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Throughout the 18th century, the 
maturing British North American 
colonies inevitably forged a distinct 
identity . They grew vastly in eco-
nomic strength and cultural attain-
ment; virtually all had long years  
of self-government behind them . 
In the 1760s their combined pop-
ulation exceeded 1,500,000 — a 
six-fold increase since 1700 . None-
theless, England and America did 
not begin an overt parting of ways 
until 1763, more than a century  
and a half after the founding of the 
first permanent settlement at James-
town, Virginia .

A NEW COLONIAL SYSTEM

In the aftermath of the French and 
Indian War, London saw a need for 
a new imperial design that would 
involve more centralized control, 

spread the costs of empire more eq-
uitably, and speak to the interests of 
both French Canadians and North 
American Indians . The colonies, on 
the other hand, long accustomed to 
a large measure of independence, ex-
pected more, not less, freedom . And, 
with the French menace eliminated, 
they felt far less need for a strong 
British presence . A scarcely compre-
hending Crown and Parliament on 
the other side of the Atlantic found 
itself contending with colonists 
trained in self-government and im-
patient with interference .

The organization of Canada 
and of the Ohio Valley necessitated 
policies that would not alienate the 
French and Indian inhabitants . Here 
London was in fundamental conflict 
with the interests of the colonies . 
Fast increasing in population, and 
needing more land for settlement, 
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“The Revolution was effected 
before the war commenced.  

The Revolution was in  
the hearts and minds of  

the people.”

Former President John Adams, 1818
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they claimed the right to extend 
their boundaries as far west as the 
Mississippi River .

The British government, fear-
ing a series of Indian wars, believed 
that the lands should be opened on 
a more gradual basis . Restricting 
movement was also a way of ensur-
ing royal control over existing settle-
ments before allowing the formation 
of new ones . The Royal Proclama-
tion of 1763 reserved all the west-
ern territory between the Allegheny 
Mountains, Florida, the Mississippi 
River, and Quebec for use by Na-
tive Americans . Thus the Crown at-
tempted to sweep away every western 
land claim of the 13 colonies and to 
stop westward expansion . Although 
never effectively enforced, this mea-
sure, in the eyes of the colonists, con-
stituted a high-handed disregard of 
their fundamental right to occupy 
and settle western lands .

More serious in its repercus-
sions was the new British revenue 
policy . London needed more money 
to support its growing empire and 
faced growing taxpayer discontent at 
home . It seemed reasonable enough 
that the colonies should pay for their 
own defense . That would involve new 
taxes, levied by Parliament — at the 
expense of colonial self-government .

The first step was the replacement 
of the Molasses Act of 1733, which 
placed a prohibitive duty, or tax, 
on the import of rum and molas-
ses from non-English areas, with the 
Sugar Act of 1764 . This act outlawed 
the importation of foreign rum; it 
also put a modest duty on molas-

ses from all sources and levied taxes 
on wines, silks, coffee, and a num-
ber of other luxury items . The hope 
was that lowering the duty on mo-
lasses would reduce the temptation 
to smuggle the commodity from the 
Dutch and French West Indies for 
the rum distilleries of New England . 
The British government enforced the 
Sugar Act energetically . Customs of-
ficials were ordered to show more 
effectiveness . British warships in 
American waters were instructed to 
seize smugglers, and “writs of assis-
tance,” or warrants, authorized the 
king’s officers to search suspected 
premises .

Both the duty imposed by the Sug-
ar Act and the measures to enforce 
it caused consternation among New 
England merchants . They contended 
that payment of even the small duty 
imposed would be ruinous to their 
businesses . Merchants, legislatures, 
and town meetings protested the law . 
Colonial lawyers protested “taxation 
without representation,” a slogan 
that was to persuade many Ameri-
cans they were being oppressed by 
the mother country .

Later in 1764, Parliament enact-
ed a Currency Act “to prevent pa-
per bills of credit hereafter issued in 
any of His Majesty’s colonies from 
being made legal tender .” Since the 
colonies were a deficit trade area and 
were constantly short of hard cur-
rency, this measure added a serious 
burden to the colonial economy . 
Equally objectionable from the co-
lonial viewpoint was the Quartering 
Act, passed in 1765, which required 
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colonies to provide royal troops with 
provisions and barracks .

THE STAMP ACT

A general tax measure sparked 
the greatest organized resistance . 
Known as the “Stamp Act,” it re-
quired all newspapers, broadsides, 
pamphlets, licenses, leases, and oth-
er legal documents to bear revenue 
stamps . The proceeds, collected by 
American customs agents, would be 
used for “defending, protecting, and 
securing” the colonies .

Bearing equally on people who 
did any kind of business, the Stamp 
Act aroused the hostility of the most 
powerful and articulate groups in 
the American population: journal-
ists, lawyers, clergymen, merchants 
and businessmen, North and South, 
East and West . Leading merchants 
organized for resistance and formed 
nonimportation associations .

Trade with the mother country 
fell off sharply in the summer of 
1765, as prominent men organized 
themselves into the “Sons of Liber-
ty” — secret organizations formed 
to protest the Stamp Act — often 
through violent means . From Mas-
sachusetts to South Carolina, mobs, 
forcing luckless customs agents to 
resign their offices, destroyed the 
hated stamps . Militant resistance ef-
fectively nullified the Act .

Spurred by delegate Patrick Hen-
ry, the Virginia House of Burgesses 
passed a set of resolutions in May 
denouncing taxation without repre-
sentation as a threat to colonial lib-

erties . It asserted that Virginians, 
enjoying the rights of Englishmen, 
could be taxed only by their own 
representatives . The Massachusetts 
Assembly invited all the colonies to 
appoint delegates to a “Stamp Act 
Congress” in New York, held in Oc-
tober 1765, to consider appeals for 
relief to the Crown and Parliament . 
Twenty-seven representatives from 
nine colonies seized the opportunity 
to mobilize colonial opinion . After 
much debate, the congress adopted 
a set of resolutions asserting that “no 
taxes ever have been or can be con-
stitutionally imposed on them, but 
by their respective legislatures,” and 
that the Stamp Act had a “manifest 
tendency to subvert the rights and 
liberties of the colonists .”

TAXATION WITHOUT 
REPRESENTATION

The issue thus drawn centered on 
the question of representation . The 
colonists believed they could not 
be represented unless they actually 
elected members to the House of 
Commons . But this idea conflicted 
with the English principle of “virtual 
representation,” according to which 
each member of Parliament rep-
resented the interests of the whole 
country and the empire — even if his 
electoral base consisted of only a tiny 
minority of property owners from a 
given district . This theory assumed 
that all British subjects shared the 
same interests as the property own-
ers who elected members of Parlia-
ment .
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The American leaders argued 
that their only legal relations were 
with the Crown . It was the king who 
had agreed to establish colonies be-
yond the sea and the king who pro-
vided them with governments . They 
asserted that he was equally a king 
of England and a king of the colo-
nies, but they insisted that the Eng-
lish Parliament had no more right to 
pass laws for the colonies than any 
colonial legislature had the right to 
pass laws for England . In fact, how-
ever, their struggle was equally with 
King George III and Parliament . 
Factions aligned with the Crown 
generally controlled Parliament and 
reflected the king’s determination to 
be a strong monarch .

The British Parliament reject-
ed the colonial contentions . British 
merchants, however, feeling the ef-
fects of the American boycott, threw 
their weight behind a repeal move-
ment . In 1766 Parliament yielded, 
repealing the Stamp Act and modi-
fying the Sugar Act . However, to 
mollify the supporters of central 
control over the colonies, Parliament 
followed these actions with passage 
of the Declaratory Act, which as-
serted the authority of Parliament to 
make laws binding the colonies “in 
all cases whatsoever .” The colonists 
had won only a temporary respite 
from an impending crisis .

THE TOWNSHEND ACTS

The year 1767 brought another se-
ries of measures that stirred anew 
all the elements of discord . Charles 

Townshend, British chancellor of 
the exchequer, attempted a new fis-
cal program in the face of continued 
discontent over high taxes at home . 
Intent upon reducing British taxes 
by making more efficient the col-
lection of duties levied on American 
trade, he tightened customs admin-
istration and enacted duties on colo-
nial imports of paper, glass, lead, and 
tea from Britain . The “Townshend 
Acts” were based on the premise that 
taxes imposed on goods imported by 
the colonies were legal while internal 
taxes (like the Stamp Act) were not .

The Townshend Acts were de-
signed to raise revenue that would 
be used in part to support colonial 
officials and maintain the Brit-
ish army in America . In response, 
Philadelphia lawyer John Dickinson, 
in Letters of a Pennsylvania Farm-
er, argued that Parliament had the 
right to control imperial commerce 
but did not have the right to tax the 
colonies, whether the duties were  
external or internal .

The agitation following enact-
ment of the Townshend duties was 
less violent than that stirred by the 
Stamp Act, but it was nevertheless 
strong, particularly in the cities of 
the Eastern seaboard . Merchants 
once again resorted to non-impor-
tation agreements, and people made 
do with local products . Colonists, 
for example, dressed in homespun 
clothing and found substitutes for 
tea . They used homemade paper 
and their houses went unpaint-
ed . In Boston, enforcement of the  
new regulations provoked violence . 
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When customs officials sought to 
collect duties, they were set upon by 
the populace and roughly handled . 
For this infraction, two British regi-
ments were dispatched to protect the 
customs commissioners .

The presence of British troops in 
Boston was a standing invitation to 
disorder . On March 5, 1770, antag-
onism between citizens and British 
soldiers again flared into violence . 
What began as a harmless snowball-
ing of British soldiers degenerated 
into a mob attack . Someone gave the 
order to fire . When the smoke had 
cleared, three Bostonians lay dead in 
the snow . Dubbed the “Boston Mas-
sacre,” the incident was dramatically 
pictured as proof of British heart-
lessness and tyranny .

Faced with such opposition, Par-
liament in 1770 opted for a strategic 
retreat and repealed all the Townsh-
end duties except that on tea, which 
was a luxury item in the colonies, 
imbibed only by a very small minori-
ty .  To most, the action of Parliament 
signified that the colonists had won 
a major concession, and the cam-
paign against England was largely 
dropped . A colonial embargo on 
“English tea” continued but was not 
too scrupulously observed . Prosper-
ity was increasing and most colonial 
leaders were willing to let the future 
take care of itself .

SAMUEL ADAMS

During a three-year interval of 
calm, a relatively small number of 
radicals strove energetically to keep 

the controversy alive . They contend-
ed that payment of the tax consti-
tuted an acceptance of the principle 
that Parliament had the right to rule 
over the colonies . They feared that at 
any time in the future, the principle 
of parliamentary rule might be ap-
plied with devastating effect on all 
colonial liberties .

The radicals’ most effective  
leader was Samuel Adams of Mas-
sachusetts, who toiled tirelessly for 
a single end: independence . From 
the time he graduated from Harvard 
College in 1743, Adams was a public  
servant in some capacity — inspec-
tor of chimneys, tax-collector, and 
moderator of town meetings . A  
consistent failure in business, he was 
shrewd and able in politics, with 
the New England town meeting his  
theater of action .

Adams wanted to free people 
from their awe of social and politi-
cal superiors, make them aware of 
their own power and importance, 
and thus arouse them to action . To-
ward these objectives, he published 
articles in newspapers and made 
speeches in town meetings, instigat-
ing resolutions that appealed to the 
colonists’ democratic impulses .

In 1772 he induced the Boston 
town meeting to select a “Commit-
tee of Correspondence” to state the 
rights and grievances of the colo-
nists . The committee opposed a 
British decision to pay the salaries 
of judges from customs revenues; it 
feared that the judges would no lon-
ger be dependent on the legislature 
for their incomes and thus no longer 
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accountable to it, thereby leading to 
the emergence of “a despotic form 
of government .” The committee 
communicated with other towns on 
this matter and requested them to 
draft replies . Committees were set 
up in virtually all the colonies, and 
out of them grew a base of effective 
revolutionary organizations . Still, 
Adams did not have enough fuel to 
set a fire .

THE BOSTON “TEA PARTY”

In 1773, however, Britain furnished 
Adams and his allies with an incen-
diary issue . The powerful East India 
Company, finding itself in critical fi-
nancial straits, appealed to the Brit-
ish government, which granted it a 
monopoly on all tea exported to the 
colonies . The government also per-
mitted the East India Company to 
supply retailers directly, bypassing 
colonial wholesalers . By then, most 
of the tea consumed in America was 
imported illegally, duty-free . By sell-
ing its tea through its own agents 
at a price well under the customary 
one, the East India Company made 
smuggling unprofitable and threat-
ened to eliminate the independent 
colonial merchants . Aroused not 
only by the loss of the tea trade but 
also by the monopolistic practice in-
volved, colonial traders joined the 
radicals agitating for independence .

In ports up and down the At-
lantic coast, agents of the East In-
dia Company were forced to resign . 
New shipments of tea were either re-
turned to England or warehoused . 

In Boston, however, the agents de-
fied the colonists; with the support 
of the royal governor, they made 
preparations to land incoming car-
goes regardless of opposition . On 
the night of December 16, 1773, a 
band of men disguised as Mohawk 
Indians and led by Samuel Adams 
boarded three British ships lying at 
anchor and dumped their tea cargo 
into Boston harbor . Doubting their 
countrymen’s commitment to prin-
ciple, they feared that if the tea were 
landed, colonists would actually 
purchase the tea and pay the tax .

A crisis now confronted Britain . 
The East India Company had car-
ried out a parliamentary statute . If 
the destruction of the tea went un-
punished, Parliament would admit 
to the world that it had no control 
over the colonies . Official opinion 
in Britain almost unanimously con-
demned the Boston Tea Party as an 
act of vandalism and advocated le-
gal measures to bring the insurgent 
colonists into line .

THE COERCIVE ACTS

Parliament responded with new 
laws that the colonists called the 
“Coercive” or “Intolerable Acts .” The 
first, the Boston Port Bill, closed 
the port of Boston until the tea was 
paid for . The action threatened the 
very life of the city, for to prevent 
Boston from having access to the 
sea meant economic disaster . Other 
enactments restricted local author-
ity and banned most town meetings 
held without the governor’s consent . 
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A Quartering Act required local au-
thorities to find suitable quarters for 
British troops, in private homes if 
necessary . Instead of subduing and 
isolating Massachusetts, as Parlia-
ment intended, these acts rallied its 
sister colonies to its aid . The Que-
bec Act, passed at nearly the same 
time, extended the boundaries of 
the province of Quebec south to the 
Ohio River . In conformity with pre-
vious French practice, it provided 
for trials without jury, did not estab-
lish a representative assembly, and 
gave the Catholic Church semi-es-
tablished status . By disregarding old 
charter claims to western lands, it 
threatened to block colonial expan-
sion to the North and Northwest; 
its recognition of the Roman Catho-
lic Church outraged the Protestant 
sects that dominated every colony . 
Though the Quebec Act had not 
been passed as a punitive measure, 
Americans associated it with the Co-
ercive Acts, and all became known 
as the “Five Intolerable Acts .”

At the suggestion of the Vir-
ginia House of Burgesses, colonial 
representatives met in Philadelphia 
on September 5, 1774, “to consult 
upon the present unhappy state 
of the Colonies .” Delegates to this 
meeting, known as the First Con-
tinental Congress, were chosen by 
provincial congresses or popular 
conventions . Only Georgia failed to  
send a delegate; the total number of  
55 was large enough for diversity of 
opinion, but small enough for genu-
ine debate and effective action . The 
division of opinion in the colonies 

posed a genuine dilemma for the 
delegates . They would have to give 
an appearance of firm unanimity 
to induce the British government 
to make concessions . But they also 
would have to avoid any show of 
radicalism or spirit of independence 
that would alarm more moderate 
Americans .

A cautious keynote speech, fol-
lowed by a “resolve” that no obe-
dience was due the Coercive Acts, 
ended with adoption of a set of res-
olutions affirming the right of the 
colonists to “life, liberty, and prop-
erty,” and the right of provincial 
legislatures to set “all cases of taxa-
tion and internal polity .” The most 
important action taken by the Con-
gress, however, was the formation of 
a “Continental Association” to rees-
tablish the trade boycott . It set up 
a system of committees to inspect 
customs entries, publish the names 
of merchants who violated the agree-
ments, confiscate their imports, and 
encourage frugality, economy, and 
industry .

The Continental Association im-
mediately assumed the leadership 
in the colonies, spurring new local 
organizations to end what remained 
of royal authority . Led by the pro-
independence leaders, they drew 
their support not only from the less 
well-to-do, but from many members 
of the professional class (especial-
ly lawyers), most of the planters of 
the Southern colonies, and a num-
ber of merchants . They intimidated 
the hesitant into joining the popular 
movement and punished the hostile; 
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began the collection of military sup-
plies and the mobilization of troops; 
and fanned public opinion into revo-
lutionary ardor .

Many of those opposed to Brit-
ish encroachment on American 
rights nonetheless favored discus-
sion and compromise as the prop-
er solution . This group included 
Crown-appointed officers, Quakers, 
and members of other religious sects 
opposed to the use of violence, nu-
merous merchants (especially in the 
middle colonies), and some discon-
tented farmers and frontiersmen in 
the Southern colonies .

The king might well have effect-
ed an alliance with these moder-
ates and, by timely concessions, so 
strengthened their position that the 
revolutionaries would have found it 
difficult to proceed with hostilities . 
But George III had no intention of 
making concessions . In September 
1774, scorning a petition by Phila-
delphia Quakers, he wrote, “The die 
is now cast, the Colonies must ei-
ther submit or triumph .” This action 
isolated Loyalists who were appalled 
and frightened by the course of 
events following the Coercive Acts .

THE REVOLUTION BEGINS

General Thomas Gage, an amiable  
English gentleman with an Amer-
ican-born wife, commanded the 
garrison at Boston, where political 
activity had almost wholly replaced 
trade . Gage’s main duty in the colo-
nies had been to enforce the Coer-
cive Acts . When news reached him 

that the Massachusetts colonists 
were collecting powder and military 
stores at the town of Concord, 32 
kilometers away, Gage sent a strong 
detail to confiscate these munitions .

After a night of marching, the 
British troops reached the village of 
Lexington on April 19, 1775, and saw 
a grim band of 77 Minutemen — so 
named because they were said to be 
ready to fight in a minute — through 
the early morning mist . The Minute-
men intended only a silent protest, 
but Marine Major John Pitcairn, the 
leader of the British troops, yelled, 
“Disperse, you damned rebels! You 
dogs, run!” The leader of the Min-
utemen, Captain John Parker, told 
his troops not to fire unless fired 
at first . The Americans were with-
drawing when someone fired a shot, 
which led the British troops to fire 
at the Minutemen . The British then 
charged with bayonets, leaving eight 
dead and 10 wounded . In the often-
quoted phrase of 19th century poet 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, this was “the 
shot heard round the world .”

The British pushed on to Con-
cord . The Americans had taken 
away most of the munitions, but they 
destroyed whatever was left . In the 
meantime, American forces in the 
countryside had mobilized to harass 
the British on their long return to 
Boston . All along the road, behind 
stone walls, hillocks, and houses, 
militiamen from “every Middlesex  
village and farm” made targets of  
the bright red coats of the British 
soldiers . By the time Gage’s weary 
detachment stumbled into Boston,  


