare war, prohibit trade, or admit a new state to the 

Union.

As a minority party, the Federalists could prevail 

only if the war continued to go badly — a very real 

prospect. The war had cost $88 million, raising the 

national debt to $127 million. And now, as Albert 

Gallatin warned Henry Clay in May 1814, Britain’s tri-

umph over Napoleon in Europe meant that a “well 

organized and large army is [now ready] . . . to act 

immediately against us.” When an attack from Canada 

came in the late summer of 1814, only an American 

naval victory on Lake Champlain stopped the British 

from marching down the Hudson River Valley. A few 

months later, thousands of seasoned British troops 

landed outside New Orleans, threatening American 

control of the Mississippi River. With the nation politi-

cally divided and under attack from north and south, 

Gallatin feared that “the war might prove vitally fatal to 

the United States.”

Peace Overtures and a Final Victory Fortunately 

for the young American republic, by 1815 Britain 

wanted peace. The twenty-year war with France had 

sapped its wealth and energy, so it began negotiations 

with the United States in Ghent, Belgium. At first, 

the American commissioners — John Quincy Adams, 

Gallatin, and Clay — demanded territory in Canada 

and Florida, while British diplomats sought an Indian 

buffer state between the United States and Canada. 

Both sides quickly realized that these objectives were 

not worth the cost of prolonged warfare. The Treaty of 
Ghent, signed on Christmas Eve 1814, retained the 

prewar borders of the United States.

That result hardly justified three years of war, but 

before news of the treaty reached the United States, a 

final military victory lifted Americans’ morale. On 

January 8, 1815, General Jackson’s troops crushed the 

British forces attacking New Orleans. Fighting from 

carefully constructed breastworks, the Americans 

rained “grapeshot and cannister bombs” on the massed 

British formations. The British lost 700 men, and 

2,000 more were wounded or taken prisoner; just 13 

Americans died, and only 58 suffered wounds. A news-

paper headline proclaimed: “Almost Incredible 

Victory!! Glorious News.” The victory made Jackson a 

national hero, redeemed the nation’s battered pride, 

and undercut the Hartford Convention’s demands for 

constitutional revision.

The Federalist Legacy
The War of 1812 ushered in a new phase of the Repub-

lican political revolution. Before the conflict, Federalists 

had strongly supported Alexander Hamilton’s program 

of national mercantilism — a funded debt, a central 

bank, and tariffs — while Jeffersonian Republicans had 

opposed it. After the war, the Republicans split into 

two camps. Led by Henry Clay, National Republicans 

pursued Federalist-like policies. In 1816, Clay pushed 

legislation through Congress creating the Second Bank 

of the United States and persuaded President Madison 

to sign it. In 1817, Clay won passage of the Bonus Bill, 

which created a national fund for roads and other 

internal improvements. Madison vetoed it. Reaffirm-

ing traditional Jeffersonian Republican principles, he 

argued that the national government lacked the consti-

tutional authority to fund internal improvements.

Meanwhile, the Federalist Party crumbled. As one 

supporter explained, the National Republicans in the 

eastern states had “destroyed the Federalist party by the 

adoption of its principles” while the favorable farm 

policies of Jeffersonians maintained the Republican 

Party’s dominance in the South and West. “No Federal 

character can run with success,” Gouverneur Morris of 

New York lamented, and the election of 1818 proved 

him right: Republicans outnumbered Federalists 37 to 

7 in the Senate and 156 to 27 in the House. Westward 

expansion and the success of Jefferson’s Revolution of 

1800 had shattered the First Party System.

Marshall’s Federalist Law However, Federalist 

policies lived on thanks to John Marshall’s long tenure 

on the Supreme Court. Appointed chief justice by 

President John Adams in January 1801, Marshall had a 

personality and intellect that allowed him to dominate 

the Court until 1822 and strongly influence its deci-

sions until his death in 1835. 

Three principles informed Marshall’s jurispru-

dence: judicial authority, the supremacy of national 

laws, and traditional property rights (Table 7.1). 

Marshall claimed the right of judicial review for the 

Supreme Court in Marbury v. Madison (1803), and the 

Court frequently used that power to overturn state 

laws that, in its judgment, violated the Constitution. 

Asserting National Supremacy The important 

case of McCulloch v. Maryland (1819) involved one 

such law. When Congress created the Second Bank of 

the United States in 1816, it allowed the bank to set up 

state branches that competed with state-chartered 

banks. In response, the Maryland legislature imposed a 
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tax on notes issued by the Baltimore branch of the 

Second Bank. The Second Bank refused to pay, claim-

ing that the tax infringed on national powers and was 

therefore unconstitutional. The state’s lawyers then 

invoked Jefferson’s argument: that Congress lacked the 

constitutional authority to charter a national bank. 

Even if a national bank was legitimate, the lawyers 

argued, Maryland could tax its activities within the 

state.

Marshall and the nationalist-minded Republicans 

on the Court firmly rejected both arguments. The 

Second Bank was constitutional, said the chief justice, 

because it was “necessary and 

proper,” given the national gov-

ernment’s control over currency 

and credit, and Maryland did not 

have the power to tax it. 

The Marshall Court again 

asserted the dominance of 

national over state statutes in 

Gibbons v. Ogden (1824). The decision struck down a 

New York law granting a monopoly to Aaron Ogden 

for steamboat passenger service across the Hudson 

River to New Jersey. Asserting that the Constitution 

gave the federal government authority over interstate 

commerce, the chief justice sided with Thomas 

Gibbons, who held a federal license to run steamboats 

between the two states.

Upholding Vested Property Rights Finally, 

Marshall used the Constitution to uphold Federalist 

notions of property rights. During the 1790s, Jefferson 

Republicans had celebrated “the will of the people,” 

prompting Federalists to worry that popular sover-

eignty would result in a “tyranny of the majority.” If 

state legislatures enacted statutes infringing on the 

property rights of wealthy citizens, Federalist judges 

vowed to void them.

Marshall was no exception. Determined to protect 

individual property rights, he invoked the contract 

clause of the Constitution to do it. The contract clause 

(in Article I, Section 10) prohibits the states from pass-

ing any law “impairing the obligation of contracts.” 

Economic conservatives at the Philadelphia convention 

had inserted the clause to prevent “stay” laws, which 

kept creditors from seizing the lands and goods of 

delinquent debtors. In Fletcher v. Peck (1810), Marshall 

greatly expanded its scope. The Georgia legislature had 

granted a huge tract of land to the Yazoo Land Com-

pany. When a new legislature cancelled the grant, alleg-

ing fraud and bribery, speculators who had purchased 

Yazoo lands appealed to the Supreme Court to uphold 

their titles. Marshall did so by ruling that the legislative 

grant was a contract that could not be revoked. His 

decision was controversial and far-reaching. It limited 

state power; bolstered vested property rights; and, by 

protecting out-of-state investors, promoted the devel-

opment of a national capitalist economy.

The Court extended its defense of vested property 

rights in Dartmouth College v. Woodward (1819). 

Dartmouth College was a private institution created by 

a royal charter issued by King George III. In 1816, New 

Hampshire’s Republican legislature enacted a statute 

converting the school into a public university. The 

Dartmouth trustees opposed the legislation and hired 

Daniel Webster to plead their case. A renowned consti-

tutional lawyer and a leading Federalist, Webster cited 

the Court’s decision in Fletcher v. Peck and argued that 

the royal charter was an unalterable contract. The 

Marshall Court agreed and upheld Dartmouth’s claims.

TABLE 7.1

Major Decisions of the Marshall Court 

Date Case Significance of Decision

Judicial Authority 1803 Marbury v. Madison Asserts principle of judicial review

Property Rights 1810 Fletcher v. Peck Protects property rights through broad 
reading of Constitution’s contract clause

1819 Dartmouth College v. 
Woodward

Safeguards property rights, especially of 
chartered corporations

Supremacy of National Law 1819 McCulloch v. Maryland Interprets Constitution to give broad 
powers to national government

1824 Gibbons v. Ogden Gives national government jurisdiction 
over interstate commerce

UNDERSTAND 
POINTS OF VIEW 
Why do historians think 
the decisions of the Mar-
shall Court constitute a 
Federalist legacy? 
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The Diplomacy of John Quincy Adams Even as 

John Marshall incorporated important Federalist prin-

ciples into the American legal system, voting citizens 

and political leaders embraced the outlook of the 

Republican Party. The political career of John Quincy 

Adams was a case in point. Although he was the son of 

Federalist president John Adams, John Quincy Adams 

had joined the Republican Party before the War of 

1812. He came to national attention for his role in 

negotiating the Treaty of Ghent, which ended the war.

Adams then served brilliantly as secretary of state 

for two terms under James Monroe (1817–1825). 

Ignoring Republican antagonism toward Great Britain, 

in 1817 Adams negotiated the Rush-Bagot Treaty, 

which limited American and British naval forces on 

the Great Lakes. In 1818, he concluded another agree-

ment with Britain setting the forty-ninth parallel as the 

border between Canada and the lands of the Louisiana 

Purchase. Then, in the Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819, 

Adams persuaded Spain to cede the Florida territory to 

the United States (Map 7.6). In return, the American 

government accepted Spain’s claim to Texas and agreed 

to a compromise on the western boundary for the state 

of Louisiana, which had entered the Union in 1812. 

Finally, Adams persuaded President Monroe to 

declare American national policy with respect to the 

John Marshall, by Chester Harding, 
c. 1830

Even at the age of seventy-five, John 
Marshall (1755–1835) had a commanding 
personal presence. After he became chief 
justice of the U.S. Supreme Court in 1801, 
Marshall elevated the Court from a minor 
department of the national government 
to a major institution in American legal 
and political life. His decisions on judicial 
review, contract rights, the regulation of 
commerce, and national banking perma-
nently shaped the character of American 
constitutional law. © Boston Athenaeum, 
USA/The Bridgeman Art Library.
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Western Hemisphere. At Adams’s behest, Monroe 

warned Spain and other European powers to keep their 

hands off the newly independent republics in Latin 

America. The American continents were not “subject 

for further colonization,” the president declared in 

1823 — a policy that thirty years later became known 

as the Monroe Doctrine. In return, Monroe pledged 

that the United States would not “interfere in the inter-

nal concerns” of European nations. Thanks to John 

Quincy Adams, the United States had successfully 

asserted its diplomatic leadership in the Western 

Hemisphere and won international acceptance of its 

northern and western boundaries.

The appearance of political consensus after two 

decades of bitter party conflict prompted observers to 

dub James Monroe’s presidency (1817–1825) the “Era 

of Good Feeling.” This harmony was real but transitory. 

The Republican Party was now split between the 

National faction, led by Clay and Adams, and the 

Jeffersonian faction, soon to be led by Martin Van 

Buren and Andrew Jackson. The two groups differed 

sharply over federal support for roads and canals and 

many other issues. As the aging Jefferson himself com-

plained, “You see so many of these new [National] 

republicans maintaining in Congress the rankest doc-

trines of the old federalists.” This division in the 

Republican Party would soon produce the Second 

Party System, in which national-minded Whigs and 

state-focused Democrats would confront each other. 

By the early 1820s, one cycle of American politics and 

economic debate had ended, and another was about to 

begin.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we traced three interrelated themes: 

public policy, westward expansion, and party politics. 

We began by examining the contrasting public poli-

cies advocated by Alexander Hamilton and Thomas 
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Defining the National Boundaries, 1800–1820

After the War of 1812, American diplomats negotiated treaties with Great Britain and Spain that 
defined the boundaries of the Louisiana Purchase, with British Canada to the north and New Spain 
(which in 1821 became the independent nation of Mexico) to the south and west. These treaties 
eliminated the threat of border wars with neighboring states for a generation, giving the United 
States a much-needed period of peace and security.
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Jefferson. A Federalist, Hamilton supported a strong 

national government and created a fiscal infrastructure 

(the national debt, tariffs, and a national bank) to spur 

trade and manufacturing. By contrast, Jefferson wanted 

to preserve the authority of state governments, and he 

envisioned an America enriched by farming rather 

than industry.

Jefferson and the Republicans promoted a west-

ward movement that transformed the agricultural 

economy and sparked new wars with Indian peoples. 

Expansion westward also shaped American diplomatic 

and military policy, leading to the Louisiana Purchase, 

the War of 1812, and the treaties negotiated by John 

Quincy Adams.

Finally, there was the unexpected rise of the First 

Party System. As Hamilton’s policies split the political 

elite, the French Revolution divided Americans into 

hostile ideological groups. The result was two decades 

of bitter conflict and controversial measures: the 

Federalists’ Sedition Act, the Republicans’ Embargo 

Act, and Madison’s decision to go to war with Britain. 

Although the Federalist Party faded away, it left as its 

enduring legacy Hamilton’s financial innovations and 

John Marshall’s constitutional jurisprudence.
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Key Concepts and Events Key People

1. Why did Alexander Hamilton, as Washington’s first 

secretary of the treasury, advocate the creation of a 

permanent national debt and a national bank? 

What fears did his economic plans arouse in his 

Republican opponents?

2. What were the principal effects of the French and 

Haitian Revolutions in the United States? How 

did they influence the development of the Ameri-

can economy, American politics, and westward 

development?

Answer these questions to demonstrate your 
understanding of the chapter’s main ideas.
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