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The American

Revolution
(1763-1787)

The Coming of the American Revolution

Writs of Assistance

While Americans’ feelings toward Great Britain were pride and affection, British
officials felr contemptuous of Americans and were eager to increase imperial control
over them beyond anything that had previously been artempred. This drive o gain‘new

authority over the colonies, beginning in 1763, led directly to American independence.

Even before that time the Writs of Assistance cases had demonstrated thar Amieri-
cans would not accept a reduction of their freedom.

In 1761 a young Boston lawyer named James Otis argued before a Massachuseres
court that Writs of Assistance (general search warrants issued to help royal officials stop
evasion of Britains mercantilist trade restrictions) were contrary to narural law, He
made his point though he lost his case. and others in the colonies joined in protesting
against the Writs,

Grenville and the Stamp Act

In 1763 the strongly anti-American George Grenville became prime’minister and
set out to solve some of the empire’s more pressing problems. Chief among these was
the large national debt incurred in the recent war,

Of related concern was the cost of defending the American frontier, recently the
scene of a bloody Indian uprising led by an Ottawa chief named Pontiac. Goaded by
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French traders, Pontiac had aimed to
drive the entire white population into
the'sea. While failing in that endeavor,
he had succeeded in killing a large

number of settlers along the fronter.

Grenville created a comprehensive

program to deal with these problems

DIDYOUKNOW?

Cries of “No faxation without represen-
tation!” live on today. Many cifizens of
Washington, D.C., complain that they pay
federal taxes but lack congressional repre-
sentation. In 2000, the phrase was odded
to the District’s license plates.

and moved energerically to pur it into

effect. He sent the Royal Navy to suppress American smuggling and vigorously enforce
the Navigation Acts. He also issued the Proclamation of 1763, forbidding white sertle-
ment west of the crest of the Appalachians, in hopes of keeping the Indians happy and
the sertlers close 1o the coast and thus easier to control.

In 1764, Grenville pushed through Parliament the Sugar Act (also known as the
Revenue Act) aimed at raising revenue by taxes on goods imported by the Americans. Ie -
halved the duties imposed by the Molasses Act but was intended to raise revenue rather
than contro! trade. Unlike the Molasses Act, it was stringently enforced, with accused

violators facing trial in admiralty courts without benefit of jury or the normal protec-
tions of due process.

Grenville determined to maintain up o 10,000 British regulars in America to con-
trol both colonists and Indians and secure passage of the Quarrering Act, requiring the
colonies in which British troops were stationed to pay for their maintenance. Americans
had never before been required to support a standing army in their midst.

Grenville also saw through the passage of his Currency Acr of 1764, which forbade
once and for all any colonial artempts to issue currency not redeemable in gold or
silver, making it more difficult for Americans to avoid the constant drain of moeney thar
Britain's mercantilist policies were designed ro create in rthe colonies.

Most important, however, Grenville got Parliament to pass the Stamp Act (1765),
imposing a direct tax on Americans for the fisst time. The Stamp Act required Americans
to purchase revenue stamps on everything from news-papers to legal documents and
would have created an impossible drain on hard currency in the colonies. Because it
overlooked the advantage already provided by Britain's mercantilist exploitation of the
colonies, Grenville's policy was shortsighted and toolish; but few in Parliament were
inclined to see this.

Americans reacted first with restrained and respectful petitions and pamphlets, in
which they pointed our that “taxation without representartion is tyranny.” From there
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resistance progressed 1o stronger and stronger protests that eventually became violent
and involved intimidation of those Americans who had contracted to be the agents for
distributing the stamps.

Resistance was particularly intense in Massachuscrrs, where it was led first by James
Otis and then by Samuel Adams, who formed the organization known as the Sons of
Liberty.

Other colonies copied Massachusetts' successful tactics while adding some of their
own. In Virginia, a young Burgess named Patrick Henry introduced seven resolutions
denouncing the Stamp Act. Though only the four most moderate of them were passed
by the House of Burgesses, newspapers picked up all seven and circulated them widely
through the colonies, giving the impression all seven had been adopted. By their denial
of Parliament’s authoriry to tax the colonies they encouraged other colonial legislatures

to issue strongly worded statements,

In October 1765, delegates from nine colonies met as the Smmp Act Congress,
Called by the Massachusetts legislature ar the instigarion of James Otis, the Stamp Act
Congress passed moderate resolutions against the act, asserting that Americans could
not be taxed without their consent, given by their representatives. They pointed out that
Americans were not, and because of their location could not practically be, represented
in Parliament and concluded by calling for the repeal of both the Stamp and Sugar Acts.
Most important, however, the Stamp Act Congress showed that represenatives of the

colonies could work together and gave political leaders in the various colonies a chance
to become acquainted with cach other.

Maost effective in achieving repeal of the Stamp Act was colonial merchants’ non-
importation (boycott) of British goods. Begun as an agreement among New York mer-
chants, the boycott spread throughout the colonies and had a powerful effect on Bridish
merchants and manufacturers, who began clamoring for the act’s repeal.

Meanwhile, the fickle King George 111 had dismissed Grenville over an unrelated
disagreement and replaced him with a Cabinet headed by Charles Lord Rockingham. In
March 1766, under the leadership of the new ministry, Parliament repealed the Stamp
Act. Ar the same time, however, it passed the Declaratory Act, claiming power to tax or
make laws for the Americans “in all cases whatsoever.”

Though the Declaratory Act denied exactly the principle Americans had just been ar
such pains to asserr—that of no taxation without representation—the Americans gener-
ally ignored it in their exuberant celebration of the repeal of the Stamp Act. Americans
continued to eagerly proclaim their loyalty to Grear Britain.
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The Townshend Acts

The Rockingham ministry proved to be even shorter lived than that of Grenville, It was
replaced with a Cabiner dominated by Chancellor of the Exchequer Charles Townshend.
Townshend had boasted that he could successfully tax the colonies, and in 1766 Parliament
gave him his chance by passing his program of taxes on items imported into the colonies,
These taxes came to be known as the Townshend Duties. Townshend mistakenly believed
the Americans would accept this method while rejecting the use of direct internal taxes.
The Townshend Acts also included the use of admiralty courrs to try those accused of viola-
tions, the use of writs of assistance, and the paying of customs officials our of the fines they
levied. Townshend also had the New York legislature suspended for non-compliance with
the Quartering Act. - ’

American reaction was at first slow, Philadelphia lawyer John Dickinson wrote an
anonymous pamphler entitled “Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania,” in which he
pointed out in moderate terms that the Townshend Acts violated the principle of o
raxation without representation and that if Parliament could suspend the New York leg-
istarure it could do the same to others. At the same time he urged a restrained response
on the parr of his fellow Americans.

In February 1768 the Massachusetts legislature, at the urging of Samuel Adams,
passed the Massachuserts Circular Létter, reiterating Dickinson’s mild arguments and
urging other colonial legislatures to pass petitions calling on Parliament to repeal the
acts, Had the British government done nothing, the matter might have passed quietly.

[nstead, British authorities acted. They ordered that if the lerter was not withdrawn,
the Massachuserts legislarure should be dissolved and new elections held. They forbade the
other colonial legislatures to take up the matter, and they also sent four regiments of troops
to Boston to prevent intimidation of royal officials and intimidate the populace instead.

The last of these actions was in response to the repeated pleas of the Boston customs
agents. Corrupt agents had used technicalities of the confusing and poorly written Sugar
and Townshend Acts to entrap innocent merchants and line their own pockets. Mob
violence had threatened when agents had seized the ship Liberty, belonging to Boston
merchant John Hancock. Such incidents prompted the call for troops.

The sending of troops, along with the British authority’s repressive response to the
Massachusetts Circular Letter, aroused the Americans ro resistance. Non-importation
was again instituted, and soon British merchants were calling on Parliament to repeal
the acts. In March 1770, Parliament, under the new prime minister, Frederick Lord
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North, repealed all of the taxes except that on tea, which was retained o prove Pariia-
ment had the right to tax the colonies if it so desired.

By the time of the repeal, however, friction between British soldiers and Boston
citizens had led to an incident in which five Bostonians were killed. Although the Brit-
ish soldiers had acted more or less in self-defense, Samuel Adams labeled the incident
the “Boston Massacre” and publicized it widely. At their trial the British soldiers were
defended by prominent Massachusetts lawyer John Adams and were acquitted on the
charge of murder.

If your cell phone rings during the AP U.S. History closs, it may be a litfle embarrassing. If
your phone rings during the AP LS. History Exam, however, it may be o disoster] Phones,
iPods, MP3 players, and all other electronic devices ore sirongly prohibited in the fest room.
The fest proctor can make you leave the fest immediately and cancel your score if he or she
sees that you have any of these devices with you, Don't just put your phone on silent; put it
in your locker or leave it in the car.

The Return of Relative Peace

Following the repeal of the Townshend duties a period of relative peace setin. The
tax on tea remained as a reminder of Parliament’s claims, bur it could be easily avoided
by smuggling

Much good will had been lost and colonists remained suspicious of the British

government. Many Americans believed the events of the previous decade to have been
the work of a deliberate conspiracy to take their liberty.

Oceasional incidents marred the relative peace. One such was the burning, by a
seagoing mob of Rhode Islanders disguised as Indians, of the Gaspee, & British customs
schooner that had run aground offshore, The Gaspee's caprain and crew had alienated
Rhode Islanders by their extreme zea! for cawching smugglers as well as by their theft

and vandalism when ashore.

In response ro this incident British authorities appointed a commission to find the
guilty parties and bring them to England for trial. Though those responsible for the
burning of the Gaspes were never found, this action on the part of the British prompted
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the colonial legislatures to form committees of correspondence ta communicate with

cach other regarding possible threats from the British government.

The Tea Act

The relative peace was brought to an end by the Tea Act of 1773,

In desperate financial condition—partially because the Americans were buying
smuggled Dutch tea rather than the taxed British product—the British East India Company
sought and obrained from Parliament concessions allowing it to ship tea directly to the
colonies rather than only by way of Britain; The result would be that East India Comipany
tea, even with the tax, would be cheaper than smuggled Dutch tea. The colonists would
thus, it was hoped, buy the tea, rax and all. The East India Company would be saved
and the Americans would be tacitly accepting Parliament’s right to tax them,

"The Americans, however, proved resistant to this approach, and, rather than seem 1o
admir Parfiament’s right to tax, they vigorously resisted the cheaper rea. Various meth-
ods, including rar and feathers, were used to prevent the collection of the tax on tea. In
most ports Americans did nor allow the tea to be landed.

In Boston, however, pro-British Gavernor Thomas Hutchinson forced a confron-
tation by ordering Royal Navy vessels to prevent the tea ships from leaving the harbor.
After twenty days this would, by law, result in the cargoes being sold ar auction and
the tax paid. The night before the time was to expire, December 16, 1773, Bostonians
thinly disguised as Indians boarded the ships and threw the tea into the harbor.

Many Americans felr this—the o DIDYOUKNUW?

destruction of private property—was
going too far, but the reaction of Lord Tea eriginated in China, and first reached
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The Intolerable Acts _

The British responded with four acts collectively titled the Coercive Acts. First, the
Boston Port Act closed the port of Boston 1o all trade until local citizens would agree
to pay for the lost tea (they would not). Secondly, the Massachusetss Government




.-

b L A i

Chapter 5: The American Revolution 67

Act greatly increased the power of Massachuserss’ royal governor at the expense of
the legislature. Thirdly, the Administration of Justice Act provided that royal officials
accused of crimes in Massachusetts could be tried elsewhere, where chances of acquitral
might be greater. Finally, a strengchened Quartering Act allowed the new governor, Gen-
eral Thomas Gage, to quarter his troops anywhere, including unoccupied private homes.

A further act of Parliament also angered and alarmed Americans. This was the
Quebec Act, which extended the province of Quebec to the Ohio River, established
Roman Catholicism as Quebec’s official religion, and set up for Quebec a government
without a representative assembly.

For Americans this was 2 denial of the hopes and expectations of westward expan-
sion for which they had fought the French and Indian War. Also, New Englanders
especially saw it as a threar that in their colonies too, Parliament could establish
autocratic government and the hated Church of England.

Americans lumped the Quebec Act rogether with the Coercive Acts and referred 1o
them all as the Intolerable Acts.

In response to the Coercive Acts, the First Continental Congress was called and
met in Philadelphia in September 1774, It onice again petitioned Parliament for relicf
but also passed the Suffolk Resolves (so called because they were first passed in Suffolk
County, Massachusetts), denouncing the Intolerable Acts and calling for strict nonim-
porration and rigorous preparation of local militia companies in case the British should
resort to military force,

The Congress then narrowly rejected 2 plan, submirted by joseph Galloway of Penn-
sylvania, calling for a union of the colonies within the empire and a rearrangement of
relations with Parliament. Most of the delegates felt matters had already gone roo far
for such a mild measure. Finally, before adjournment, it was agreed thar there should
be a Second Continental Congress to meer in May of the following year if the colonies’

grievances had not been righted by then.

The War for Independence

Lexington and Concord

The British government paid lictle attention to the First Continental Congress,
having decided to teach the Americans a military lesson. More troops were sent to



