BEFORE
| EXINGTON:

REsISTANCE, PoLITICS, AND THE
AMERICAN STRUGGLE FOR

INDEPENDENCE, 1/65-1775

edited by
Walter H. Conser, Jr.
Ronald M. McCarthy
David J. Toscano
Gene Sharp






BEFORE LEXINGTON

Resistance, Politics, and the American
Struggle for Independence, 1/65-1775



In Memory of Ronald M. McCarthy



BEFORE
LEXINGTON

Resistance, Politics, and

The American Struggle for
Independence, 1/65-1//5

edited by
Walter H. Conser, Jr.
Ronald M. McCarthy
David J. Toscano
Gene Sharp



Copyright 2016 by the Albert Einstein Institution.
All rights reserved.

Illustrations courtesy of
The John Carter Brown Library,
Brown University.

Published 2016 by
The Albert Einstein Institution
PO Box 455
Boston, MA 02128
Tel: 617-247-4882
Fax: 617-247-4035
www.aeinstein.org
einstein@igc.org

Printed by Thomson-Shore Inc, Dexter, MI
an employee owned company.

Layout and design by Jessica Drawe.

Originally published as
Resistance, Politics and the American Struggle for Independence, 1765-1775
by Lynn Rienner Publishers Boulder, CO © 1986

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

BEFORE LEXINGTON: Resistance, Politics and the American Struggle for
Independence, 1765-1775. Includes bibliographies and index.

1. United States— Politics and government— Revolution, 1775-1783—
Addresses, essays, lectures. 2. United States— Politics and government—
Colonial period, ca. 1600-1775— Addresses, essays, lectures. I. Conser,
Walter H.

E210.R47 1986  973.2 85-31190

ISBN-13:978-1-880813-24-9



Instead of moping, and puling, and whining to excite compas-
sion; in such a situation we ought with spirit, and vigour, and
alacrity, to bid defiance to tyranny, by exposing its impotence,
by making it as contemptible, as it would be detestable. By a vig-
orous application to manufactures, the consequence of oppres-
sion in the colonies to the inhabitants of Great Britain, would
strike home, and immediately. None would mistake it. Craft
and subtilty would not be able to impose on the most ignorant
and credulous; for if any should be so weak of sight as not to see,
they would not be so callous as not to feel it.

Daniel Dulany
1765

I beseech you to implore every Friend in Boston by every thing
dear and sacred to Men of Sense and Virtue to avoid Blood and
Tumult. They will have time enough to dye. Let them give the
other Provinces opportunity to think and resolve. Rash Spirits
that would by their Impetuosity involve us in insurmountable
Difficulties will be left to perish by themselves despised by their
Enemies, and almost detested by their Friends. Nothing can
ruin us but our Violence. Reason teaches this. I have indubita-
ble Intelligence, dreadful, as to the Designs against us; conso-
lotary, if we are but prudent.

Samuel Adams to James Warren
21 May 1774

The Congress we hear have come into a conclusion that we im-
port no British goods ... none I hope will be so inimical to his
country, as to attempt to break the general union by refusing
to comply therewith. But should there be any such; it becomes
every one, that hath any regard to the liberties of his country,
to treat with deserved neglect and abhorrence the wretch, that
thus meanly seeks his own [enrichment] upon the ruins of his
country’s liberties—to break off all trade and dealings with such
selfish miscreants and make them sensible, that without injur-
ing their lives or property, their injured country can make them
feel the weight of her vengeance, and rue the day they ever suf-
fered a selfish spirit to banish all love to their country from their
breasts.

Rev. Ebenezer Baldwin
August 1774
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PrEFACE TO THE 1986 EDITION

The struggle for American independence has captured the
attention of American historians since the beginning of our
history as a nation. Since the time that writers first began
examining the conflict, scholars have presented their in-
terpretations of the events of the period, suggested reasons
for their occurrence, and explored the significance of the
events in America from the end of the Seven Years’ War to
the Treaty of Paris. Beginning with the resistance to the
Stamp Act in 1765, these studies typically highlight the bat-
tles of Lexington and Concord and the exchange of shots
between British soldiers and American colonists. In these
interpretations, the events between 1765-1775 are not sig-
nificant in themselves, but rather are only a prelude to the
war.

Our book questions this assumption and suggests that
these forms of resistance—primarily nonviolent ones—
pursued by the American colonists from 1765 to 1775 were
of fundamental importance themselves for the outcome of
the struggle for independence, shaping the growth of new
political, economic, and social institutions which could
sustain truly independent self-government.

The editors’ interest in this decade began in the early
1970s, when we were involved in researching the use of
nonviolent action as a pragmatic tool of civilian strug-
gle. In our work, we discovered a large number of events
in American colonial history—boycotts, nonimportation,
noncooperation, and protest demonstrations of many
kinds—all of which could be described as examples of
nonviolent action. Indeed, the incidence and successes of
nonviolent resistance seemed so significant that we were
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surprised that the subject had received so little attention.
Although many scholars have described the decade in
great detail, the richness and importance of the nonviolent
activity was lost because of their emphasis on a seemingly
inevitable rush toward war. This book demonstrates that
the movement for independence was more complex than
conventional analysis might have us believe.

Students of American colonial history are all too famil-
iar with the many edited books in the field. Frequently in
such studies, the articles are unconnected beyond ashared
theme. This book is different. The chapters in this volume,
most of which have never been published previously, relate
integrally to one another and provide a complete narra-
tive of the period. Our contributors are highly respected
American and British historians whose writings are well
known and whose scholarship is of the highest quality.

We recognize that no study is exhaustive or absolutely
final. We realize that this book, if read carefully, is likely
to spark scholarly controversy and argument. We welcome
these discussions for we believe that such debate can clar-
ify the issues explored in this volume and enhance the
understanding of this critical decade in our history.

W.C.

R.M.

D.T.

G.S.

xi



PrEeFACE TO THE 2015 EDITION

Important international political developments have tak-
en place since 1986 when this book was first published.
After several years of nonviolent struggle, a non-Commu-
nist government was established in Poland in 1989. In the
same year, East Germans, who had organized massive non-
violent demonstrations in major cities, watched the Berlin
Wall crumble as did the Communist Party’s control. Par-
allel nonviolent struggles occurred in Czechoslovakia and
removed its Communist leaders. The independence move-
ments that swept the Baltic states of Latvia, Estonia, and
Lithuania from 1987-1991 were also nonviolent. Similar-
ly, the hard-line coup in the Soviet Union seeking to oust
Mikhail Gorbachev and restore a strong dictatorship in
August 1991 failed in the face of massive nonviolent oppo-
sition. Other cases of nonviolent struggle in South Africa,
the Philippines, Burma, Thailand, and Serbia, and later in
Egypt and Tunisia, also made the news in both the United
States and throughout the world.

Public awareness of vigorous, disciplined, and success-
ful campaigns of nonviolent struggle has grown as aresult
of these experiences. Americans are often familiar with
the use in their history of nonviolent action in the labor
movement or the civil rights movement. Too few realize
that because of the struggle during the years 1765-1775,
Americans achieved de facto independence from the Brit-
ish through nonviolent means in a majority of the thirteen
colonies.

Moreover, in the decades since 1986, many scholars
have also published a variety of works on nonviolent strug-
gle, including detailed studies of nonviolent campaigns

xii
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bringing down dictators in Central America, nonviolent
resistance against Nazi rule and control, or other strug-
gles in the contemporary world. Additionally, research
guides and bibliographies concerning the history, meth-
ods, and dynamics of nonviolent action as well as strategic
studies of nonviolent conflicts have also appeared. This
body of scholarly work is substantial and growing, though
the need for further research is imperative.!

The editors of this book deliberately designed its struc-
ture to model a case study of nonviolent struggle. There
are lengthy descriptive chapters on the resistance against
the Stamp Act, the Townsend Acts, and the Coercive Acts
taking place during 1765-1775.

Discussion of American developments is comple-
mented by other chapters describing the responses by the
British political and mercantile communities to the Amer-
ican nonviolent efforts. By focusing on both sides of this
Atlantic world, one is able to see in detail the organization
and implementation of the colonial resistance campaigns,
the British perceptions and responses, and, finally, any
subsequent strategic adjustments made by each side.

Additionally, the volume is divided between descrip-
tive chapters, drawn from primary documents of the time
period, and analytical chapters that evaluate the impact of
each struggle. Here assessments of strategy and tactics, of
commercial and political resistance, of the employment of
ideological resources and third-party alliances, and of the
significance of parallel governmental institutions come to
the fore. Attention to description, grounded in contempo-
rary sources, and to analysis, reflecting strategic issues,
allows for a fuller understanding of these particular his-
torical episodes.

As currently the only sustained examination of the
nonviolent struggle for political independence by the
American colonists, this volume demonstrates

» the campaign against the Stamp Act nullified its en-
forcement in America and brought about its repeal, de-
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xiv

spite face-saving statements to the contrary by British
politicians.

the nonimportation agreements utilized against the
Townshend Acts in 1768-1770 reduced trade with Brit-
ain. The strategic lessons of the need for unified action
were applied to the later campaigns of 1774-1775.

by early 1775 the establishment by Americans of hun-
dreds of grass-roots, participatory, and purposeful
committees to enforce the Continental Association had
shifted the balance of power in the colonies. These com-
mittees—varying in size but deliberate in action—in fact
governed in most of the colonies.

America was politically independent from Britain prior
to the battles at Lexington and Concord in April 1775.

colonial Americans adopted nonviolent struggle as a
strategic decision regarding the most effective means
of resistance; however, they did not have a thorough fa-
miliarity with the nature of this technique. They did
not understand that British power was so completely
undermined by 1775 that the British military response
was one of desperation. Ultimately, the colonists saw no
other way to respond except by their own military ca-
pacity.

while strategic thinking by the Americans did take
place, there was insufficient attention given by the
Americans either to recognizing the importance of the
shift from nonviolent action to military force or to an-
ticipating the broader consequences of this shift. The
reduction of mobilization among the population, the
subsequent polarization of American society, the re-
alignment from broad-based committee decision-mak-
ing to that of the command structure of the military,
and the diminution of third-party British support—all
of these dynamics occurred within the context of the
change from nonviolent to military struggle.
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Recognition of the significance of these insights is
crucial for an adequate comprehension of the process of
achieving American independence. Likewise, it enhances
afuller understanding of the role of nonviolent struggle in
American history.

W.C.

D.T.

G.S.

‘NOTES-

1. See, for example, Patricia Parkman, Nonviolent Insurrec-
tion in El Salvador (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1988); Jacques Semelin, Unarmed Against Hitler: Civilian
Resistance in Europe 1939-1943 (Westport: Praeger, 1993);
Nathan Stoltzfus, Resistance of the Heart: The Rosenstrasse
Protest in Nazi Germany (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996);
Peter Ackerman & Jack Duval, A Force More Powerful: A
Century of Nonviolent Conflict (New York: Palgrave, 2000);
Gene Sharp, Waging Nonviolent Struggle: 20th Century
Practice and 21st Century Potential (Boston: Porter Sargent
Publishers, 2005); Adam Roberts & Timothy Garton Ash,
eds., Civil Resistance and Power Politics: The Experience of
Nonviolent Action from Gandhi to the Present (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2009); Erica Chenoweth & Maria J.
Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of
Nonwiolent Conflict (New York: Columbia University Press,
2011). For a more extensive bibliography, see Ronald M. Mc-
Carthy & Gene Sharp, Nonviolent Action: A Research Guide
(New York: Garland, 1997).
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THE AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE M OVEMENT,
1765-1775: A DECADE OF NONVIOLENT
STRUGGLES

Walter H. Conser, Jr.
Ronald M. McCarthy
David J. Toscano

Some years after his retirement from public office, John
Adams paused to reflect on the nature of American colonial
resistance to British rule. In a letter to Dr. Jedediah Morse
in 1815, Adams described his feelings about the events of
those earlier years:

A history of military operations from April 19th, 1775 to
the 3d of September, 1783, is not a history of the American
Revolution.... The revolution was in the minds and hearts
of the people, and in the union of the colonies; both of
which were substantially effected before hostilities com-
menced.!

In Adams’s view, the American Revolution could not
be explained merely as a series of military confrontations
by which the colonials won independence from Great Brit-
ain. Resistance to British authority, as Adams well knew,
had begun some years before 1775. It is this period and its
events that brought about those changes that Adams found
in the minds and hearts of the colonists. This first chapter
of Before Lexington: Resistance, Politics, and the Struggle
for American Independence begins by reviewing the sig-
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nificance of this critical period before 1775, including the
steps in the achievement of American independence ac-
complished in those years. After an overview of the three
resistance campaigns of the era, the authors discuss the
concept of nonviolent action and close with an introduc-
tion to the chapters that follow.

Historical scholarship also recognizes that colonial re-
sistance did not begin with the skirmishes at Lexington
and Concord. Nonmilitary opposition to British author-
ity has its own history, beginning a full ten years before
these famous battles. It is this decade of struggle to which
Adams referred when he wrote of the alienation of Ameri-
can minds from Britain and the colonies’ new allegiances.
Historians and social scientists have described this peri-
od of colonial resistance, with its three major campaigns
(against the Stamp Act of 1765, the Townshend Acts of
1767, and the Coercive Acts of 1774) in numerous articles
and books. Some have gone so far as to suggest, as Adams
did, that this decade was the most critical and creative
period in the development of colonial grievances and
movements in opposition to British colonial policy.

Many of these authors have been concerned with the
development of the beliefs and ideas that supported in-
dependence. Others have studied military organization,
the role of government institutions and ruling elites, and
the periodic conflicts pitting class against class or the
backcountry against the older settled regions. Scholars
overlook, however, the degree to which the colonists used
a kind of “weapons system” that operated without force of
arms or violence in trying to compel the British govern-
ment to change its policies.

As atechnique of struggle, this weapons system is com-
monly known as nonviolent action. During their conflicts
with Britain, the colonists developed and used nonvio-
lent methods ranging from protest and noncooperation
to the creation of parallel political, judicial, and executive
institutions that challenged existing governments for rul-
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ing authority. Consequently, each of the major resistance
campaigns contained not only a further development of
the ideas of freedom and independence but also a lively
debate about how these liberties should be sought and de-
fended. In turn, the means by which the colonists chose to
defend and support their liberty had an influence upon the
eventual shape of American independence by providing
the organizational basis on which it rested.

Each of the three campaigns was prompted by Britain’s
introduction of laws affecting the taxation and governing
of the North American colonies. Believing that their lib-
erty and prosperity was threatened by these laws, many
colonists were convinced that they must resist. They
were, however, often unsure about the most appropriate
and effective form of opposition. Many viewed established
constitutional avenues for redress as being incapable of
achieving repeal of the offensive acts. Neither the statutes
passed by colonial legislatures nor the decisions of colo-
nial courts, for example, carried any weight in England.
Moreover, the Crown often controlled the appointment of
governors, officials, and judges, so that colonists in some
places felt that the administrative personnel of their own
governments were there to oppress them.

Even when the passions of the time led some colonists
into crowd violence, the majority of the people found orga-
nized physical force unacceptable. Yet these same people
often believed that giving in to the government in London
meant, as they put it, trading the condition of free men for
that of slaves. Clearly, another means of resistance was
called for.

Believing some options to be ineffective and others
unacceptable, the colonists explored and employed new
techniquesintheir effortto effect changesin British policy.
During the 1765-1775 decade, they used such nonviolent
means as petitions, protest marches, demonstrations,
boycotts, and refusal to work. When the Crown levied tax-
es on certain goods, Americans often refused to purchase
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them, or any other British export. In the words of leader
John Dickinson, these boycotts meant “withholding from
Great Britain all the advantages she has been used to re-
ceiving from us.”?

Other methods were devised as well. If colonial mer-
chants violated popular sentiments by continuing to
import boycotted goods, people not only refused to buy
from them but also to talk with them, to sit with them in
church, or to sell them goods of any kind. At times, colonial
activists conducted regular business in violation of British
law by using documents without required tax stamps, by
settling legal disputes without courts, and by sending pro-
test petitions to England without the permission of royal
governors. They organized and served on local, county,
and province committees designed to extend, support, and
enforce resistance. In 1774 and 1775, many of these bod-
ies assumed governmental powers on their own initiative,
acting as extralegal authorities with powers greater than
the remnants of colonial government.

Nonviolent action in these many forms was the pre-
dominant, but not the only, method used by the colonists
toresist British power in these years. Even when opposing
the most oppressive acts, colonists never completely aban-
doned established constitutional forms of political action
and redress. When possible, they worked through colonial
agents in London, parliamentary contacts and appeals,
and their governors to bring about a change of policy.

They also used extralegal methods that were neither
nonviolent nor violent, in the sense that they involved
destruction of property or material possessions without
threatening injury to persons. The Boston Tea Party of
1773 is an example of such an act, as were crowd actions
which, while tumultuous and even destructive, did not en-
danger the physical safety of their opponents.

Violent actions did occur as part of the American move-
ment, however, but they have been greatly overemphasized
and were of questionable value in countering parliamen-
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tary policy.? The famous Boston and New York “mobs,” as
well as those of other cities and towns, did indeed turn out
for every resistance campaign. They were rarely as vio-
lent after 1765 as during the first phase of the Stamp Act
crisis. Similarly, cases of tarring and feathering, suppos-
edly the crowd’s chief weapon, have been shown to number
fewer than a dozen throughout the colonies from 1766 to
April 1775.% All of these events, however, should be viewed
within the context of a resistance movement that was
overwhelmingly nonviolent.

Colonial nonviolent action was often improvised, par-
ticularly before the First Continental Congress of 1774
planned the final campaign of resistance in the Continen-
tal Association. The colonists frequently did not have a
clear idea of what was involved in waging effective nonvi-
olent struggle. They were at times confused about which
steps to take when the impact of a particular method was
lessening and often found it difficult to judge the relative
effectiveness of a campaign. Despite these failings, colo-
nial activists were acutely aware that some methods were
more effective than others and acted pragmatically on that
perception.

But, it can be asked, were the colonists actually aware
that they were employing nonviolent means of struggle?
Certainly such terminology did not exist in the eighteenth
century, but, as subsequent chapters will show, there was
an awareness on the colonists’ part of the nature of the op-
tion they chose. At times, they knew they were choosing a
method of active self-expression, as in the case of a 1770
New Hampshire petition intended to show Parliament
“that we have Sensibility to feel the Oppression.”®

In another case, a gathering in Massachusetts clear-
ly demonstrated its support for means of action which
neither accepted the injustice they perceived nor made
a violent response. The Middlesex County Convention
wrote: “There is a Mode of Conduct, which in our very crit-
ical Circumstances we would wish to adopt, a Conduct, on
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the one Hand, never tamely submissive to Tyranny and
Oppression, on the other, never degenerating into Rage,
Passion, and Confusion.”®

*STAGES IN THE STRUGGLE -

As the colonists resisted each challenge from the British
government, the effects of this extensive use of nonvio-
lent action exceeded their own intentions. Very few of the
participants in the Stamp Act resistance of 1765-1766, for
example, would have predicted the erosion of British au-
thority through the ten succeeding years of essentially
nonviolent struggle. The gradual transformation of Brit-
ish North America from colonies to an independent state
involved five factors: (1) the collective expression of Amer-
ican political differences with Britain, (2) the growth of
organizations and institutions that articulated colonial
interests and argued against new British powers and con-
trols, (3) open resistance to specific acts of the British gov-
ernment, (4) mass political and economic noncooperation
with British authority, and (5) the development of parallel
institutions, particularly institutions of government.”

Each of these factors was essential for effective oppo-
sition to the Crown and instrumental in the revolutionary
breakaway of the colonies from Britain. All of the compo-
nents existed simultaneously throughout the decade of
resistance, though developed to varying degrees at dif-
ferent times. All five could be seen in the resistance to the
Stamp Act, for example, yet they were not fully maintained
once that campaign was over. The growth of organizations
expressing American interests and the formation of new
parallel institutions was not rapid until the latter part of
the decade of resistance. Thus, the constituent parts of the
process leading to independence were themselves devel-
oped and transformed in successive struggles, just as they
contributed to the final achievement of independence.
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The first stage in the struggle for independence might
be termed the development of a shared political conscious-
ness. Colonists of the most diverse personal interests and
backgrounds slowly found themselves developing similar
attitudes about the governance of the provinces. Over the
course of the 1760s and 1770s, they began to view them-
selves as “Americans” with claims to rights of their own.
This was essential to the independence movement, for no
change would have been possible unless a large part of the
American people realized their common grievances and
goals. Their discontent had its source in the British dom-
ination of the provinces, which was in turn made possible
by colonial cooperation. Until they became conscious of
the need for change, the colonists showed no willingness
or determination to act against Britain.

By the mid-eighteenth century, a cultural and political
gap was growing between Great Britain and the colonies.
British styles certainly set the trend in the social sphere,
and Americans of means were eager to consume the new
English fashions. Wealthy colonists, especially those in
the South, aspired to live as genteelly as Englishmen did.
Many young men lived for a time in England, either to
receive a formal education or to be introduced into the so-
ciety of respectable families. A good number of Americans
were true Anglophiles, even to the point of continuing to
refer to England as home.

Nevertheless, Americans came more and more to re-
sent the actions of British officials placed among them.
British army and navy officers, for example, were often
openly contemptuous of their American counterparts and
were widely resented for it. In some areas, the navy active-
ly impressed sailors despite the American belief that this
practice was illegal. Customs officers, or at least the ava-
ricious and contentious ones, also antagonized American
merchants and seamen in the towns under their jurisdic-
tion.
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The Proclamation of 1763, intended to increase Brit-
ish control over colonial growth by restricting expansion
to the west (into Indian lands), was widely resented in
the southern and frontier colonies. Americans felt that
the proclamation did little more than maintain an ex-
pensive and unnecessary army and block the colonists’
aspirations to take land freely beyond the Appalachian
Mountains. The belief became common that the army and
Crown officials were only tools of royal oppression and
that the people’s own representatives were being made to
appear as their willing accomplices. The various disputes
of the period had, in a sense, translated individual discon-
tents into public issues. Moreover, by acting, the colonists
increased their awareness of the issues and confidence in
their collective ability to resist Parliament’s restrictions
on their liberty. This confidence reaffirmed their growing
identity as Americans.®

In the years after the end of the French and Indi-
an War and the Proclamation of 1763, it became clear to
many colonists that a fundamental transformation in
their relationship with Great Britain was under way. Un-
til the desire for actual independence overcame the wish
to remain part of the British Empire, a common American
demand during resistance campaigns was for a return to
earlier conditions, especially those that prevailed before
1763. Such sentiments and arguments against British
policy and in favor of colonial rights were frequently ex-
pressed by the emerging associations that were formed to
support the colonial cause.

The growth of institutions and organizations that ex-
pressed colonial grievances and argued for changes in
Crown policy was the second element critical to the devel-
opment of independence. New organizations gave rise to a
new colonial leadership capable of expressing public griev-
ances while organizing protest actions. Leaders emerged
from among occupational groups such as merchants and
“mechanics” (artisans and small-scale manufacturers)
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who cooperated with, and sometimes pushed, more cel-
ebrated politicians and legislators to work for colonial
rights. The leadership that developed over the years 1765-
1775 often argued that the high importance of American
goals made it all the more vital that demands be pursued
in a peaceful manner. James Otis stated that the Town-
shend Acts of 1767 were a great “matter of grievance,” but
also held that “redress is to be sought in a legal and con-
stitutional way.” John Dickinson, in his Letters from a
Pennsylvania Farmer, felt that the colonial cause was “of
too much dignity to be sullied by turbulence and tumult.”
Finally, it was Joseph Warren who wrote, during the
course of the final resistance campaign in 1774, that the
colonists “choose to effect our salvation from bondage by
policy, rather than arms.”®

When British laws and policies appeared to threaten
American liberties, colonial leadership, acting through
the newly established organizations as well as exist-
ing ones, mobilized the populace for open resistance, the
third element necessary for colonial independence. Mass
meetings, petitions, and demonstrations encouraged re-
sistance. Public statements by leaders such as Dickinson,
Otis,and Patrick Henry galvanized the people and inspired
many to confront British authority. The real work of the
resistance was often carried on in villages and towns, in
the country as well as the city, by forgotten patriots. These
now nameless men and women were the people who spun,
wove, and wore homespun cloth, who united in the boycott
of British goods, and who encouraged their neighbors to
join them and stand firm. Many came together in crowd
actions and mass meetings to protest and served on, or
supported, local resistance committees. They refused to
obey the statutes and officers of the British Crown, which
so short a time before had been the law of the land. It was
these various acts of resistance and noncooperation that
struck most openly at the authority of the Crown.

11
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The resistance campaigns against the extension of
Parliament’s authority also created crises within the Brit-
ish government and its colonial branches. Officials were
unwilling or unable to use military force against resist-
ers. General Thomas Gage, commander in chief of British
forces in North America, could do nothing to police all the
colonies adequately. After refusing to order his troops to
fire on a crowd threatening violence and protesting the
Stamp Act in New York in November 1765, he wrote that
“tho a fire from the fort might disperse the Mob, it would
not quell them.” He feared that a military confrontation
would start “a Civil War, at a time when there is nothing
prepared or timely can be so, to make opposition to it.”°

Despite the general’s fears, the Stamp Act resistance
did not signal the beginning of civil war. On the contrary,
colonial leaders reconsidered and largely abandoned vio-
lent crowd actions of the kind Gage encountered in favor
of organized tactics of noncooperation, the fourth ele-
ment in the independence process. This included refusal
to use tax stamps, and later, refusal to quarter troops,
petitioning Parliament without the consent of the colo-
nial governor, deliberate continuation of bodies declared
illegal or dissolved by Crown officials, and many other
actions. Such events began early in the resistance move-
ment, drawing for precedent upon more limited actions
previously taken in the colonies and elsewhere. Economic
and political noncooperation on a wide scale, however, in-
creasingly threatened British authority. Thus, one result
of widespread resistance was the beginning of a redistri-
bution of power in the colonies. A new political base was
created by the decisive shift away from dependence upon
Britain.In many colonies, those political elites that strong-
ly supported Britain sooner or later lost authority with the
populace. Similarly, the desire to increase American au-
tonomy contributed to the growth of economic structures
based on homegrown agriculture and industry.

12



THE AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENT

The ultimate transfer of power rested upon the estab-
lishment of various forms of parallel government, the fifth
phase in the process leading to independence. It was the
ability of the American colonists to do without British
colonial administrative machinery, largely because they
replaced it with governing mechanisms of their own, that
signaled the beginning of American independence. Auton-
omous governing bodies arose in large numbers during the
period of the Continental Association in late 1774 and ear-
ly 1775.

In August and September 1774, for example, the courts
and legislature of Massachusetts—and with them, all co-
lonial government outside Boston—ceased to function.
Juries refused to sit, sheriffs and justices of the peace re-
fused to administer the law, and vast crowds blocked the
courthouses to prevent judges from acting under the Co-
ercive Acts. Commanding General Gage, now the governor
of Massachusetts, found to his surprise that disorder was
not rampant. Although concerned about the crowds that
shut down courts and demanded the resignation of offi-
cials serving under the Coercive Acts, Gage was confident
that this indicated limited support for the movement and
thus was certain that he could bring the resistance to an
end.!

With the sanction of the First Continental Congress,
extralegal committees and congresses that effectively ad-
opted the functions of government appeared throughout
the colonies in the last months of 1774. Their appearance
some months before the beginning of the War of Indepen-
dence indicates that self-government in the colonies was
not gained by war, as it is usually assumed.

During the resistance campaigns preceding the Con-
tinental Association, the colonists had laid the basis in
thought and action for their later attempt to achieve in-
dependence. In the earlier campaigns, tendencies toward
independence and those leading toward whatever degree
of social revolution the colonies finally experienced ap-
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peared together. Both were encouraged by the same events,
although the trend toward independence and that toward
revolution can be distinguished analytically. Before Lex-
ington: Resistance, Politics, and the Struggle for American
Independence primarily lays stress upon those events that
led people to desire political independence while also de-
veloping their capacity to achieve it.

It is clear that the political basis for independence
existed in the Continental Association and the organiza-
tions aimed at bringing its goals to fruition. The evidence
presented in Chapter Fourteen of this volume illustrates
that, within the majority of colonies, the transfer of pow-
er from British officials to the provincial conventions and
committees was strongly in evidence before 19 April 1775.
Though complete separation from Great Britain was sel-
dom considered seriously by the colonists before late 1775,
the extralegal assemblies and committees rendered Amer-
ica independent in matters of government well before the
first calls for a formal declaration were heard in Congress.

*THREE CAMPAIGNS OF RESISTANCE -

The movement toward colonial self-government began
with the first open resistance campaign against the Stamp
Act of 1765. Already concerned that they were losing the
freedom of action they had enjoyed before 1763, the colo-
nists were stunned by a comprehensive law placing taxes
on numerous documents and paper goods. Before adoption
of the Stamp Act, colonial complaints against British pol-
icies found their voice in petitions to Parliament from the
colonial legislatures. With Parliament’s enactment of the
Stamp Act on 22 March 1765, the character of colonial dis-
sent changed. Opposition now took many forms, including
not only petitions for repeal of the law but also colonial re-
fusal to pay the taxes, social boycotts against supporters of
the act, and nonimportation and nonconsumption of Brit-
ish goods.
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Within two months after the Stamp Act arrived in
America, Massachusetts and Virginia legislatures passed
resolutions protesting it. Several colonies laid plans to
convene the Stamp Act Congress in October 1765. Sever-
al newspapers issued calls to oppose the parliamentary
edicts, and demonstrations were organized in major cities
to protest the British action.

Gatherings in several cities tried to secure the res-
ignation of Crown-appointed stamp tax agents. Crowds
hanged them in effigy and sometimes confronted them at
their homes to persuade or coerce the agents into resign-
ing their posts. During the month of August 1765, actions
against tax officials took place in Massachusetts, Con-
necticut, New York, Rhode Island, and Maryland, with the
result that most had resigned before the first stamped pa-
per reached the colonies in September.

By the time the Stamp Act went into effect on 1 No-
vember 1765, colonial resistance was well underway. The
Stamp Act Congress in October enacted a declaration of
rights and drafted addresses against the act intended for
the king and Parliament. Some newspapers announced
that they were ceasing publication rather than use tax
stamps. Others decided to defy Crown policy by continu-
ing to publish without the stamps.

Actions such as these effectively nullified the Stamp
Act in the colonies but did not bring about its desired
repeal. That was the task of colonial nonimportation
agreements entered into by merchants in the three major
port cities of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. On 31
October 1765, New York merchants pledged their refusal
to import British goods until the repeal of the tax. Phila-
delphia merchants joined the agreements on 7 November,
followed by Boston on 9 December. These accords had a
significant affect on British trade and prompted a petition
campaign by British merchants to repeal the Stamp Act.

By the date of its repeal in March 1766, the Stamp Act
was a dead letter in the colonies. Numerous ports had re-
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opened without the use of stamps, and various local courts
throughout the provinces conducted business in violation
of the British laws. Repeal brought a certain calm to North
America, but the colonists did not forget their experience
with the powerful methods of noncooperation and nonim-
portation.

When Parliament passed the Townshend Acts in 1767,
colonial activists again turned to the weapon of nonim-
portation in an effort to overturn the revenue measures.
At first, these duties encountered little resistance and,
unlike the Stamp Act, went into effect (on 20 November
1767) without any attempt in the colonies to prevent their
enforcement. A Boston town meeting of 28 October had
voted to encourage domestic manufacturing and adopted
a limited nonconsumption agreement to protest the acts,
but colonial agitation remained slight until early 1768.
Two events then brought colonial grievances into sharper
focus and provided the impetus for further popular resis-
tance. The first was the publication of John Dickinson’s
Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer. Circulated weekly in
newspapers throughout the colonies beginning in Decem-
ber 1767, the articles denied the right of Parliament to levy
any kind of duties for revenue on the colonies. Dickinson
spoke forcefully against British oppression and counseled
colonial resistance through petition and nonimportation.

Following soon after Dickinson’s first letters was the
action taken by the Massachusetts House of Representa-
tives. On 20 January 1768, it adopted a petition to the king
and authorized Speaker of the House Thomas Cushing to
send a letter describing its action to every other colonial
assembly. Dispatched on 11 February 1768, the circular
letter also expressed the hope that other assemblies would
take proper constitutional action to secure repeal of the
Townshend duties. The Virginia House of Burgesses was
the first legislative body to vote its approval of the reso-
lutions passed by the Massachusetts House. By the end of
the year, every colonial assembly had adopted petitions to
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the king questioning or denying Parliament’s right to levy
taxes of any kind on the colonies.

While colonial assemblies acted on the Massachusetts
letter, a movement for nonimportation began. Planning for
such agreements commenced in Boston in March of 1768,
but no accord was signed until 1 August. Later in August,
New York merchants signed a pact similar to Boston’s. In
addition to nonimportation, they decreed that violators of
the agreement, or merchants who refused to sign, should
be boycotted and labeled “Enemies to their Country.”'?
After some hesitation, Philadelphia merchants signed an
agreement on 6 February 1769, and a number of smaller
ports followed shortly thereafter.

Repeal of the Townshend Acts, except the duty on tea,
camein April1770,thoughitisnot certainthatthe colonial
commercial resistance was the most significant reason for
Parliament’s action. Nonimportation had not been as com-
plete as during the Stamp Act resistance, and the British
economy was not as susceptible to commercial pressure
asithad beenin 1765. Yet the nonimportation agreements
succeeded in sharply reducing trade with Great Britain,
and the lessons learned during this campaign were ap-
plied to the later nonintercourse agreements of 1774-75.

Shortly after news of partial repeal reached America,
the New York merchants changed their nonimportation
agreement to permit imports of all except duties articles.
The virtual collapse of the nonimportation movement was
later completed when the merchants of Philadelphia and
Boston voted sweeping modifications as well. The second
major campaign of resistance to British authority was
over.

Collapse of the Townshend Acts resistance ushered in
a three-year period of relative political calm. Despite the
lack of resistance activity similar in scope to the Stamp
Act and Townshend Acts campaigns, disputes arising
between colonial assemblies and royal governors often
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provoked legal and extralegal actions by colonists in sup-
port of their self-proclaimed rights.

One of the more significant developments of the period
involved the formation of the committees of correspon-
dence in late 1772 and early 1773. Their organization was
prompted by two developments in New England. One
of these was the British response to the burning of the
Gaspée, an armed schooner in the British Customs service,
off of the coast of Rhode Island in June 1772; and the other
was the controversy in the summer and fall of 1772 over
whether Massachusetts Superior Court justices should be
paid by the Crown from revenue raised by Customs.

By the end of December 1772, committees of corre-
spondence had been formed throughout Massachusetts
at the suggestion of the Boston town meeting. In March
1773, the Virginia House of Burgesses elected a standing
committee of correspondence and requested that other
assemblies appoint similar bodies. A network of intercolo-
nial committees was firmly in place by early 1774.

At the time of the committees’ formation, the colonials
claimed that they would oppose British infringements of
their “Rights, Liberties, and Privileges.”*® These claims
were put to the test with Parliament’s passage of the Tea
Act in May 1773. By late fall, colonists organized a plan to
nullify the act by securing the resignations of tea agents.
Some resisters, however, took more direct action and
proceeded to dump dutied tea into Boston harbor on 16
December 1773.

British reaction to the Boston Tea Party was swift and
harsh. In an effort to punish the people of Massachusetts
for their alleged flaunting of British authority over the
last ten years, Parliament enacted a series of measures
that came to be known as the Coercive Acts. News of the
edicts reached the colonies in May 1774 and immediately
prompted resistance. An extralegal meeting of the Vir-
ginia House of Burgesses, convened on 27 May in defiance
of the governor’s orders, called for an intercolonial con-
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gress. The Massachusetts House suggested a September
meeting in Philadelphia and elected its own delegates to
the proposed congress. By the end of August, all the colo-
nies except Georgia had elected delegates to the congress,
some in extralegal sessions prohibited by Crown-appoint-
ed governors.

As time for the intercolonial gathering approached,
plans were readied in several colonies for the reinstitution
of commercial sanctions. Support grew during the summer
months for economic resistance, and a number of locali-
ties enacted their own nonimportation, nonconsumption,
and nonexportation agreements. The extralegal Virginia
Convention of 1 August 1774, for instance, adopted its own
plan of nonintercourse, complete with the apparatus to
enforce it.

The First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia
on 5 September 1774. Before it disbanded on 22 October,
it enacted a series of resolutions articulating the rights
and grievances of the colonies and adopted the detailed
program of economic noncooperation known as the Conti-
nental Association. This document, approved by Congress
on 20 October, aimed at the redress of grievances through
a “nonimportation, nonconsumption, and nonexportation
agreement,” which would prove to be the “most speedy, ef-
fectual, and peaceable” measure.'* The association set 1
December 1774 as the date on which imports from Great
Britain, Ireland, and the West Indies would stop. To in-
crease compliance with the policy, the association called
for colonial nonconsumption of restricted items. Final-
ly, the agreement authorized nonexportation in the event
that nonimportation should fail to secure redress of griev-
ances. If needed, nonexportation, the commercial weapon
that many colonists felt to be the most coercive measure
available to them, would begin on 10 September 1775.

The Continental Association did not simply
outline a program of economic resistance. Most signifi-
cantly, it also designed means by which the nonintercourse
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agreement would be organized and enforced. The Associ-
ation’s enforcement provisions were quickly implemented
throughout the provinces. As authorized by the Associa-
tion, committees were organized in almost every town,
city, and county to oversee the mandate of Congress. Vi-
olators of the association were ostracized and boycotted
until they accepted the document’s provisions.

Colonial noncooperation throughout the resistance
to the Coercive Acts was not limited to a refusal to buy
British goods, but was extended to all laws of royal gov-
ernment. Courts were closed, taxes refused, governors
openly defied. The Suffolk Resolves, passed in September
1774 by Suffolk County, Massachusetts, counseled tax re-
fusal, commercial nonintercourse, and noncooperation
with the Crown-appointed governor and officials. Extrale-
gal provincial congresses convened in 1774 and early 1775
throughout the colonies to oversee enforcement of the as-
sociation and, in some cases, to debate the possibility of
military confrontation with British forces. The “illegal”
assemblies on the local, county, and provincial levels often
assumed legislative and judicial functions in executing
the wishes of the Continental Congress. As the conserva-
tive newspaper, Rivington’s New York Gazetteer, wrote in
February 1775, the association took “Government out of
the hands of the Governor, Council, and General Assem-
bly; and the execution of laws out of the hands of the Civil
Magistrates and Juries.”!®

Naturally, the Crown did not look favorably upon these
developments. On 18 November 1774, King George I1I sent
a note to Lord North stating that “the New England Gov-
ernments are in a State of Rebellion; blows must decide
whether they are to be subject to this Country or inde-
pendent.”’® The issue for Parliament and George III was
no longer redress of grievances; the colonists had demon-
strated that British authority was in jeopardy throughout
North America and the Crown felt a need to put the col-
onies in their place. Consequently, Lord Dartmouth, in
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his letter of 27 January 1775, directed General Gage to
quell the heretofore nonviolent rebellion by arresting
and imprisoning “the principle actors & abettors in the
[Massachusetts] Provincial Congress ... if ... they should
presume to assemble ... even though [this] be a Signal for
Hostilities.”” Gage took the offensive by attempting to
seize military stores at Concord, where he clashed with
colonial farmers on 19 April 1775.

Organizations throughout the colonies were imme-
diately confronted with the decision over whether they
should follow the Massachusetts farmers into armed
struggle. Seven provinces, including Massachusetts, Con-
necticut, Rhode Island, Maryland, New Hampshire, South
Carolina, and Virginia, had authorized the organiza-
tion of local militias prior to Lexington and Concord, but
these bodies were highly defensive in nature; they would
be called upon only as a last resort.’®* With the initiation
of hostilities, many of these militias were placed on a war
footing.

When the Second Continental Congress convened on
10 May 1775, itassumed direction of the quickly developing
military struggle. Washington was appointed commander
in chief of the army of the United Colonies in June 1775,
and military plans and regulations were constructed. In
addition to creating a Continental Army, Congress au-
thorized issuance of two million dollars in paper money
to help finance its policies. Washington left Philadelphia
to take command of troops in Massachusetts on 23 June,
the day after news had arrived of the Battle of Bunker Hill,
which left 366 British and Americans killed and 1,099
wounded.

On 15 July 1775, the Continental Congress modified
the association to allow military goods to be import-
ed. The policy of commercial coercion receded into the
background. Arthur Schlesinger, Sr. suggested that the
confrontation at Lexington and Concord “wrought a rad-
ical change” in the nature of the colonial struggle against
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the Crown. Schlesinger concluded: “Armed rebellion had
superceded commercial coercion as the dependence of the
radicals in their struggle for larger liberties. Thereafter,
the Continental Association lost its distinctive character
as amethod of peaceable coercion; it became subordinated
to the military necessities of the times.”*®

*THE NATURE OF NONVIOLENT ACTION e

The colonists who pursued the resistance against the Brit-
ish government which culminated in the achievement of de
facto independence were faced, as discussed earlier in this
chapter, with the dilemma of how to resist Crown authori-
ty most effectively. The most important technique of action
chosen, both in terms of the frequency of its use and the re-
sults achieved, was nonviolent action. Colonial leaders did
not adopt this technique in order to remain morally pure.
Rather, their decision to use what we call nonviolent action
was based on a strategic judgement of the most effective
means of resistance. Similarly, colonial activists did not
have a thorough understanding of the nature, dynamics,
and scope of nonviolent action before they put it into use.
As shall be described in later chapters, the colonists were
not certain how effective a given method might be, and of-
ten made tactical and even strategic errors in applying
the nonviolent technique. Of course, similar mistakes are
frequently made by participants in both improvised and
carefully planned military struggle, and sweeping judge-
ments about the deficiencies or capacities of the nonviolent
technique as a whole, based on this experience alone, are
not appropriate. Colonial errors, as well as their success-
es, however, can provide students of resistance campaigns
and social movements with critical insights into the nature
of nonviolent or civilian struggle.

Many people are familiar with the term “nonviolent ac-
tion,” but few are sure of its precise meaning. The editors of
this volume view nonviolent action as a technique used in
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social and political conflict which operates to bring about
change through the use of methods which do not inflict, or
threaten to inflict, physical injury upon an opponent, but
instead serve to manipulate the shared social, cultural,
economic, and political system in which the opposing par-
ties engage in conflict. The methods of nonviolent action
may attempt to convert an opponent by various appeals;
they may inconvenience a rival, threaten profits, or weak-
en atyrant’s control over subordinates. If applied properly,
nonviolent action can make it impossible for an opponent
to continue onerous actions by removing the support of
taxpayers, officials, and enforcement personnel. Activists
employing the technique may also bring about the transfer
of power from traditional authorities to extralegal insti-
tutions which are granted superior legitimacy and enjoy
greater popular obedience.

The various methods of nonviolent action may be di-
vided into three categories.?® The first of these, nonviolent
protest and persuasion, consists of methods which ex-
press the position of the activists in words and symbols.
This class of methods includes the protest march and
demonstration, the public speech or sermon of protest,
the petition, and demonstrative fasts or funerals; all of
which were used by the American colonists. Nonviolent
actionists may also choose to employ techniques under
the general category of noncooperation. Methods from
this class used in the colonial struggle include nonimpor-
tation, nonexportation, refusal to obey “illegitimate” laws,
and social boycott. Practitioners of this type of activity de-
liberately withhold or withdraw their usual cooperation in
an effort to prevent or force change. These actions, which
may be legal or illegal, can often paralyze an antagonist by
slowing or halting normal activity.

The third category of methods, those of nonviolent in-
tervention, pose a more direct and immediate challenge to
an opponent than do the methods described above. Tac-
tics associated with nonviolent intervention may disrupt
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or destroy normal patterns of behavior, or they may bring
about the establishment of more desirable relationships
and institutions. The most dramatic use of nonviolent
intervention on the part of the colonists is found in their
creation of new governmental bodies such asthe provincial
congresses and conventions. By receiving overwhelming
support from the populace, these extralegal bodies and
their local counterparts effectively replaced the Crown’s
established government in the colonies.

Both violent and nonviolent action can work against an
opponent by reducing the sources of his or her power. Each
technique, however, operates differently; while violence
accomplishes its task by destroying both the antagonist’s
person and power, nonviolent action succeeds by render-
ing the opponent’s sources of power unusable, unworkable,
and uncontrollable. The nonviolent technique may be ap-
plied in a myriad of ways. When the needed conditions are
met, it is capable of producing change in one of three basic
ways.

The first mechanism by which nonviolent action may
achieve success is called conversion. In conversion, the
opponent is convinced that the protestors are correct in
their position and agrees to make the requested changes.
Change in the opponent may be brought about by appeals
to reason, argumentation, or even through emotional
pressure. In this process, nonviolent groups often attempt
morally to uplift an oppressor by appealing to his or her
inherent goodness. The conversion mechanism, of course,
is most likely to operate when the opponent does not have
a firm policy in the matter or when vital interests are not
involved.

A much more common, and perhaps more typical, use
of nonviolent action in social conflict is the mechanism
of change known as accommodation. In accommodation,
the opponent is neither convinced that the demands of
the nonviolent actionists are just nor is the antagonist
entirely coerced into making the proposed changes. The
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opponent is able to continue the struggle but decides to
grant the nonviolent actionists’ demands rather than risk
a more unsatisfactory resolution of the conflict at a later
date. Accommodation does not necessarily imply compro-
mise. The opponent may agree to meet all of the demands
of the resisters or may accede to only a few unimportant
requests in order to end the open conflict by reducing the
will of the nonviolent actors to continue their activity. In
both the Stamp Act and Townshend Acts movements, for
example, the accommodation of the ministry to the co-
lonial position was sufficient to bring about a temporary
halting of resistance activity.

The most dramatic of the three mechanisms, as well as
the most difficult to achieve in mass action, is nonviolent
coercion. Nonviolent coercion occurs when an opponent
is forced against his or her will to grant the actionists’
demands. In order for this mechanism to work, the oppo-
nent’s sources of power must be nullified or reduced to a
point where continuation of the struggle with the nonvio-
lent actorsis impossible. The opponent is often confronted
by widespread defiance and disobedience and finds it
impossible to act effectively to defend his or her objection-
able policies. This may happen when a law is nullified by
overwhelmingly popular noncooperation. It may also oc-
cur when political authority is transferred to alternative
governing institutions, depriving the opponent of the abil-
ity to rule.

*OUTLINE OF THE BOOK »

Most American historians have largely ignored the colo-
nists’ use of nonviolent action or have mentioned it only
in passing. Those who have recognized its existence have
generally been unable to interpret either the dynamics
or the consequences of actions such as nonimportation,
court closings, refusal to obey Crown authority, and oth-
er nonviolent resistance methods. One problem in such
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an analysis occurs, in part, because the colonists did not
use the modern terminology of nonviolent action; words
such as “boycott” and “civil disobedience” simply had not
yet been invented. Another difficulty results from the ten-
dency of people to view nonviolent action as a pacifistic
stance based on moral and ethical belief rather than as a
pragmatic means of political struggle. Given this common
but mistaken view of nonviolent action, it is not surprising
that few historians would find examples of it in the colo-
nial experience. Few activists of the time, however, justi-
fied their use of the technique on moral grounds; they were
concerned primarily with winning redress of grievances. If
the methods of nonimportation and nonexportation proved
effective, they were employed. Despite the fact that colo-
nists were not entirely conscious of the technique which
they used, there was some recognition that violence was of-
ten an ineffective means of struggle. Even Samuel Adams,
whom many contemporary historians associate with the
tactics of violence, issued numerous statements prior to
Lexington and Concord opposing the use of armed force by
the colonists. In May 1774, for example, Adams cautioned
colonial leader James Warren about the use of the tac-
tic. Writing to Warren following his receipt of the Boston
Port Bill, Adams warned: “Nothing can ruin us but our vio-
lence.”? The Boston patriot was not the only colonial leader
who counseled this way. The historical documents of the
period prior to Lexington and Concord indicate a colonial
concern that orderly struggle be maintained and engage-
ments with British troops avoided.??

The contributions of nonviolent struggle to this criti-
cal period of American history are also neglected due to
scholars’ frequent propensity to ignore particular events
in order to support certain viewpoints. Researchers often
look throughout the length of a period for evidence of what
they regard as its inevitable outcome. Students of colonial
history, for example, may be looking for the roots of war
and find them in mass violence or military preparations.
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In the process, they will fail to realize that a conflict may
be fought in many ways and may ignore the contributions
of alternative means to the outcome of that struggle.

Scholars inevitably face critical decisions of detail and
scope in their presentation of material. The editors of this
volume have tried to present a full description of events,
both nonviolent and violent, so that readers might draw
their own conclusions about this critical decade of histo-
ry. Some of the facts published in this volume are new and
extremely revealing; others have already been recounted
in other works.

This book is divided into two parts. In the narrative
section of the book (Chapters Two-Eight), the editors
have attempted to bring the important events of the peri-
od together in one place. These chapters are chronological
treatments of the resistance campaigns and the British
responses to them. They rarely make use of the term “non-
violent action”; instead, both our British and American
contributors utilize the terminology of the day in their
depictions of nonimportation agreements, provincial
conventions, and the like. To complement the descriptive
accounts contained in the narrative chapters, the editors
have included an analytical section (Chapters Nine-Four-
teen), which provides various interpretations of the events
of the decade. These contributions attempt to answer
some of the questions raised by the previous chapters and
suggest some areas for future research.

The narrative section begins with Walter H. Conser’s
review of colonial resistance to the Stamp Act (Chapter
Two). Conser outlines the colonial nullification campaigns
and details the formation and enforcement of nonimpor-
tation agreements in the major ports. As he notes, crowd
activity of a violent nature did sometimes occur, but its
impact upon the British decision to repeal the act was mi-
nor.

Conser’s view that nonimportation was critical-
ly important to American success is supported by Paul
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Langford’s chapter on the Rockingham Ministry (Chap-
ter Three). Dr. Langford documents Rockingham’s belief
that Anglo-American commerce would be ruined if colo-
nial resistance continued and details the campaign waged
by British merchants and manufacturers in support of
repeal. The pressure of British commercial interests, cou-
pled with the ministry’s brilliant orchestration of repeal
testimony in Parliament, Langford claims, brought an end
to the Stamp Act.

As Chapter Four and its Introduction indicate, a major
reason for the passage of the Townshend Acts was politi-
cal; Parliament wished to render civil government in the
colonies more independent of popular rule. Leslie Thom-
as’s work illustrates that colonial agitation again took
the form of commercial resistance. Unlike resistance to
the Stamp Act, however, nonimportation during this pe-
riod was beset with difficulties, and debates persist as to
its effectiveness. Ian Christie (Chapter Five), for example,
argues that the British government was concerned more
with the political implications of resistance, such as the
breakdown of authority and perceived threats of violence,
than with colonial economic sanctions. He claims further
that nonimportation had little effect on British merchants
and manufacturers because of poor colonial enforcement
and the opening of new British markets. Paul Langford
(Chapter Seven) also points to the faulty implementa-
tion of nonimportation but believes the claim that British
prosperity was maintained by the opening of new markets
is overstated.

There is no doubt that the colonial activists made crit-
ical errors in the timing and execution of commercial
sanctions during this period, but the evidence present-
ed by Thomas suggests that certain colonial ports were
nonetheless rigorous in their enforcement. In Chapter
Nine, Ronald M. McCarthy and Walter H. Conser take a
close look at the impact of commercial resistance and ar-
gue that the success of nonimportation is contingent on

28



THE AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENT

the following five critical factors: (1) the timing of eco-
nomic resistance, (2) the effectiveness of enforcement, (3)
the general economic situation in Great Britain, (4) the
sectors of the British economy which were hurt and the
impact of this injury, and (5) the ability of affected sectors
to mobilize support in Parliament for colonial demands.
Conser and McCarthy believe that the campaign against
the Townshend Acts, while not a complete success, was
nevertheless significant in its implications for future re-
sistance activities. This chapter, as does the earlier piece
by Dr. Langford, suggests that it is extremely difficult to
assess the economic effects of nonimportation and calls
for more research in this area.

Whatever the deficiencies of enforcement found during
the commercial resistance to the Townshend Acts, they
were effectively eliminated during the next nonviolent
resistance activity of 1774-75. As David Ammerman
(Chapter Six) illustrates, economic sanctions applied
during this period were rigorously enforced throughout
the colonies by extralegal local committees authorized by
the Continental Congress. Great Britain, however, con-
stantly underestimated the extent and character of the
resistance. Both Paul Langford (Chapter Seven) and Ian
Christie (Chapter Eight) explain that the Crown believed
a small group of conspirators to be the core of resistance.
This misunderstanding, claims Christie, provided a ra-
tionale for passage and attempted enforcement of the
Coercive Acts.

Colonial resistance in 1774 and early 1775 was, of
course, widespread, and nonimportation showed signs of
significantlyreducingtrade between Britain and the North
American provinces. Yet other powerful measures avail-
able to the colonists, such as nonexportation, were forgone
until after the character of the struggle had changed fun-
damentally. Nonexportation, the method which many felt
to be the most powerful weapon in the colonists’ nonvi-
olent arsenal, was never applied within the context of
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orderly resistance. Colonial failure to use this method
earlier in the struggle against the Coercive Acts is cited by
both American and British contributors in this volume as
a crucial strategic error made by colonial activists.

The skill of the colonists in applying the methods of
nonviolent struggle improved greatly over the decade.
Similarly, the intellectual underpinnings of resistance in
both colonial America and Great Britain were refined as
well. Walter H. Conser (Chapter Ten) and C.C. Bonwick
(Chapter Eleven) trace the evolution of religious and po-
litical thought in America and Great Britain and the role
of the clergy in the movements of the day. Both chapters
illustrate how proponents of change in both Britain and
the colonies gave support to each other through corre-
spondence and action. J.H. Plumb’s contribution (Chapter
Thirteen), like that of Dr. Bonwick, describes the support
for American demands within Great Britain. Significant-
ly, however, this encouragement was eroded by war, when
support for America became “tainted with sedition.”

If the nonviolent movement for change was so suc-
cessful, one might ask why this strategy was abandoned
in favor of military resistance. In Chapter Twelve, David
J. Toscano, Ronald M. McCarthy, and Walter H. Conser,
Jr. offer a number of alternative explanations for the shift
to war. This piece traces the ideological justifications
for military resistance and sketches the development of
the militia and the committees of safety. Understanding
the nature of American colonial struggles is seriously
compromised by historians’ failures to investigate these
developments in detail. Many have viewed the war as in-
evitable, desirable, or both. Consequently, they have not
considered research on the shift to war to be important.
The editors believe that investigation of these questions
should proceed and present this chapter as a tentative
guide for future research.

In the concluding chapter, Ronald M. McCarthy sum-
marizes the research of this volume and describes the
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political accomplishments of the independence movement.
His chapter provides a detailed analysis of the extralegal
colonial governments and their development prior to April
1775. McCarthy further documents the view expressed by
the editors that independence in many of the colonies had
essentially been achieved prior to the commencement of
military hostilities at Lexington and Concord.

This book does not propose to answer all the questions
surrounding this decade of struggle. Certain questions of
interest to students of resistance struggle have not even
beenraised here. How did the use of nonviolent resistance,
for example, affect social structure in the colonies? What
were the effects of the adoption of military means? Did the
move toward military resistance under the Second Conti-
nental Congress serve to strengthen that institution as a
central governmental body in a way which altered the de-
centralizing tendencies of the local and provincial popular
assemblies? Was previous British support for American
positions eroded by the change to military struggle? To
what extent were certain segments of the American public
alienated by the use of violence? These questions, and oth-
ers like them, require serious consideration and careful
examination. The editors believe that they have contrib-
uted to the exploration of the critical issues surrounding
the decade and hope that others will investigate the unan-
swered questions in further detail.
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THE STAMP AcT RESISTANCE

Walter H. Conser, Jr.

The Stamp Act, passed in March 1765, was part of a larger
colonial program that had begun a year earlier. In March
1764, George Grenville, chancellor of the exchequer,
presented to Parliament the American Revenue Act. This
American Revenue Act, or the Sugar Act, as it has become
more commonly known, was designed for the specific
purpose of raising money in the colonies for the Crown.
This revenue was to be raised through increased duties on
items as disparate as foreign refined sugar, coffee, textiles,
indigo, and Madeira wine. The act also increased the list of
American products such as iron, raw silk, and potash which
could only be sold to Great Britain. The act banned the
importation of foreign rum and French wines and doubled
the duties on foreign goods reshipped from Britain to the
colonies.

In presenting this Revenue Act, Grenville indicated
his intention to carry out other reforms within the colo-
nial system, most particularly of the Customs service.
To do this, Grenville announced the establishment of a
vice-admiralty court centered at Halifax, Nova Scotia,
with jurisdiction over the American colonies. This en-
abled the British government to prosecute colonists there,
far from their homes, rather than in local colonial courts.
In addition, Grenville broadened the Customs officials’ au-
thority of investigation and seizure and established more
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rigid registration and bonding procedures for the shipping
trades.

Measurestoincreaserevenue fromthe colonies seemed
quite justified to imperial administrators. A large nation-
al debt had accrued as a result of the Seven Years” War,
a war fought in part for the protection of the American
colonies. Also, a standing British army of approximately
ten thousand troops was being garrisoned in America for
protection from the Indians and a possible war of repos-
session by France. Although such revenue measures were
potentially beneficial to the Crown treasury, they prom-
ised certain hardship to the colonists. By early 1764, the
colonial economies had slumped badly. Prices were un-
stable, business slowed, and the economic outlook of the
colonies was bleak. That gloomy outlook was exacerbated
by the increased duties and greater restrictions posed by
the Sugar Act and the parliamentary prohibitions against
colonial paper money. The new revenue duties fell hard on
colonial trade and the shipping business.

Not surprisingly, the New England colonies, where
mercantile interests predominated, were the first to re-
spond to the Sugar Act. On 15 May 1764, a town meeting
of Boston, Massachusetts chose a committee to draw up
instructions to be given to Boston’s four representatives
in the General Assembly. The committee delivered its
report on 24 May 1764. The Boston town meeting then
voted to protest the Sugar Act. In their instructions, the
Bostonians reminded their representatives of the need to
remain vigilant against attacks on “the invaluable Rights
and Privileges of the Province.” The resolution also not-
ed that the proposed duties would seriously depress trade.
Appealing to economic motives, the Bostonians claimed
that the mother country would receive more benefits from
a flourishing colonial trade than she would from the du-
ties which would arise from trade hampered and taxed. In
their closing paragraph, the Bostonians highlighted their
fears that these revenue duties were but a preparation for
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even greater taxes. “For if our Trade may be taxed why not

our Lands?” the instructions queried.
Why not the produce of our Lands and every Thing we pos-
sess or make use of? This we apprehend annihilates our
Charter Right to Govern and Tax ourselves—It Strikes at
our British Privileges which as we have never forfeited
them we hold in common with our Fellow Subjects who are
Natives of Britain: if Taxes are laid upon us in any shape
without ever having a Legal Representation where they
are laid, are we not reduced from the Character of Free
Subjects to the miserable state of tributary Slaves?!

Clearly the brunt of these political instructions was
directed to the economic hardships of the new duties. Po-
litical issues, however, were as crucial: in their coda, with
its invocation of charter rights and its mention of the is-
sue of representation, the Bostonians identified an issue of
tremendous future significance.

Scarcely three weeks later, on 13 June 1764, the Mas-
sachusetts House of Representatives followed the lead of
the Boston town meeting. In aletter to its agent in London,
Jaspar Mauduit, the House lamented the passage of the
Sugar Act and chastized him for not having put up great-
er resistance to the revenue bill. Calling upon Parliament
to exercise greater moderation in the raising of revenue
from the colonies, the Massachusetts House instructed
Mauduit to work for the repeal of the Sugar Act and the
prevention of any further duties and to join with the oth-
er colonial agents in such measures of prevention as were
possible. In conjunction with this letter to Mauduit, the
House formed a committee of correspondence consist-
ing of James Otis, Oxenbridge Thacher, Thomas Cushing,
Edward Sheafe, and Thomas Gray. The committee was to
meet during the recess of the House and was authorized
to write the other colonial governments calling on them to
join in united opposition to the Sugar Act and in action to
prevent any other duties or taxes.?

Massachusetts had taken an important step. This
move was the more auspicious since rumors had been
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reaching the colonies of a new proposal by Grenville for
a stamp tax of some sort. Agent Mauduit, in London, had
sent word of the proposal to the Massachusetts represen-
tatives. This news had helped to provide the impetus for
their circular letter of June. In late July 1764, the assem-
bly of nearby Rhode Island met and formed a committee to
assist in this proposed intercolonial drive for repeal of the
Sugar Act. As with their northern neighbors, the Rhode
Islanders were concerned in particular about preventing
the levy of a stamp duty upon the North American colonies
being considered at that time by Parliament; in general
they were concerned about preventing “all such taxes, du-
ties, or impositions, that ... [were] inconsistent with their
rights and privileges as British subjects.”® The assembly
then passed a resolution similar to the circular letter of
Massachusetts in which it called for united action by the
several American colonies to protest the recent parlia-
mentary measures.* Finally, then, in November 1764, the
Rhode Island Assembly drew up a petition to King George
ITT in which it reiterated its opposition to the recent trade
regulations and especially to the proposed internal tax on
stamps.

The protests of the New Englanders were paralleled in
the middle and southern colonies. In a strong statement,
the New York Assembly on 18 October 1764 called for a
total exemption from “involuntary taxes” or taxes not as-
sessed by their own representatives.’ In addition, the New
Yorkers established their own committee of correspon-
dence to channel protests in behalf of the repeal of the
Sugar Act. In North Carolina, the assembly sounded the
same message with its declaration on 31 October 1764 that
the imposition of any taxes was regarded as the inherent
right and exclusive privilege of that body alone.® Petitions
of protest were also sent by the Pennsylvania Assembly
and the Virginia House of Burgesses.” Together these pro-
tests provide a picture of growing political concern in the
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colonies over the infringement of rights and economic
hardships portended by the new act.

In addition to these types of pressure set forth by the
legislatures, a number of pamphlets were published which
articulated the colonial grievances. During these months
of developing opposition to the Sugar Act, three signif-
icant pamphlets appeared. Each was closely connected
to the deliberations of the assemblies of the colonies in
which their authors lived. For example, in May 1764, the
Connecticut Assembly appointed a committee composed
of the governor, Thomas Fitch, as well as George Wyl-
lys, Ebenezer Silliman, and Jared Ingersoll. They were
charged “to set in the most advantageous light all objec-
tions as may justly and reasonably [be] advanced against
creating and collecting a revenue in America.... and espe-
cially against affecting the same by Stamp Duties, etc.”®
After some deliberation, the committee produced an es-
say entitled Reasons Why the British Colonies in America,
Should Not Be Charged with Internal Taxes, by Authority of
Parliament. The pamphlet asserted that “charging Stamp
Duties, or other internal taxes on the colonies in Ameri-
ca, by parliamentary Authority, will be an infringement of
... Rights and Privileges and deprive the Colonists of their
Freedom and Inheritance.” While not encouraging ad-
ditional external taxes, the pamphlet acknowledged that:
“reasons of State may render it expedient to prohibit some
Branches of Trade and to burden other.”'° Such consider-
ations, however, could never legitimately be countenanced
at the cost of political liberty. Therefore, the colonists
looked to the wisdom of the Crown to repeal the Sugar Act.
Such action would restore the colonists’ rights and enable
Parliament to search out new sources of revenue. Reasons
was a model of restraint and moderation, with its neat dis-
tinctions between internal and external taxation and its
invocation of historical precedent and charter guarantees.

In June 1764, a slightly more polemical address ap-
peared in Boston. Its author was James Otis, a popular
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leader in Boston, a member of the Massachusetts House,
and a personal antagonist of Governor Francis Bernard
and Lieutenant-Governor Thomas Hutchinson. Otis’s
pamphlet, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted
and Proved, squarely challenged the idea of internal as
opposed to external taxation and did so on a much wider
basis than mere charter rights. Not simply the guaran-
tees of the Magna Carta but in addition “by the law of God
and nature” were American colonists “entitled to all the
natural, essential, inherent, and inseparable rights of our
fellow subjects in Great Britain.” Building from this prem-
ise, Otis included among such rights that “taxes are not to
be laid on the people, but by their consent in person, or by
deputation.”! The upshot of this position was manifold.
With rhetorical exuberance Otis acknowledged the au-
thority of Parliament and reiterated his allegiance to the
king. He insisted, however, that Parliament’s authority
was clearly restricted by these natural God-given rights.
From this it followed that the king and his ministers must
have been misinformed regarding this issue of colonial
taxation. “There is no foundation for the distinction some
make in England,” Otis contended, “between an internal
and an external tax on the colonies,” and accordingly, Otis
looked to Parliament to “afford us relief by repealing such
acts, as through mistake, or other human infirmities, have
been suffered to pass.”®* Combined with his dissolution
of the internal and external issue was Otis’s belief that
Parliament had no right to levy any taxes in the Amer-
ican colonies since America had no representation in
Parliament. Otis initially had been careful to set out a
constitutional argument to correct ministerial ignorance.
However, he now concluded that the real answer to these
dilemmas would be the inclusion of American representa-
tives in the British Parliament.

Otis ultimately retreated from some of the positions he
had outlined. By November 1764, he had abandoned much
of his “natural rights” position for one grounded again in
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charter rights. In so doing, he fell in line with the third sig-
nificant resistance pamphlet of this period, The Rights of
the Colonies Examined. The author of this pamphlet was
Steven Hopkins, governor of Rhode Island. Published in
November 1764, Hopkins’s piece repeated the identity and
equality of rights shared by British subjects both in Brit-
ain and America. Conceding that the regulation of trade
might fall within parliamentary purview, Hopkins chal-
lenged the legitimacy of the proposed internal taxation
through stamps. Ascribing the idea of such a tax to minis-
terialignorance, just as Otis had done, Hopkins noted that
the very proposal to collect taxes “in the colonies without
their consent” had produced misgivings, consternation,
and protest. Moreover, Hopkins concluded in a judicious
understatement that, if such a project were carried out,
“the colonies cannot help but consider [it] as a manifest vi-
olation of their just and long enjoyed rights.”*?

Each of these pamphlets was designed as a piece of
polemic, information, and disputation. By concentrating
their focus and distilling their arguments, the authors
provided fuller treatment and greater clarification of the
relevant issues than was provided by the legislative re-
solves alone. These essays were reprinted in newspapers
and distributed as inexpensive pamphlets, thereby pro-
viding greater exposure to opposition ideas and helping to
recruit a widespread and well-informed audience.

*POPULAR RESISTANCE TO THE SUGAR ACT »

Legislative resolves and philosophical debates were not the
only forms of resistance activity. Nor were they the only
means of encouraging and increasing involvement in the
resistance to British authority. On 20 August 1764, a report
appeared in the Newport Mercury of an agreement by some
fifty Boston merchants to curtail their purchase of English
imports. Lace, ruffles, and other “Superfluities in Dress”
were to be entirely avoided; likewise no “English Cloth
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[was] to be purchased except at a fixed price.” Furthermore,
the “usual manner” of expressing bereavement for a de-
ceased friend or relative “by covering themselves in Black,
is also in the list of Superfluities, and no Part thereof, but
the Crape in the Hat is retained.”**

The motivation for such measures seemed self-evi-
dent to the newspaper, as “the causes of these prudent
Measures, everyone will too easily suggest to himself to
require any attention.” Some skeptics claimed that the
economics of full warehouses rather than the politics of
protest were behind the merchants’ agreements. What-
ever their motivation, however, the newspaper heartily
endorsed the proposed boycott. “As we have already man-
ifested,” the account concluded, “a great Attachment and
Complaisance to Boston fashions, however ridiculous and
extravagant, it is to be hoped that we shall not show an
Aversion ... but we shall cheerfully join in the above Res-
olutions.”® The example was picked up, and the Boston
papers reported similar ceremonies taking place in the
following months. Here again, the ostentatious and expen-
sive clothing formerly worn at funerals was now replaced
by simple, frugal, American home manufactures. English
lace and linen were now given up in an attempt to curtail
the purchase of British goods.®

Other kinds of activities were developed at this time.
On 6 September 1764, the Boston papers reported a boy-
cott agreement reached in Philadelphia. According to the
report, “a great Number of Gentlemen in the City have ac-
tually engaged Suits of Cloth to be spun and wove in this
Province ... and are determined henceforward to have no
part of their Dress, but of the Manufactures of their own
Country.” Citing the tremendous financial savings that
avoidance of British goods would entail, the article closed
with the charge to tell all Pennsylvanians:

[There is] no Benefit in Wearing English Wollens but dis-

honor, while they can wear their own Manufactures! Tell
them of the great Discredit they draw on themselves, by
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eating English Cheese, and drinking English Beer and
Cyder, while they have better made at Home! Tell the fair
Ladies also, how much more amiable they will appear in
decent, plain Dresses made in their own Country, than in
the gaudy, butterfly, vain, fantastick, and expensive Dress-
es brought from Europe.'”

Another newspaper article of 5 July 1764 recounted simi-
lar actions occurring in New York City. The story closed
stating that, since “many of the most considerable Gentle-
men in this City are determined to wear the Manufactures
of this Country, and to encourage the Use of whatever is
our own Produce, it is earnestly hoped, that every Lover of
their Country will follow their laudable example.”® In the
same spirit, students at Yale College in Connecticut agreed
unanimously to abstain from foreign liquors.'® Such atten-
tion to American products which grew out of the concern
over the parliamentary duties sometimes resulted in ener-
getic competitions to produce bigger and better domestic
items. In December 1764, for example, the New York Soci-
ety for the Promotion of Arts, Agriculture, and Oeconomy
awarded a number of prizes for the domestic production
of such products as cloth, wine, and animal skins. Signifi-
cantly, the Society also took notice that “no member of the
Society after Six Months on the Death of any Relative put
himself in Mourning,” as well as disapproving of any “ex-
travagant funerals.”?°

Attempts to reduce the economic dependence of the
colonies and simultaneously to search for profitable and
useful home manufacture had along history in the Amer-
ican colonies. Moreover, this economic resistance to the
Sugar Act was confined largely to urban areas such as
Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. Few contemporaries,
therefore, assigned much significance to these fledgling
boycott attempts. These efforts were rather part of alarger
tradition of popular resistance.

Popular resistance took a variety of forms. One of the
most extreme cases was an attack in Rhode Island on a
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group of British naval officers as they attempted to apply
the new Customs regulations. Lieutenant Thomas Hill of
H.M.S. St. Johnlater recounted that on 30 June 1764, while
he was patrolling off the coast of Newport, Rhode Island,
he encountered a ship which he suspected of smuggling.
He seized the cargo and prepared to take the ship and its
mastertothevice-admiralty court at Halifax, Nova Scotia.
Then, Lieutenant Hill, much to his surprise, found himself
under arrest for detaining civilians without proper cre-
dentials. The lieutenant was soon released and returned
to Boston to rectify the credentials dispute. Shortly there-
after, on 9 July, the officers of the St. John, now docked at
Newport, arrested a man believed to be a deserter. Quick-
ly, however, a large group of people assembled, rescued the
arrested individual, and drove the naval officers off the
dock under a rain of stones and rocks. The crowd traded
jibes and jeers with the naval officers and their crew. Near
six o’clock that evening as the St. John sailed past anisland
in the middle of the harbors, the crowd commandeered the
guns of the island’s battery and fired eight rounds at the
ship. The shots caused little damage, though the mainsail
was split in half. When the captain of the St. John reported
this affair to the governor and council of Rhode Island, he
found them unsympathetic to the plight of Customs offi-
cers. The officials were willing to investigate the matter
only “when they thought it necessary.”*!

Popularresistance, combined with legislative and judi-
cial action and political argumentation, failed to achieve
repeal of the Sugar Act. Not only did Prime Minister Gren-
ville refuse to repeal the Sugar Act, but in August 1764, he
sent a circular letter to all colonial governors in America
requesting a list of all items used in public transactions,
law proceedings, grants, conveyances, and land or finan-
cial securities.?® In such an action, Grenville clearly was
anticipating the passage of a stamp tax and was assem-
bling a list of potentially taxable official documents used
in America.
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Colonial protests against the Sugar Act and the ru-
mored new stamp tax still continued to arrive in London.
In January 1765, the legislatures of Massachusetts, Rhode
Island, Connecticut, New York, Virginia, and Georgia had
each petitioned against Grenville’s proposed stamp tax.
Nonetheless, in March 1765, Parliament reconvened and
passed the Stamp Act.

The proposed act, to become effective on 1 November
1765, placed a tax on a variety of paper materials—docu-
ments, diplomas, bonds, licenses, deeds, clearing papers
for ships in harbor, newspapers and their advertisements,
playing cards, dice, calendars, almanacs, and the like. The
actual stamps, then, were pieces of vellum, parchment, or
paper upon which a stamp of the prescribed denomination
had been previously imprinted. Thus, “stamps” were not
individual adhesive pieces which would later be affixed to
the dutiable documents, but rather embossed sheets avail-
able for purchase by the Americans from the official stamp
distributors. In the case of dice and playing cards, these
items were to be packaged in stamped paper, and one card
in each pack was marked with an appropriate emboss-
ment.

Several other enactments were included in the bill. All
monies which accrued from this act as duties, forfeitures,
or penalties were to be paid in sterling. Any violations of
the Stamp Act provisions were liable to prosecution in the
vice-admiralty courts, where cases (except felonies) were
decided by a single judge without a jury, according to the
rules of civil law. In those cases in which fines and forfei-
tures were inflicted, the penalties were to be divided as
follows: one third to His Majesty’s government, one third
to the governor of the colony in which the offense took
place, and one third to the person who informed or brought
suit on behalf of the government in the case. Finally, it was
specified that all colonial governors, by the first of Novem-
ber, 1765, take an oath in support of the Stamp Act and
pledge to do their utmost to see that it was enforced.
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The cost of the stamped paper varied with the item and
ranged from a halfpenny for newspaper copy to ten pounds
for an attorney’s license. To George Grenville, the stamp
tax possessed the beauty of efficiency and simplicity. The
entire enterprise would require but a few tax officers, he
thought, and promised a ready source of new income once
set into motion. Moreover, to allay possible American mis-
givings, Grenville agreed to appoint Americans as stamp
distributors and officials in order that their greater fa-
miliarity with the colonial situation might temper any
bureaucratic excesses.

Jared Ingersoll, who attended the parliamentary ses-
sion as the agent for Connecticut, recounted the passage
of the bill in a letter to Governor Fitch.?® Upon the pre-
sentation of the bill by George Grenville, debate ensued.
Supporters of the bill argued that the additional reve-
nue was needed and that, despite colonial protests, the
Americans were indeed represented in Parliament. If not
actually represented, asserted Thomas Whately, secre-
tary to Grenville and principal architect of the Stamp Act,
the colonists were virtually represented because Parlia-
ment represented the whole of the empire, not simply the
boroughs that elected its members. Not surprisingly, the
Grenville bloc refused to receive any colonial petitions
which challenged the right and authority of Parliament to
assess such taxes. In a concluding flourish, Charles Town-
shend spoke on behalf of the bill, and after observing the
care, protection, and nurture which the Americans had
received so extensively from Parliament, he chastised the
colonists for their niggardly refusal to contribute in Brit-
ain’s time of need.

In what was to be the only high point for the bill’s
opposition forces, Colonel Isaac Barré rose to answer
Townshend’s charges. “They planted by your Care?” Barré
demanded.

No! Your Oppressions planted em in America. They fled
from your Tyranny to a then uncultivated and unhospita-
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ble Country—where they exposed themselves to almost all
the hardships to which human Nature is liable, and among
others to the Cruelities of a Savage foe, the most subtle and
I take upon me to say the most formidable of any People
upon the face of God’s Earth. And yet, actuated by Princi-
ples of true english Lyberty, they met all these hardships
with pleasure, compared with those they suffered in their
own Country, from the hands of those who should have
been their friends. They nourished by your indulgence?
They grew by your neglect of Em:—as soon as you began
to care about Em, that Care was exercised in sending per-
sons to rule over Em, in one Department and another, who
were perhaps the Deputies of Deputies to some Member of
this house—sent to Spy out their Lyberty, to misrepresent
their Actions and to prey upon Em; men whose behaviour
on many Occasions has caused the Blood of those Sons of
Liberty to recoil within them.... The People I believe are as
truly Loyal as any Subjects the King has, but a people Jeal-
ous of their Lyberties and who will vindicate them, if ever
they should be violated.?*

The speech, Ingersoll reported, was stirring. Yet Barré’s
eloquent rhetoric was no match for Grenville’s forces. The
bill passed its first reading in the Commons by a vote of
two hundred fifty to fifty. The second reading of the bill
occurred on 15 February, and it breezed through without
even a division. Thereafter, the bill was sent to the House
of Lords, where it was approved without debate or division,
and finally, by reason of the illness of the king, was given
the royal assent by special commission on 22 March 1765.
News of the passage of the Stamp Act reached Amer-
ica in April 1765. Certainly the Virginian agent, Edward
Montague, was not the only witness to write of the act’s
passage, but when his letter was printed in the Penn-
sylvania Gazette on 18 April, it received the dubious
distinction of being the first harbinger of the fateful news.
Nevertheless, no action was taken in the colonies un-
til the following month. On 30 May 1765, during the last
days of its May session, the Virginia House of Burgesses
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considered a series of resolutions against the Stamp Act.
Introduced by Patrick Henry, then a young lawyer and
newly elected member from Louisa County, the series of
five resolutions asserted that, as confirmed by royal char-
ter and past precedent, only the people themselves or their
duly chosen representatives possessed the power to tax.
Thus, only the Burgesses could legitimately tax Virgin-
ians, and any taxes proposed or enacted by any other body
would be unconstitutional. Accordingly, in their fifth and
final resolution, the Burgesses built upon these arguments
to conclude that “every Attempt to vest such Power [to
tax] in any other Person or Persons whatsoever other than
the General Assembly aforesaid has a manifest tendency
to destroy British as well as American Freedom.”?® The
resolution, in so many words, accused the Parliament of
tyranny. In his famous concluding speech, Henry moved
in the direction of implicating the king himself. As the
speech was recreated by an anonymous eyewitness: “one
of the members stood and said he had read that in former
times tarquin and Julius had their Brutus, Charles had his
Cromwell, and he Did not Doubt but some good american
would stand up, in favour of his Country.”?*¢ Challenged as
treasonous by the Speaker of the House, Henry retreated
and reaffirmed his allegiance to the king.

Further developments followed the Burgesses’ vote on
30 May. On the next day, the five resolutions came up for
review. In Governor Fauquier’s opinion, the passage of the
resolutions in the first place was attributable to Henry’s
influence among the “young and giddy members” of the as-
sembly. Now, on 31 May 1765, Henry had left for home and
the Burgesses rescinded the fifth resolution which they
had previously passed. No other resolutions were revoked.
On 1 June 1765, the governor dissolved the Virginia Bur-
gesses.?”

Neither Fauquier’s action nor the Burgesses’ revoca-
tion prevented the other colonies from hearing about the
Virginia Resolves. On 24 June 1765, the Newport Mercury

47



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

printed what purported to be the resolutions of the Virgin-
ians. Interestingly, this account retained the excised fifth
resolution, in addition to a sixth resolve which read: “Re-
solved that his Majesty’s liege People, the Inhabitants of
this Colony, are not bound to yield Obedience to any Law
or Ordinance whatever, designed to impose any Taxation
whatsoever upon them, other than the Laws or Ordinances
of the General Assembly aforesaid.” Here was not only an
affirmation of charterrightsbutalsoacalltodisobedience.
Consequently, while this account contained one resolve
which they had repudiated and another upon which they
had never voted, the Virginians were hailed as leaders of
the opposition to the Stamp Act from New Hampshire to
Georgia and wherever else the Newport Mercury account
circulated.?®

Tothenorthin Boston, colonial officials were unsurein
their forecasts and expectations of the act’s import. They
were also uneasy as to whether the people would accept or
resist the act, even though it was not to become effective
until 1 November. Upon hearing of the act’s passage, Lieu-
tenant-Governor Thomas Hutchinson of Massachusetts
had predicted that “the discouragements, discontents, and
disaffection to the Mother Country which will be caused
in many of the Colonies will eventually more than balance
all the profit that will ever be received from Taxes.”?® In
early June, Hutchinson, not yet aware of the actions of the
Virginia Burgesses, guardedly suggested that the “Stamp
Act is received with us as decently as could be expect-
ed.” While anticipating that the “Act will execute itself,”
Hutchinson still foresaw considerable hardships, particu-
larly as “it would lessen the number of law suits among us”
and would be especially “hard upon the college.”*° The gov-
ernor of Massachusetts, Francis Bernard, however, was
not sanguine. He found the people of Boston “extremely
out of Humour with the Stamp Act.” Moreover, the recent
appearance of the Virginia Resolves in the Newport Mer-
cury was especially disturbing. “The Spirit of Rebellion,
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which these Resolutions, whether Authentic or Factitious,
breathe,” Bernard insisted, “is such as must make them
abhorred by all loyal subjects: yet it is inconceivable how
they have roused up the Boston Politicians, and been the
Occasion of a fresh inundation of factious and insolent
pieces in the popular Newspaper.”s!

Resistance organization went deeper in Boston than
legislative politics and newspaper articles. Sometime in
the early summer of 1765, a group was founded, calling
itself the Loyal Nine and dedicating its energies to the re-
peal of the Stamp Act. The forerunner in conception and
often in personnel of the Boston Sons of Liberty, the nine
were John Avery Jr., Thomas Crafts, John Smith, Hen-
ry Welles, Thomas Chase, Stephen Cleverly, Henry Bass,
Benjamin Edes, and George Trott. Most of the nine were
shopkeepers and artisans, while Edes was the copublisher
of the Boston Gazette. This small cadre kept in communi-
cation with legislative leaders, such as Samuel Adams and
James Otis, but remained largely out of the public’s eye. Of
equal importance with their legislative connection was
the Loyal Nine’s alliance with the leaders of the Boston
populace, especially Ebenezer Macintosh. For a number of
years, by then long enough to have dimmed the memory of
the reasons why, two sections of Boston had annually en-
gaged in raucous celebrations and occasional brawls. The
two sections of the city, the North End and the South End,
usually took the occasion of 5 November, or the Pope’s Day
(in which Guy Fawke’s gunpowder plot of 1605 was com-
memorated), to square off and contend for supremacy over
one another. Macintosh was a shoemaker by trade and the
leader of the South End side. Thus, if and when it became
necessary to enlist the support and participation of the
people, the Loyal Nine hoped that the spirited energies of
the North and South End groups could be applied under
Macintosh’s leadership to the defeat of the Stamp Act.2?
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*POPULARDISCONTENT WITH THE STAMP ACT »

The month of August quickly demonstrated to all observers
the popular discontent with the Stamp Act and the deter-
mination and energy available for its defeat. On the morn-
ing of 14 August 1765, an effigy representing Andrew Oli-
ver was prominently displayed hanging from a tree in the
center of Boston.?? Oliver, it was reported, had been named
as the stamp distributor for Massachusetts. Accordingly,
the effigy was initialed with the letters A.[ndrew] O.[liver]
on the right hand, and a label on the breast signified that
the effigy was intended for the stamp officer. Near the effi-
gy was a large boot (a pun on the Earl of Bute, a friend and
political mentor of George III) with a Greenvile sole and a
devil rising out of it. Due to its strategic position, the scene
attracted a large crowd. Lieutenant-Governor Hutchin-
son, upon hearing of this episode, sent the sheriff to cut
down the effigy. Unfortunately, the sheriff reported, the
crowd was quite large and so determined to keep the effi-
gy in place that his men had been unable even to approach
the tree from which poor Oliver’s likeness was suspended.
Governor Bernard, meanwhile, had called his council, but
they too thought it best to let things cool down.

Near dusk of that same day, according to a Boston
newspaper, “a number of respectable people assembled”
and cut the effigy down from the tree—henceforth known
as the Liberty Tree. They placed the effigy “on a bier, and
covering it with a sheet, they proceeded in a regular and
solemn manner” through the streets. The crowd, cheer-
ing and applauding, soon passed under the windows of
the council, still in session, and made their way to a small
warehouse owned by Mr. Oliver. Inasmuch as Oliver had
only recently built the warehouse, it was assumed that he
intended to distribute the stamps from it, so the crowd tore
the structure down. From there, they took the boards up
to Fort Hill and kindled a bonfire into which they placed
a “burnt-offering of the effigies for those sins of the people
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which had caused such heavy judgments as the Stamp Act,
etc.” Unfortunately for Oliver, his troubles were not over
yet. According to Hutchinson, at this point, “the heads of
the mob then gave direction to carry the image to fort hill
being near Mr. O. and then burn it but to do no damage to
his dwelling house.” Nonetheless, as the crowd was ap-
proaching the hill, Hutchinson, the sheriff, and a neighbor
named Paxton rushed to Oliver’s house and convinced him
and his family to evacuate, while Hutchinson and the oth-
ersremained. Whether intended by Hutchinson or not, the
situation now pitted the intransigent Hutchinson against
the spirited crowd. For, as reported in the same newspaper
accounts, as Oliver’s house
stood near the aforesaid hill, and by that means it received
from the populace some small insults, such as breaking a
few panes of glass in the windows of his kitchen as they
passed his house, which would have ended there, had not
some indiscretions, to say the least, been committed by his
friends within, which so enraged the people that they were
not to be restrained, tho” hitherto no violence had been

offered to any person, and the utmost decorum had been
preserved.3*

As the crowd battered their way into the house,
Hutchinson left for reinforcements, but upon his return
to Oliver’s house, he was again greeted with a fresh vol-
ley of rocks and garbage, and he beat a hasty retreat to his
own home. By the end of the evening, Oliver’s grounds and
property were quite the worse for wear as several fences
had been torn up, gardens and fruit trees demolished, and
silver plates scattered in the street.®®

Not surprisingly, there was concern among official cir-
cles to apprehend those responsible for the destruction.
The Boston Gazette noted: “it is supposed by some people,
that the effigies exhibited in this town on Wednesday last
(ACTUALLY or VIRTUALLY) originated in Cambridge.”
Others, however, suspected Ebenezer Macintosh of the
South End to be the instigator of the action. Governor Ber-
nard believed that “respectable people” were behind the
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demonstration, and he and his council offered a reward
of £100.%¢ The original object of attention, Oliver himself,
was less concerned with the apprehension of the rioters
than with the immediate resignation of his stamp dis-
tributorship. In reply to a delegation of gentlemen who
visited him in the morning and requested his resignation,
Oliver said that he would gladly comply. As he had not yet
received official word of his appointment as stamp distrib-
utor, he could only agree to do nothing to carry out the act.
This was sufficient for most people, and that evening, as
the crowd reconvened, there were praises and toasts to Ol-
iver, where the night before there had been jeers.

Boston was to see more turbulence before the month
of August was out. On the evening of the fifteenth, the
same night Oliver’s resignation was read to the crowd, a
group gathered in front of Lieutenant-Governor Hutchin-
son’s house and called for him to come out. Several of
Hutchinson’s neighbors and one old man, in particular,
persuaded the crowd to disband without incident or alter-
cation. Tranquility prevailed for the ensuing week, but on
the night of 26 August, renewed disorders erupted. As re-
counted by a Boston newspaper, “a number of rude fellows”
gathered that evening in downtown Boston, their numbers
steadily increasing once they had kindled a bonfire—the
traditional gathering signal for a mob.?” At this point, the
crowd proceeded to the house of William Story, register of
the Court of Vice-Admiralty, entering his offices, and pro-
ceeded to destroy the files and records of the court. From
Story’s house, the crowd next marched to the house of
Benjamin Hallowell, comptroller of Customs, where they
ruined much of his private and public papers, assaulted
his house and property, and drank all his liqguor. Whether
following a predetermined plan or merely emboldened at
the ease and success of their efforts so far, the assemblage
then wound their way to Hutchinson’s house. Forewarned
of their approach, Hutchinson was determined to remain
alone and defy the mob. At the last moment, however, he
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consented to his daughter’s pleas and removed with the
rest of his family to a neighbor’s house nearby. Almost at
the exact moment that Hutchinson escaped out the back,
the crowd made their way in through the front. By daylight
the next day when they stopped, the crowd had destroyed
most of Hutchinson’s house and gardens, as well as scat-
tering and looting his clothing, silverware, manuscripts
and papers, and a sum of cash. Understandably unnerved,
Hutchinson, who presided over court on 27 August in a
borrowed suit of clothes, cut short the session and retired
into seclusion for rest.

Though the level of destruction on the night of 26 Au-
gust far surpassed that previously seen in Boston, neither
Story, Hallowell, Hutchinson, nor any of their families had
been physically injured. There are several possible inter-
pretations of the motivations of the rioters. To be sure, all
three, Story, Hallowell, and Hutchinson, had some con-
nection to the Customs service, which was itself the object
of great resentment in Boston. This Customs connection
might help to explain the somewhat greater restraint and
specificity—the destruction of the vice-admiralty courtre-
cords at Story’s and the public papers at Hallowell’'s—ofthe
crowds in the earlier part of the evening. As for the more
extreme demolition of Hutchinson’s possessions, perhaps
this reflected the crowd’s anger at his defense of Oliver the
previous week, his support for the Customs service in the
years past, or possibly just his haughty manner and obvi-
ous wealth. Of course, one could also mark up such riotous
proceedings to simple lawlessness, and undoubtedly, there
were those who did so.

In any case, the ferocity of the rioters’ activities
alarmed many in Boston. On 27 August 1765, the Boston
town meeting met and denounced the attacks of the pre-
vious day. Proclaiming the town’s “utter detestation of
the extraordinary and violent proceedings,” the meeting
unanimously voted that the town officials “suppress the
like disorders for the future.”®® The Boston Gazette edito-
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rialized that “most people seem disposed to differentiate
between the Assembly on the 14th of the Month and their
transactions, and the unbridled Licentiousness of this
Mob, judging them to proceed from very different Motives
as their Conduct was most evidently different.”*® On his
part, Hutchinson believed he had been unfairly targeted
as a supporter of the Stamp Act. He was firm in the belief
that “this violence is by no means to be charged upon the
whole country, nine tenths or more of the people in it I am
sure would detest these barbarous proceedings against
me.” And in conclusion, he noted, “we are in the most de-
plorable state and all who are in authority stand in need of
more than human wisdom and fortitude upon this occa-
sion.™

Governor Bernard, at this point residing in Castle
William in Boston harbor, echoed Hutchinson’s plea for
strength, but his conception was of a rather more military
sort. On 18 August 1765, Bernard ruminated about the re-
cent Oliver disturbance and concluded: “I am entirely at
the Mercy of the Mob ... I have no Place of Safety to resort
to but this fort with a weak Garrison.” It was true, Bernard
admitted, that “nothing has been urged against me yet but
as no lies are spared to incense the people ... I know not
how long I shall be spared.”™! No attack on Bernard came,
and days later, he conceded: “I consider myself only as a
prisoner at large, being wholly in the Power of the Peo-
ple. They let me remain as a nominal governor, that what
is done may not appear to be an actual Revolt, and I am
desireous to keep my part aslong as I can for the same rea-
son: but I am wholly without Authority.”? In another letter
written during the same period, the governor reiterated
this assessment and concluded that even

in case of a Popular Tumult I cannot command ten men

that can be depended upon; the Militia are worse than

no Soldiers at all and there is not, as I know of, a Corps of

Regulars within 200 miles of me ... [the people] see that at
present they have it in their power to choose whether they
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will submit to this act or not ... they see their own Govern-
ment unable to resist them and therefore they conclude
they shall be able to oppose the Power of Great Britain. A
single Regiment would have prevented this Insurrection;
possibly it may require many to reduce it. The People de-
pend much upon their example being followed in other
governments and expect they shall be supported in the
generality of their own.*?

Bernard’s remarks were surprisingly prescient, for in
many ways the activities of the Bostonians—petitions and
boycotts as well as effigies and visitations—were indeed to
befollowed. Tothesouthin RhodeIsland,thetownmeeting
of Providence on 13 August had instructed their represen-
tatives in the assembly to petition for the postponement of
the introduction of the Stamp Act into the colonies. Mind-
ful of the recently passed Virginia Resolves, the town
meeting called on the assembly to adopt similar measures,
as well as to send capable men to the convocation recently
proposed by a Massachusetts circular letter.** In this let-
ter, James Otis, at the order of the Massachusetts House,
had called on all the other colonies to send representatives
to New York in October of that year in order to consider
possible united action against the Stamp Act. This assem-
bly, since known as the Stamp Act Congress, represented
asignificant early step in the development of intercolonial
collaboration.*® Providence’s exertions were duplicated
by the small, rural town of Little Compton, Rhode Island,
where the town meeting likewise called for strong support
for the Stamp Act Congress, invoking the same litany of
threatened colonial rights and the need for intercolonial
cooperation.*®

These legislative maneuvers were temporarily
eclipsed, however, by further developments that month in
Newport, Rhode Island. On the night of 26 August, effigies
were constructed of Augustus Johnston, the stamp dis-
tributor for Rhode Island, as well as Martin Howard and
Thomas Moffatt, two prominent individuals who had vo-
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cally supported the imposition of a stamp tax. According
to newspaper accounts, the effigies hung from the gallows
from mid-morning until late in the afternoon, at which
point, “some combustibles being placed under the Gal-
lows, a fire was made, and the Effigies consumed, amidst
the Acclamations of the People—the whole was conducted
with Moderation, and no Violence offered to the Persons or
Property of any Man.”” On the following day, a heated ex-
change of words and blows between alocal Newporter and
Howard resulted in a mob forming and invading Howard’s
house. After breaking windows and furniture, the crowd
proceeded to Moffatt’s residence and did the same again.
Johnson, the stamp distributor, was the next target. After
he promised to resign his commission, however, no harm
was done to him or to his property.*®

Public animosity toward stamp distributors continued
to grow, and many of those so appointed found themselves
the object of strident disapproval. Jared Ingersoll’s case
in Connecticut was one such example. Previously, Inger-
soll had acted as the colonial agent for Connecticut. In
that capacity, he had collaborated with the other agents in
opposing the passage of the Stamp Act in 1764. Failing to
prevent its passage, Ingersoll had been instrumental in a
number of modifications which reduced the scope of the
final bill and thereby ameliorated its effects. Pleased to
have accomplished that much, Ingersoll accepted the post
of stamp distributor for Connecticut in the hopes of ad-
vancing himself through the position and continuing his
service to his fellow colonists. Upon hisreturn to America,
Ingersoll found that either he had misjudged the temper of
his countrymen or his position on the Stamp Act had been
badly misrepresented. In New London and Norwich, Con-
necticut, Ingersoll was satirized in public ceremonies.
Festooned with the Devil on its shoulder and a copy of the
Stamp Act pinned to its breast, an effigy of Ingersoll was
paraded through the streets on a stick, then hanged on the
gallows and burned.*®
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In New York, the stamp distributor, James McEvers,
informed Lieutenant-Governor Cadwallader Colden that
it was impossible for him to perform his office. Fearful of
receiving the treatment meted out to Andrew Oliver in
Boston and cognizant that stamp distributors were not
better loved in New York, McEvers resigned rather than
risk the public’s wrath.’® Further to the south in Mary-
land, the stamp distributor was Zachariah Hood. Hood
was a native of Maryland and, as such, again exemplified
the belief of British officials in London that the Americans
would take more kindly to a native-born distribution and
collection service than to placemen from Britain. How-
ever, Hood was roundly criticized and condemned as the
worst of “sycophants” in the contemporary Maryland
Gazette. The paper intoned: “May the man forever be ac-
cursed, who owes his greatness to his country’s ruin.” Not
surprisingly, effigies of Hood sprang up throughout Mary-
land. On 29 August 1765, the Maryland Gazette published
an account of an effigy and parade at Annapolis. “On Mon-
day morning last,” reported the paper:

A considerable number of people, asserters of British

American privileges, met here to show their detestation

of, and abhorrence to, some late attacks on liberty; and

their dislike to a certain late arrived officer, a native of this

province. They curiously dressed up the figure of a man,
which they placed on a one-horse cart, malefactor-like....

In this manner, they paraded through the streets of the

town till noon, the bells at the same time tolling a solemn

knell, when they proceeded to the hill.

Thereafter, the crowd took the effigy and “placed it in the
pillory, from whence they took it, and hung it to a gibbet
erected for that purpose, and then set fire to a tar barrel
underneath, till it fell into the barrel.” Similar episodes
occurred in Baltimore on 28 August and at Elk Ridge and
Frederick on 29 August.™

With the Stamp Act not to go into effect until 1 Novem-
ber and with popular feelings so agitated, the months of
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September and October promised continued resistance.
As before, the agitation utilized the methods of legisla-
tive protest and remonstrance, popular visitations and
demonstrations, and discussions of political principles
and grievance in pamphlets and essays. There was also a
renewal of earlier attempts at economic coercion through
boycotts and nonimportation campaigns. Early in its Sep-
tember session, for example, the assembly of Rhode Island
passed a series of resolutions similar in tone and content
to those of Virginia. In two important aspects, however,
the Rhode Island Resolves surpassed those of the south-
ern colony. In its fifth resolution, the assembly explicitly
indicted the Stamp Act: “the inhabitants of this colony are
not bound to yield obedience to any law or ordinance de-
signed to impose any internal taxation whatsoever upon
them, other than the laws or ordinances of the Gener-
al Assembly, aforesaid.” This, of course, was the famous
resolution which the Burgesses had revoked but which
had been credited to them in the newspaper account. The
Rhode Islanders went further than this injunction, how-
ever, when they indicated in their final measure: “that
all the officers in this colony, appointed by the authority
thereof, be, and they are hereby, directed to proceed in the
execution of their respective offices in the same manner
as usual; and that this Assembly will indemnify and save
harmless all the said officers, on account of their conduct
agreeably to this resolution.”® In such action, the Rhode
Island Assembly had not declared support for the Stamp
Act to be treasonous; nonetheless, their declaration of no
internal taxation without proper representation and, es-
pecially, their willingness to indemnify all government
officials who proceeded in their offices without stamps
transformed the Rhode Island government into a resis-
tance organization for noncooperation with the Stamp
Act.

On 9 September, George Meserve, the stamp distrib-
utor for New Hampshire, arrived at Boston harbor and
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immediately knew something was amiss. The pilot who
was to guide his ship into the harbor delivered a letter to
Meserve from a group from Portsmouth, New Hampshire,
informing him that it would be unwise for him to come
ashore until he had resigned his office. Meserve, unable
to disembark because of the crowd on shore, remained
aboard ship for two more days. Finally, he announced his
resignation. He was then greeted on the docks with cheers
and applause. Merserve’s troubles were not quite over yet,
as he was made to reiterate his resignation publicly after
he arrived in Portsmouth.53

On 18 September 1765, the Boston town meeting in-
structed its representatives to the General Assembly to
pledge their support to the upcoming Stamp Act Congress
and to refuse forthrightly to comply with the provisions of
the Stamp Act. On 23 September, one of the first shipments
of stamps arrived in Boston harbor. It was immediately
stored in Castle William by Governor Bernard. The next
day, the Boston town meeting again renewed its call for
the representatives in the House “to comply with no mea-
sures or proposals for countenancing the same or assisting
in the Execution of it by all lawful Means, consistent with
our Allegiance to the King, and relation to Great Britain to
oppose the Execution of it.” Similar remonstrances were
delivered by the townspeople of Marblehead and Wey-
mouth in Massachusetts.5*

The Massachusetts representatives followed the wish-
es of their constituents quite well. On 26 September 1765,
Governor Bernard officially informed the Massachusetts
House and Council of the arrival of the stamps in Boston.
Bernard took this opportunity to point out that because
Andrew Oliver had already resigned his commission as
stamp distributor, responsibility for the stamps, in Ber-
nard’s opinion, devolved upon the House and council. He
further noted, however, that the council had referred the
matter to the legislature as a whole, and so he now asked
the legislature for their advice and assistance in this
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matter. The House responded to Governor Bernard later
that same day. Their reply was short and direct. “As the
stamped papers, mentioned in your message, are brought
here without any directions to this government,” the mes-
sage explained, “it is the sense of the House that it may
prove of ill consequence for them any ways to interest
themselves in this matter. We hope, therefore, our Excel-
lency will excuse us if we cannot see our way clear to give
you any advice or assistance herein.”®®

Such obstinacy had its effect on colonial officials. Gov-
ernor Bernard, surveying this scene from his self-imposed
exile in Castle William, was disconsolate. Reflecting upon
the destruction of Hutchinson’s property and the concern,
as evidenced by the town meeting resolutions and news-
paper editorials, of many Bostonians, Bernard informed
the Earl of Halifax that: “the Horror of this last affair has
not at all abated the Spirit of the People against the Stamp
Act.Iam again assured that this Town and Country about
it ... are as resolute as ever to oppose the Execution of the
Stamp Act and to suffer the utmost Extremities rather
thanto submittoit.” Bernard expected little change in this
intransigent popular opinion until there was “a fuller pros-
pect of the Anarchy and confusion which must take place
when the Courts of Justice and public offices are shut up;
asthey mustbe on the first of November, unless stamps are
allowed to be used.”®® With no judicial decisions or public
documents legally valid unless they were on stamped pa-
per, the nonuse of such material and the closing of public
courts which would follow could only produce disruption
and confusion, or so it seemed to Bernard.

In Connecticut, renewed pressure was being exerted
during the month of September on Jared Ingersoll to re-
sign his office. At first, Ingersoll agreed not to exercise the
office, as he claimed he had received no official notification
of his appointment as stamp distributor and thus had no
position officially to resign. Later in the month, Ingersoll
agreed to attend a meeting at Hartford called by the gov-
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ernor to discuss the Stamp Act. On his way there, he was
met by a band of horsemen and agreed to resign the office
completely. Escorted by the horsemen, he continued to
Hartford and publicly repeated his resignation before the
Connecticut Assembly.5”

Demonstrations and protests against the Stamp Act
occurred in virtually all the provinces of the middle colo-
nies during the month of September. In Philadelphia, there
was a demonstration on 16 September celebrating the fall
of George Grenville’s ministry. “The Day was spent,” as
one observer put it, “in Congratulation upon a Revolution
... at night, the Bells rang, Bonfires were made, and every
Demonstration of Joy, given.”’® Part of the revelling crowd
assembled in front of the house of John Hughes, stamp
distributor for Pennsylvania, and called out for his res-
ignation, but soon retired. During the previous week, the
Pennsylvania Assembly had acted upon the circular let-
ter from Massachusetts by appointing Joseph Fox, John
Dickinson, John Morton, and George Bryan as their del-
egates to the Stamp Act Congress. On 21 September, the
assembly, following the lead of Rhode Island and Virginia,
passed a series of resolves protesting the Stamp Act.%®

In neighboring New Jersey, it was rumored that Wil-
liam Coxe, the stamp distributor, had been unable to rent
a house “unless he would insure the House from being
pulled down or damaged.” To this the anonymous epi-
logue was added: “Query, whether it would not be prudent
for all Stamp Officers to insure their Houses?”%° Coxe’s
house was never pulled down, but the suggestion that it
might was evidently enough to intimidate him. On 3 Sep-
tember, Coxe resigned his office, notifying the governor
that he had returned the papers commissioning him as
a stamp distributor to London and promising to forward
any relevant stamp materials to the governor. Later, on 28
December 1765, Coxe was visited by a deputation of two of
the Woodbridge Sons of Liberty. The delegation delivered
aletter which read:
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Whereas you have been appointed to the most odious
and detestable office of the Distributor of Stamps for the
government of New Jersey; and whereas the former res-
ignation (said to be yours) is no way satisfactory to the
inhabitants of the same: We the Sons of Liberty in said
Government, hereby desire your resignation, in as ample
form and manner as possible; expressing and solemnly
declaring, upon the veracity of a gentleman and man of
honour, that you will never, directly or indirectly, yourself
or by deputation under you, ever distribute said stamps, or
be any ways accessary in putting said Act in Force, in the
government aforesaid.

Upon reading the letter and conversing with the delegation,
Coxe repeated his resignation to them. He further assured
them that he had taken no steps toward finding a replace-
ment for himself nor had he in any way encouraged or exe-
cuted the distribution of the stamps in New Jersey or else-
where. The delegation was entirely satisfied with Coxe’s
acquittal of himself. After thanking him in the hopes that
“your example may influence those to do the like, who yet
hold that detestable office,” they drank toasts of long life
and prosperity to King George IIT and William Coxe and
of “Confusion to every American Stamp-Master, unless he
resigns his abhorred and detestable office.” The delegation
thereafter departed for Woodbridge and reported their ex-
periences to the Sons of Liberty of that town.5!

This call for the resignation of all stamp distributors
was echoed in a newspaper piece by an inhabitant of New
Jersey who took the nom de plume, Caesariensis. This
writer heartily applauded the resignation of Coxe and
foresaw the day when:

The conduct of the stamp officer will give the true politi-

cal complexion of every colony; if the stamp officer cannot

execute his office with any degree of comfort and reputa-

tion, and thereupon resigns, then it will be evident that the
inhabitants of that colony are sensible of the imposition

[of the tax], and spurn at it; if on the other hand, they su-

pinely submit to the unconstitutional exaction, and suffer
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the unrighteous taskmasters to live at ease, it may be cer-
tainly concluded, that the inhabitants of such colony are
insensible, and see not, or atleast regard not the difference
between freedom and slavery.®?

Various additional actions occurred in New Jersey. On 14
September, a prominent citizen of Elizabethtown died and
was buried in the “new mode,” with both mourners and
the deceased clad without the traditional English lace or
ruffles.’® At the commencement at Princeton that year, a
series of orations on “Patriotism, Frugality and Liberty”
were given while the bachelor of arts candidates appeared
on their own accord dressed in plain homespun and home-
woven clothes.%*

Perhaps most significantly, the New Jersey bar, at a
meeting held 19 September 1765 at Perth Amboy, unani-
mously decided not to use the stamps for any purpose. The
result of such an action would obviously be to stop all legal
business in the colony. The following day, the lawyers met
with the chief justice of the New Jersey Court, Frederick
Smyth, and again reaffirmed their decision. They would
“rather suffer their private interest to give way to the pub-
lic interest,” declared the lawyers, “protesting at the same
time against all indecent and riotous behaviour, which
they will discountenance by every means in their power to
preserve order, and by an absolute refusal to make use of
the Stamps and other quiet methods, endeavour to obtain
a repeal of the law.”®® The lawyers concluded by advising
the chief justice, in answer to a question raised by him,
that the governor had no power to appoint the chief justice
as a temporary stamp distributor and that the chief jus-
tice, if so appointed, need not accept the job.

The governor of New Jersey, William Franklin (son of
Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia), had reported all these
proceedings to the colonial officials in London. Back in
June, the New Jersey Assembly had received the Massa-
chusetts invitation to the Stamp Act Congress on the last
day of its session and had closed without taking action. On
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the following day, 21 June 1765, the Speaker of the New
Jersey House had reconvened the majority of the members
in an extralegal session in Perth Amboy, and this body had
elected three men to represent them in New York in Octo-
ber. In the opinion of the governor, this extralegal meeting
was clearly “an irregular and unconstitutional Meeting”
and just as clearly at odds with the royal provincial gov-
ernment.®® On his part, Governor Franklin felt that the
conduct of the people had been lawful and that, “although
many of them have objections to the Act, yet none of them
would have endeavoured to prevent its Execution by Vio-
lence or otherwise.”%”

Sometime in September, reputedly out of New Jersey,
a one-issue newspaper, the Constitutional Courant, was
published. Across its masthead, the Courant featured the
subsequently well-known illustration of a snake divid-
ed into several parts and juxtaposed to the motto “Join
or Die.” The snake was divided into eight sections which
were labeled with abbreviations for New England, New
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia,
North Carolina, and South Carolina. Georgia was omit-
ted. In the depiction used on the Constitutional Courant,
the snake figure was printed below the motto “Join or Die,”
which was itself centered on the masthead between the
words “Constitutional” and “Courant.” The image proved
to be quite popular and was reprinted in various forms.

The Courant itself belonged to that on-going series of
pamphlet literature with its part-expository, part-hor-
tatory purposes. The present situation was a tragic one,
declared the writer, “Philo Patriae™ “Our liberty, in be-
ing subjected to laws that we had no share in making; our
property in being taxed without our own consent ... and in
our trials by juries, because any informer or prosecutor
has it in his choice, whether to try the matter in a court of
common law or a court of admiralty.... This is a real rep-
resentation of the slavish state we are reduced to by the
Stamp Act.” The writer believed that the recent destruc-
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tion of property reflected the level of popular animosity
against the Stamp Act and those who would enforce it.
However, he concluded that he:
would wish my countrymen to avoid such violent pro-
ceedings, if possible; but at the same time to oppose the
execution of the Stamp Act, with a steady and perpetu-
al exertion of their whole power,—and by all means, to
endeavour, jointly and severally, to throw all possible ob-
structions in the way of its taking effect, and to treat with
the utmost ignominy and detestation, all those enemies
and betrayers of their country’s most sacred rights, who
officiously endeavour to inforce it: I would wish them nev-
er to pay one farthing of this tax, but leave the infamous
officers, if they will have it, to take it by force, by way of
robbery and plunder.

From such strident phrases, the author went on to reaffirm
his allegiance to the Crown and to recommend that all the
colonies “lay before his majesty a united representation of
their grievances, and pray aredress.”

Consistent with many other American writers of the
time, the author of the Constitutional Courant consciously
placed the blame for such problems as the colonies faced on
the ministry at Whitehall. Consequently, the conclusion of
the piece looked forward to the demise of Grenville’s min-
istry and its replacement by one better informed and more
favorable to American sentiments.

In nearby Maryland, pressure for the resignation of
Zachariah Hood, the stampdistributor,wasgrowing.Inthe
opinion of Charles Carroll of Carrolton, “our stamp-mas-
ter, Zachariah Hood, is hated and despised by everyone.”
Furthermore, Carroll continued, Hood had been the object
of public ridicule as alikeness of him was made which was
then “whipped, pilloried, and hanged in effigy.” Added to
hate and ridicule, Carroll noted that “the people seem de-
termined not to buy his goods.”®® Those with any possible
connections to Hood were quick to disclaim any relation.
For example, on 26 September 1765, one Thomas Hyde in-
formed the public that:
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Whereas it hath been reported, that the Subscriber is in
Partnership with Mr. Zachariah Hood, and that my Son
was sent for from Philadelphia to keep his store and assist
him in his Office: Thisis to inform the Public That this Re-
port is without Foundation, and that I never had any such
thought, nor have I any connection in Business with Mr.
Hood of any kind, and that the Whole Reason of my Son’s
coming to Maryland was to see me, there being a Vacation
in the College, where he lives, to give the Youth an Oppor-
tunity to visit their Friends.%°

It was just as well that Mr. Hyde’s son had no intention
of working at Hood’s shop, for on 2 September, a crowd of
three or four hundred had gathered and demolished Hood’s
warehouse, much as had happened to Andrew Oliver in
Boston the month before. The incident so unnerved Hood
that he requested Governor Horatio Sharpe to advise him
on the feasibility of resigning his post. Governor Sharpe re-
fused to offer Hood any advice, so Hood went to New York
in the hopes of avoiding further confrontation.” Hood’s ar-
rival in that city was discovered by the New York Sons of
Liberty, and on 28 November 1765, a number of them vis-
ited Hood and received his resignation. The action by the
New Yorkers was cordially applauded by the Baltimore
Sons of Liberty in a note late in November.

Back in Annapolis, the assembly met on 24 September
1765 to consider the Massachusetts circular letter. Despite
Governor Sharpe’s hope that the members would forgo the
New Englanders’ invitation, the assembly that same day
chose three of its members to represent Maryland at the
Stamp Act Congress. The three individuals, Colonel Ed-
ward Tilghman, William Murdock, and Thomas Ringgold,
were also voted £500 toward expenses by the legislature.
In further actions, the House composed its own resolution
protesting the Stamp Act and declined to advise the gov-
ernor on the care of the stamps should they arrive from
England. Though such actions by the Maryland House
were clearly a rebuff of his hopes and suggestions, Gov-
ernor Sharpe chose to ignore them. In a letter to Lord
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Calvert of 10 September 1765, Sharpe recounted the activ-
ities surrounding Hood’s resignation and the opposition
to the Stamp Act, noting: “The People here being in gen-
eral actuated by the same kind of Spirit that possess’t the
Inhabitants of the other Colonies.” Sharpe also informed
Lord Calvert of a recent altercation at Annapolis between
Customs officials and townspeople. Blows were traded by
the two sides, but Sharpe thought it more important to
warn against simplistic comparisons least the Customs
episode “be blended with the behaviour of the Populace
towards Mr. Hood.””* In another letter two weeks later to
General Thomas Gage, Governor Sharpe again differen-
tiated between the Hood episode and that of the Customs
officers, but he happily concluded that there has not “been
any Mob raised or the least Violence committed here since
that Night [of the Customs incident].””®

Virginia had been relatively quiet since the passage of
Patrick Henry’s resolutions in May. On 23 September 1765,
the day of the meeting of Westmoreland County Court, ef-
figies of George Grenville and George Mercer, the stamp
distributor for Virginia, were put up. In full view of the
crowds attending court day, the effigies were tried, con-
demned, and loaded on a cart. From there the two effigies,
the one of Grenville, wearing a placard which identified
him as “the infamous projector of American Slavery,” and
Mercer’s, which was decorated with the adage “Money is
my God,” were paraded through the streets to the gibbet.”
Of equal drama and perhaps more consequence was the
resignation notice on the following day by the magistrates
of the Westmoreland Court. They informed the governor
and his council that:

Afterthe First Day of November next, We the under written
Magistrates of Westmoreland, find Ourselves compelled,
by the strongest Motives of Honour and Virtue, to decline
Acting in that Capacity; because from that Period, the Act
for establishing Stamps in America commences; which
Act will impose on us a Necessity, in consequence of the
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Judicial Oath we take, of Acting in Conformity to its Di-
rections, and, by doing so, to become Instrumental in the
Destruction of our Country’s most essential Rights and
Liberties.™

The month of October was remarkable for its wide va-
riety of resistance activities. The Stamp Act Congress
met in New York City for the majority of the month, and
popular demonstrations continued throughout the length
of the colonies, as provincial legislatures simultaneously
continued to pour out resolutions protesting the Stamp
Act. News of reactions from London to the activities in
America—both supportive and otherwise—began to reach
the colonies. On the supportive side, there appeared in
the Newport Mercury, on 14 October 1765, a report from
London indicating that the Stamp Act was to be repealed.
Such reports, however, reflected more hopes than facts.
More typical of the ministry’s perception was the circular
letter sent to all the colonial governors by Henry Con-
way on 24 October. In this letter, Conway, the secretary
of state for the southern department, lamented the recent
disturbances and “the ill-advised intemperance” which
had occurred in North America. Confiding that he expect-
ed that the unlawfulness originated with the “lower and
more ignorant of the people,” Conway suggested that such
open resistance could only alienate support in Britain and
wreck all chances for repeal. In conclusion, he called on
the governors to restore tranquility and good order and
instructed them to request reinforcements from the army
if more pacific means failed. The issue at hand was more
than a simple protest and redress. In Conway’s estima-
tion, the very sovereignty of the Crown was under attack
and, “however unwillingly His Majesty may consent to the
exertion of such powers as may endanger the safety of a
single subject, yet can he not permit his own dignity and
the authority of the British Legislature to be trampled on
by force and violence, and in avowed contempt of all order,
duty, and decorum.””
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If Conway misjudged the social composition of Ameri-
canresistance, hisinstincts were atleastcorrectregarding
the erosion of decorum. In Wilmington, North Carolina, a
rambunctious and spontaneous demonstration occurred
on the evening of 19 October. There reportedly had been
public gatherings during the course of the summer at
Cross-Creek, New Bern, and Edenton, North Carolina.
On the night of the nineteenth, however, some five hun-
dred people gathered and tarred and torched the effigy of
a stamp supporter. Continuing their protest, “they went
to every House in Town, and brought all the Gentlemen
to the Bonfire, and insisted upon their drinking, ‘Liber-
ty, Property, and no Stamp Duty,’ and ‘Confusion to Lord
B—te and all his Adherents, giving three Huzzas at the
Conclusion of each Toast.” The revelry continued, accord-
ing to the newspaper account, “until 12 of the Clock, and
then dispersed, without doing any Mischief.”"®

Later that month, on the eve of All Saints Day, the
townspeople of Wilmington were again out in force. This
time an effigy of Liberty was produced, “which they put
into a Coffin, and marched in solemn procession with it
to the Church-yard, a Drum in Mourning beating before
them, and the Town Bells, muffled ringing a doleful Knell
at the same time.” But, in the midst of the procession and
before they had interred the coffin, “they thought it advis-
able to feel its Pulse, and when finding some Remains of
Life, they returned Back to the Bonfire ready prepared,
placed the Effigy before it in a large Two-armed chair, and
concluded the Evening with great Rejoicings, on finding
that Liberty had still an Existence in the Colonies—Not
the least Injury was offered to any Person.”””

The activities in Wilmington were more than matched
in neighboring South Carolina. Again on 19 October, an ef-
figyofastamp distributor was erectedinthe central square
of Charleston. On the gallows from which the figure hung
were the words “Liberty and no Stamp Act,” and pinned to
the clothes of the effigy was a warning against meddling
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with the figure. Later that evening, the figure was parad-
ed through the streets by a crowd of some two thousand
persons. The procession stopped at the house of the soon
to arrive stamp distributor, George Saxby, but left upon
finding no stamps within his house. The crowd moved on
to the town common, where the effigies were burned and a
coffin was buried with the inscription, “American Liber-
ty”78

Five days later on 23 October 1765, it was rumored that
the stamps had been landed. In the course of the day, a
crowd formed and called on Colonel Henry Laurens to de-
mand if he had the stamps. Surprised at the visit, Laurens
assured those present that he had no idea of the stamps’
location. A thorough search of his house ensued, but Lau-
rens’ report was correct, so the crowd thanked him and
continued their search. They next visited the chief justice
of the court, Charles Shinner. The justice outdid his inves-
tigators, however, by providing punch and leading them in
toasts of “Damnation to the Stamp Act!” Lieutenant-Gov-
ernor William Bull had meanwhile placed the stamps in
Fort Johnson, and on the following day, he had a notice put
up to that effect. Calm was still not in the offing, however,
for on 26 October, George Saxby and his assistant Caleb
Lloyd arrived from England. Uneasy about coming ashore,
the two disembarked at Fort Johnson. Within hours they
had both agreed not to exercise their offices but to await
answers to the colonists’ petitions for repeal. The decla-
rations were publicly read the following day, and on 28
October, Saxby and Lloyd came across to the docks. They
were met by a large concourse of people and, after reit-
erating their pledge, were escorted to a tavern and then
home. The scene was a festive one, with bells ringing and
cannons firing. By mid-afternoon most had retired, and at
night the streets were patrolled by civilians to preserve
order.”

Lieutenant-Governor William Bull had believed that
New Englanders were the cause of the troubles in South

70



THE STAMP ACT RESISTANCE

Carolina. If not in person, then by the “artifices of some
busy spirits” by which the Carolinians were “poisoned
with the principles which were imbibed and propagated
from Boston and Rhode Island.” As for the crowds, they
were simply not Conway’s “ignorant populace” but prom-
inent citizens of Charleston who had been involved in the
various demonstrations. It was of no surprise to Bull, then,
when the South Carolina Assembly, on 26 July 1765, ap-
pointed delegates to represent the colony at the upcoming
intercolonial Congress in New York.8°

While Lieutenant-Governor Bull blamed the New En-
glanders for his troubles, Governor Wright of neighboring
Georgia held the South Carolinians responsible for the
instigation of resistance activities in Georgia.®! Wright
perhaps overestimated his situation, for the only major
complaint that he mentioned was the burning of an effigy
after a general muster. The Georgia legislature even ac-
ceded to his wishes and sent no formal delegation to the
Stamp Act Congress. The Speaker of the Georgia Assem-
bly, Alexander Wylly, had convened an extralegal meeting
of the House to respond to the Massachusetts invitation,
but when the deliberations were finished, Wylly could only
inform the northerners of Georgia’s pledge to cooperate.

The month of October saw two important debates and
series of resolutions come out of the assemblies of New En-
gland. In Massachusetts, the assembly had been adjourned
for most of the month of October. On 26 September, Gov-
ernor Bernard had requested advice and assistance on the
matter of handling the newly arrived stamps. He found the
assembly unwilling to assist in any way, so he prorogued
the session. Prior to taking this action, the governor lec-
tured the legislature on the inappropriateness of resisting
parliamentary authority. If the Stamp Act had been passed
as an expedient measure, Bernard maintained, then its re-
peal would occur upon demonstration of its inexpediency,
not upon a futile disputation of Parliament’s right to tax
the colonies. If, when 1 November came, no stamps were
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used, then the courts and ports would close. Bernard posed

the question:
When the courts of justice are shut up, no one will be able
to sue for adebt due to him, or an injury done him. Must not
then all credit and mutual faith cease of course, and fraud
and rapine take their place? Will any one’s person or prop-
erty be safe, when their sole protector of the law is disabled
to act.... If trade and navigation shall cease by shutting up
the ports of this province for want of legal clearances, are
you sure that all other ports which can rival these, will
be shut up also? Can you depend upon recovering your
trade again entire and undiminished, when you shall be
pleased to resume it? Can the people of this province sub-
sist without navigation for any time? What will become of
the seamen who will be put out of employment? What will
become of the tradesmen who immediately depend upon
navigation for their daily bread... These are serious and
alarming questions, which deserve a cool and dispassion-
ate consideration.

On 23 October, when the Massachusetts House was finally
reconvened, it took the first opportunity to respond to Gov-
ernor Bernard’s address of the previous month. The assem-
bly assured the governor of their utmost attention to the
troubled times in which the province was passing through.
However, they respectfully suggested that the governor ex-
aggerated the peril and especially the violence, as in the at-
tack on Hutchinson’s house which Bernard alleged to be
so threatening. As for the consequences of nonuse of the
stamps, the House declared: “If any individuals of the people
have declared an unwillingness to subject themselves to the
payment of the stamp duties, and choose rather to lay aside
all business than make use of the stamped papers, as we are
not accountable for such declarations, so neither can we see
anything criminal in them.” As for the matter of the right
and power of Parliament to tax Americans, the assembly
wished Governor Bernard to note that: “there are certain in-
herent rights belonging to the people, which the Parliament
itself cannot divest them of, consistent with their own con-
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stitution: among these is the right of representation in the
same body which exercises the power of taxation.” Continu-
ing their rebuttal, the representatives declared: “There is a
necessity that the subjects of America should exercise this
power within themselves, otherwise they can have no share
in that most essential right, for they are not represented in
Parliament, and indeed we think it impracticable.” Accord-
ingly, it was the obligation of the representatives to protest
such parliamentary actions as the Stamp Act out of a sense
of duty to the king and Parliament.
The very supposition that the Parliament though the su-
preme power over the subjects of Britain universally,
should yet conceive of a despotic power within themselves,
would be most disrespectful; and we leave it to your Excel-
lency’s consideration, whether to suppose an undisputable
right in any government, to tax the subjects without their
consent, does not include the idea of such a power.%?

After the Massachusetts Assembly had answered Governor
Bernard in the form of a general address, it drew up a series
of fourteen resolutions. The content of the resolutions reit-
erated the general points which the body had made to Ber-
nard: the existence of essential rights, as in the power of
taxation being based in representation; that the inhabitants
of Massachusetts were not, never have been, and cannot be
represented in the Parliament of Great Britain; from which
it followed that “all acts, made by any power whatever, other
than then General Assembly of this province, imposing tax-
es on the inhabitants, are infringements of our inherent and
unalienable rights, as men and British subjects, and render
void the most valuable declarations of our charter.” The res-
olutions then closed with a testimony of allegiance to King
George and the instruction that “all the foregoing resolves be
kept in the records of this House; that a just sense of liber-
ty, and the firm sentiments of loyalty may be transmitted to
posterity.”®

On 25 October 1765, the assembly of Connecticut
passed aseries of resolutions similartothose of Massachu-

73



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

setts. Underscoring the duty to themselves, Parliament,
and posterity to protest the injustices which they consid-
ered were occurring, the assembly drew up a list of eleven
resolves. They too drew attention to the issue of represen-
tation, noting that “the Consent of the Inhabitants of this
Colony was not given to the said Act of Parliament person-
ally or by Representation, actual or virtual, in any Sense
or Degree, that at all comports with the True intendment,
Spirit, or equitable Construction of the British Constitu-
tion.” Consequently, as “the only legal Representatives of
the Inhabitants of this Colony are the Persons they elect
to serve as Members of the General Assembly ... it is the
Opinion of this House that the said Act for granting and
applying certain Stamp Duties, etc., as aforesaid, is un-
precedented and unconstitutional.”®

Neither Massachusetts nor Connecticut had done more
than go on record in opposition to the Stamp Act; neither
had moved beyond registering protest to support extrale-
gal measures of pressure for repeal. Yet in their energetic
protests and their utilization of lawful avenues of protest
and petition, they joined the other colonial assemblies
in maintaining a constant voice of dissatisfaction with
Parliament’s actions and, thus, an important pressure on
Parliament itself for repeal.

Not all protest activity in New England during October
was confined to the solemn chambers of the legislatures,
however. In a more lighthearted vein, there was areport in
the Newport Mercury of twenty-three couples who decid-
ed to marry early in order to avoid paying the stamp duty
on their marriage licenses. The motivation may have been
purely economic, but the newspaper account applauded
the action in glowingly patriotic terms.®®

Not so lighthearted were the month’s activities in the
middle colonies. On 3 October, stamps arrived for New
Jersey but were left on board H.M.S. Royal Charlotte for
safekeeping. The governor of New Jersey, William Frank-
lin,wasnot atall sanguine about the custody of the stamps.
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He told Captain Hawker of H.M.S. Sardoine that “the
stamps might as well be given directly to the Populace,
as to send them into New Jersey.”®® Popular demonstra-
tions continued in New Jersey. The freemen of Essex, New
Jersey, for example, met on 25 October, and in a spirited
statement declared the Stamp Act unconstitutional and
vowed to oppose its execution. They also asserted that
they would:
detest, abhor, and hold in utmost contempt, all and every
person or persons who shall meanly accept of any employ-
ment or office relating to the said Stamp Act, or shall take
any shelter or advantage from the same: and all and every
Stamp Pimp, informer, favourer, and encourager of the
said act, and they will have no communication with any

such person, nor speak to them on any occasion, unless it
be to inform them of their vileness.?”

A similar declaration of the act’s unconstitutionality and
the threat of complete social ostracism was also agreed
upon in neighboring Elizabethtown.

At this time, the citizens of Philadelphia also gave evi-
dence of their opposition to the Stamp Act. On 5 October,
the date stamps arrived, there was a popular demonstra-
tion with several thousand in attendance. As recounted
in the newspaper, the colonists “met at the Statehouse to
consider the proper Ways and Means for preventing the
unconstitutional Act of Parliament being carried into
Execution.”®® A delegation then visited John Hughes, the
stamp distributor for Pennsylvania, and requested his
resignation. Hughes agreed not to execute the act “until it
was generally complied with in the other Colonies, but re-
fused to sign any resignation at that Time.”®® Despite the
rebuff, the crowd remained peaceful and soon retired with
the assurance that the stamps would remain aboard the
ship. The assembly had already chosen its delegates to the
Stamp Act Congress, so they closed their current session
by sending yet another protest to London.

In New York City, resistance activities were hectic. On
10 September, a large crowd had paraded the effigies of
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George Grenville, General Murray, and Lord Colville for
their support of the Stamp Act.?° On 22 October, stamps
arrived at New York harbor, but the presence of alarge and
vocal crowd prevented their landing. Accordingly, since
James McEvers had already resigned his commission
as stamp distributor and would have nothing to do with
them, the stamps were transferred from the ship to Fort
George. The next day there appeared handbills throughout
the city which warned:

Pro Patria
The first Man that either
distributes or makes use of Stampt
Paper, let him take care of
his house, person, and effects

Vox Populi

The warning did not daunt the lieutenant-governor, Cad-
wallader Colden, or his son, David, for on the night of 31
October, the lieutenant-governor took an oath to uphold the
act, while his son applied for McEvers’ old job as stamp dis-
tributor.®

If the Coldens thought they would see an end to the re-
sistance,theywere sorely deceived. For onthe verynight on
which they were writing London, popular demonstrations
were being carried on in the streets and would continue
through the week. Less noticed but just as important was a
meeting held by the merchant community. On 31 October,
a group of two hundred prominent New York merchants
agreed to boycott English goods. In addition, they estab-
lished a committee of correspondence composed of Isaac
Sears, John Lamb, Gershom Mott, William Wiley, and
Thomas Robinson. All of these men belonged to the New
York Sons of Liberty and were instructed by the New York
merchants to secure the cooperation of the merchants
in the other colonies. The resolutions of the New York
merchants were surprisingly broad. All orders regularly
sent from Britain were countermanded, as were all com-
missioned goods until the Stamp Act was repealed. In a
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separate action that same night, the retailers of New York
City agreed to a similar boycott of British goods, which in
this case was to begin on 1 January.®?

Two other important events occurred at this time—the
publication of Daniel Dulany’s pamphlet Considerations
on the Propriety of Imposing Taxes in the British Colonies,
for the Purpose of Raising a Revenue, by Act of Parliament
and the convening of the Stamp Act Congress in New York.
Dulany was a successful lawyer in Maryland, and the
pamphlet reflects his concern over the legal and constitu-
tional issues posed by parliamentary taxation. As much of
the pamphlet was concerned with the impropriety of Par-
liament imposing taxes on the colonies, Dulany took great
painsto attack the currentidea of “virtual representation,”
which had been presented to counter the colonists’ charge
that they should not be taxed by alegislature in which they
were notrepresented. In Dulany’s view, the Americans and
the British simply held no common ground, no similar in-
terests. Thus, America was categorically not represented,
virtually nor in any other way by the British Parliament.
Dulany’s critique of virtual representation was consonant
with much colonial sentiment. In Dulany’s own Maryland,
the freeholders of Anne Arundel County had met and, in
a resolution not inspired by Dulany, had informed their
representatives in the Maryland Assembly that “the min-
ister’s virtual representation adduced argumentatively in
support of the tax on us is fantastical and frivolous.”®*

Dulanyhadhelpedlaytorestthe delusion of virtualrep-
resentation. He was also concerned with resolving further
the question of taxation in the colonies. If the Americans
were not virtually represented in Parliament, then where
were they represented, if they were at all? For Dulany, the
answer was only in their own colonial assemblies, and as a
bedrock of English constitutional experience claimed that
there could be no taxation without the taxpayers’ consent
or that of their representatives, the logic of Dulany’s argu-
ment clearly placed the power to tax in the several colonial
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assemblies. Dulany’s concern, as was the case with many
of the pamphleteers of the Stamp Act resistance, was to
describe the legitimate limits of parliamentary power, all
the while conceding Parliament’s authority within the
empire.

It was only at the close of the pamphlet that Dulany
left the arena of political theory for more practical sug-
gestions. If Parliament violated or trespassed on colonial
rights, wrote Dulany, then the colonists “instead of moping,
and puling, and whining to excite compassion ... ought with
Spirit, Vigour, and Alacrity, to bid Defiance to Tyranny, by
exposing its Impotence, by making it as contemptible as it
would be detestable.”®* The presumption was that, by unit-
ed action, the colonists could make tyranny impotent—a
significant political doctrine. Dulany also suggested that
the development of American home manufactures, with
the pressure that it would produce on the British merchant
community and subsequently on Parliament, was a sure
avenue for redress. In advocating the boycott of British
merchandise and their replacement by indigenous Amer-
ican industries, Dulany drew back from any endorsement
of extralegal or illegal activities. Neither destruction of
property nor assault on persons were countenanced. Re-
sistance activity, in Dulany’s view, while it could expand
to other forms than legislative protests, must, neverthe-
less, remain within the bounds of law.

The meeting of the Stamp Act Congress, which assem-
bledin New Yorkin early October, represented asignificant
and innovative step in intercolonial cooperation. Previous
meetings of the colonies, such as the Albany Congress in
June 1754, had been held to confer primarily on problems
of internal defense. Now in October, Parliament, not In-
dians, was the focus of colonial concern. Attention was
drawn away from primarily local and particularist con-
cerns so that the delegates, as the invitation suggested,
might consult together on the difficulties occasioned by
the Stamp Act as well as to petition the king and Parlia-
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ment for relief. Not all colonies were formally represented.
Of'the British colonies in North America, only the thirteen
continental American colonies were invited. Nova Scotia,
Quebec, East and West Florida, and the islands of the West
Indies had no part in the assembly.

In New England, official delegations were sent from the
legislatures in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, and both
of these delegations were empowered to enter into any
reasonable common agreements. Connecticut sent a dele-
gation specifically instructed not to enter into any binding
agreement without prior authorization of the assembly.
New Hampshire sent no delegation because its assembly
was prorogued. However, its Speaker did send word of their
willingness to join in a united address to the king. Ironi-
cally, the assembly of the host colony of New York was also
prorogued. Lieutenant-Governor Colden viewed the pro-
posed meeting with great suspicion, calling it “an illegal
convention.... whatever plausible pretences may be made
for their meeting, their real intention may be dangerous.”?
Consequently, when Colden refused to reconvene the New
York Assembly, an extralegal committee was formed to
appear at the Congress on behalf of New York. Similarly
in New Jersey, an extralegal assembly was convened by
the Speaker, Robert Ogden, and they sent an informal del-
egation to the Congress. The assemblies of Pennsylvania,
Delaware, and Maryland were in session when they re-
ceived the Massachusetts invitation, and each sent official
delegationstothe convention. The situation was somewhat
different in the South. Of the four southern colonies, only
South Carolina was officially represented. In Virginia, the
Burgesses were not in session, nor was the North Carolina
Assembly. Georgia, for its part, decided not to send a dele-
gation, but the Georgians did pledge their moral support.

The Congress finally gathered on Monday 7 October
1765.%¢ In its first order of business, the group chose Tim-
othy Ruggles and John Cotton, both of Massachusetts, as
their chairman and clerk. Thereafter, the Congress spent
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the next two weeks in debate, working to hammer out a
statement of colonial rights as well as a definition of the
proper sphere of parliamentary authority. By the time they
had drawn up the final draft of the resolutions, the dele-
gates had a comprehensive and well formed statement of
the colonial position. Much of the content of this draft, en-
titled a Declaration of Rights, was familiar. It began with a
reaffirmation of the colonists’ allegiance to the Crown and
of their “due subordination” to Parliament. It declared that
American colonists had the same rights as native-born
Englishmen, among which was no taxation except by
the taxpayers’ consent or that of their representatives.
Moreover, Americans were not virtually represented in
Parliament, but rather only in colonial assemblies. Ac-
cordingly, as governments, on Locke’s account, were
established to protect life, liberty, and possessions, taxes
were a free gift of the people and thus doubly outside par-
liamentary purview. In a further resolution, the colonists
objected that the establishment of vice-admiralty courts
violated the traditions of trial by a jury of one’s peers. Hav-
ingraised these constitutional issues, the Declaration now
turned to two economic considerations. In the colonists’
view, the demand that duties be paid in specie worked an
unfair hardship on an already depleted colonial economy.
This was but an illustration of the larger point that open
and prosperous trade was more beneficial and profitable
to Great Britain than a trade curtailed and opposed. For
clearly, the full development of the colonies was dependent
upon the enjoyment of proper rights and liberties within
the context of a mutually advantageous relationship with
the mother country.

With the completion of the Declaration of Rights,
Congress’s attention quickly turned to the writing of an
Addresstothe King, a Memorial to the House of Lords, and a
Petition to the House of Commons. These three documents
varied little in substance from the positions taken in the
Declaration of Rights. All the documents were presented
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by the subcommittee chosen to draft them to the Congress
as a whole. The delegations from Massachusetts, Rhode
Island, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, and Mary-
land all signed. The delegations from Connecticut, New
York, and South Carolina were not empowered to sign but
firsthad toreportback to their respective assemblies. Two
men, Timothy Ruggles of Massachusetts and Robert Og-
den of New Jersey, refused to sign any of the statements.
The convention met for the last time on 25 October 1765,
having decided to send a set of the Proceedings to each of
the thirteen colonies and one set to Great Britain as the
united appeal of the American colonies.

The delegates now returned to their colonies with the
news of the Congress’s activities. In Massachusetts, the
assembly thanked two of its delegates, James Otis and
Oliver Partridge. However, it severely censured Timothy
Ruggles for refusing to sign the petition and thereby, it
said, bringing ignominy to the Bay Colony. In Connecticut
and New Hampshire, the respective assemblies quickly
gave their approval to the petitions and sent them off to
London. Such action by the Connecticut legislature did
not deter the governor, Thomas Fitch, from pledging an
oath of support for the Stamp Act before several mem-
bers of his council. (In the elections the following spring,
neither the governor nor the council members who admin-
istered the oath were reelected.) At its first meeting, the
several assemblies of New York, Delaware, Pennsylvania,
and Maryland received reports of the gathering and im-
mediately voted their approval of the documents and their
thanks to the delegates. In New Jersey, Robert Ogden, the
only other individual who refused to sign the petition, was
given a hostile reception upon his return. An effigy was
hung in New Brunswick, New Jersey, accusing Ogden of
betraying the colony’s trust and calling him an “abandoned
miscreant.”®” Ogden soon resigned from the assembly and
retired to private life. In the southern colonies, the South
Carolina Assembly warmly received news of the delibera-
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tions in New York as did the assembly of Georgia. Virginia
and North Carolina, however, were still prorogued, and
consequently, they were the only two colonies which did
not send petitions to England.

The month of October had been marked with demon-
strations, resignations, and an important intercolonial
association. However, many felt as if they were marking
time. As the first of November approached, all wondered
what would happen when the Stamp Act officially went
into effect. Much, of course, had happened already. On 4
November 1765, the Newport Mercury noted in summa-
ry: “At present, as we are informed, there is not one of the
persons appointed from New Hampshire to Georgia that
will execute the odious office—so that the Stamps are now
a commodity no body knows what to do with. It is more
dangerous to buy or sell or meddle with a stamp, than it
is to encounter all the dangers and penalties attending
the want of them.”®® Thus by 1 November, severe pres-
sure had been placed on all the appointees for the stamp
distributorships. Most had been the objects of popular
demonstrations. Many had been abused, ridiculed, and
even hanged in effigy. Some had even had their property
destroyed, as in the cases of Andrew Oliver and Zachari-
ah Hood. None of the appointees was physically injured or
killed. However, this is probably accountable to their will-
ingness to resign in the face of such popular intimidation
rather than to the good will of the demonstrators whom
they faced. In short, as Charles Thomson, a Philadelphia
merchant, informed his London friends on 7 November,
“the stamp officers have everywhere (except Nova Sco-
tia and Canada, which are under the power of a military
force) been obliged to resign their offices; the several as-
semblies have passed and published resolves declarative
of their rights.”®® Neither colonial governors nor colonial
legislatures seemed to want to step into the breach. There
was no one to take charge of the sale of the stamps. As for
the stamps which had arrived in America, they were so
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closely guarded that they were unavailable even for those
who wished to use them.

*RESISTANCE CONTINUES -

It came as little surprise, then, that the patterns of demon-
stration throughout the colonies continued on 1 November.
In Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the morning began with
the tolling of the church bells and lowering of all flags to
half-mast. Notices were posted throughout the city for “the
friends of Liberty” to attend her funeral that afternoon.
The procession met and carried the casket through the
streets. Upon entering the cemetery, however, the remains
of Liberty were perceived to be still alive, and accordingly,
a copy of the Stamp Act was immediately thrown into the
grave and buried. The assemblage then retired to a tavern
and toasted “Liberty revived.” As for the stamped papers,
they were still stored in the fort at Newcastle, where, said
the newspaper account, “they are to remain as a dead in-
active lump of matter, till they are sent back to their native
country.”10°

In Boston, Governor Bernard expected dire events
to happen on 1 November. Nonetheless, in writing to his
friend John Pownall, Bernard described the day with
some degree of relief. Anticipating that there would be
disturbances throughout the city on 1 November, Bernard,
with the support of the council, had called out the militia.
To his consternation, Bernard was informed by the com-
manding officer of the regiment that he “could not execute
my order, for he could not get a Drummer to beat a drum,
one who had attempted it had his Drum broke; the others
were bought off; the People would not muster.” Unable to
raise the militia, Bernard revoked the order. At this point,
he indicated that from some unnamed source:

We were assured that if the Guard was dismissed the

Town would be quiet, otherwise not; that there would be
a procession the next day 1 November, but there should be
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nothinginitto affront this Government; that if any images

were made for that purpose, they should not be exhibited;

that nothing would more tend to disturb the Peace of the

Town than opposing this procession, nor to preserve it

than permitting it.
Effectively unable to prevent the proposed parades, Ber-
nard acquiesced and the stage was set. On the next day,
“about two o’clock the procession began with carrying the
Images thro’ the publick streets accompanied with an in-
numerable people from the Country as well as the Town
walking in exact order. At last they [the effigies] were car-
ried to the Gallows out of Town, and there tore to pieces and
hanged. After which the Mob dispersed, and the Town was
perfectly quiet.” If the orderliness of the crowd surprised
Bernard, he found their leaders even more astonishing: “It
is remarkable on this occasion that the ringleaders of the
Mob which demolished Mr. Oliver’s house was employed
with his Corps to keep the Peace and prevent mischief; and
I was told that he was engaged so to do, as an assurance
that no mischief would be done. This man whose name is
Macintosh is a noted Captain of a mob and has under him
100 or 150 men trained as regular as a Military Corps.” Re-
lieved at the orderliness of the day’s proceedings and sur-
prised by the self-control of the crowd and its leaders, Ber-
nard could still only deplore the situation he found himself
in. Ruefully, he thought again of Macintosh and concluded:
“to this man it was thought proper to commend the Care of
the Town on this occasion: So totally is the Town and con-
sequently the Government in the hands of the Mob.”1

The Boston papers drew an explicit contrast between
the activities of 1 November and those of 26 August. The
self-discipline shown by the crowd was applauded, and
one paper hoped that the order and calm would show
that the destruction of Hutchinson’s property “was not
agreeable to the Sentiments of the Town but was only the
lawless Ravages of some foreign Villians who took advan-
tage of the overheated tempers of a very few People of this
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Place.”'°? Even if the crowds remained quiet on 1 Novem-
ber, as Bostonians well knew, 5 November, or Pope’s Day,
was a traditional occasion for rowdy contests between
North and South Enders. However, this year there were no
brawls or disorders. Ebenezer Macintosh, now known in
Boston as the “First Captain General of the Liberty Tree”
for his part in various resistance campaigns, was joined
by Samuel Swift, leader of the North End contingent. To-
gether with their followers, Macintosh and Swift paraded
through the town, first to the Liberty Tree and then up to
anearby hill. There the crowd torched effigies, which they
had been displaying during the parade, and then retired
without further commotion.'%?

In New York City, the people had been out in the
streets on the night of 31 October. There had been, how-
ever, no damage to property nor injury to persons.!%*
Lieutenant-Governor Colden had informed Secretary
Conway on 23 September that the garrison at Fort George
had been strengthened. Colden promised to “do everything
in my power to have the stamped paper distributed at the
time appointed by Act of Parliament, and if I can have this
done,Ibelievethe presentbustle will soonsubside.” Colden,
however, was soon to see events move completely beyond
his control. On the morning of 1 November, an anonymous
letter addressed to the lieutenant-governor was posted
at a prominent coffeehouse, there to remain until it was
delivered to Colden himself. The letter called Colden the
“Chief Murderer” of the colonists’ rights and privileges for
having taken the oath in support of the Stamp Act the pre-
vious night, and it pledged spirited resistance against any
measures of enforcement he should try. That evening a
large crowd gathered in front of Fort George and hung two
effigies—one of Colden and the other of the Devil—from a
gibbet in plain sight of the fort. The whole ensemble was
then lifted up and paraded through the streets. Just before
returning to the area of the fort, some persons broke into
Colden’s coach house and brought out his coach and two
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other pieces of livery. The scene grew more hectic by the

minute. One observer declared:
It is impossible sufficiently to admire and commend the
patience and temper of the officers and soldiers. The Pop-
ulace knocked at the gate, placed their hands on top of the
Ramparts, called out to the guards to fire, threw bricks
and stones against the Fort and not withstanding the
highest provocation was given, not a word was returned to
the most opprobrious language. From this description, you
will perhaps conclude that it was the design of the people
to provoke afire. I mustleave you to judge from appearanc-
es.Ican donomore.l%®

The assemblage moved from the fort, with effigies, gib-
bet, and coach, to a nearby hill, where the entire ensemble
was consigned to the flames. At this point, a smaller par-
ty splintered off from the main body and proceeded to
the home of Major Thomas James. James had had the te-
merity, in referring to the opposition by the colonists, to
announce publicly that he would “cram the stamps down
their throats,” a comment which in no way endeared him
to the local populace. Growing in size as it neared James’s
house, the crowd demolished the structure and scattered
and destroyed his possessions.

Lieutenant-Governor Colden stayed in Fort George
throughout the length of these proceedings. On the follow-
ing day, 2 November, he agreed to wait until the arrival of
Sir Henry Moore, the governor-elect of New York, before
taking any actions regarding the stamps. Such assurances
were not sufficient for all New Yorkers, however. Although
on 4 November Colden pledged not to issue the stamps
at all, rumors circulated throughout the city that there
would be a full-scale attack on the fort on the evening of 5
November. That afternoon, a compromise was reached in
which the Corporation of the City of New York would take
custody of the stamps.

At first, Colden had approached Captain Kennedy and
others of His Majesty’s Navy, but none of them would ac-
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cept custody of the stamps. It was at this point that the
New York City officials entered into the situation. As re-
corded in the minutes of the Common Council of the City
of New York for 5 November 1765:

It is therefore resolved that it appears to this Board Ab-
solutely Requisite to Remove the present Dissatisfaction
and save the City from the most Distressing Confusion;
That a Committee Immediately wait upon his honour
and in the most Respectfull manner acquaint him of the
present dangerous State of Things and Request that for
the Peace of the City and the Preventing of an Effusion of
Blood, he would please to Direct that the Stamped Paper,
be delivered into the Care of the Corporation, to be depos-
ited in the City hall and Guarded by the City watch; and
this Board Do Further Resolve and Engage to make Good
all such sums of money as might be Raised by the Distribu-
tion of such of the Stamps as Shall be Lost, Destroyed, or
Carried out of the province.

The delegation from the City Corporation met with Colden,
and he readily agreed to give them custody.'°¢

Anxious to defend his actions, Colden explained his ra-
tionale to Henry Conway in a letter of 9 November. “What
I have at last yielded to,” Colden declared, “I should gladly
have done at the time the Stamp Papers were imported as
I have no Kind of direction relating to them but I should
have been thought mad at that time to have proposed it to
them. Has not the Mayor and Corporation by taking the
stamp’d paper voluntarily into their custody assumed the
office of Distributor of Stamps?” As for the ringleaders of
“the present sedition” afflicting New York, Colden said, “I
have the strongest presumption from numerous circum-
stances to believe that the Lawyers of this Place are the
Authors, Promotors, and Leaders of it. People in general
believe it and many must with certainty know it.” Finally
in closing, the lieutenant-governor suggested: “If Judges
be sent from England, and with an able Attorney General
and Soliciter General to make examples of some very few,
this Colony will remain for many years quiet. One com-
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plete Regiment with the Ships of War now in their Port,
and the garrison at this time in the Fort, to assist the Civil
Officers I believe may be sufficient for this purpose.”*” No
troops were forthcoming from Conway, but as Colden had
suggested, New York once again quieted down.

The preceding week’s events were the subject of much
discussion. On 6 November, an anonymous handbill ad-
dressed to the “Freeholders and Inhabitants of the City
of New York” congratulated the citizenry upon their ac-
quisition of the stamps from the royal authorities. “We
have entirely accomplished all we wanted in rescuing the
Stamps from the Hands of our inveterate Enemy,” declared
the authors of the piece. Accordingly, now was the time to
consolidate the gains made, and to join “Hand in Hand in
effecting the Peace that now subsists,” for to “proceed any
further would only hurt the good Cause in which we are
engaged.”’°® Not everyone was as conscious of a victory
having been won. James Otis, for one, could only remark
that he was “much surprised at the violent proceedings
at New York, as there has been so much time for people to
cool, and the outrages on private property are so generally
detested.”1%?

While Lieutenant-Governor Colden was privately of
the opinion that a show and perhaps application of mil-
itary might would be sufficient to beat down colonial
resistance, General Gage was much less certain of that
solution. “When I consider the present moment,” Gage de-
clared,

that though a fire from the Fort might disperse the Mob,

it would not quell them, and the consequence would in all

appearances be an Insurrection, not only of the Inhabi-

tants, Sailors, etc., in this city but of the Country people
who are flocking in, and those from the Neighboring Prov-

inces who would likewise assist ... it seems to me that a

Fire from the Fort would in this situation of things be the

Commencement of a Civil War.... The Fort, though it can

defend itself, can only protect the Spot it stands on.!*°
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While the citizens of New York were actively protesting
Parliament’s actions, other colonies were actively boycot-
ting British goods. To the north, forty-eight merchants in
Albany agreed to follow the lead of the New York mercan-
tile community and join in a boycott of British goods.!! In
November, Maryland merchants informally agreed not to
use British goods, while the Philadelphia merchant com-
munity likewise pledged themselves to a nonimportation
pact on 7 November. According to Charles Thomson, the
Philadelphia merchant, the impetus for the agreement
came from popular pressure. The people were exasper-
ated, said Thomson, and “it would be unsafe for any man
to import while the Stamp Act continues unrepealed, the
people are determined not to use the manufactures of
Great Britain.”'® Thomas Wharton, another prominent
Philadelphian, described the significance of the activities
to his friend Benjamin Franklin. In Wharton’s opinion,
demonstrations would not bring about repeal. Instead, the
economic boycott promised to be much more powerful and
effective. “I cannot doubt but before this,” Wharton wrote
to Franklin, “thou are apprized of the Imprudent and Un-
warantable Steps, which the several Colonies have taken
in Order to render the late Act of Parliament Void ... and
which steps I fear When fully known at Home, will rather
tend to Injure then relieve Us.” Wharton agreed that the
Stamp Act was wrong. Moreover, it was obviously inex-
pedient, and he suggested to Franklin “that if they would
not hear our Cries, I could not doubt, but the Parliament
would pay a Regard to the Prayers of the Merchants and
Manufacturers of Britain.” With this hope in mind, Whar-
ton continued:

In Order to obtain the desirable End of the repeal of the

Stamp Act, an Association was formed this day, and Arti-

cles signed by a very great Number of Merchants, and will

be subscribed by All, enjoining, that They will not Import

from Britain any Goods or Merchandize, until that Act be

repealed.... by this Means We shall be able to plead thro’
themselves more effectual, than all We could Otherwise

89



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

do: and I see this Method far more Eligible then the Con-
duct of all the Governments Around Us.'*®

Resistance in the southern colonies continued to grow
throughout November. Virginia, for example, had lost its
stamp distributor, George Mercer, on 31 October 1765. The
North Carolina distributor, William Houston, arrived in
Wilmington on 16 November. He was immediately visit-
ed by a crowd numbering between three and four hundred,
which insisted upon knowing whether he intended to ex-
ecute the Stamp Act. In reply: “he told them, he should be
very sorry to execute any Office disagreeable to the People
of the Province. But they, not content with such a Declara-
tion, carried him into the Court-house, where he signed a
Resignation satisfactory to the whole.” At this point, the
crowdlifted him into an armchair and, with loud acclama-
tions, escorted him to his lodgings, where the whole group
toasted his health and an end to the Stamp Act. The entire
episode was conducted, the newspaper noted, “with great
Decorum, and not the least Insult offered to any Person.”**

Though he had just been deprived of his stamp distrib-
utor, the North Carolina governor, William Tryon, still
hoped to be able to obtain cooperation in the execution
of the Stamp Act. On 18 November, he invited fifty of the
leading gentlemen of the colony to dine with him and, in
the course of the evening, expressed his hopes that North
Carolina would obey the royal authorities and the acts of
Parliament. He implored these men to take the lead in such
obedience and even promised to help defray such inciden-
tal expenses as would accrue from the taxes. The fifty
gentlemen thanked the governor for his comments. On the
morning of the next day, the gentlemen informed the gov-
ernor that the Stamp Act was destructive of their rights
as Englishmen and that any submission to it would be “a
direct inlet for slavery.” Moreover, while they too cher-
ished peace and good order, they noted that as “the office
of Distributor of the Stamps is so detested by the People in
general,” they did not think any applicant for the job safe
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from the resentment of the people.''® Governor Tryon’s at-
tempts at cajoling compliance were dashed by a series of
demonstrations in the end of November. On the night of 20
November, a massive crowd gathered and performed the
familiar ritual of hoisting up an effigy of the governor, then
lighting it afire as they toasted confusion to Lord Bute
and “Liberty, Property, and no Stamp Duty!” Days later,
an equally large crowd gathered to witness the burial of
“Liberty,” only to discover that her pulse still beat, and ap-
pearances to the contrary, she was still alive.'

In Georgia, the press had carried reports in October
that “to the northward they have begun to show their At-
tention to Stamp Officers in such a manner that ’tis said
the gentlemen appointed for that Office in Massachusetts,
New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York,
New Jersey, Virginia, and North Carolina have declared
they will resign.” Accordingly, at a November meeting of
the Sons of Liberty in Georgia, it was thought only prop-
er that when the Stamp distributor for the colony arrived,
“he should be waited upon, and as he is a stranger, to be
acquainted with sentiments of the people.”*” As it was
to turn out, the Georgia stamp distributor was not to ar-
rive from England until early January 1766. Nonetheless,
a large crowd turned out on 5 November to protest the
Stamp Act and to demonstrate their opposition to anyone
who would try to enforce it.

As the end of the year approached and royal officials
assessed their situation, they could only be despondent.
“All of the distributors of Stamps between Halifax and St.
Augustine have been compelled to resign their commis-
sions,” advised Charles Steuart, the surveyor-general in
America. Moreover, according to the chief Customs agent
of Philadelphia,

What has lately happened in New York (and the same spir-
its prevail as strongly here) is sufficient to convince us
that it is vain for us to contend against the general voice
of a united people. We have not the least hope of enforcing
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the act by anything we can do at present.... As there is not
the least possibility of getting them [the stamps], we must
submit to necessity and do without them, or else in a little
time people will learn to do without them or us.!*®

Colonial officials were equally gloomy about their pre-
dicament. In aletter written on 26 December 1765, Samuel
Ward, governor of Rhode Island, told the treasury officials
in London that: “People of every Rank and Condition are
so unanimous in their Opinion that the Operation of the
Act for levying Stamp Duties in America would be incon-
sistent with their natural and just Rights and Privileges,
injuriousto His Majesty’s Service and the Interest of Great
Britain, and incompatible with the very Being of this Col-
ony, that no Person I imagine will undertake to execute
that Office.”'” In describing the situation in Massachu-
setts, Governor Bernard likewise noted the determined
opposition to the Stamp Act and concluded: “At this time
I have no real Authority in this place, and am much in the
hands of the People, that is, if it was to be known here that
I received a power to distribute the Stamps, I should have
my house surrounded and be obliged, at least, to give pub-
lic assurances that I would not undertake the Business.”!?°

As if to validate these officials’ opinions, resistance
activity continued. In New England, town meetings con-
tinued to issue statements protesting the Stamp Act
and countenancing noncooperation. For example, on 25
December 1765, “at a large meeting of the respectable Pop-
ulace” in Pomfret, Connecticut, the town drew up a series
of eleven resolves. Pledging allegiance to the king, they
noted “that God and Nature brought us into the World
Freemen,” a condition since recognized “by Solemn Char-
ter, Compact, and Agreement.” From here, the town’s
declarations turned to Jared Ingersoll, the former stamp
distributor.

Whereas our Stamp-Master was appointed Agent for this

Colony at the Court of Great Britain, with Confidence that
he would exert his utmost endeavours to prevent said Act;
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nevertheless, he returned the executioner of those Evils
he was sent to defend us from: And notwithstanding his
Solemn Resignation, and Engagements to the contrary,
has and still obstinately persists to plot the ruin and to-
tal overthrow of his native Country, by all the ways and
means his Malice and Craft suggests, or his unbridled Au-
dacity can attempt.

Following these strong words, the town challenged Inger-
soll to appear in a public meeting and clear himself. Fur-
thermore, they concluded, “that we do earnestly recom-
mend to the Civil Authority of this Colony to proceed in
Business as usual; as our Cessation and Delay of Business
will be construed an implicit acknowledgment of the valid-
ity of the Stamp Act.”*?!

In Boston on 9 December 1765, two hundred fifty
merchants subscribed to a nonimportation agreement.
The agreement countermanded existing orders to Great
Britain, though it did exempt from restriction articles
necessary to fishing and manufacturing. In addition, they
resolved “not to purchase any Goods that may be import-
ed into this province by any Persons whatsoever, for Sale,
contrary to the Spirit of the above Agreement; but that we
will take every prudent Measure in our Power to discour-
age the Sale of such goods.” These colonial nonimportation
and nonconsumption resolutions were to be in effect until
1 May 1766, by which time it was hoped that repeal of the
Stamp Act would be underway. The merchants of Salem
and Marblehead, Massachusetts, signed similar nonim-
portation agreements, thereby uniting the merchants of
the major New England ports with their brethren in New
York and Philadelphia.l®?

To most observers of the colonial situation, it was clear
that the Stamp Act had aroused widespread and deter-
mined opposition throughout the length and breadth of
Britain’s American colonies. In hindsight, it is now appar-
ent that new social dimensions and configurations were
growing out of the dynamics of this popular resistance to
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the Stamp Act. These new dimensions concerned not so
much the fact that the colonists were protesting nor even
the forms, such as the boycotts and legislative remon-
strances, which this opposition was taking. Americans
had registered their dissatisfaction with other aspects
of Britain’s mercantile system before, as in the protests
against the Navigation Acts of 1696 and the Currency Act
and Sugar Act of 1764. Likewise, the colonists had ex-
perimented with legislative protest, and even economic
noncooperation, as in the case of the Sugar Act, had been
tried.

But unlike previous imperial legislation, the Stamp
Act touched on many more aspects of everyday colonial
life. Dice, marriage licenses, newspapers, shipping per-
mits, legal decisions, and land securities were all within
the orbit of the stamp tax. For common people, powerful
merchants, and lawyers alike, the tax would be a daily
confrontation, its very comprehensiveness preventing it
from being shunted off to the periphery of colonial expe-
rience. The conflict which ensued over the tax was not
only focused on the menace of higher taxes—taxes felt to
be unconstitutional—but there was in addition the direct
economic threat to those two powerful colonial inter-
ests, the lawyers and merchants. For merchants, such as
Charles Thomson of Philadelphia or John Rowe of Boston,
the Stamp Act resistance meant joining a nonimportation
agreement and perhaps even participating in a demon-
stration. It came as no surprise to colonial observers to
find that these same lawyers and merchants, the so-called
better sort of colonial society, participated along with (in-
deed often disguised as) their artisan neighbors in such
activities. Involvement by the merchants could come in
response to popular pressure or in hopes of influencing
policy or both. The result of this wide social spectrum of
involvement was not only the increased politicization of
individual groups but, rather unexpectedly, the increased
politicization of the whole of colonial life. Politicization,
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on one level, meant the increased recognition by such mer-
chants of their need to participate to a larger extent in the
political sphere of their society. It also meant the growing
awareness that this political sphere extended to London
as much as it included America.

Thus, the Stamp Act’s ability to galvanize and solidi-
fy popular opinion caused it to become quickly embroiled
in the labyrinth of local colonial politics. Whether it was
religious liberals (“New Lights”) and religious conser-
vatives (“Old Lights”) in Connecticut, or proprieters and
antiproprieters in Pennsylvania, or First Families and
nouveau riche in Virginia, each side tried to tar its oppo-
nents with the brush of complicity in the Stamp Act. Each
side also simultaneously vied for continued or increased
support from allies in London. Moreover, the continued
attention to political questions through demonstrations,
pamphlets, newspapers, and legislative discussion and re-
solves not only kept the Stamp Act in the limelight, but it
often elevated these local disputes and power plays to the
level of principled confrontations over political author-
ity and power. In short, in the midst of all this political
discussion and activity, there occurred within colonial
society an easy going transference of attention from local
politics to imperial politics and vice versa. This entan-
glement between local prerogative and imperial policy, if
not entirely unprecedented in colonial life, was of a scale
large enough to introduce a new complexity to colonial
life. In ways not seen before, the avenues of political par-
ticipation were broadened, and the experience of political
participation was deepened. This process of greater po-
litical participation would go much further by the end of
the decade with the development of parallel government
in America. But even in 1765, the changes were apparent,
and Governor Francis Bernard, as he surveyed the results
of popular demonstrations and the increasing pressure
being brought to bear on colonial officials such as himself,
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could only characterize the results with that word so op-
probrious to him: democracy.'?

Bernard also knew well that yet another result of the
dynamics of this process of politicization was the iso-
lation of imperial authority from the popular sources of
support within the colony. To be sure, this was a gradual
process, yet one inexorably added to by the political activi-
ties surrounding the Stamp Act. Time and again, one finds
the royal governor and often his council pitted against the
lower house in a struggle for power and allegiance. The fi-
nal result of this contest would be the identification of the
governor with the so-called imperial interests, while the
colonial assemblies, in their own quest for power, would
correspondingly take up the American interest.'**

The interplay, then, of local political conditions and
imperial dictate was significant in the resistance to the
Stamp Act, as it had been throughout the course of Ameri-
ca’s colonial experience.

The colonists had been discussing which strategy for
resistance would be most effective ever since Andrew Ol-
iver had been induced to resign in mid-August 1765. Some
commentators hypothesized on the several alternatives
open to the colonists in the face of the Stamp Act and on
their likely consequences; others—usually royal officials—
surveyed the multitude of colonial demonstrations which
had taken place searching for their plan and meaning. An
article which appeared in the Newport Mercury on 2 Sep-
tember 1765 set forth some of the available options within
the context of Andrew Oliver’s recent resignation.

Since the resignation of the Stamp-Officer, a question has

been thrown out—How shall we carry on trade without the

stamp’d paper?—Carry on no trade at all, say some, for who
would desire to increase his property, at the expense of lib-
erty—Others say, that in case there shall be no officer to

distribute the Stampt papers after the first of November, a

regular protest will justify any of his Majesty’s subjects, in

any court of justice, who shall carry on business without
them.
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Repercussions from the imposition of the act were clear,
for: “should the colonies cease to take the manufactures
of Great Britain, as they will be under a necessity of doing
very soon, unless she alters her measures, thousands of her
useful labors and their families must starve—so great a de-
pendence has the mother upon her children.”'?®

In the same month of September, General Thomas
Gage traced the developments as he saw them for Henry
Conway. Writing on 23 September, Gage noted:

The general Scheme, concerted throughout, seems to have

been, first by Menace or Force to oblige the Stamp Officers

to resign their Employment, in which they have general-

ly succeeded, and next to destroy the Stampt Papers upon

their Arrival; that having no Stamps, Necessity might be

an Escape for the Dispatch of Business without them; and

that before they could be replaced, the Clamor and outcry

of the People, with Addresses and Remonstrances from

the Assemblys might procure a Repeal of the Act.!?¢

Gage was a keen observer and accurately portrayed the in-
terconnection of popular and legislative activities. Yet to
Francis Bernard, perhaps a bit skittish by the end of 1765,
not repeal in London, but the overthrow of his government
seemed to be the logical end of all the agitation in Massa-
chusetts. Writing to Lord Colville on 11 December 1765,
Bernard declared that “the present Subject of Clamour is
the Custom House refusing to give unstamped Clearances:
Merchants, Traders, and Mob all join in this. I have nothing
to do in this business: but when the Mob is up, I am not sure
they will observe distinctions of departments.” If the Cus-
tom House could be pressured into opening, Bernard pre-
dicted, “they will set about obliging the Judges to adminis-
ter Justice without stamps, and in that business or the next
step after, it will arrive at the Governor and Council. So
that I think my turn must come some time or other.”**”
Stamped papers were needed for all shipping permits
and all legal documents. Accordingly, there were several
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possibilities which the colonists might face. Perhaps by
1 November, or shortly thereafter, there would be stamps
and distributors to make them available. In this case, any
permits or documents without the stamps would be il-
legal. A second possibility might be that stamps would
be available but that all concerned persons—merchants,
lawyers, litigants, and the like—would boycott the use of
these ports and courts. Next, there was the chance that
stamps would be available but that justices and court of-
ficials would choose to operate in defiance of the law by
not insisting upon their use. Finally, there was the strong
likelihood that neither stamps nor distributors would be
available; in which case, the ports and courts would either
have to close down completely or open and operate in defi-
ance of the law.

In the months between November 1765 and the repeal
of the Stamp Act in March 1766, a variety of resistance
activities focused on this issue of the opening and closing
of courts and ports. As early as September 1765, the New
Jersey bar had decided not to use stamps for any purpose.
During the same month, the magistrates of Westmo-
reland County in Virginia had unanimously decided to
resign their offices rather than to remain open and use the
stamps.t?®

Such closures, occasioned by boycotts and resigna-
tions, had several implications. Another Virginian, George
Washington, commented on one of them as follows: “Our
Courts of Judicature must be inevitably shut up, [Wash-
ington wrote], for it is impossible ... under our present
Circumstances that the Act of Parliament can be comply-
ed with ... and if a stop be put to our judicial proceedings I
fancy the Merchants of G. Britain trading to Colonies will
notbe amongthelasttowish for a Repeal of it.”1?° As Wash-
ington correctly saw, the closure of courts in America
could have ramifications for merchants in London. Trade
could be paralyzed, as bills might go uncollected, and
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debtors remained untouched. In short, the regular course
of life would come to a standstill. Hardships for creditors
would occur on the domestic scene as well. For example,
as the merchant Charles Thomson reported in early No-
vember: “The Confusion in our City and Province, and
indeed thro the whole Colonies, are unspeakable by reason
of the late Stamp Act. The Courts of Justice and the office
of Government are all shut up; numbers of people who are
indebted take advantage of the times to refuse Payment
and are moving off with all their effects out of reach of
their Creditors.” Thomson also foresaw a possible effect
on British merchants. He gloomily concluded: “Where this
will end God Knows—but if relief does not come, and that
speedily we who have imported Goods from Great Britain
are ruined, and how far our Ruin may affect the Trade and
Manufactures of Great Britain they best can tell.”*2°
While Thomson spoke of “numbers of people” taking
advantage of the court situation to avoid debts, it is dif-
ficult to substantiate the actual scope of this practice.
Interestingly, some months later, there was a report of a
case in which the tables were turned. In this instance,
acertain personbeing duned for a debt, he gave his creditor
to understand, that as there was no law, he would not pay
him, whereupon the creditor seized him by the shoulder,
and called out ‘here is a man that wants stamps!” he was in
alittle time surrounded by a number of people, who would
make a sacrifice of him, who dared to take the advantage
of the distressing situation of his country, had he not im-

mediately paid the money, and made an acknowledgement
of his fault.'3!

Stamps were not required in the criminal courts but
were required in the admiralty courts and the civil courts.
With thelocal admiralty courts closed, the mechanism for
enforcing the Stamp Act was removed, unless prosecutors
were willing to take their cases to the admiralty court in
Halifax, Nova Scotia. Thus, the implementation of impe-
rial policy, as well as many local matters, was interrupted
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whenever courts were inoperative. Several other courts
shut down during November. On 1 November, the courts
in New Hampshire were closed because there were no
stamps to be had. Soon after, the citizens of Portsmouth
formed an independent association to protect property,
anticipating quite possibly the very debtor situation of
which Charles Thomson complained. In South Carolina,
Chief Justice Shinner indicated that as no stamps were
available, no business of the court would be transacted.
Accordingly, he adjourned his court until 3 December, at
which time it was continued until 4 March 1766. The same
circumstances occurred in Georgia, though this time the
governor adjourned the court. Somewhat differently, in
North Carolina, Governor Tryon noted: “No business is
transacted in the Courts of Judicature, tho’ the Courts
here have been regularly opened.” There the courts were
in effect closed as a result of the boycott of the facilities by
both lawyers and litigants.!3?

Noncooperation in the form of official resignation or
the popular boycott of institutions was joined by scrupu-
lous attention to legal and bureaucratic detail as a reason
for refusing to use the stamps. Governor William Franklin
mused, “we might legally go on with Business in the Usu-
al Way, much as if the Stamps had never been sent, or had
been lost at sea, seeing that no Commissioner or instruc-
tions have been sent to any Body to execute the Act in this
Province.”**® At other points, legislatures refused to advise
royal governors on stamp matters, claiming that such is-
sues did not fall properly within their legislative purview.
For example, as mentioned previously, on 25 Septem-
ber 1765, Governor Bernard of Massachusetts requested
the advice and assistance of the Massachusetts Assem-
bly in the care of the stamps. The assembly responded to
the governor that, “as the Stamped Papers, mentioned in
your Message are brought here without any Direction to
this Government, it is the Sense of the House that it may
prove of ill Consequence for them in any ways to interest
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themselves in this matter.” In a similar vein, the assembly
of South Carolina interrogated Lieutenant-Governor Bull
as to whether a copy of the Stamp Act, “said to have been
passed in Parliament,” had been received, and if so, from
whom? Had he received the copy from an authentic and
reliable source such as the secretary of state or the Lords
of Trade? Bull responded that his copy came from the gov-
ernor, though he did not indicate from whom the governor
received his copy.'®*

Other options remained besides those forms of non-
cooperation which resulted in court closings. One was to
remain open continuously in defiance of the law. Anoth-
er was to reopen without the use of stamps. In December
1765, Charles Carroll of Carrollton recommended this
former choice “since a suspension from business implies
a tacit acquaintance of the Law, or at least ye right of ye
power of imposing such Laws upon us: the right we deny
upon ye soundest of reasoning, and the power we should
oppose by all lawful means.”'?® Significantly, in Carroll’s
own Maryland, the courts of Frederick County had al-
ready decided by November 1765 to remain open.'3¢

In the months between December 1765 and March
1766, the scope of these court-related resistance activities
grew throughout the colonies. In December, the lawyers in
Philadelphia and New York voted to continue their prac-
tices, but under no conditions to use the stamps.*” Also in
December, the Boston town meeting called for the local
courts to reopen. A memorial of 18 December 1765 from
the town to the governor noted, “the Courts of Law with-
in the Province in which alone Justice can be distributed
among the people, so far as respects Civil Matters are to
all intents and purposes shut up, for which your Memorial-
ists apprehend no Just and Legal Reason can be assigned.”
The town meeting therefore called upon the governor and
his council to direct the officers of the courts to reopen. In
response, the council refused to act, claiming “the Subject
Matter of this Memorial is not proper for the determina-
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tion of this Board” and was best left to the justices of the
court themselves to determine appropriate action. Pres-
sure to reopen the Massachusetts courts continued as the
new year began. By 16 January 1766, it was reported to the
Boston town meeting that the Inferior Court of Common
Pleas for Suffolk County along with the Court of Probate
were now open. The town meeting voted on the same day
to instruct their representatives in the Massachusetts
House to see that “Justice be also duly administered in
all the Countys throughout the Province.” In short, now
that the Suffolk County courts were open, the Bostonians
saw no reason for any other Massachusetts courts to be
closed.'®®

On 24 January 1766, the Massachusetts House ad-
dressed the Bostonians’ concerns. The House resolved
“that the Shutting up the Courts of Justice in general in
this Province, particularly the Superior Court, has a man-
ifest tendency to dissolve the Bonds of Civil Society, is
unjustifiable on the Principles of Law and Reason,” and
thus was a pressing matter which deserved immediate at-
tention. Once such attention was given, it was clear which
course of action should be taken: “the Judges and Justices,
and all other publick Officers in this province ought to pro-
ceedinthedischarge of their several functions as usual.”3°
Despite the forthrightness of the House’s resolution, the
Superior Court of Massachusetts remained closed until
March 1766. At that point, it ruled on a single case which
had begun prior to 1 November 1765, after which the court
suspended operation again until June 1766.

Other courts throughout the colonies wrestled with
the question of how to proceed. On 6 January 1766, a no-
tice in the Boston Gazette indicated that the courts in
Providence, Rhode Island, had remained open since No-
vember and were continuing to do so.1*°* Within the month,
the inferior courts of New Hampshire had resumed their
operations without stamps, and by early February, the
superior courts were open again as well.'*! In Virginia,
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Judge Edmund Pendleton of Caroline County urged that
“we must resolve either to admit the stamps or to proceed
without them, for to stop all business must be a greater evil
then either.” For his own part, Pendleton said, “I thought it
my duty to sit, and we have constantly opened Court.” In
nearby Northampton County, the court not only remained
open, but on 11 February 1766, the judges unanimously de-
clared the Stamp Actunconstitutional. The Stamp Act “did
not bind, affect, or concern the inhabitants of this colony,”
the judges ruled, “inasmuch as they conceive the same to
be unconstitutional, and the said several officers [of the
court] may proceed to the execution of their respective of-
fices without incurring any penalties by means thereof.”4?
In New Jersey, a meeting of the bar was held on 13
February 1766. The courts of New Jersey had been closed
since November for lack of stamp distributors and of judg-
es willing to sit illegally. Now in February, many lawyers
wanted to find a way to resume some sort of practice. So
too did the New Jersey Sons of Liberty. They attended the
February meeting and called on the bar to resume practice
without the use of stamps. After a long meeting, however,
the bar decided to continue “to desist from this practice
till the first day of April next,” after which if the Stamp
Act was still in effect, to resume their practice in defiance
of the law. Repeal occurred before April came, thereby
relieving the New Jersey lawyers of the opportunity. How-
ever, before repeal took place, the county courts of Sussex
and Cumberland in New Jersey had both reopened.'*?
Judicial developments in South Carolina and Mary-
land demonstrated popular concern over the courts in
the southern colonies. In South Carolina, the courts had
been closed since November. On 4 March 1766, three new
judges were appointed to assist Chief Justice Shinner. A
case was presented at this time, but the court decided to
postpone consideration until its meeting of 1 April 1766.
On that day, the three new judges overrode Shinner’s neg-
ative vote and agreed to hear the postponed case. At this
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point, Dougal Campbell, clerk of the court, refused to en-
ter the case on the docket or to empanel a jury. The court,
Shinner excluded, appealed to Lieutenant-Governor Bull
to suspend Campbell, but Bull refused to do it. The three
judges next turned to the assembly, hoping to pressure Bull
into cooperation. The assembly drew up a series of reso-
lutions indicating that the court had jurisdiction over its
own affairs and should not be obstructed by the clerk’s in-
transigence; that Dougal Campbell, by his refusal to obey
the orders of the court, was guilty of contempt of court
and ought to be suspended from his post; and finally, that
Campbell and all who supported him in his position were
acting in contradiction to the behavior of good British sub-
jects. The resolutions accurately mirrored the feelings of
the assembly, but they did not produce the desired results.
Bull remained firm, Campbell remained clerk, and the
South Carolina courts remained closed.'**

In Maryland, the Sons of Liberty of Baltimore and Anne
Arundel counties, together with a deputation from Kent
County, assembled on 1 March 1766 at Annapolis. Their
purpose was to try to persuade the chief justice of the
provincial court to reopen. The group requested the chief
justice and the judges of the land office to open their offices
by 31 March, or earlier, if a majority of the superior courts
of the northern colonies should reopen prior to that date.
When the end of the month arrived, the situation seemed
atastalemate, for the chiefjustice refused to reopen court.
Finally, after promises to the judges of financial assis-
tance in the event they were fined for their actions, the
provincial court of Maryland passed the following order:
“It is by the court here ordered that the clerk of this court,
from henceforth ... transact all business whatsoever, in his
office, for which application shall be made to him, by any
inhabitant of this province, as usual without stamped pa-
per.”145

While the lawyers of the colonies were engaged in their
battle over the courts, two other groups—newspaper ed-
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itors and merchants—were undertaking a parallel fight.
The movement to reopen the courts had obtained mixed
results. The majority of noncriminal legal proceedings
appeared to have been suspended in the colonies from No-
vember through the repeal. To be sure, no courts operated
regularly with the stamps. However, few courts continued
proceedings or resumed operations.

The resistance activities surrounding newspapers
and ports had results as diverse as those concerned with
courts. For example, on 10 October 1765, the Maryland
Gazette informed its readers that it was ceasing publica-
tion because of the financial burdens soon to be imposed
by the Stamp Act. Newspapers were especially hard hit
by the act. Its regulations assessed duties on the sheets
of paper upon which the news was printed: a halfpenny
on each copy of a newspaper printed on what was called
“half a sheet” and a full penny on the next larger size of
paper. Moreover, for each advertisement which the paper
carried, an additional two shillings was charged. As the
publisher usually received only three to five shillings for
each advertisement, such a rate of tax was felt to be ex-
cessive. Thus, when the Philadelphia publisher Benjamin
Franklin gloomily predicted that the tax “will affect the
Printers more than anybody,” he echoed the fears of many
of his fellow printers.'*¢

When the 10 October issue of the Maryland Gazette ap-
peared, it wore a different masthead. Within a black band
was printed “The Maryland Gazette Expiring: In uncer-
tain Hopes of a Resurrection to Life again.” In the comer
of the front page, instead of a stamp, appeared a death’s-
head.*” The funeral bands and editorial farewells gained
wider usage by the end of the month. On 31 October, the
New Hampshire Gazette, the New York Gazette or Weekly
Post Boy, the Pennsylvania Journal, the Pennsylvania Ga-
zette, and the South Carolina Gazette all informed their
readers of their cessation. The Pennsylvania Journal out-
did the Maryland Gazette in funeral display. Its front page
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resembled a tombstone with mortuary urns and skulls
and crossbones. Under the title appeared the legend, “Ex-
piring: In Hopes of a Resurrection to Life Again,” while the
marginal captions read, “Adieu, Adieu to the Liberty of the
Press.” Onthe last page was a coffin, indicating the paper’s
demise “Of a Stamp in her Vitals.”**® For its part, the South
Carolina Gazette kept its regular masthead, but its editor,
Peter Timothy, indicated that the Gazette would suspend
its publication because numerous subscribers had indicat-
ed they would not buy any newspapers that appeared with
stamps.’*® It seemed to many publishers that the newspa-
pers were to be bankrupted if they attempted to operate
with the stamps either because of the increased cost from
the stamp duties or due to the boycott of their entire paper
if they used the stamps.

Other options remained for the newspapers, though,
and some papers chose or were pressured to remain open
and not suspend their publication. The New London Ga-
zette and the Connecticut Gazette continued to publish on
1 November without using stamps. The Georgia Gazette
did likewise, explaining that “No Stamp-Officer having
yet arrived ... this paper will be carried on as usual till he
arrives and begins to issue his stamps.” As events turned
out, pressure from the royal governor put an end to the
Georgia Gazette by the end of November. More fortunate
was the Boston Gazette, which resumed publication on 4
November and continued thereafter.

The continuation of papers such as the Boston Gazette
and the support which they gave to the resistance cam-
paign were often tied to the efforts and presence of the
Sons of Liberty in the colonies. Benjamin Edes, copublish-
er of the Boston Gazette, was a member of the local chapter,
as were William Goddard, publisher of the Providence Ga-
zette, and William Bradford, printer of the Pennsylvania
Journal. The opposition to the Stamp Act by the Sons of
Liberty was well known, and they were generally thought
toberesponsible for those cases in which newspapers were
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forced to continue publication. For example, John Holt,
publisher of the New York Gazette or Weekly Post Boy, was
informed that “should you at this critical time, shut up the
Press, and basely desert us, your House, Person, and Ef-
fects, will be in imminent Danger.” Holt’s paper appeared
on 7 November with the banner: “The United Voice of all
His Majesty’s free and loyal subjects in America—Liber-
ty, Property, and No Stamps.” In another case, Andrew
Steuart, printer of the North Carolina Gazette, tried to
suspend his paper’s operation by 1 November. On 16 No-
vember, the local Sons of Liberty requested that he keep
his paper open or face “the Hazard of Life, being maimed,
or have his Printing Office destroyed.” Not surprisingly,
Steuart acceded and continued his paper, but it was later
closed down by the North Carolina governor.!5°

Other strategems were used by the newspapers. Some
papers retained their regular titles but appeared anon-
ymously without the editor or printer specified. The
Newport Mercury appeared this way for two issues be-
fore resuming undisguised. Likewise, the Boston Post Boy,
the New Hampshire Gazette, the Boston Evening-Post, the
Massachusetts Gazette, and Boston News-Letter continued
under this guise. Finally, further to the south, the Penn-
sylvania Journal, the Pennsylvania Gazette, and the New
York Mercury, after using captions such as “No Stamped
Paperstobe had,” published in this way, though after a few
weeks they restored their regular titles.

Several papers which had suspended publication later
reappeared. As early as 25 November, the New York Ga-
zette of William Weyman resumed publication without
stamps. To the surprise of Maryland’s inhabitants, the
Maryland Gazette reappeared on 10 December. This time
the Gazette’s readers were informed that the piece was “an
apparition of the late Maryland Gazette which is not dead,
but only sleepth.” The issue lasted only for a day; but on 30
January 1766, there appeared the Maryland Gazette, Re-
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viving; and finally on 20 February, the Maryland Gazette
Revived. In Providence, Rhode Island, William Goddard’s
paper could only muster the wherewithal to reappear once
on 12 March 1766, as the Providence Gazette Extraordi-
nary.

Finally, two brand new papers started publication. In
South Carolina, Peter Timothy had closed his Gazette on
31 October. On 17 December 1765, a former apprentice,
Charles Crouch, began the South Carolina Gazette and
County Journal. The new paper was successful enough
that as late as three years later, long after the Stamp Act
struggle had ended and the Gazette had resumed publica-
tion, Timothy complained thathe was being discriminated
against for the closure of his paper. In Williamsburg, Vir-
ginia, Alexander Purdie started his Virginia Gazette on 7
March 1766 on unstamped paper. Purdie was suspected
of being under the influence of Governor Francis Fauqui-
er. Consequently, another paper, under the editorship of
William Rind, lately of the Maryland Gazette, began on 16
May 1766.15!

As the Sons of Liberty and many other colonials ev-
idently realized, the newspaper provided important
services to the opposition to the Stamp Act. To the ex-
tent that the newspapers remained open, they provided a
prima facie example of defiance to the Stamp Act. Such ac-
tion provided clear examples of the possibility of resisting
British authority and thus served to encourage resistance
in general. Moreover, the newspapers were significant
for the communication of resistance activities and news.
Such intercolonial communication provided information
and facts but also served as a means of reinforcement and
support for those opposed to the Stamp Act throughout
the colonies. In short, while a few newspapers suspended
publication after 1 November in order to avoid the use of
stamps, in the opinion of one historian, “most printers ig-
nored the requirement that news sheets be stamped and
continued business as usual.”?5?
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Perhaps because of their organization and political
clout or perhaps just by their larger numbers, the colonial
mercantile establishment had much success in reopen-
ing ports and resuming normal trade relations. Just as all
legal documents were supposed to be on stamped paper,
so too were all shipping permits. Yet what should one do
if stamps were unavailable or if there was no stamp dis-
tributor to parcel them out? One answer became quickly
apparent. For as early as the first week of November, ships
were clearing out of ports in Virginia with unstamped
permits. The practice had begun on 2 November, and by
the seventh, Governor Fauquier gave his explicit approval,
since the tobacco crops were ready for market and there
were no stampsto be had. Similar circumstances occurred
in Georgia and Rhode Island in the month of November. In
Rhode Island, ships cleared out on unstamped paper from
the end of the month on, while this practice lasted only into
the end of November in Georgia.’®® In these cases where
there were neither stamps nor distributors, Customs offi-
cials would issue “let passes” to ship captains. A typical
certificate would indicate that “no Stampt Papers being
distributed in this Province, We are therefore obliged to
grant the clearances and Cocquetts on unstampt Paper
as formerly.” As the surveyor-general in Virginia charac-
terized the situation, ships needed to be cleared, but there
were no stamps and “impossibilities will not be expected
of us, and from the Nature of the Case our Conduct will
stand justified.”***

More ports opened during December. Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, opened early in the month after a temporary
closure, while the Connecticut ports of New London and
New Haven soon followed suit. The harbor of New York
City and the ports of New Jersey resumed trade in the first
week of December on unstamped clearances. Before the
week was out, the surveyor general of the colonies of New
Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New York declared
that vessels could be cleared on unstamped paper if condi-
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tions warranted it. The surveyor general’s statement was
merely an admission of the conditions his Customs agents
faced, for in each of these colonies there were no stamp
distributors to hand out the stamps. In Philadelphia, mer-
chants had tried to clear out as many full ships as possible
before 1 November. Thereafter, in an interesting variation
on usual policy, clearance papers were given to any ships
partiallyloaded by 31 October, and undated additions were
allowed for several weeks.!*s

In Boston, there had been pressure to keep the port
open all along. As Andrew Oliver had already resigned in
August 1765, there was no one officially to distribute the
stamps. Nonetheless, merchants and Customs officials
both continued to request that Oliver (despite his resig-
nation) adjudicate the situation. Mindful of his 14 August
experience, Oliver sent them to the attorney general, Ed-
mund Trowbridge, and to the advocate general of the
admiralty court, Robert Auchmuty. This administrative
merry-go-round continued into December. By that time,
the Boston Sons of Liberty had begun to doubt the sinceri-
ty of Oliver’s August resignation and asked him to perform
another public recantation under the Liberty Tree on 17
December 1765. Oliver appeared on the appointed day
and repeated his resignation for the large crowd of Bosto-
nians which had assembled for the occasion. With popular
agitation at such a high-pitch and lacking strong adminis-
trative support, the Customs officials capitulated, and by
17 December, the Boston port was open.'*®

Several significant developments related to the ports
occurred during January and February 1766. In Maryland,
the ports of Oxford and Annapolis opened, while in North
Carolina, the important port of Wilmington reopened.
However, in January there were a few cases of ships clear-
ing from port on stamped papers. Though Governor James
Wright of Georgia had originally permitted ships to clear
from Savannah on unstamped paper, he stopped this
practice at the end of November. In January 1766, George
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Angus, the Georgia stamp distributor, finally arrived from
England, and some sixty ships officially cleared the Geor-
gia port between 17 January and 30 January with the
required stamps. The captains of the ships were not sub-
jected to any local pressure. The same evidently was not
true for George Angus, for by the end of January, he had
left for the Georgian countryside “to avoid the resentment
of the people.” As for the stamps themselves, they were
moved for safe-keeping when the governor learned that
six hundred Georgians were proposing to march to Savan-
nah from the outlying districts to prevent any further use
of the stamps.® By mid-February, the Georgia ports were
opening again, this time without stamps.

Actions such as these, however, could not make up for
stamps having been used in Georgia. The use of stamped
papers to clear ships particularly incensed merchants in
North Carolina. As of January 1766, the North Carolina
merchants had been faced with a major problem. Royal
frigates continued to patrol the waters off Cape Fear, stop-
ping and seizing all ships which lacked properly stamped
papers. Any ships which were thus seized, either on the
high seas or even in other ports under British jurisdiction
(such as in the Caribbean), were liable to prosecution in
the admiralty courts. Thus, the North Carolinians were
especially angered at Georgia’s use of the stamps and at
her seeming traitorous defection from the ranks of the
resistance campaign. The citizens of Charleston, South
Carolina,did morethan complain. Theyinaugurated aboy-
cottofall Georgian goods and trade and refusedto send any
rice to the southern colony.!*® The South Carolina boycott
was backed with the threat of death to any who attempted
to break the boycott and supply the Georgians. In March
1766, a schooner laden with rice for Georgia attempted to
leave under the cover of darkness, but the master and the
owner were stopped by a warning that the penalty for such
actionwould be carried out, and they then discharged their
cargo.’® The South Carolina secondary boycott was not
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unparalleled. Other such boycotts occurred elsewhere. In
January 1766, a ship arrived in Portsmouth, New Hamp-
shire, from the Barbados cleared with stamped paper. The
stamped clearances were taken by the local Sons of Liber-
ty, and other ships were advised to stay clear of the West
Indian island. Similar incidents occurred in which ships
left Caribbean ports with stamped clearances bound for
North American harbors. In some cases, as in Boston and
Philadelphia, members of the local Sons of Liberty con-
fiscated the stamps and warned against trading with the
ship’s captain.6®

Pressure to reopen ports in North and South Carolina
reached a peakin February 1766. By 12 February, all North
Carolina ports except Wilmington were open. On 18 Feb-
ruary, after three more ships had been seized coming out
of that harbor, a large group of North Carolinians met and
marched to New Brunswick. This group was later to form
the Wilmington Association and was responsible for ob-
taining promises by the governor and Customs officials to
give clearances on unstamped paper. Shortly thereafter,
Governor Tryon admitted to royal officials in London that:
“These Southern Provinces will regulate their Future
Obedience and Conduct agreeable to the measuresthatare
adopted by the more Formidable Colonies to the North-
ward.”’! In South Carolina, shipping had been paralyzed
in Charleston, with some two hundred fifty vessels idle in
the harbor. Lieutenant-Governor Bull resisted efforts by
the merchants to obtain unstamped clearances. Finally in
late January, as George Saxby, the resigned stamp distrib-
utor, categorically refused to deal with the stamps at all,
Bull relented and agreed to furnish unstamped shipping
clearances on 4 February 1766.

Thus by the end of February 1766, all ports south of
Quebec and Nova Scotia were opened in defiance of the
Stamp Act by the officers simply giving unstamped clear-
ances to vessels when the law said that all such clearances
must be stamped. Most of the ports had been reopened
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within two months of the date on which the Stamp Act
went into effect. The movement to reopen ports, as that to
reopen courts and to resume publication of newspapers,
formed an important part of the resistance to the Stamp
Act. In conjunction with other aspects of the resistance
campaign (the legislative resolves and the intimidation of
appointed stamp distributors by destruction of property
and even threats of personal injury, which led to their sub-
sequent resignation), the actions of the ports, newspapers
and courts as forms of popular noncooperation with Brit-
ish authority achieved what one historian has aptly called
the “nullification” of the Stamp Act.'®? “Nullification” was
an appropriate word, for while the act was legally bind-
ing, the level and extent of colonial noncooperation was so
great as to make it seem as if it had never passed.

As if to bear out this observation, various forms of
resistance activity continued, even as the lawyers and
merchants were working to open the courts and ports. In
the first week of January 1766, a shipment of stamps for
New York and Connecticut arrived in New York harbor.
The ships were boarded in the night and the stamps taken
off and burned. In other cases, stamps were landed safely,
but once they were delivered, the local citizenry captured
and destroyed them. According to the Boston Gazette, such
destruction of stamps occurred in Milford, Connecticut,
and Marblehead, Massachusetts, during January.'6

Furtherreports of widely diversified resistance activity
continuedto appearinthe colonial newspapersthroughout
February and March. For example, the town of Walling-
ford, Connecticut, assessed a fine of twenty shillings on
any inhabitant who “shall introduce, use, or improve any
stampt vellums, parchment, or paper for which tax or
tribute is or may be demanded.” Representatives from
the Sons of Liberty from New York, Connecticut, Boston,
and Portsmouth, New Hampshire gathered at Portsmouth
on 10 February 1766. The meeting, attended by over one
thousand persons, expressed “in the strongest Manner,
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their Affection to and Loyalty for their rightful sovereign
George the III” and further called for united action in de-
fense of their liberties and in defiance of the Stamp Act as
a proper testimony of that respect for the sovereign.'%*

On 20 February 1766, the Sons of Liberty of Wood-
bridge, New Jersey, following the suggestion of the New
York Sons of Liberty, met to take action against the Stamp
Act. The Woodbridge group resolved that, “as we are of the
unanimous Opinion of our countrymen, that the Stamp
Actisunconstitutional, we will pay no Sort of Regard to it;
but are resolved to oppose it to the utmost, with our Lives
and Fortunes, if the glorious Cause of Liberty requires
it.” To that end, a committee of five persons was delegat-
ed “to act in conjunction with the several Committees
of our neighboring Township ... that we may be in actual
Readiness on any Emergency.” The point of such resolu-
tions was “only to communicate our Sentiments for them
to improve upon; and [we] shall be ever ready to hear oth-
er Proposals that they shall think more conductive to the
Public End aimed at, namely, the Union of the Provinces
throughout the Continent.” Similar meetings of the Sons
of Liberty occurred throughout New Jersey. On 11 March
1766, the Sons of Liberty of Piscataway met and resolved
“at all events [to] oppose the Operation of that detestible
Thing called the Stamp Act in this Colony.” Moreover,
they agreed “always [to] hold ourselves in Readiness and
with the utmost Cheerfulness assist any of the neighbor-
ing provinces, in Opposing every Attempt” to infringe
upon their rights as Englishmen. On 18 March, the Sons of
Liberty of Hunterdon County, West Jersey, and on 3 April
1766, the Sons of Liberty of Freehold, East Jersey, each
met and drew up resolutions protesting the Stamp Act and
pledging support to any intercolonial efforts to defeat it.6°
Even the animal kingdom conspired to resist the Stamp
Act, or at least they were sometimes given the credit. One
report from Philadelphia indicated that “a Quantity of the
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Stamp Paper, on board the Sardoine Man of War, has been
gnawed to pieces by the Rats!”66

Resistance activity of still another sort continued as
three independent popular associations were formed in
Maryland, North Carolina, and Virginia. While each of
these three cases was associated with the issue of the use
of stamps (opening ports and courts, and the like), their ex-
ample as autonomous political organizations within each
of their colonies was highly significant. On 24 February,
several of the “principal gentlemen” of Baltimore gath-
ered at the market-house and organized an association to
compel the officers at Annapolis to resume legal business
without stamped paper. They notified the officials that the
assembly would adjourn until 1 March, at which time they
and at least twelve representatives from each of the other
counties of Maryland would be present to urge a complete
reopening of all official business. On the appointed day,
the various representatives and their supporters recon-
vened at Annapolis, and at their insistence, many offices,
particularly the courts, were reopened as usual without
stamps.1¢”

On 18 February, a mass meeting was held in Wilming-
ton, North Carolina, at which the so-called Wilmington
Association was drawn up. After reiterating their alle-
giance to King George, the subscribers to the Association
claimed they were “fully convinced of the oppressive and
arbitrary tendency” of the Stamp Act. Accordingly, “pre-
ferring death to slavery ... and with a proper and necessary
regard to ourselves and Posterity, [we] hereby mutually
and solemnly plight our faith and honor, that we will at any
risque whatever, and whenever called upon, unite and tru-
ly and faithfully assist each other, to the best of our Power,
in preventing entirely the operation of the Stamp Act.”

On the following day, the assemblage set out to see
the governor. By the time it had reached the home of
Governor Tryon, its numbers had increased measur-
ably. Immediately, they informed the governor “that we
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are fully determined to protect from insult your person
and property,” and offered a bodyguard as an example of
good faith. On 20 February, the Association’s representa-
tives obtained a promise from the port authorities that no
further inspection and seizures for lack of stamps would
occur, at least until the arrival of the surveyor general of
the Customs. The next day, however, the Custom officials
were pressured by the governor, and the people feared a
recantation of the previous agreement. Accordingly, the
Customs officials were escorted to town, “where they all
made oath, that they would not, directly or indirectly, by
themselves, or any other person employed under them,
sign or execute in their several respective Offices, any
stamped Papers, until the Stamp Act should be accepted
by the Province. All the Clerks of the Courts, Lawyers, etc.
who were present were sworn to the same effect.” As had
the newspaper accounts of the Maryland experience, the
report of the Wilmington affair noted and applauded the
goals and behavior of the resisters, suggesting that there
was no “injury offered to any person, but the whole affair
conducted with decency & Spirit, worthy of the imitation
of all the Sons of Liberty throughout the Continent.”1¢®
The third episode took place in late February in West-
moreland, Virginia. Archibald Ritchie,awealthy merchant
who had a cargo bound for the West Indies, claimed that he
knew where he could obtain stamps and was going to use
them.Itwasinthis same Westmorelandin September 1765
that the magistrates of the county court had resigned to
wide popular acclamation rather than execute the Stamp
Act. Ritchie’s declaration was bound to be unpopular. On
the evening of 27 February, 115 men, led by Richard Henry
Lee, gathered and drew up the Westmoreland Association.
Similar to the Wilmington Association, the subscribers to
the Westmoreland agreement pledged their faith to King
George and their lives to the protection of their rights
and the defeat of the Stamp Act. As for “every abandoned
wretch who shall be so lost to Virtue and publick good” as
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to use any stamps, the Association promised to work to
convince “all such Profligates, that immediate danger and
disgrace shall attend their prostitute Purpose.” In the con-
cluding resolutions, the subscribers agreed to inform each
other if such a stamp user was discovered, and should any
subscriber suffer repercussions for his resistance activity,
the Association vowed “at the utmost risk of our lives and
Fortunes to restore such Associate to his Liberty, and to
protect him in the enjoyment of his Property.” The signif-
icance of all this activity for Archibald Ritchie was clear.
On the following day, the whole Association plus several
hundred supporters gathered at Ritchie’s house. A delega-
tion visited Ritchie and demanded that he publicly recant
his previous statement. Ritchie hesitated, whereupon he
was informed that if he refused, he would be stripped to
the waist, dragged at the end of a cart to the pillory, and
left there for an hour. Ritchie acquiesced and read the
statement prepared for him, which in part said: “Sensible
now of the high Insult I offered this Country.... I do hereby
solemnly Promise and Swear on the Holy Evangels, that
no Vessel of mine shall Sail Cleared on Stampt Paper, and
that I never will on any Pretence make Use of, or cause to
be made use Stampt Paper, unless the Use of such Paper
shall be authorized by the General Assembly of this Colo-
ny.” With the retraction secured, the assembly adjourned
peacefully, and Ritchie returned home.!%°

In addition to political and legal noncooperation, var-
ious forms of economic resistance persisted. As has been
noted, sporadic attempts at organized nonconsump-
tion and nonimportation of British goods had occurred
against the Sugar Act. These efforts were renewed in the
resistance to the Stamp Act with much wider scope and
success. Consequently, between 31 October and 8 Decem-
ber 1765, the majority of the mercantile community along
the eastern seaboard cities joined in an economic boycott
of British goods. The solidarity of the boycott agreements
was surprisingly tight. In one instance of an attempted
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breach of the boycott agreement, merchants in Philadel-
phia confiscated the proscribed articles and ordered that
they be locked up until the repeal of the Stamp Act. In a
similar case, the Sons of Liberty of New York took charge
of goods shipped from England and returned them at the
first opportunity.l™ Boycotts could also be directed at
Americans and, as seen in the secondary boycott of Geor-
gia by South Carolina merchants, could be quite effective.
Once an economic boycott was undertaken, its conse-
quences could be double-edged. It could aid and promote
the manufacture and use of American products in pref-
erence to English goods. Moreover, the boycott of British
goods would inevitably hurt the pocketbooks of British
merchants as these goods were either given up by Amer-
icans or substituted by American products. Both of these
consequencesoccurred, althoughindifferent degrees. Sev-
eral kinds of products began to be produced and purchased
in America—scythes, spades, shovels, wallpaper, liquors,
cordials, cloth, and clothing. It was in this area of clothing
that the most visible activity took place. Homespun Amer-
ican linen, made of native-grown and spun flax, became
a symbol of patriotic devotion for American liberty and
corresponding opposition to the Stamp Act. According to
Arthur M. Schlesinger, more than three hundred persons
in New York City were engaged in the manufacture of lin-
en, and the volume of home produced goods was sufficient
in that city to warrant a fortnightly market for the sale
of New York manufacturers. Likewise, in Philadelphia, a
market met three times a week to sell homemade linens,
shallons, flannels, ink-powder, and other wares.'?
Writing under the name “Homespun,” Benjamin
Franklin applauded the resiliency of American boycott
efforts. To the charge that American diets, lacking boycot-
ted English delicacies, were bland, Franklin recounted to
his opponent, “Vindex Patriae,” a long list of native grown
products. Moreover, Franklin continued, Indian corn, no
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matter how bland, could never be “as disagreeable and
indigestible as the Stamp Act.” In this vein, Franklin sum-
marized the state of the boycott:
They resolved to wear no mourning; and it is now totally
out of fashion with near two millions of people; and yet
nobody sighs for Norwich crapes, or any other of the ex-
pensive, flimsey, rotten, black stuffs and cloths you used to
send us for that purpose.... They resolved last spring to eat
no more lamb; and not a joint of lamb has since been seen
on any of their tables, throughout a country 1500 miles ex-
tent, but the sweet little creatures are all alive to this day
with the prettiest fleeces on their backs imaginable.?

Whether Franklin realized it or not, his summary
aptly captured the dual nature of the American’s boycott
effort. In one sense, it was an effort directed at economics,
hence the eating of lamb was abandoned in order not to in-
terfere with the production of American wool. In another
way though, the American effort drew on the sentiments
and social habits of the Americans and developed an oppo-
sition consciousness or at least a willingness on the part
of the people to identify with the resistance to the Stamp
Act. Here, as Franklin saw, it was now “out of fashion” to
wear the articles that heretofore had been habitual.

Bearing out Franklin’s assessment were other exam-
ples of American productions and, especially, changes in
American habits. For example, on 3 February 1766, a group
in New York City promised: “we will not buy or suffer to
be bought for our use, any Lamb before the first day of
August next; and that we will not buy any Meat from any
Butcher that shall expose any Lamb to Sale before the Day
aforesaid, and will give all manner of Discountenance to
such Butchers for the future.” So too on 17 March 1766,
the Boston town meeting chose a committee “to procure
Subscriptions for not purchasing Lamb the ensuing sea-
son.”'”® American herbs—sage, sassafras, and balm—were
now promoted as more healthy than British tea. Finally of
some significance, if only of restricted scope, young wom-
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en at Providence and Bristol, Rhode Island, agreed not to
admit the addresses of any man who favored the Stamp
Act.1™
Courting and mourning, working and drinking, in

short, much of everyday life became an arena for small
acts of resistance. Awareness of such actions could hardly
go unnoticed. Even Thomas Hutchinson admitted:

When I first saw the proposals for lessening the consump-

tion of English manufactures, I took them to be mere

puffs. The scheme for laying aside mourning succeeded to

my surprise, and scarce any body would now dare to wear

black for the nearest relative. In this town there is yet no

very sensible alteration in other articles, but in the Coun-

try in general, there is a visible difference, and the humour

for being clothed in homespun spreads every day not so

much for economy as to convince the people of England

how beneficial the Colonies have been to them.'”®

As Hutchinson recognized though, a clear intention
of the boycott agreement was to put pressure on British
merchants who in turn would demand the repeal of the
Stamp Act. Many colonists had voiced such a hope, none
more clearly than Daniel Dulany in his pamphlet, Consid-
erations on the Propriety of Imposing Taxes in the British
Colonies. Said Dulany: “Let the Manufactures of America
be the Symbol of Dignity, the Badge of Virtue, and it will
soon break the Fetters of Distress.... By a vigorous Appli-
cation to Manufactures, the Consequence of Oppression
in the Colonies to the Inhabitants of Great Britain would
strike Home and immediately.”"

Yet the boycott campaign was a complicated ven-
ture and built on several strategic calculations. The
consequences for Britain, suggested by Dulany, could be
foreseen. Conceivably, the development by Americans of
their own manufactured goods might progress to the point
where the American economy, or at least its manufactur-
ing sector, would become not only independent from the
British economy but eventually even in competition with
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it. If such direct competition, especially in the fledgling
manufacturing sectors, were to occur, then widespread
unemployment of British workers could be expected.'
At the very least, even if American manufacturing re-
mained undeveloped, the longer the boycotts continued,
the greater would become the stockpile of unsold British
inventories. With no business, British workers would have
to be laid off, unemployment would rise, and the nation,
as well as the mercantile community, would be severely
hurt. In either case, the specter of unemployment and the
increased potential for social unrest loomed large. Con-
sequently, in order to relieve this situation and mend the
economic ties between Britain and America, the British
government would have to repeal the Stamp Act.

These were the hopes and expectations of the Amer-
icans for their boycott efforts, and in some quarters, at
least, they seemed to come true. For example, as early as
August 1765, a merchant in Bristol, England, noted: “The
Avenues of Trade are all shut up.... We have no remittanc-
es, and are at our Witts End for Want of Money to fulfill
our Engagements with our tradesmen.” Further news
reached Parliament that the once flourishing export trade
from Great Britain to America was in a crisis. Merchants
and manufacturers from London, Bristol, Liverpool, Hal-
ifax, Leeds, Lancaster, and several other towns petitioned
Parliament for help, citing economic stagnation and pre-
cipitous drops in trade.!"®

The testimony of a handful of British merchants, how-
ever, can hardly prove the success of the American effort
or demonstrate damage to the British economy. Unfor-
tunately, comprehensive statistical information on the
impact of the Americans’ boycotts on the British economy
has never been assembled. Nonetheless, as is more fully
discussed in Chapter Nine, a decline in the size of exports
from Britain to the American colonies in 1765-66 is ap-
parent. The situation might indeed have seemed harsh to
the British mercantile community, for in February 1766,
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the American debt to merchants in the trading centers
of London, Bristol, Glasgow, Liverpool, and Manchester
exceeded £4,450,000. A debt of this size would hardly go
unnoticed, and in the opinion of Horace Walpole at least,
“the weapon with which the Colonies armed themselves to
most advantage, was the refusal of paying debts they owed
to our merchants at home, for goods and wares exported to
the American provinces.”'”®

These forms of economic resistance played an import-
ant part in the more general resistance campaign against
the Stamp Act. However, the significance of the economic
resistance in this particular conflict does not lie primarily
in its impact on the development of an independent Amer-
ican economy. Instead, it was important for the political
bonds it built between Americans and as a pressure mech-
anism on British politicians. Participation in the rituals
of spinning homegrown flax, subscription with others to
a nonimportation agreement, even the ready acknowledg-
ment of those who wore homespun American clothes—and
those who did not—were all ways in which political allies
were identified, political organizations were developed,
and political power was experienced. All of these aspects
grew increasingly important as the decade continued and
resistance to British authority grew. Of course, the im-
mediate test for this political power came in the contest
for repeal in Parliament. This contest was in reality much
more complex than merely the subscription by Americans
to economic noncooperation. Still, to the Americans their
involvement in such activities had been very important.

The colonists were well aware that one possible re-
sponse to their various forms of resistance might be the
implementation of a draconian military action by the Brit-
ish. Such an alternative had been proposed to and often
suggested by colonial governors in America. Several ob-
jections were raised against the implementation of such a
military policy. In October 1765, for example, the Georgia
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Gazette, in the course of arguing against the Stamp Act,
had forecast that “to attempt the enforcement of an act on
the colonies by military strength would tend to destroy
their usefulness to the mother country—Commercial in-
terests must in great measure, if not totally cease—And
besides a colony of soldiers is, in effect, no colony at all.”'8°
Benjamin Franklin, writing under the pseudonym “Pacifi-
cus,” satirized this same military solution. Citing the need
for “an absolute Submission to the Tax” imposed by Par-
liament, “Pacificus” proposed:

That all the Capitals of the several Provinces should be
burnt to the Ground, and that they cut the throats of all
the Inhabitants, Men, Women, and Children, and scalp
them, to serve as an Example; that all the Shipping should
be destroyed, which will effectually prevent Smuggling
... No Man in his Wits, after such a terrible Military Exe-
cution, will refuse to purchase stamped Paper. If any one
should hesitate, five or six hundred Lashes in a cold frosty
Morning would soon bring him to Reason. If the Massa-
cre should be objected to, as it would too much depopulate
the Country, it may be replied, that the Interruption this
Method would occasion to Commerce, would cause so
many Bankruptcies, such Numbers of Manufacturers and
Labourers would be unemployed, that, together with the
Felons from our Gaols [ jails], we should soon be enabled
to transport such Numbers to repeople the Colonies, as to
make up for any Deficiency which Example made it Neces-
sary to sacrifice for the Public Good. Great Britain might
then reign over a loyal and submissive People, and be mor-
ally certain, that no Act of Parliament would ever after be
disputed.'®

The Americans were also well aware of British support
for their position. Sometimes the support was dramatic, as
in the case of the ship captain from London who had left
ten boxes of stamped paper on the English wharves rather
than risk the displeasure of the Americans. Other times
support took the form of lobbying for repeal by the British
mercantile community. The colonists had many diverse
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connections and avenues of influence, such as colonial
agents, personal friends, and transatlantic organizations
by which they frequently tried to influence the course of
those politics. Thus, it was not surprising to find letters
and notices of support from English sympathizers with
the American cause reprinted in American newspapers.®?
One such letter, printed in Boston, testified to this support
but also recounted, in the author’s view, the counter-
productiveness of violence, or at least the difficulty such
violence posed for those British who wished to support the
colonials and to work for repeal.
In general [the writer related], our opposition to the Stamp
Act has been highly approved in England—except the acts
of violence—the destruction and plunder of private prop-
erty, which though generally disapproved among us, and
executed by men not all concerned in our Cause, who tak-
ing occasion from the tumults which oppression naturally
produces, to perpetuate their evil designs without discov-
ery, furnish the enemies of the colonies with arguments
which they are glad to improve against them.®®

Similar sentiments regarding the disadvantages of vio-
lence were expressed by the townspeople of Plymouth,
Massachusetts. In a letter read before the Boston town
meeting of 10 March 1766, the town of Plymouth compli-
mented Boston “for the invariable attachment you have
on all Occasions and particularly the present shown to the
Principles of Liberty.” The Bostonians were to be applaud-
ed for their “Loyal and Legal Endeavours to secure to our
Country the uninterrupted Enjoyment” of that liberty.
This example, the letter concluded, “we think sufficient
to destroy all those injurious reflections the work of some
Peoples Imaginations; and from which they affect to draw
Consequences not only disadvantageous to you, but to the
whole Country.”8

Interestingly though, not all destruction of property
nor intimidation of persons was committed by those op-
posed to the Stamp Act. In at least one case in Georgia,
several of the Sons of Liberty were collared one evening in
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January 1766 by a member of a pro-stamp faction and were
beaten for their resistance views. According to the news-
paper, the Stamp Act supporters did not intend for there
to be any assaults. Apparently, it was sometimes as easy
for the activities of prostamp persons to get out of hand as
had occurred in anti-Stamp Act protests and demonstra-
tions.®s

*REPEAL OF THE STAMP ACT»

On New Year’s Day, 1766, John Adams had mused that “we
are now upon the beginning of a year of greater expectation
than any that has passed before it.... The eyes of all Amer-
ica are fixed on the British Parliament.”*®¢ Throughout the
first three months of 1766, Parliament, as if to return the
gaze, did indeed focus its attention on the state of affairs of
the colonies. In July 1765, George Grenville’s ministry had
been replaced by that of the Marquis of Rockingham, who
was thought to be more sympathetic to colonial complaints.
On 14 January 1766, Parliament reconvened after a long
summer recess. George Grenville and William Pitt, neither
of whom were officially attached to the Rockingham min-
istry, yet both of whom were intimately interested in the
American question, squared off. Grenville characterized
the American situation as being an open rebellion on the
brink of revolution. “They are now grown to disturbanc-
es, to tumults and riots,” said Grenville of the situation in
America; “they border on open rebellion; and ... I fear they
will lose that name to take that of revolution.” Some days
later, in reply to criticism of his position, Grenville called
for “firm and temperate measures to prevent this scene of
blood which indecision and uncertainty will produce.... Let
those who encourage America [in its resistance] and have
raised and increased this condition by such encouragement
extricate us out of it and God grant they may meet with
success.”
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Grenville’s great protagonist in these debates was Wil-
liam Pitt. Pitt applauded the resistance of the Americans
and thoroughly chastised the ministry for its imposition
of the Stamp Act in the first place. “I have been charged
with giving birth to sedition in America,” Pitt noted: “They
have spoken their sentiments with freedom, against this
unhappy act, and that freedom has become their crime....
The gentleman tells us, America ... is almost in open rebel-
lion. I rejoice that America has resisted. Three millions of
people, so dead to all the feelings of liberty, as voluntari-
ly to submit to be slaves, would have been fit instruments
to make slaves of the rest.” In his famous peroration, Pitt
asked

to tell the House what is really my opinion. It is, that the
Stamp Act be repealed absolutely, totally, and immediate-
ly. That the reason for the repeal be assigned, because it
was founded on an erroneous principle. At the same time,
let the sovereign authority of the country over the colo-
nies, be asserted in as strong terms as can be devised, and
be made to extend to every point of legislation whatsoever,
that we may bind their trade, contain their manufactures,
and exercise every power whatsoever, except that of taking
their money out of their pockets without their consent.®”

Other information was presented to Parliament. Ben-
jamin Franklin appeared before the House of Commons
on 12-13 February, and testified on behalf of the Ameri-
can’s cause (see Appendix A). Reiterating the arguments
of internal versus external taxation and the nonrepresen-
tation of the colonies in Parliament, Franklin effectively
parried many of the points which Grenville and the other
critics of America’s resistance had raised. To the question
of whether anything less than military force could carry
out the Stamp Act, Franklin replied in the negative. “I do
not see how military force can be applied to that purpose,”
Franklin stated. “Suppose amilitary force sent into Amer-
ica, they will find nobody in arms; what are they then to
do? They cannot force a man to take stamps who chuses to
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do without them. They will not find a rebellion, they may
indeed make one.” In his concluding statement, Franklin
took note of the support for mercantile boycotts in Ameri-
ca and predicted increased economic hardship for Britain
as a result. Respect and esteem too had been lost, that
“affection” which America held for Great Britain. Both
economic equilibrium and political difference could be re-
gained, Franklin suggested, but not before repeal and not
if it ever cost the Americans their political liberty.!88

George Mercer, former stamp distributor of Virgin-
ia, also appeared and spoke tellingly of the Americans’
resistance and the difficulties of enforcement. These
very difficulties pointed up to Parliament the financial
catastrophe which the Stamp Act represented. The to-
tal receipts from the sale of stamps, even including the
areas of greatest cooperation such as Grenada, the West
Indies, Nova Scotia, and Quebec, was £3,292. This stunt-
ed amount gives effective testimony to the success of the
various efforts at nullification and resistance which the
colonists had carried on. Parliament, however, was more
aware that it had already spent £6,837 just for the initial
expenses of the act, such as printing the stamps. As for
those printed stamps, if the stamp distributors had been
obliged to pay for the amount of stamps consigned to them,
their debt would have been £64,115. Whether Parliament
checked their expected revenues of £60,000 or their initial
outlay of £6,837 againstthe revenuesin hand, they hadlost
badly. More bad news was coming though. According to
the British merchant community, which by this time was
actively working for repeal, the previous trade with the
colonies amounted to £2,000,000. Now in 1766, the Amer-
icans owed British merchants approximately £4,450,000.
Bankruptcy and economic distress were already a reality
and growing every day.'®®

All this testimony produced its desired effect, and on 4
March 1766, a repeal bill passed the House of Commons.
Little noticed at the time, the bill out of the Commons
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also included a Declaratory Act, which asserted that
Parliament had full authority to make laws binding the
American colonists “in all cases whatsoever.” The House
of Lords was quick to follow suit, and on 18 March 1766,
the repeal bill received the royal assent and became law.

The news of repeal produced joyful celebrations in
Britain. The manufacturing and trading towns that had
seen their trade to America dry up so completely now re-
joiced at the prospect of renewed trade. Cartoons appeared
in the British papers satirizing the Grenville ministry and
applauding the repeal, while Rockingham, Pitt, and others
instrumental in the repeal received accolades and praise
for their actions. In London itself, fifty coaches of mer-
chants who traded with North America went in solemn
procession to the Houses of Parliament at Westminster to
pay their respects to His Majesty and express their plea-
sure at the repeal. Throughout much of the city church
bells rang, and at night houses were illuminated to com-
memorate the repeal.’*°

Word of the repeal reached America soon thereafter.
On 31 March 1766, Henry Conway dispatched a circu-
lar letter to the colonial governors in America informing
them of Parliament’s action.!®™ News of the repeal actu-
ally reached Boston on 16 May and Philadelphia three
days later. Popular celebrations took place up and down
the coast as the news spread. In Boston, the Liberty Tree
was bedecked with 108 lanterns under the direction of
the still powerful Ebenezer Macintosh. In Philadelphia,
a large crowd gathered and saluted King George with
toasts. The citizens of Annapolis, Maryland, celebrated
twice: when they first learned of the repeal, they gathered
for the drinking of “all patriotic toasts,” and in June, when
official notification had been received, they had a city com-
memoration, directed by the mayor. In Virginia, news of
the repeal first reached Williamsburg on 2 May. A ball and
general illumination to celebrate the repeal was held here
on 13 June. News of the repeal reached Charleston, South
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Carolina, on 6 May. That night bonfires, ringing bells, and
orderly parades heralded the event. During the next week,
the South Carolina Assembly commissioned the portraits
of its delegates to the Stamp Act Congress and voted to
have a statue of William Pitt made and sent to Charleston
from England. Interestingly, one member moved to have
the statue constructed of King George, rather than of Pitt;
however, the motion died for lack of a second.'®?

Not all Americans were so overjoyed with the repeal
as to keep from offering a few critical remarks. Christo-
pher Gadsden, for example, appreciated the significance
of the Declaratory Act and warned against too complete a
trust in Parliament’s beneficence. A writer in the Virgin-
ia Gazette likewise suggested that the British merchants’
partinthe repeal campaign indicated only self-interest on
their part and neither support for, nor real understanding
of, the American position. “The Relief they have given,”
he said, “is professedly for their own Sakes, not ours.” An-
other writer in the same issue of the paper gave the honor
of victory to the Americans and their resistance, for “had
we tamely submitted, would the Justice of our Cause have
procured us Relief 77193

Many colonistshad evidently agreed that tame submis-
sion was not the answer to the Stamp Act. A remarkable
degree of solidarity and intercolonial cooperation, sur-
prising all the more for the very tenuousness of previous
intercolonial ventures and the improvised nature of ef-
forts such as the Stamp Act Congress, had been achieved.
So too, awillingness to undergo the rigors of participation
in various forms of resistance activity—demonstrations,
boycotts, nonconsumption agreements—had been seen.
As they viewed the months before March 1765 and March
1766, colonial governors gave widely different pictures of
their experiences. Governor Bernard in Boston informed
the Lords of Trade: “Popular violences indeed have ceased
together with the apprehension of them, but the Spirit of
weakening the Power of Government, already reduced to
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agreat impotence by all legal methods and bringing it still
nearer and nearer to the level of the common people con-
tinues in as much force as ever.” James Wright, governor of
Georgia, on the other hand, congratulated the members of
the legislature for: “having no Injuries or Damages either
of a publick or private Nature (with respect to property)
to compensate ... no Votes or Resolutions injurious to the
Honor of his Majesty’s Government or tendency to destroy
the Legal and Constitutional Dependency of the Colonies
on the Imperial Crown and Parliament of Great Britain to
reconsider.”194

Whatever the differences in resistance activity be-
tween Massachusetts and Georgia, they had seen in
common, as had all the other colonies, an unprecedented
display of popular political power. The meaning of such
an experience was not lost on at least one observer. Thom-
as Hutchinson concluded of the resistance to the Stamp
Act: “An experiment had been made, which persuaded
them, that, by union and firmness, the colonies would be
able to carry every point they wished for. Power, once ac-
quired, is seldom voluntarily parted with.”!?> Resistance
to the Stamp Act had indeed been an experiment. To the
colonists’ delight, with the repeal secured, the experiment
had been successful. Yet with the inclusion of the Declar-
atory Act by Parliament, grounds for future conflict and,
thereby, further experimentation in what Hutchinson had
called “union and firmness” seemed apparent.
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3.

THE FIRST ROCKINGHAM MINISTRY AND
THE REPEAL OF THE STAMP AcT: THE ROLE
oF THE COMMERCIAL LoBBY AND EcoNoMIC

PRESSURES

Paul Langford

It was an abiding belief of Americans in the years between
1766 and 1776 that in economic sanctions they had a weap-
on of overwhelming power in their disputes with the moth-
er country. The nonimportation campaigns of 1768-70 and
of 1774-75 were based not merely on pious hopes of success
but on what seemed positive evidence of their effective-
ness. In the repeal of the Stamp Act, the colonists had won
a major victory against the imperial government and had
apparently done so by the leverage exerted through their
commercial hold on the British economy. Nonimportation
agreements had followed fast on the heels of the Stamp Act
itself, and it was not difficult to argue that they had been the
decisive consideration in the final determination of the gov-
ernment and of Parliament to remove the offending legisla-
tion. Yet the proposition was not necessarily as convincing
as it seemed at first sight. There were, after all, alternative
explanations of the volte face which took place in imperial
policy in 1766, not all of them closely related to either the
political or economic activities of the colonies.

An English Whig, for example, would have argued that
it was the change of ministry in the summer of 1765 which
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worked the transformation. This is a claim worth consid-
ering in detail, for if the ministers in power during the
Stamp Act crisis were committed torepeal, it would hardly
be possible to attribute much significance to the economic
pressures exerted in America. The administration of the
Rockingham Whigs replaced that of George Grenville for
purely domestic, indeed palace, reasons, but great hopes
were from the beginning entertained that the new min-
isters would quickly remove the American taxation laid
by their predecessor. Joseph Sherwood, for example, the
Rhode Island agent in London, wrote home to Governor
Samuel Ward: “I give you Joy on the Revolution in the
Ministry.... It is confidently Asserted these Changes will
produce great Ease to the Inhabitants of America,” while
the American newspapers were quick to “declare their
expectations.” In part, these hopes rested on the simple
assumption that “the new State Physicians will natural-
ly find fault with the Prescriptions of the Old Doctors,”
and certainly Rockingham and his colleagues were deter-
mined to discredit and undo much of Grenville’s work.? But
there appeared more solid grounds for expecting relief be-
cause some of those newly in office had opposed the Stamp
Act at Westminster in the previous spring. Henry Conway
had been one of only two members of Parliament prepared
to deny the legality of taxing the Americans, and several of
his colleagues and associates had at least objected to the
expediency of the tax. But the significance of this opposi-
tion was limited. As Jared Ingersoll pointed out, it was the
opposition of a “few of the heads of the minority who are
sure to athwart and oppose the Ministry in every measure
of what Nature or kind soever.”® Moreover, it had been far
from unanimous. “We had a sad division on adjourning,”
George Onslow had reported to Newcastle on 6 February
1765; “49 to 245. Many of our People with them.” Perhaps
Benjamin Franklin’s assessment of the significance of the
change of ministry was the fairest. “Some we had reason
to Doubt of are removed,” he wrote, “and some particular
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Friends are put in place.” There was, from the colonial
point of view, reason for hope, but not necessarily for con-
fidence.

Nonetheless, this hope seemed at first capable of reali-
zation. Though the Board of Trade flatly declared that the
Virginia Resolves against the Stamp Act amounted to an
“absolute Disavowl of the Right of the Parliament of Great
Britain to impose Taxes upon her Colonies, and a daring
Attackuponthe Constitution of this Country,” and strongly
advised vigorous measures, the ministers showed no anx-
iety to act precipitately.® The cabinet did not discuss the
Virginia Resolves until 30 August 1765,” and the resulting
dispatch from the secretary of state’s office was not trans-
mitted until 14 September. The tenor of the discussion and
dispatch was firm but far from harsh. Lieutenant-Gov-
ernor Francis Fauquier’s report that the Resolves were
the work of “Young, hot, and Giddy Members” permitted
Conway to express the hope that they would quickly be
revoked in the next session.® Conway’s directions to Fau-
quier were confined to a general exhortation: “by every
prudent Measure in your Power, at once to maintain the
just Rights of the British Government, and to preserve
the Peace and Tranquillity of the Province committed to
your Care.”® It would seem that at this juncture the min-
istry was not particularly dismayed by developments in
America which would provide them with an opportunity
simultaneously to discredit Grenville and to demonstrate
their own preference for a liberal and popular policy. That
this was so is also suggested by a letter written by Joseph
Harrison. A Customs officer at New Haven, Harrison had
come to England to further his career and had established
contact with Rockingham and William Dowdeswell, later
becoming an assistant to Edmund Burke in his secretarial
work for Rockingham.® By 11 October, he was writing to
his colleague John Temple in Boston:

Wee have lately had strange accounts from Boston of the
riots and disorders there and at Rhode Island. Surely the
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people are distracted and infatuated. The ministry would
certainly have relieved them from those grievances they
have so much complained of had they behaved with tolle-
rable decency. But now they must expect no favour. What
measures will be taken is not determined. I shall know
when any resolutions are formed; and shall give you the
earliest advice.!!

Harrison’s belief that the Boston riots, in which the
property of royal officials was destroyed and all possibil-
ity of operating the Stamp Act without military backing
nullified, dramatically affected imperial policy was un-
doubtedly correct. “All America is in confusion,” Conway
told Rockingham on 10 October 1765.1* Almost overnight,
a relatively minor colonial problem was transformed
into virtual rebellion. The ministry recognized this by
referring a long-term solution to the consideration of
Parliament. By way of the formal machinery of the Privy
Council, the reports of the American governors and repre-
sentations of the Board of Trade were henceforth directed
to await the attention of the legislature.® However, an
immediate policy was required and this time there was
little delay. The critical information from Governor Fran-
cis Bernard of Massachusetts was received on 5, 13, and
14 October.* The treasury dispatched orders as early as 8
October; the secretary of state, who had to await the re-
sults of a cabinet meeting on 13 October, dispatched his on
the twenty-fourth. These instructions were quite explic-
it. Grey Cooper, as the secretary to the Treasury Board,
ordered Bernard to appoint a new stamp distributor (An-
drew Oliver, the old one, had been compelled to resign)
and to “inforce a due Obedience to the Laws, and to take
care that His Majesty’s Revenue suffers no Detriment, or
Diminution.”® Conway expressed surprise that troops
had not already been used, and while advising “lenient
and persuasive Methods” where possible, he specifically
ordered “such a timely Exertion of Force as the Occasion
may require.”'® Later, there was to be much dispute as to

147



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

the precise implications of these orders. Once the minis-
try had come to a decision to repeal the Stamp Act, it was
naturally anxious to insist that it had never wavered in its
attachment to this policy. The Opposition’s interpretation
varied. Charles Lloyd’s pamphlet The Conduct of the Late
Administration Examined, published in 1767, character-
ized “the whole tenor” of Conway’s dispatches as “languor
and debility.”'” On the other hand, in February 1766, when
Grenville sought to demonstrate the inconsistency of his
opponents, he constantly reiterated that the ministry’s
policy of October 1765 had been one of enforcement. In
the debates of 3 and 7 February, after Conway had rashly
asserted that “he would sooner cut off his hand” than em-
ploy force, Grenville waxed sarcastic at his expense: “The
present administration [is] eager and desirous to carry or-
ders into execution. They will not sleep till orders are sent
to the Admiralty and the misery that will follow it was of
no consequence, as all the Governors have already orders
by Conway’s circular letter to carry the laws into execu-
tion.”18

It is difficult not to sympathize with Grenville’s inter-
pretation. When Newcastle later reexamined the orders of
October 1765, he was compelled to note that they strong-
ly recommended “The Execution of The Stamp Act” and,
if necessary, the “Use of Force.”® Meanwhile, something
like an impartial assessment is provided by John Camp-
bell, M. P. for Corfe Castle and a correspondent of Lord
Holland’s. Campbell did not attend the repeal debates of
1766 and wrote to Holland on 6 April of that year: “I have
seen some letters [in the printed Papers] from the submis-
sive secretary, to Gov[erno]r Bernard and another, which
seem to me quite inconsistent with the repeal of the Stamp
Act. Surely both cannot be right.”?°

In fact, it is perfectly clear that, at the time, Conway
and his colleagues really did intend the use of force in
America. General Thomas Gage, the commander-in-chief
in North America, received explicit orders to supply troops
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to governors who required them, and Lord Colville, the
naval commander, was directed by the Admiralty to pro-
vide transport where necessary.?* Sir Roger Newdigate, a
Tory with intensely authoritarian views on the American
crisis, noted, “Total Languor and want of Energy in Gov-
ernment,” on hearing the dispatches of 24 October read in
the Commons three months later. However, even felt com-
pelled to add, “P. S. orders sent to L[or]d Colville etc. to
send forces from Nova Scotia.”*® As Grenville maintained
in the Commons, bloodshed was averted not because the
ministers refused to endorse it but because the machinery
of enforcement in America proved incapable of effective
action. The critical drawback was that the military could
only be employed at the specific request of the civil power,
in this case the governors and their councils. But colonial
councils proved understandably reluctant to call in troops
against countrymen who were unanimous in their opposi-
tion to the Stamp Act and with whom in many cases they
were in complete agreement. At Boston, for example, the
council flatly refused to ask for military aid, and although
Bernard had the courage to write privately for troops to
Gage, who devised an elaborate procedure for them to act
independently if the council attempted to restrain their
use, he preferred to back down in the event.?® In New Jer-
sey, Governor William Franklin, who strongly advised
the use of force, found his hands tied by his councellors,?*
and at New York, where Gage actually had his headquar-
ters, the same difficulty prevented action, even though the
commander in chief had asked Cadwallader Colden, the
lieutenant-governor, to make a requisition.?®
Notwithstanding what has passed [Gage wrote home], No
Requisition has been made of Me for assistance, which I
must acknowledge I have been sorry for, as the disturbanc-
es, which have happened, have been so much beyond riots,
and so like the forerunners of open Rebellion, that I have

wanted a pretence to draw the troops together from every
post they could be taken from, that the Servants of the

149



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

Crown might be enabled to make a stand in some spot, if
matters should be brought to the Extremitys, that may not
without reason be apprehended; And I have been the more
anxious in this Affair, as from the distance of the Troops,
and the Season of the Year it wou’d require a very Consid-
erable time before a respectable force could be assembled,
and if the Requisition from the Civil Power is postponed
’till sudden emergency’s do happen, it will not be in my
power to give the assistance that will be wanted.?®

By the time the Ministry’s orders reached America,
it was perfectly clear that the cumbersome procedure
required for the employment of the military, the unhelp-
ful deployment of troops in North America, and the total
paralysis of colonial administration in the face of a unit-
ed opposition to the Stamp Act all made impossible the
execution of those orders. As reply after reply to the dis-
patches of Cooper and Conway explained the impossibility
of carrying out the instructions from home, it must have
been with considerable relief that the ministers, by then
committed to a policy of repeal, found that their initial
measures had miscarried.?”

While there is no positive evidence, there are strong
indications that the Duke of Cumberland was the prime
mover of the ministry’s policy of enforcement and repres-
sion. The critical cabinet meeting of 13 October which
resulted in Conway’s dispatch of 24 October was held at
Cumberland’s house. A policy of enforcement, if necessary
with troops, would certainly coincide with Cumberland’s
conservative and military cast of mind, and there were
those who did not hesitate to lay the policy at his door. “Mr.
[Richard] Jackson,” Thomas Hutchinson’s son wrote of the
agent for Connecticut and Pennsylvania, “in Conversation
gave it as his Opinion that if the Duke of Cumberland had
not died, instead of a repeal of the Act, there wou'd have
been a number of Regiments in America before this.”?® A
correspondent of Charles Jenkinson’s postulated a simi-
lar outcome, “if a certain great Duke had lived. Entrenous
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God has been most kind to this Kingdom, if we were but
sensible of it.”?° Certainly Cumberland’s death came at a
fortunate moment for the Americans. It is difficult to be-
lieve that the conciliatory policy adopted by Rockingham
and his friends at the close of 1765 could have been pur-
sued under Cumberland’s regime.

Indeed, that conciliatory policy owed nothing to the
attitudes of the Rockingham ministry in its early months
but rather was the rest of a substantial change which took
place after the Duke of Cumberland’s death on 31 October
1765. In part, this was simply because Rockingham, on
whose shoulders Cumberland’s mantle naturally fell, did
not hold all his master’s views on the American question.
Some hint of his attitude, even in October, is clear from his
remark to a Yorkshire friend that “the notable confusion
which he [Grenville] has raised in America, Tho’ it lays
difficulties upon the present administration, yet so far it
serves them, as it shows that he had neither prudence or
foresight.”?® In November, this obvious desire to discred-
it his predecessor at the treasury was augmented by the
discovery of a completely new angle to the Stamp Act cri-
sis. In the week after Cumberland’s death, Rockingham
received two letters of critical importance, which con-
vinced him that the arguments involved in the problem
were as much economic as constitutional. One was from
his old friend Sir George Savile, whose influence as M.P.
for Yorkshire on Rockingham was great. Savile enclosed
aletter from a Boston man complaining bitterly that “The
Government at home has taken the most effectual Meth-
ods to destroy all Trade.”® Though this complaint was a
vague one, Savile pointed the moral: “They speak as igno-
rant men. Our trade is hurt, what the devil have you been
adoing? For our part, we don’t pretend to understand your
politics and American matters, but our trade is hurt; pray
remedy it, and a plague if you wont.”3?

The second letter, received a few days later, on 6 No-
vember, was from Barlow Trecothick. Trecothick was a
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prosperous and prominent figure in the American trade,
who had led the London North America Merchants in
their opposition to the Stamp and American Mutiny acts
in the previous spring.?® Clearly, he was very much a com-
ing man when he wrote to Rockingham. His letter forecast
disaster not merely in the colonies but in Britain if speedy
action was not taken. Since the Americans were evident-
ly determined not to accept the Stamp Act, he argued, all
commercial business requiring stamps would grind to a
halt. The British export market in America would then
collapse, the manufacturing industries would experience
a severe slump, and chronic unemployment would ensue—
with large numbers of laborers “without Employ and of
course without Bread!” Trecothick wrote:

Here I must stop, not daring to pursue any further the
dreadful Chain of Consequences.... My great fear is, that
too great Delay and Caution in administering the Remedy,
may render the Deseases of this embarrassed Nation in-
curable and even a virtuous Administration may therefore
be deemed accountable for Effects proceeding from the
Error of their Predecessors.?*

The effect of these two letters on their recipient can
scarcely be exaggerated, for they established a line of ar-
gument, a causal chain between Grenville’s legislation,
economic distress in America, and a fatal slump in Brit-
ain, all of which was to lead first Rockingham, then the
administration, and finally Parliament itself to a liber-
al and conciliatory colonial policy. Rockingham himself
was an almost immediate convert to the cause of relief.
While expressing anxiety about the constitutional issues
raised, he arranged a meeting with Trecothick and be-
gan to search for corroborating evidence. By 15 November
1765, Jackson, the Connecticut agent, was aware that the
Cumberland policy was to be reversed: “I have within the
Compass of aweek conceived hopes [he wrote to Governor
Fitch], that Measures may be taken here, that will perfect-
ly conciliate the minds of the Americans, but have reason
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to believe that such Measures are by no means, what were
to have been expected a Month ago and yet depend upon
the Moderation of what we hear from New York.”3®

At the end of the month, Rockingham’s rough notes of a
“Plan of Business” for the parliamentary session were al-
ready in the strain which was in fact to be adopted three
months later.

Que. Consideration of Nlorth] A[merica] in the
Commercial—to be first brought on—

Que. toavoidthe discussion onthe Stamp Act—till Good
Principles are laid down for Easing and Assist-
ing Nforth] America and being well informed of
the high Importance of the Commerce to Nforth]
A[merica] respectively to the Mother Country.3®

On 28 November, the day on which these notes were
written, Grenville was writing to the Duke of Bedford of
reports that the ministers were “resolved (if possible) to
repeal the American tax.”®” In fact, at that time, a precise
policy was far from formulated. Trecothick himself had
only asked for “repeal or suspension,” and certainly Rock-
ingham had not yet decided on the former. What is certain
is that he already viewed the problem in economic rather
than legalistic terms and that he was already disposed to
advise a policy of relief for the colonies on the basis of Brit-
ish commercial interests.

This need not be surprising, for Rockingham was al-
ways ready to listen to the merchants. In part, this was
doubtless connected with the general anxiety of the “Old
Whigs” to attract the support of extraparliamentary and
popular elements, among which the merchants were im-
portant if not preeminent, but it was also a very personal
interest closely related to Rockingham’s Yorkshire heri-
tage. Since his father’s death, he had played a major part
in the politics of his home county, and Yorkshire politics
had not a little to do with the commercial and indus-
trial concerns of the West Riding and Humber regions.
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Throughout the 1750s, he had taken great care, with his
ally Sir George Savile, to concern himself with the eco-
nomic problems of the North. Of course this was partly
self-interest. Referring to the threat to bullion imports in
October 1765, he told Charles Yorke, “I don’t know what
will become of Yorkshire Rents—If Portugal Coin—was
not brought there—in return for Cloth etc.”*® Nonetheless,
his background had inevitably given him, impressionable
as he was, a quite genuine and sincere belief in the im-
portance of trade. In notes made in the early months of
1766 for a speech on American business, which was never
given, he stated proudly: “Bred in a Manufacturing Coun-
ty—Fond of giving every Encouragement—The Existence
of the Country.”®® Yorkshiremen were certainly aware of
his uncharacteristic energy when it came to commercial
matters. One of them informed Rockingham in early De-
cember that the country gentlemen and manufacturers of
Yorkshire intended, though only if he approved their doing
S0, to petition for a prohibition on grain exports, and add-
ed: “They who have so often experienced your Lordships
readiness to serve them on all Occasions wherein either
their Trade or their Interest were concerned, can think of
no Person to whom they can so properly apply as to your
Lordship to Present their Petition if you will Please to per-
mit them so to do so0.”°

Rockingham himself placed great emphasis on this as-
pect of his work. “It is with no small Satisfaction,” he was
to inform the Bristol merchants on leaving office, “that
I can look back upon the Measures of the last Session of
Parl[iamen]t because I think that at no Time the Com-
mercial Interest of this Country was more the Object of
Government.”!

This is not to claim that the Rockingham ministry
moved at once openly towards the repeal of the Stamp Act
under the stimulus of the economic pressures revealed
in November 1765. On the contrary, Rockingham and
his colleagues formally decided in favor of repeal only in
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the middle of January 1766 when Parliament itself was
about to consider the problem of America. For this there
were many reasons. Perhaps the most important was the
great strength and influence of those, particularly in the
political establishment, who opposed the abolition of the
colonial stamp tax. The Stamp Act had been overwhelm-
ingly supported by heavy majorities in almost all quarters
when passed in the session of 1765. It was not to be expect-
ed that this support would be abandoned overnight simply
because the Americans had displayed their displeasure.
On the contrary, the violence of the American response to
the Stamp Act was more likely to provoke retribution than
conciliation. In Parliament, opinion was largely hostile,
not merely among the friends of Grenville and Bedford but
more importantly among the independent M.P.s who ul-
timately decided the fate of controversial legislation. The
king himself was deeply perturbed by the Stamp Act riots
and not inclined to favor a liberal policy. Even the cabinet
was deeply divided, with Lord Chancellor Northington
bitterly opposed to concession. Not until at least signifi-
cant sections of this generally anti-American block were
won over, would Rockingham be able to carry through re-
peal, however convinced he was of its merits.

In the event, Rockingham and his colleagues proved
surprisingly successful in creating a climate of opinion
which favored the elimination of the stamp tax. Contem-
poraries considered the Elder William Pitt’s declaration
of support for repeal, which was made in the House of
Commons on 14 January 1766, a crucial development.
But more important was the expedient of the Declarato-
ry Act, the statutory declaration of Britain’s right to tax
the colonies, which was actually strongly disapproved by
Pitt and which made repeal of the Stamp Act possible. It
is inconceivable that king, cabinet, and Parliament would
have agreed to submit to colonial demands without the
face-saving permitted by the Declaratory Act. Whatever
the logical absurdity of asserting a right while repealing
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its only practical application, the state of politics clearly
required such a maneuver.

If the Declaratory Act made repeal possible, more
was needed to convince all parties that repeal would be
positively beneficial. Rockingham himself had been pri-
marily influenced by the economic consideration, though
the practical difficulties of enforcing the Stamp Act in the
colonies no doubt played their part in his thinking. But the
economic arguments were to be the crucial factor deter-
mining the ultimate fate of the Stamp tax. Fortunately for
the ministry, and indeed with its connivance and collab-
oration, a great campaign out of, as well as in, Parliament
forcibly demonstrated the dangers for British prosperity
and economic stability in continuing an unpopular co-
lonial policy. In this campaign, the pressures brought to
bear from America were of critical importance. Ever since
the autumn of 1764, it had been obvious that something
was seriously amiss with the North American economy.
In the spring of 1765, London merchants were testifying
that returns from the American colonies “are fallen very
short,” while colonial merchants like John Hancock of
Boston, William Davidson of New York, and William Allen
of Philadelphia all complained bitterly of severe business
difficulties.*?

At first, the Sugar Act and Grenville’s Customs regu-
lations were blamed for this recession, but the Stamp Act
put previous legislation into the background. “I hear the
stamp act is like to take place,” wrote Hancock earlier in
1765: “it is very cruel, we were before bothered, we shall
not be able much longer to support trade, and in the end
Great Britain must feel the ill effects of it. I wonder the
merchants and friends of America don’t make a stir for
us.”3 Gradually, as it became clear that colonial society as
a whole was heavily opposed to the Stamp Act, it turned
into the principal grievance of the merchants, and ulti-
mately its repeal came to appear synonymous with the
return of economic prosperity. By the autumn of 1765,
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American merchants were warning their British counter-
parts that unless relief were speedily granted, trade would
grind to a complete halt. The logical conclusion of their
argument was reached with the nonimportation agree-
ments, which were passed in the three great centers of
New York, Philadelphia, and Boston respectively on 31 Oc-
tober, 7 November, and 9 December 1765, and which were
to take effect from 1 January 1766.** The agreements were
carried out with some vigor. Thus, Richard Neave and Son
of London soon learned from Samuel Mifflin of Philadel-
phia that all orders for shipment were countermanded.*®
Barnards and Harrison were similarly informed by Han-
cock that unless the act were repealed, they would lose
a customer who refused to be a “Slave to enrich Place-
ment.”® In the face of such action, it is scarcely surprising
that the merchants in Britain acted quickly. Whether they
agreed with the American attitude—whether even, they
accepted the logic of the colonial merchants—was irrele-
vant. With business bad for the past year and faced now
by the prospect of complete disaster, they had little choice
but to obey their clients’ demands. Thus Hancock bluntly
informed Barnards and Harrison: “You may bid Adieu to
Remittances for the past Goods, and Trade in future.... We
are a people worth a saveing and our trade [is] so much to
your advantage worth keeping that it merits the notice of
those on y[ou]r side who have the Conduct of it but to find
nothing urg’d by the merch[an]ts on your side in our favour
Really is extraordinary.”” English merchants were by no
means slow to take the hint.

There was nothing new about an attempt by the mer-
cantile interest to influence imperial policy. Only the
previous winter, Trecothick, a “steady, cool but firm friend
to America,” as Jared Ingersoll called him, had led the
London North America Merchants in an organized effort
to modify Grenville’s colonial legislation.*® Though their
opposition to the Stamp Act was unsuccessful, they suc-
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ceeded,incooperationwiththe American agents,inhaving
a clause deleted from the American Mutiny Act allowing
the billeting of troops in private houses.*® “The Colonys,”
the Rhode Island agent, Joseph Sherwood, wrote home in
May 1765, “are under great Obligations to the Merchants
of London for their Assistance and Influence in this most
Important Attack, had it not been for their Aid, I do believe
the Measure would have been carried.”® However, influ-
encing aminister to alter minor legislative provisions was
scarcely comparable to the task of completely converting
opinion both inside and outside Westminster from an at-
titude of total hostility to the colonies to one of readiness
to repeal the Stamp Act. If the Americans were right in
thinking that the most effectual way to get the stamp tax
revoked was through the British merchants, success was
not to be achieved without considerable skill and labor on
the part of the latter.

Their campaign began in the metropolis on 4 December
whenanew London North AmericaMerchants Committee,
which included well-known names like Barclay, Mildred,
Hanbury, Neave, and Dennys DeBerdt, was elected under
the chairmanship of Trecothick to work for the repeal of
the Stamp Act.’® Two days later, on 6 December, the com-
mittee agreed on a circular which was to be dispatched “to
the outports and to the manufacturing Towns.”5? This cir-
cular revealed the two essential points in the merchants’
campaign: first, the object was a concerted movement to
petition Parliament and to pressure local M.P.s in favor
of repeal, and second, there was to be no discussion of the
constitutional issues or, indeed, of the colonists’ resis-
tance to imperial authority at all. “We mean to take for our
sole Object,” it stated, “the Interest of these Kingdoms it
being our Opinion, that conclusive Arguments for granting
every Ease or Advantage the North Americans can with
propriety desire, may be fairly deduced from that Princi-
ple only.”®® According to Trecothick, this circular was sent
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to some thirty towns throughout the provinces.** The re-
sponse was enthusiastic. At Bristol, for example, where a
good deal of press coverage was given to American prob-
lems in general and to the nonimportation agreements in
particular, both the Society of Merchant Venturers and
traders outside the society petitioned Parliament and sent
three representatives—William Reeve, the Quaker lead-
er of the Bristol merchants, Joseph Farrel, and Thomas
Farr—to bear the petitions to London.*® At Birmingham,
where there was great anxiety about unemployment, the
local manufacturers met on 23 December to elect a com-
mittee, and by 4 January, they had produced not merely a
petition to the legislature but letters to all the M.P.s and
peers in the district.’® Altogether some twenty-five towns,
from all the key trading and industrial areas, petitioned
Parliament.5”

Not every appeal was successful, and when the Mayor
of Norwich replied in distinctly cool vein to the circular,
Trecothick assured him:

[The Committee] desire me to acquaint you that they con-

fine their object in the intended Application to Parliament

to the Honour and Real Interest of Great Britain, which in

their Apprehension are both inseparably connected with

the Welfare of the Trade to North America, they propose to
petition Parliament on the Subject of the present Declen-
sion and the Prospect of a total Failure of that Trade. And
hope for the Concurrence of a City so greatly concerned as
yours is in the Event. [T]The present State of the Demand

for the Manufactures will doubtless afford Matter where-

on to found such Petition from you. And they wish to have

it supported by the Countenance of the worthy Members

for the City and County.*8

Yet despite this pressure, despite the fact that there was
undoubted and publicized economic distress in Norwich,
and despite the existence of sufficient organization and
vigor for a petition about grain prices there, the Stamp Act
campaign was ignored.*® Doubtless this was because the
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chief political interest in the city was that of Grenville’s
friend, the Earl of Buckinghamshire, who received copies
of the correspondence with Trecothick from the mayor
together with congratulations on sentiments “founded on
such principles as can alone Support the Honour and true
Interest of Great Brittain.”®® At Liverpool, too, the corpo-
ration had political interests which differed from those
of the merchants. There Trecothick’s circular was sup-
pressed and produced only after Sir William Meredith, M.
P. for Liverpool, had informed the local traders of its exis-
tence.5!

These cases were atypical, however. For the most part,
the circular was astonishingly productive. Indeed, the re-
sponse was so widespread that the Opposition was forced
to doubt not its extent but its authenticity. Faced by a flood
of petitions and evidence from the provincial towns, Gren-
ville and his friends could only argue that a gigantic fraud
had been practiced; that the manufacturers had “been de-
ceived by false representations,”®® and that the ministry,
in this deception, “took the lead, and employed for this
purpose every engine in their power,”®® “encouraging pe-
titions to P[arliamen]t, and instructions to Members from
the trading and manufacturing towns, against the act.”%*
Certainly, there was a good deal of suspicion of the mer-
chant classes. One of Charles Jenkinson’s Scottish friends
refused to believe “the sad Tales—which the Glasgow Sug-
ar-mongers and Tobacconists sour their Punch and light
their Pipes with,” while from the embassy at The Hague,
Sir Joseph Yorke opined: “as to the Clamour of the Mer-
chants and Manufacturers that is all an artifice, (I don’t
mean there is not a Stagnation or Embarrassment) to force
Government to give up its powers.”%®

How much truth there was in these charges is not easy
to determine. Trecothick was certainly anxious to avoid
the imputation, which was made to his face in the Com-
mons’ Committee on 11 February 1766, that the London
merchants had dictated the pattern of the protests.®® In
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this respect, the activities of the Bristol merchants were
somewhat embarrassing. They had obtained a copy of the
Liverpool petition, in order, they wrote, “that we may be as
uniform as possible in our application.”®” They also offered
to send Birmingham a copy, though fortunately the man-
ufacturers in that town declined the offer.®® When Reeve
and his colleagues asked Trecothick for instructions as
to the petition, he insisted that “the particular distress-
es of Commerce in each port and in each manufacturing
Town will best be expressed from their own feelings” and
that “such only as either are or soon expect to be aggrieved
should complain.”®® Nonetheless, he did go on to outline
the London petition, and in drawing up their own, the
Bristol merchants proved remarkably slavish in following
its pattern. Grenville asked scornfully in the Commons: “Is
it difficult for Ministers to get Pet[itio]ns ag[ain]st Taxes. I
opposed the Tax upon Beer, could not I first Com[missione]
r of Treas[ur]y have got Pet[itio]ns from all the Mughous-
es in London.”70 Despite this, the sheer volume of protest
throughout the country belied the notion that it was large-
ly an invention on the part of the ministry and the London
merchants. As Trecothick remarked in the Commons: “In
General I believe the petitions would have come though
Letters had not been sent.””

More serious was the charge that deliberate deception
of another sort was involved. One of the reasons for the
great success of the campaign was the relative importance
of the manufacturing as against the mercantile element
among the petitioners. Though Trecothick and his friends
provided the basic organization, it was the great outburst
of opinion from manufacturing towns in Yorkshire, Lan-
cashire, and the Black Country which, with its serious
implications for local society, made a deep impression on
opinion inside and outside Westminster. Their contribu-
tion stemmed, in the first instance, from the cessation of
orders from the merchants who marketed their wares in
North America, and in one case, at least, it is certain that
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a degree of disingenuity was practiced. Henry Cruger, a
Bristol merchant of American birth, informed one of his
Rhode Island customers that although he had received no
instruction to cancel orders from him, he had taken upon
himself the responsibility of doing so. “I cou’d not think of
giving out any of your orders untill I saw which way this
Momentous Affair wou'd turn, and terminate.””® Howev-
er, this case was doubtless exceptional. There can be little
question that demand had indeed severely decreased and
that, for the most part, the pressure on the manufacturers
was both spontaneous and genuine.

The precise relationship between the ministry and the
merchants’ campaign is somewhat obscure, though there
is no doubt that some of the ministers cooperated closely
with the merchants. Rockingham was in constant touch
with Trecothick—indeed according to the endorsement
on the copy of the merchants’ circular preserved among
the Rockingham Papers, it was “concerted between the
Marquess of Rlockingham] and Mr. Trecothick.””® Rock-
ingham was regularly informed of the progress of the
movement, writing, for example, to Newcastle on 2 Jan-
uary, “Trecothick and the Merchants and Trading and
Manufacturing Towns, etc. go on well.”™ Similarly, Dart-
mouth at the Board of Trade advised Samuel Garbett, the
leader of the Birmingham industrialists, and received
regular reports on the headway made in the Midlands.”
It is interesting that in each of these cases, the wheels of
cooperation were oiled by personal interests. Trecothick
was, incidentally, the leader of the Grenada proprietors
who were petitioning the Privy Council for an island as-
sembly,”®* while Garbett was corresponding with William
Burke, as well as his superiors in the administration,
about problems involving the iron industry.”” It is evident
from the interest which Rockingham and his more liberal
friends took at this time in the concerns of the merchants
in general, and in their petitioning campaign in particular,
that they were as much the directors as the victims of the
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mercantile and manufacturing lobby which was so rapidly
gaining strength.

This was probably equally true of the other interests
and groups with which the ministry was in contact. In-
evitably, Rockingham and his colleagues were subject to
immense pressure from interested parties on the Amer-
ican issue. A mass of material and information from
American agents, merchants, manufacturers, speculators,
administrators, writers, experts, and mere busybodies is
still to be found among Rockingham’s papers at Sheffield.”
Dartmouth, as well as receiving the usual flood of advice
and information, was also much influenced by quite close
friends and acquaintances. Dennys DeBerdt, a London
merchant who plied him with a stream of propaganda on
the Stamp Act controversy, had been specifically selected
as special agent for Massachusetts because of his known
connection with Dartmouth,” while Dr. John Fothergill, a
noted Quaker with extensive American connections and a
friend of Dartmouth’s, was constantly in touch with him.8°
However, ministers were as anxious to consult the experts
as the latter were to influence them. Quite apart from the
better-known Americans such as Franklin and Ingersoll,
who were constantly being consulted by Rockingham,
Conway, and Dartmouth, far less distinguished figures
were involved. A West Riding manufacturer like Joseph
Milnes could be asked to supply information about the
American trade when calling at Wentworth Woodhouse,
Rockingham’s country seat, and a friendship as nonpo-
litical as that between Dartmouth and George Whitefield
could be used to obtain evidence from the other side of
the Atlantic.® Whatever the amateurism and naiveté of
the young ministers, there is no denying their industry
or enthusiasm in the autumn of 1765. As in the case of the
campaign organized by Trecothick and the London mer-
chants, so in relation to the activities of the innumerable
groups and individuals around the ministry in 1765-66, it
is clear that what began as an attempt to pressure the min-
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isters soon became a great movement in cooperation with
them to influence public and parliamentary opinion.

The organization of a great campaign in favor of repeal-
ing the Stamp Act was merely a preliminary to convincing
Parliament. Yet in the Commons, where the great battle
took place, the extraparliamentary campaign too was a
reasonable success. The critical divisions of 7 and 22 Feb-
ruary showed a massive majority, 274 to 134 and 275 to
167 respectively, not merely against Grenville’s proposal
to enforce the Stamp Act but in favor of a total repeal. For
virtually six weeks, the Commons was preoccupied with
the American issue, and by the end of that time, it had
overwhelmingly determined on the removal of a tax which
it had laid with equally overwhelming support a year
previously. Yet the crucial consideration in this determi-
nation was scarcely the elaborate constitutional argument
conducted in the great set-piece debates. For the most
part, the arguments expressed were exceedingly stereo-
typed and repetitive. They had already been rehearsed in
countless pamphlets and papers and were not noticeably
improved by their airing at Westminster. “Every point
now turns immediately into something American,” wrote
one M. P. after a debate on army estimates had been used
to discuss the Stamp Act.?? It was scarcely surprising that
many began to find the arguments tedious. “Mr. Burke,”
the young William Baker remarked after the debate of 24
February, “was the only man who could keep up the atten-
tion of the House on a subject already threadbare,” while
Burke himself recorded of the debate on the third reading
of the repeal bill that “The house was teezed to Death and
heard nobody willingly.”®® The debating strategy of both
administration and opposition was simple enough. The
essence of the ministry’s approach throughout had been to
concede everything demanded in terms of constitutional
rights, in order to clear the way for a repeal based on ex-
pediency. The king’s Speech and Address of 14 January,
the rejection of the Stamp Act Congress’s petitions on 27
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January, the elaborate series of resolutions condemning
the colonists’ activities, and above all the resolution which
was to become the Declaratory Act all were intended to
pave the way for what the Duke of Newcastle called “the
immediate Repeal of The Stamp Act; not as an illegal Act;
But, as the most Imprudent, and pernicious One, That ever
was made.”8*

Against this, the Opposition was concerned to treat
the repeal of the Stamp Act as a purely constitution-
al question—to describe it as a “glaring absurdity”® to
declare a right while repealing its only legislative appli-
cation, to point out that “the disgrace of departing from
the inforcing the laws by constraint, and by open rebel-
lion of the Colonists, can’t be wiped off by the power of
any words whatsoever,”®® to insist that the Americans
were seeking not the redress of specific grievances but ul-
timate independence, and to prophesy that repeal would
merely encourage them to make new demands. The sole
object urged by the Opposition was the submission of the
Americans—“the Palladium,” Bedford called it, “which if
suffered to be removed, puts a final period to the British
Empire in America.”® The sole solution suggested was
the enforcement of the Stamp Act, based, Henry Cruger
wrote, upon “this Argument, that since you snarle and
begin to shew your Teeth, they ought to be knocked out
before you are able to bite.”®® This was the essence of the
arguments employed in the debates on the imperial prob-
lem, the framework on which the seventy-nine speakersin
those debates, all but a handful of them committed party
politicians, hung their remarks.?° It was obviously import-
ant to state the different viewpoints clearly, but it can
hardly be maintained that they were decisive as such. It
was evidence, not argument, that was responsible for what
Bamber Gascoyne, M.P. for Midhurst, described as “such
an alteration in men’s minds.”® The administration had
hit on a formula acceptable to the House, provided it could
demonstrate that the Stamp Act was as damaging from
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the purely British point of view as it was for the colonies.
In consequence, the decisive battle was fought not in the
drama of debate but during the examination of evidence
and witnesses to the effects of the act. It was this bat-
tle, notable for what Charles Garth, one of the American
agents, described as “the very great Attention and minute
Enquiry which has been had and given upon this Occasion
in the House of Commons,” which it was the administra-
tion’s concern to win.*

To a great extent, the ministry’s task had been eased in
advance by the change wrought in the climate of opinion
in which the legislature found itself considering a course
of action. If it is true that the initial reaction in England
to news of the disturbances in America had been one of
intense hostility, it is also the case that by February 1766
public opinion appeared to be overwhelmingly in favor
of repeal. The immense flood of propaganda poured out
with the active connivance of the ministry had had an un-
doubted impact. Pamphlets, newspapers, petitions, even
cartoons had been employed by the merchants, on the
one hand, and by the ministry, on the other, to influence
opinion.®® Pitt’s declaration in support of repeal and the
administration’s readiness to satisfy all scruples on the
score of rights had assisted this development. “The Vox
Populi,” wrote Henry Cruger on 14 February, “now begins
to gain ground, and I think since the Legality of Taxation
is allowed, the Act will be repeal’d upon the Grounds of
Expediency,” while Richard Champion, another Bristol
merchant, thought that “Out of Doors the whole King-
dom seem to be united upon the same Sentiment.”®® This
extraordinary turnabout was bound to have its effect at
Westminster.

However, the main emphasis must be on the efforts
made to put pressure on M.P.s and peers directly. For min-
isters who had a reputation (which they posthumously
retain) for being ineffectual, Rockingham and his friends
showed unexpectedefficiencyinorganizingthiscampaign.
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From the beginning, they had worked in harness with the
merchants’ petitioning movement; in the critical peri-
od of January-February 1766, ministers, merchants, and
American agents and experts all joined in the attempt to
ensure the maximum impact for their case in Parliament.
For example, Samuel Garbett, the Birmingham industri-
alist, circularized Staffordshire and Warwickshire peers
and M.P.s with long and detailed accounts of the plight
of the local economy as a result of the Stamp Act crisis.?*
Henry Cruger was also very busy. “I was three Weeks in
London,” he later wrote to his father, “and every Day with
some one Member of Parliament, talking as it were for my
own Life. [I]t is surprising how ignorant some of them are
of Trade and America.”® Similarly, William Strahan’s ac-
count of Benjamin Franklin’s activities commented that:

The assiduity of our friend Dr. Franklin is really astonish-
ing. He is forever with one Member of Parliament or other
(most of whom by the bye seem to have been deplorably
ignorant with regard to the Nature and Consequence of
the Colonies).... This is the most necessary and essential
Service he could possibly perform on this Occasion; and
so effectually hath he done this, and I will venture to say,
he hath thrown so much Light upon the Subject, that if the
Legislature doth not now give you ample redress, it is not
for want of the fullest and most distinct Information in re-
spect of the real Merits of the Case.%®

Of course, the main effort took place in the Commons’
Committee of the Whole House on the American Papers.
Twenty-two witnesses gave evidence in favor of repeal. On
31 January, four victims of the American riots had testi-
fied to the violence of the disturbances in the colonies. The
remainder were heard, once the constitutional questions
had been resolved, on the consequences of the Stamp Act:
three London merchants prominentinthe Americantrade,
on 11 February, and on the following day, three Americans
with some knowledge of commerce, as well as six manu-
facturers from the English provinces. On 13 February,
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three merchants from the outports, two manufacturers, a
goldsmith, and quite unclassifiably, the celebrated Frank-
lin testified.

The ministers obviously chose these witnesses with
great care, though they occasionally met with difficul-
ties. For example, Garbett, who had throughout played a
major part in the campaign in the Midlands, told Dart-
mouth that he “should with great reluctance attend the
House of Commons upon the Plan your Lordship mentions
or be Instrumental in Occasioning any of my Neighbours
to Attend.”®” However, there was no shortage of witness-
es. Fifty-three were ordered to attend the Commons’
Committee, though of course some were summoned by
the Opposition, and in any case, less than half were ac-
tually examined at the bar. The basis of this selection
was obviously to demonstrate the unanimity, not merely
of the Americans but, far more important, of the British
merchants and manufacturers in their opposition to the
Stamp Act. Already the Commons had been subjected to a
carefully marshaled onslaught of twenty-seven petitions
from the trading and manufacturing towns, and now the
impression of an economy under siege was to be driven
home by viva voce evidence from all quarters.®® Various
friends of the ministry in the Commons were apparently
allotted specific tasks to ensure that when the witness-
es were questioned in Committee, the maximum effect
would be achieved. For example, Sir George Savile was
active in coordinating the evidence of the Yorkshire West
Riding textile manufacturers, with whom he was well ac-
quainted, and the copious lists of prearranged questions
which he drew up with them still survive.?® Burke directed
the activities of the merchants of Lancaster and Glasgow
and manufacturers of Birmingham,'°° while Sir William
Meredith dealt among others with the Liverpool repre-
sentatives.!®® Richard Jackson methodically rehearsed
with William Kelly, a New York merchant, the questions
he was to ask him in the House, and Barlow Trecothick,
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whose role was probably more important than that of any
other witness, was equally well-prepared.l®* The questions
he was asked were based on his own paper “Proofs and
Observations on Allegations in the London Merchants’
Petition,”??® and when he was examined in the Commons,
it was reported to Newcastle that he “stated every thing
as he did to your Grace this morning.”°* Naturally the
Opposition did all in its power to reduce the impact and
credibility of the witnesses—apparently the procedure
was for alternate questions from each side, with Conway
and Grenville taking the lead, but as little as possible was
left to chance, and the result was impressive.

Thanks to the preservation of the written record of the
viva voce evidence, it is possible to be certain of the prin-
cipal considerations which interested the Committee of
the Whole House in its examination of witnesses.'°® There
can belittle question that the emphasis was on the damage
donetothe British economy by the Stamp Actanditsreper-
cussions. Recently some weight has been attributed to the
military and diplomatic factors—the expense and difficul-
ty of reducing the Americans to submission by force, and
the threat of Bourbon intervention in any Anglo-Ameri-
can conflict—a view which apparently rests primarily on
some remarks made by Conway in his speeches of 7 and
21 February.’°® But Conway'’s allusions to the problems of
imperial strategy must be seen in the context of long per-
orations largely concerned with the economic aspects.
Indeed, in his great speech of 21 February, problems of
imperial strategy apparently seemed so insignificant that
some of those who reported the debate and speech made
no note of them.'°” Beyond this there is, in any case, little
to suggest that the military and diplomatic considerations
had any influence. One or two questions were asked of the
American witnesses as to the military potential of the
colonists, though very little attention or emphasis was
bestowed upon the subject. It would be surprising if the
contrary were the case. A few years after Bourbon pow-
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er had been shattered by English arms, and over a decade
before it was demonstrated how formidable American
antagonists could be, Englishmen were not likely to be
impressed by such an argument and tended to agree with
Pitt’s assertion that if necessary, “the force of this country
can crush America to atoms.”’°® That it was a minor con-
sideration which needed stating may be conceded. That it
was the critical one is suggested neither by the evidence
of the debates nor by the observations of contemporaries.
The primary concern of the administration was to

demonstrate, in Newcastle’s words, “That the Interest,
and The very being of This Country, as a Trading Na-
tion, depends upon The immediate Repeal of The Stamp
Act.”% Of course, much of the evidence was concerned
necessarily with the situation in America, though the
ministry vainly attempted to limit the scope of the inqui-
ry to safer topics.!'® The inability of the colonists to pay
the sums required by the stamp tax; the total unaccept-
ability of modifying, as opposed to repealing, the Stamp
Act; and the certainty of a grateful submission to British
authority on the part of the Americans once repeal had
been obtained—these points were driven home time and
time again by the American witnesses, despite strenu-
ous efforts by the Opposition to demolish them. Franklin
was particularly useful in this respect. His knowledge of
American conditions and his skill in evading the attempts
of the Opposition’s questioners to trap him into expressing
constitutionally subversive doctrines made a considerable
impact. Rockingham himself apparently attributed great
weight to Franklin’s testimony.

To this very Examination [Strahan wrote to his partnerin

Philadelphia], more than to anything else, you are indebt-

ed to the speedy and total Repeal of this odious Law. The

Marquis of Rockingham told a Friend of mine a few Days

after, That he never knew Truth make so great a Progress

in so very short a Time. From that very Day, the Repeal

was generally and absolutely determined, all that passed
afterwards being only mere Form.'!!
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This was probably something of an exaggeration, and
indeed, it is possible that the publication of Franklin’s evi-
dence and the predominance of the constitutional issue in
thelater stages of the American Revolution have bestowed
on his role rather more significance than it strictly mer-
ited.!*®* The essential task was to prove that, quite apart
from other considerations, purely British interests were at
stake, and this was achieved not by Franklin, but by Tre-
cothick and his friends.

Mostofthe witnesses were British merchants and man-
ufacturers, who had first to paint a dire picture of home
industry and commerce and secondly to establish that it
was Grenville’s American legislation and, in particular,
the Stamp Act that was to blame. Six merchants—Tre-
cothick, Hanbury, Mildred from London, Glassford from
Glasgow, Reeve from Bristol, and Halliday from Liver-
pool—all testified to the drastic decline of the American
trade in 1765, to the refusal of their colonial colleagues to
place orders until the Stamp Act had been repealed, to the
huge British debts tied up in the colonies at the mercy of
the insurgents, and in general, to the prospects of a total
collapse of Anglo-American commerce unless the colo-
nists’ grievances were redressed.!’® Equally significant
were the testimonies of the manufacturers, no less than
eight of them, representing the key industrial centers of
Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, Nottingham, and Leicester,
aswell as London. Again their reports of amajor slump and
chronic unemployment in the manufacturing trades were
carefully linked to the cessation of orders from America,
so that the clear impression was gained of an almost cat-
astrophic economic crisis directly caused by the colonial
disturbances. What must finally have decided the issue
was Grenville’s total failure to reverse this impression
when he called his own witnesses on 17 and 18 February.
The only authority he was able to summon on the colo-
nial trade was Richard Oswald, who, it transpired, had
abandoned his American business some twelve years pre-
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viously in favor of government contracting in Germany. In
the course of the interrogation, his complete ignorance of
current American affairs was exposed, and his testimony
utterly demolished by the administration’s questioners.
He was dismissed with the withering question: “When
you were a Contractor in Germany and wanted Flour in
a distant Country did you enquire of the Price of it from
a Person who had not been in that Country for twelve
years?”1* For the rest, Grenville seems to have been con-
cerned partly to exculpate himself from the charge that
his Customs reforms had been responsible for wrecking
the Spanish bullion trade in the West Indies and partly to
play for time.”*® His patent inability to produce any expert
evidence on his side greatly enhanced the impact of the
testimonies procured by the administration.

That the commercial consideration was the decisive
one in the ultimate triumph of the campaign for repeal can
scarcely be doubted. According to Horace Walpole, “it was
the clamour of trade, of the merchants, and of the manu-
facturing towns, that had borne down all opposition,” and
his verdict must be confirmed by the historian.!!® But it
must not be assumed that the Commons were motivated
in their decision simply by a concern for the merchants,
in particular, or the economic plight of the country, in
general. One of the topics raised in the Committee had a
significance which went beyond the purely economic. This
was the unemployment which was said to be a product of
the Stamp Act crisis, a matter on which many witness-
es were most emphatic. For example, Robert Hamilton, a
Manchester manufacturer, claimed to have laid off some
2,400 workmen; William Reeve, the leader of the Bristol
merchants, spoke of heavy unemployment in the West
Riding and testified to the dismissal of 30 percent of the
labor force of his district.!'” A Cheapside shoemaker con-
nected with Trecothick, one John Hose, was trapped by
an Opposition questioner into the unfortunate admission
that he thought boots and shoes bore a Stamp duty.''® But

172



THE FIRST ROCKINGHAM MINISTRY AND THE REPEAL OF THE STAMP ACT

this transparent ignorance merely added point to the pat-
ent honesty and therefore effect of his testimony—that he
had laid off all but forty-five of his three hundred workmen
and that he had done so because Trecothick’s American
orders had suddenly dried up.

The corollary of this anxiety about unemployment
was concern about the American industrial potential and
the determination of the colonists to manufacture for
themselves the goods, which they declined to order from
Britain, and this seemed scarcely less important than the
nonimportation agreements themselves. The possibili-
ty of industrial expansion in the colonies was repeatedly
raised during the Committee’s examination of witnesses
with some knowledge of America, though this fear was in
reality a superfluous one.!* The labor shortage and bias
in favor of agricultural and commercial enterprise in the
colonies militated strongly against serious industrial de-
velopment during the foreseeable future, and Thomas
Whately’s belief that “all Attempts to establish Manufac-
tures in America, to an Extent that may be alarming to
Great Britain must prove abortive in the End,” was quite
justified.’®® Nonetheless, much was made of this danger,
and the claims of Franklin and his friends that the Amer-
icans were indeed capable of dispensing with British
manufactures were most influential, endorsing the view
that what was at issue was not merely a temporary depres-
sion, but a long-term threat to English industry.!*

The Commons’ evident anxiety about unemployment
reflected their concern with the social as well as eco-
nomic consequences of the Stamp Act crisis in England.
An industrial slump was potentially as dangerous to law
and order as to commercial prosperity. As the Duke of
Grafton later pointed out in the Lords, at the very least,
there was the prospect of a heavy addition to the burden of
maintaining the poor, at most, the danger of severe distur-
bances,'*? even, according to DeBerdt, the possibility that
the unemployed might “fall on the Lands of the Nobility
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and Gentry.”'*® This consideration had been heavily em-
phasized to the ministry by the merchants and agents in
the previous autumn, and great use was made of it in the
Commons. According to Henry Cruger, it was the most in-
fluential factor there. Referring to the evidence of a Leeds
manufacturer that he had laid off half his employees, he
remarked:

This fact will have great weight when added to many
more evidences of the like kind. The Country Members
are somewhat alarmed at so many People losing Employ,
if anything repeals the Act, it must be this. [T]he present
Ministry see and have declared the Expediency of repeal-
ing on this ground. [I]f the late Ministers come in again,
and enforce the Act, they will have 20,000 unemployed
Poor in a suppliant manner petitioning a Repeal of the
S[tamp] Act.t?*

How seriously these prophecies should be taken is un-
certain. It is difficult to believe that the fears expressed
were never a little extravagant and fanciful. On the other
hand, many were quite obviously very alarmed.

Every member of the Community [Garbett assured Dart-

mouth], from his Majesty to the Peasant must soon feel the

Effects in numberless Instances— here I must Stop—as

Dangers arise which I must not point out—for I would most

unwillingly be thought Seditious—but I will venture to say

that Gentlemen are not aware of the numerous ill conse-
quences that will be produced by Violence by Indecision or

by suspence in their determination respecting America.!?®

Another Birmingham man, John Twiggs, was equally ap-
prehensive, writing to William Reeve in December that
“We are very fearful the Country will rise before [that]
Time [the meeting of Parliament] comes; but sho[ul]d not
the Act be repeald ‘tis impossible to prevent it, dreadful
and alarming indeed is our Situation.'?¢

Whatever the truth of the matter, it was an effective
ploy. Thatitwasacritical considerationis confirmedbythe
attitude of the Opposition, which treated the grievances of
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the merchants as the deceptions of “Interested Men,”*?"
but which did not attempt to deny the “distress of our man-
ufactures at home.”'*® Bedford considered that “they ought
in such an emergency to be employed by Government,” and
the very concern to find a solution to the problem amount-
ed to a tacit recognition of its importance.'®® Its impact
was heightened by what DeBerdt called “a recent instance
thereof”—the Spitalfields riots of May 1765.1%° These ri-
ots have been obscured in historical perspective by the
Gordon Riots, but heavy concentrations of troops had to
be employed before they subsided, and they made a deep
impression at the time. Fundamentally, the riots had been
the product of a slump in the silk industry in the year or
two after the Seven Years’ War, and there was some excuse
for expecting a repetition of such disturbances in 1766. It
was scarcely surprising that Newcastle, alarmed by the
rapid growth of unemployment, could write, “I dread The
Consequence of what may happen even in This Capital,” or
that the Commons recognized the domestic implications
of the Stamp Act crisis.'® It was not only the prospect of a
decline from commercial greatness that ensured the suc-
cess oftherepeal agitation;it was alsothe threat of popular
disturbances and the specter of severe social dislocation.
Fundamentally, the Commons approved the policy of
repeal because it accepted the existence of a causal link
between Grenville’s Americanlegislation and the commer-
cial and industrial crisis in Britain. Whether the historian
should be equally trusting is more than doubtful. In this
connection, a paper possibly drawn up by Charles Jenkin-
son early in 1767 merits extensive quotation.
It was represented to Administration, and afterwards
given in Evidence in Parliament, in March 1766, by those
who solicited the Repeal of the Stamp Act, that a very con-
siderable Part of the Orders for Goods, which had been
transmitted from America in the Year 1765, had been af-

terwards suspended; but that, in Case the Stamp Act was
repealed, those Orders were to be executed in the present

175



ADECADE OF STRUGGLE

Year 1766, in Addition to the Orders for the Supply of that
Year; that in Consequence, the Exports to the Colonies
had, in the Year 1765 been greatly diminished, and the
Trade of Great-Britain thither entirely at a Stand. Where-
as, should the Stamp-Act be repealed, Trade would again
flourish, and the Exports to the Colonies, in the present
Year 1766, would be atleast double the Value of the Exports
in the past Year. The Stamp-Act was repealed, and every
other American Proposition adopted; and from the Cus-
tom-House Entries, it now appears, that the Exports to the
North American Colonies in the Year 1766, instead of be-
ing double the Value, as was promised, actually fell short
of the Exports in 1765, no less than 176,884£ so greatly
was the Administration and Parliament abused by those
they confided in, and so dangerous it is to allow interested
Traders to direct the Measures of Government.'3?

Though Jenkinson was admittedly an opponent of re-
peal, his comments were substantially correct. Lavish
promises of great improvement had been made in order
to ensure the passage of repeal, and these promises were
indeed belied by events. Exports from the American colo-
nies, far from reviving after repeal, continued to decline.
For example, the value of goods exported to New York,
which had fallen some £130,000 from their 1764 figure
of £500,000, fell a further £50,000 in 1766.1*3 Shipments
to Pennsylvania, which stood at £435,000 in 1764, fell by
a sixth in 1765 and a further ninth in 1766. These figures
were typical of the general pattern. Apart from Georgia,
a tiny plantation which for no clear reason did not con-
form, exports to the colonies suffered a general decline. It
was not surprising that by the end of 1766, the New York
merchants were again complaining of their commercial
troubles, and, in their mystification at the origin of these
troubles, were blaming both Rockingham and Grenville.
Nor was it surprising that John Hancock, the most cele-
brated of the Boston merchants, was writing in 1766, “Our
trade is very dull, money very scarce and but an indiffer-
ent prospect of carrying on Business to any advantage.”3*
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Not until two years later, long after the remedies applied
by the Rockingham administration had been carried out,
were there any signs of improvement.

The failure of the colonial economy to respond to the
measures of 1766 must largely be explained by reference
to the fact that the depression in American markets was
by no means local. Trecothick pointed out in the Com-
mons that “[The] Trade of Gr[eat] Britain to every Q[uarte]
r of the World is upon the decline,” and certainly, all the
key markets for British manufactures suffered heavily in
the mid-1760s.1*% Export values to Germany, which had
reached arecord £2.3 millionin 1764, sank steadily to £1.2
million by 1770. Those to Holland, over £2 million in 1764,
fell by a quarter in 1765 and 1766, while the Portuguese
trade, which could normally absorb up to £1 million a year,
accounted for less than half that figure in the middle six-
ties. The Spanish trade displayed a similar trend, and even
exports handled by the East India Company were reduced
by over a third between 1764 and 1766. Only Ireland and
Russia of the important markets sustained their level
of demand in what T.S. Ashton has described as a “reac-
tion—common to all overseas markets—from the post-war
boom.”*%*¢ Indeed, the recession was not limited to com-
merce. A major financial crash originating at Amsterdam
in 1763, a succession of bad harvests and exceptionally
high food prices, together with the stresses and strains
consequent upon a return to peacetime conditions all
aggravated the basic problem of the depression which fol-
lowed the inflated prosperity of 1763 and 1764.

The precise connection of the Stamp Act crisis with
this depression is not easily assessed. However, it is clear
that there were two major fallacies in the argument which
the House of Commons heard and endorsed in 1766. One
lay in the undue significance attributed to colonial trade.
It is true that great emphasis was placed on the American
market in the overall picture of British trade by some mer-
chants and manufacturers and that historians have also
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stressed its strategic importance; “the principal dynam-
ic element in English export trade,” it has been called.’®”
Nonetheless, it is possible to overestimate its significance.
In the great year of 1764, British exports to America
amounted to some £2.8 million. Yet Germany and Hol-
land each took over £2 million in the year, while Ireland,
Spain, Portugal, and the East Indies all commanded well
over £1 million each. It was natural for merchants who de-
rived their livelihood from the American trade to stress
the national importance of their business, but it must be
remembered that the continental colonies accounted for
only an eighth of all exports, a very large, but by no means
adominating proportion.

The second misapprehension was scarcely less seri-
ous. The basic assumption on which both administration
and the House of Commons acted, namely, that the severe
decline in colonial commerce was directly attributable
to the legislation of the Grenville ministry, was far from
sound. There was and is no reliable evidence that the Sug-
ar Act and Stamp Act were responsible for the slump in
the colonial economy. In particular, the impression was
deliberately given that the heart of the problem lay in the
nonimportation agreements, which so dismayed British
merchants. Yet these agreements were not made until No-
vember 1765 (the earliest, that of New York, was reached
on 31 October) and were not to come into operation until
1 January 1766, long after the symptoms of a commer-
cial malaise had begun to appear in Britain and America
in the autumn of 1764.138 Doubtless, the Sugar and Stamp
acts and the accompanying measures had an adverse ef-
fect on the colonial economy, both in the restrictions they
imposed on trade and in the demands they made on specie.
But the fundamental cause of the economic problem lay
elsewhere. Wartime conditions, especially the artificial
stimulus injected by the presence of large military con-
centrations across the Atlantic and the temporary British
possession of the great Spanish and French islands in the
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West Indies, had raised commercial activity to quite un-
precedented heights. The consequent glut in continental
and Caribbean markets and the drastic shrinkage pro-
duced by the coming of peace led inevitably to a severe
recession. One Opposition M.P. properly inquired of Tre-
cothick “whether [the] encrease in 1764 did not occasion
the market being glutted and decrease the y[ea]r 1765.713°
Both the American and Spanish trades were victims first
and foremost of this development. In consequence, it is
scarcely surprising that the nullification of Grenville’s co-
lonial measures by the Rockingham administration and
Parliament in 1766 failed to produce any significant im-
provement. What was at issue was not a regional decline
in American trade but a widespread depression—aggra-
vated by, but fundamentally independent of, political
discontents and government measures—which had af-
flicted Britain, its empire, and indeed, the whole Western
world. The Americans, the merchants and manufacturers
in Britain, Rockingham and his colleagues, and in the last
resort, the House of Commons all came to an essentially
erroneous conclusion—that the critical factor in the crisis
at home and in the colonies was the Stamp Act and Gren-
ville’s other imperial policies.

Had Grenville been able to prove to the House of Com-
mons that the premises on which the administration
based its case for repeal were false and had he been able
to show that repeal would not improve the economic situ-
ation, it is unlikely that Rockingham’s policy would have
found the favor it did. However, the fact that the econom-
ic basis of the ministry’s policy was faulty rather adds
to its significance. It is no coincidence that the British
Parliament came nearer than ever after to a genuinely
conciliatory attitude at a time of severe economic unrest.
Ten years later, the situation was very different. Apart
from the financial crash of 1772-73, the early 1770s were a
prosperous period for English trade and industry. The po-
litical inactivity of the merchants in 1774-75 as opposed
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to 1765 is well known.*° But in 1765, the commercial scene
was almost universally bleak. In 1775, it was surprising-
ly bright—even the American trade on the eve of the War
of Independence prospered, while employment was full
and industrial growth rapid.'*! Not until the American
war was well under way and Bourbon intervention inev-
itable did the severe economic recession of the late 1770s
develop. It would be unwise to underrate the differences
between the administrations of North and Rockingham or
to attribute changes in imperial policy to crude economic
factors. Yet the fact remains that in 1766, in the midst of
an alarming if largely fortuitous depression, both govern-
ment and Parliament opted for a conciliatory policy, while
in 1774-75, when commercial prospects were so good that
not even those “interested men,” the merchants, were in-
clined to protest, there was overwhelming support for a
rigidly authoritarian policy.

From a purely domestic point of view, the economic
basis of repeal was equally significant. The agitation for
repeal is usually treated as an affair of the merchants.
Certainly, it was so in America, but in Great Britain, while
the role of Trecothick and his friends in supervising the
campaign was of the first importance, a critical part was
also played by the manufacturers, so that the Opposition
could even talk of “The Manufacturing Interest against
The Interest of The Nation.”'*? Nearly twenty years before
the period of industrial takeoff and the political activities
of Wedgwood and his fellow manufacturers, Parliament
was displaying intense interest in the economic problems
and social repercussions of British industry and its devel-
opment. Their preoccupation, not merely with trade and
navigation but with manufactured exports and industrial
employment, is a pointer to the rapidly changing balance
of power in the community. The prominence of the dispa-
rate financial and mercantile interests—North America,
East India, and West India—in the early years of George
IIT’s reign must not be allowed to obscure the role of the
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manufacturing interest, as yet unorganized and incoher-
ent, but nonetheless, a growing power in the land. Not the
least remarkable feature of the Stamp Act crisis is its pow-
erful testimony to the burgeoning importance of the new
cities and new men of the industrial North and Midlands,
asagainstthe traditional influence of the mercantile elites
of the metropolis and outports.

In retrospect, indeed, it is the general effectiveness
of the various external pressures operating on adminis-
tration and Parliament in the Stamp Act crisis which is
particularly impressive. The Rockingham Whigs, apart
from rather vague good intentions, had shown little en-
thusiasm for the colonial cause in their early months of
power. Indeed, despite the record for liberalism which
the repeal of the Stamp Act was to earn them, they were
always to remain deeply conservative in their attitude to-
ward America.'*In 1765-66, it was primarily their fear of
the economic consequences for the empire of a continu-
ing crisis in Anglo-American relations which put them
on the road to the repeal of the Stamp Act. This was still
more true of Parliament, where the general attitude was
profoundly hostile to the colonial viewpoint. Only un-
der the great pressures brought to bear by an intensively
organized campaign in and out of Westminster was par-
liamentary opinion convinced of the need to repeal the
Stamp Act, not least in the purely domestic interest. The
fact that much of the argument advanced and information
purveyed was completely misleading is scarcely relevant
in this context. Ultimately, what mattered was that the
combined pressures of American political discontent and
economic sanctions together with the great weight of the
commercial and industrial lobby in Britain were sufficient
to transform a basically unpromising political situa-
tion. Colonial opinion was ultimately to misinterpret the
significance of these developments and to find that non-
importation campaigns were not automatically effective
in every circumstance. Yet it is difficult in retrospect not
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to sympathize with those who saw the events of 1765-66
as conclusive evidence of the vulnerability of the British
establishment to organized pressure.
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Introduction to Chapter 4

CircuLAR LETTERS, CusToMs OFFICERS AND
THE ISSUE OF VIOLENCE: THE BACKGROUND TO
THE TOWNSHEND AcTS RESISTANCE

Walter H. Conser, Jr.
Ronald M. McCarthy

News from Britain which came into American ports during
the winter of 1765-66 gave the American colonists reason
to hope that the Stamp Act would be repealed, and the
spring ships in 1766 confirmed that their protests had been
successful. Once free of the restrictions imposed by the
Stamp Act and nonimportation, trade between England
and America increased so much that 1766 became a record
trading year. Most colonists hoped that life would now
quickly return to normal.

There still existed some American grievances, how-
ever. The merchants of New York, for example, hoped to
follow their success in the Stamp Act struggle with pres-
sure for changes in the Currency Act of 1764. With the aid
of their allies among the British merchants, they felt that
American trade could be placed permanently on a more
favorable footing. The British merchants assured their
American trading partners that they would help where
possible but cautioned the Americans not to gloat over
their success, lest important allies in England be offend-
ed.! Neither these merchants nor most Americans saw any
grievances which could not be handled within the existing
framework of Anglo-American politics.
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Important events occurred during 1767 to alter this
perception and to lead Americans again to seek to force
Britain to change its political and commercial policies to-
ward the American colonies. Chapter Four will describe
the course of the resistance campaign against the Town-
shend Acts of 1767. This Introduction will demonstrate
the inception and intent of the Townshend Acts, the ori-
gins of American resistance to them, and discuss some
aspects surrounding the problem of the use of violence in
the renewed resistance against the government of Great
Britain.

The British government in 1766 and 1767 clearly did
not share the views of the American colonists about the
future of the empire. The new ministry of Lord Chatham
(William Pitt) took the position that, in the words of the
DeclaratoryAct,Parliament couldlegislate forthe colonies
“in all cases whatsoever.” A major figure in this ministry
dealing with American policy was Charles Townshend,
chancellor of the exchequer. Prior to 1766, Townshend had
been concerned with American questions while a member
of the Treasury Board. He had long favored Parliament’s
asserting and using its right to tax America.?

During 1767, Townshend was central to the ministry’s
development of plans to change Anglo-American relation-
ships by statute in order to increase imperial control over
the colonies and to tax their imports. His office researched
and produced not only the revenue acts of that year but
also the administrative changes made. The government’s
plans to change the structure of colonial administration
were partly aimed at convenience and efficiency of admin-
istration. Thus, both the structure of admiralty courts and
of the Customs service were altered, and the Sugar Act of
1764 was simplified, affording Britain increased economic
and governmental control over the American colonies.?

The revenue acts, proposed by Charles Townshend in
1767 and enacted by Parliament with the ministry’s sup-
port, taxed a variety of items that the American colonists
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imported directly from Great Britain. Among them were
several grades of British-made paper and glass, painters’
colors, and tea. Most were of little economic significance
except for the tea. These taxes were laid in the form of
import duties to be paid by the American merchants di-
rectly to the Customs officers at the port of entry into the
colonies. Tea, for example, was taxed at the rate of 3d. per
pound. The plan also strengthened the Customs service
in America by appointing an American Board of Customs
Commissioners and by broadening the conditions under
which writs of assistance were to be granted. Admiralty
court jurisdictions were refined by setting up courts in
major port cities, and an office of secretary of state for the
colonies was established.

In addition, a bill was introduced in Parliament de-
signed to punish the colony of New York for refusing to
provide funds for the army. Under the Quartering Act,
troops billeted in or passing through a colony were to be
partially supported by that colony’s government. The as-
sembly of New York declined to appropriate money to
provide for the British troops. The ministry was angered
by this and pushed the New York Restraining Act through
Parliament. Under its provisions, no bill passed by the New
York Assembly would be allowed to become law until the
assembly bowed to the Quartering Act’s requirements.*
Townshend had a hand in the planning and passage of all
these acts. With their passage between January and June
1767, the foundation of his system was complete.

That administrative reform was the intent even of the
revenue portions of the Townshend program was quite
clear. Although the British politicians often expressed
both their concern over the high land tax and their hope
that American revenues might reduce domestic taxes,
Townshend’s scheme was primarily aimed at expenses
of the administration in America itself, especially for the
military establishment. The preamble to the Revenue Act
explicitly stated that the revenues were to be used to pro-
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vide salaries for the governors and other civil officers, who
were ordinarily paid by the assemblies alone. If the minis-
try saw fit, money could be taken from the Townshend Act
revenues and paid directly to the officials. This was not
done for several years, but the provision remained in force,
even after the repeal of the majority of the duties, and was
later used, notably in Massachusetts.®

Faced with threatened punishment as a result of their
defiance of the Quartering Act, the New York Assembly ap-
propriated money in June 1767 which the governor could
use for the troops. This accommodation was accepted by
the ministry as being in substantial compliance with the
Quartering Act, and the New York Restraining Act was
suspended before it went into effect.® Resistance against
the other portions of the Townshend scheme—the taxes
especially—did not develop immediately. It was only with
the publication of Letters from a Farmerin Pennsylvania to
the Inhabitants of the British Colonies by John Dickinson,
which appeared in newspapers throughout the colonies
in early 1768, that awareness of the Townshend Acts as a
grievance began to increase.

Reminded by Dickinson of their grievances and encour-
aged by members who opposed the Townshend Acts, as
discussed in Chapter Four, the Massachusetts legislature
issued a circular letter on 11 February 1768 calling upon
all the colonies to protest the acts. This circular letter,
sent by the Massachusetts legislature to the Speakers of
each of the other colonial assemblies, adopted a respectful
tone toward the Crown but also asserted that the colonies
must protect their rights. “Parliament is the supreme leg-
islative Power over the whole Empire,” the letter admitted,
yetit held that Parliament’s powers were limited and could
not be exercised arbitrarily. The circular letter argued
strongly against the right of Parliament to tax American
colonists. It was, the Massachusetts legislature claimed,
“held sacred and irrevocable by the Subjects within the
Realm” that no political power could take any portion of
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people’s possessions except through their direct consent
or by the decision of the duly authorized representatives of
the people. But since distance and other factors precluded
any representation of the Americans in Parliament, only
their own colonial assemblies, and no other body, might
legitimately tax the American people. The circular letter
closed with an assurance to the other colonial assemblies
that Massachusetts had no interest in taking over the
leadership of the colonies and renewed the colony’s alle-
giance to the king and his ministers. Far from demanding
resistance, the circular letter’s suggestion for action was
that the colonial assemblies should all petition Parliament
to repeal the Townshend Acts.”

Petitioning Parliament for redress of grievances was a
time-honored practice, but the British government could
not accept the suggestion of collective action contained in
the circular letter nor the denial of a right of Parliament
confirmed by the Declaratory Act of March 1766. The
British government’s reaction was swift and unmistak-
able. Lord Hillsborough, recently appointed secretary of
state for the colonies, quickly sent two letters to colonial
officials. The first of these was a circular letter to the gov-
ernors of all the American colonies, dated 21 April 1768.
In this letter, Hillsborough cited the opinion of the king
and his government that the Massachusetts circular let-
ter was of “a most dangerous and factious tendency.” He
instructed the governors to “exert your utmost influence
to defeat this flagitious attempt to disturb the public peace
by prevailing upon the Assembly of your province to take
no notice of it, which will be treating it with the contempt
it deserves.” Hillsborough directed the governors that if
these efforts failed and the assembly insisted upon taking
up the Massachusetts circular letter, the assembly must
be immediately dissolved.

Lord Hillsborough’s second letter, dated 22 April,
was to Governor Francis Bernard of Massachusetts, in-
structing him to demand of the Massachusetts House of
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Representatives that it immediately rescind the circular
letter or face the consequence of being dissolved on the
spot. Governor Bernard presented Hillsborough’s demand
to the Massachusetts House, which overwhelmingly re-
jected it, by a vote of ninety-two to seventeen, on 30 June
1768. Following his instructions, Bernard immediately
dissolved the House. The “Glorious Ninety-two,” as the
legislators who refused to rescind were soon called, were
acclaimed all over the colonies, while the seventeen “Re-
scinders” were portrayed in a widely circulated cartoon,
drawn by Paul Revere, as being consigned to hell for their
sins.®

Lord Hillsborough’s instruction that other assemblies
be dealt with as the Massachusetts House had been if they
persisted in taking up the circular letter did not prevent
a rapid and favorable response to the Massachusetts cir-
cular letter from several colonial assemblies. The New
Jersey Assembly petitioned the king on 6 May 1768, de-
claring that the colony could not be taxed except by taxes
“imposed onthem by themselves or their Representatives.”
The same kind of expressions of support for the ideas con-
tained in the circular letter came from the assemblies of
South Carolina, Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, New
York, Connecticut, and New Hampshire.® In Rhode Is-
land, the assembly voted on 16 September to petition the
king in protest of the Townshend Acts. The next day, the
assembly declared the action of Massachusetts to be: “a
just representation of our grievances.... Therefore the As-
sembly, instead of treating that letter with any degree of
contempt, think themselves obliged, in duty to themselves
and to their country to approve the sentiments contained
init.”10

The Georgia Assembly also met and passed a resolu-
tion of agreement with the Massachusettsletter. Governor
James Wright, who had warned the assembly of the con-
sequences of considering the circular letter, thereupon
dissolved it. The North Carolina General Assembly, led

200



CIRCULARLETTERS, CUSTOMS OFFICERS, AND THE ISSUE OF VIOLENCE

by Speaker John Harvey, adopted an address to the king
protesting the Townshend Acts on 11 November 1768. In
the address, the assembly argued that this tax was just
the sort of thing that “the acknowledged principles of the
British Constitution ought to protect us from.” Another
southernlegislature, the Virginia House of Burgesses, was
one of the first to act on the circular letter. It voted on 14
April 1768 to adopt a petition to the king opposing taxa-
tion of the colonies by Parliament. Moreover, the House of
Burgesses composed its own circular letter in which the
Burgesses called upon the colonies to “unite in a firm but
decent Opposition to every Measure which may effect the
Rights and Liberties of the British Colonies in America.”"

At the same time that the British North American
colonies were working toward a resistance movement
in which they would begin to treat the problems of act-
ing collectively and responsibly while maintaining their
traditional independence, the imperial government was
revealing its inability to deal effectively with the colonies.
Convinced that the conflict over Parliament’s right to tax
Americans was settled by the Declaratory Act, Lord Hill-
sborough thought only to suppress dissent or to prevent it
from spreading by muzzling the assemblies. His attempt
to suppress conflict without meeting it head on had, rather,
the effect of increasing colonial awareness of the conflict
and determination to act. The refusal of Parliament and
the administration to be questioned or opposed and their
ineffective responses to American demands would con-
tinue, and both would become a major part of the context
of struggle between the colonies and the imperial govern-
ment for many years.

Taxation was by no means the only issue raised by the
Townshend Acts. While the grievance which prompted
John Dickinson to write his Letters from a Pennsylvania
Farmer, the suspension of the New York Assembly, was
soon settled, the precedent appeared to Dickinson to be
very threatening. In Massachusetts, other parts of the
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Townshend system also had important consequences.
The American Board of Customs Commissioners, which
arrived in Boston in November 1767, had its headquarters
in that city. From its inception, there was conflict between
the Board and its officers, on one side, and the people of
the town of Boston, on the other. The Board’s actions in
enforcing the Customs laws, the highhandedness with
which they were performed, and th