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For Roger




The real cause I consider to be the one which was formally most kept out of sight. The growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon, made war inevitable.—THUCYDIDES

Scipio Nasica was against the destruction of Carthage because Rome needed a rival to keep sober and alert.—ARNALDO MOMIGLIANO1

Pour être bon historien, il ne faudroit être d’aucune religion, d’aucun pais, d’aucune profession, d’aucun parti.2


1 Arnaldo Momigliano, Alien Wisdom (Cambridge University Press, 1971), p. 26.

2 Epigraph in Horace Walpole, Memoirs of the Reign of King George the Second (London, 1846), vol. 1, this page.
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PREFACE

Why another book on the American Revolution? The answer is implicit in the title of this book. Over the many years that books have been written on the Revolution, there have been different interpretations—nationalist, Progressive, social, institutional, constitutional, imperial, ideological. It is obviously possible to learn from all of them, because the Revolution was not a simple, one-sided phenomenon.

Nevertheless, one interpretation may be more central to the nature of the Revolution than others. In my view, the Revolution was basically a struggle for power between Great Britain and its American colonies. Just what this means I prefer the body of this book to make clear. Others have touched on this aspect of the Revolution, but I do not know of any work which has attempted to develop it in much detail.

Since this book is not an academic monograph, I have not used unpublished material. The wealth of published documentation and special studies is so great that it is almost impossible for a single human being to master all of it. I decided that the published material was quite enough for my purposes. The reader will find a great deal of reliance on primary sources in published documentation, for which reason I am most indebted to the various editors who have labored to make them available.

The reader will also find a good deal of citation in the words of the original documents. My aim has been to let many of the actors speak for themselves. In this way, I hope that the reader will gain a more immediate impression of ideas and events than might be possible if I merely summed up what they had to say. I have also kept the original spelling, which is almost always quite clear or at most demands a little effort. I hope that the original spelling will bring the reader closer to the events and their protagonists. It should also be clear that I have not written this book for specialists in particular periods or subjects. My ideal reader is anyone sufficiently interested in the roots of the American Revolution to want to explore an interpretation of why and how it came about.


1

“An accession of Power”
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IN 1759, A “PAMPHLET WAR” of peculiar intensity and significance for the future of the American colonies erupted in England. Before it was over, a large number of pamphlets—then the favorite form of political controversy—were fired off in the effort to influence the British government and public opinion.

Great Britain was then at the turning point of the Seven Years’ War, the greatest of the wars in a century of wars. The main enemy was France, long the dominant power in Europe. It was the first true world war, fought in Europe, the West Indies, North America, even India, and wherever the antagonists could get at each other.

The American theater happened to be critical at both the beginning and the end of the war. The American phase came about as a result of a scramble for land in the Ohio valley beyond the Allegheny Mountains. A group of Virginia speculators, organized as the Ohio Company, received a grant of 200,000 acres on condition that it would build a fort to protect prospective settlers. The French in Canada claimed the same territory and were determined to prevent their rivals from settling it. Since the claims of both sides were equally vague and contestable, the decision was bound to go to the one using the most force. Only a spark was needed to start a conflagration.

The spark was struck when the French seized the proposed site of the Ohio Company’s fort and constructed one of their own, Fort Duquesne, where Pittsburgh now stands. The lieutenant governor of Virginia, Robert Dinwiddie, who had been clamoring for action against the French presence in the Ohio valley, took the initiative to retake the French fort. The mission was given to Maj. George Washington, then twenty-two years old and an investor with his older brothers in the Ohio Company. Washington’s little band set forth in 1754, met a superior French force, fell into its hands as prisoners, and was lucky to get back disarmed but alive.

Washington’s mishap—it was little more, since no blood had yet been shed—faced the British government with a difficult decision. Great Britain was unprepared for a land war across the Atlantic, but it was equally reluctant to accept humiliation and let the territory go to the French without a struggle. The war was made unavoidable by secret British instructions in December 1754 to the new commander in chief in the American colonies, Gen. Edward Braddock, to drive the French out of Fort Duquesne. In July 1755, Braddock attempted to capture the fort with about 1,400 British regulars and 450 colonials, the latter under now Lt. Col. George Washington. They met a force of about 900 French and Indians and suffered a disastrous defeat. Braddock himself was killed in a battle in the wilderness, and the French and Indian War, as the American phase of the Seven Years’ War came to be known, was set in motion.

It might have remained a war in America or been headed off by some patchy compromise if events in Europe had not moved ominously towards a much larger struggle for power. In 1756, a reshuffle of European alliances took place—France was now allied with Austria and Russia, Britain with Prussia. In August, Frederick the Great of Prussia invaded the kingdom of Saxony, thereby threatening Austria. The new alliance systems came into play. Britain found itself allied with Prussia against a France allied with Austria. The larger Seven Years’ War was on.

As a result, the faraway American phase of the war merged with the much larger European phase. Yet in Great Britain itself, a popular impression, frequently encouraged by British ministers, persisted that the war had broken out and had been fought in defense of the American colonies. The great British war leader William Pitt himself said in Parliament that the war had been undertaken “for the long injured, long-neglected, long-forgotten people of America.”1

The war went badly for the British side for almost three years. When the turn in British fortunes came, it took place in America. In July 1758, the French fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island off the coast of Canada fell to forces under Col. James Wolfe. It was the first British victory of the war. The next year was an annus mirabilis for the British cause. The important French island of Guadeloupe in the West Indies was captured in June 1759, the city of Quebec in September. In 1760, Canada was British.

By this time, both Britain and France were tiring of the war. A decision was still elusive in Europe, but the British victories in America made both sides contemplate a possible peace. It was three years away, but the British “pamphlet war” broke out as a result of the changed circumstances.
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The peculiar issue of this bloodless war was “Canada versus Guadeloupe.” The necessity to make a choice between them implied that Britain was unable to demand both French colonies as reward for its victories in North America and the West Indies. France, it was recognized, might be ready for peace but not at any price.

But why Guadeloupe? It was the largest and most lucrative of the French “sugar islands.” Sugar was an old source of wealth and trade. It had been a costly luxury and medical ingredient until a taste for it in tea and coffee developed in the eighteenth century. Great Britain consumed 10,000 tons in 1700, 150,000 tons in 1800.2 Britain also had sugar islands in the West Indies, the largest of them Jamaica, but they were less efficient than the French plantations, and all of them produced no more than Guadeloupe alone.3 Yet the British sugar islands were the source of some of the greatest British fortunes, including that of one of Pitt’s main backers, William Beckford, alderman of London and member of Parliament.

In part the argument in these pamphlets was economic. Was the sugar trade of Guadeloupe more desirable than the fur trade of Canada? Was the future increase of population in Canada more promising for the consumption of British manufactures than the limited population of Guadeloupe? Was it more important for British sugar growers to increase their production or to decrease French competition?

But another part of the argument went off in a very different direction. It was significant not only for its immediate bearing on the coming peace but for its revelation of long-suppressed British forebodings about the North American colonies. Fear of the growth of the colonies appeared in so many pamphlets that it was clearly more than a curious aberration on the part of some nervous British officials.

The first pamphlet to raise the issue of Guadeloupe or Canada was entitled A Letter Addressed to Two Great Men, on the Prospect of Peace; and on the Terms necessary to be insisted upon in the Negociation.4 This pamphlet first appeared in December 1759, soon after the fall of Quebec. The “two great men” were William Pitt and the duke of Newcastle, who then shared the main responsibility in the British government. It has been attributed to John Douglas, bishop successively of Carlisle and Salisbury, who supposedly wrote on behalf of Lord Bath, the former William Pulteney, a longtime figure in British politics.5

This opening shot clearly favored taking Canada rather than Guadeloupe. It appealed for an early peace—“We have had Bloodshed enough.” The French, it said, had always sought “to extend themselves from Canada, Southwards, through the Lakes along the Back of our Colonies.” The French allegedly aimed to cut off the British colonies from the Indian Nations and open up a route between the St. Lawrence and Mississippi rivers in order to join their colonies of Canada and Louisiana. “The American Disputes between the two Nations,” the pamphlet asserted, had been “the great Object of the present War.” Since the war had begun “principally, with a View to do ourselves Justice in North America,” the main aim of the peace treaty should be “the Regulation of Matters on that Continent.”

The author knew something about how the American colonies felt about Canada. If Britain did not keep all of it, they “will tell you you have done Nothing.” If Canada should be given back, “you lay the Foundation of another War.” It was necessary to exclude the French, “absolutely and entirely.” Britain did not need Guadeloupe, because it had enough sugar islands of its own. On the other hand, the pamphlet cataloged the virtues of the British colonies:


To consider this Affair in its proper Light, it will be necessary to reflect on the infinite Consequence of North America to this Country. Our Colonies there contain a Million of Inhabitants, who are mostly supplied with the Manufactures of Great Britain; our Trade to them, by employing innumerable Ships, is one great Source of our maritime Strength; by supporting our Sugar Islands with their Provisions, and other Necessaries, they pour in upon us all the Riches of the West Indies; we carry their Rice, and Tobacco, and Fish, to all the Markets of Europe; they produce Indigo, and Iron; and the whole Navy of England may be equipped, with the Products of English America. And if, notwithstanding our having lost several Branches of Commerce, we formerly enjoyed in Europe and to the Levant, we have still more Commerce than ever; a greater Demand for our Manufactures, and a vast Increase of our Shipping; what can this be owing to, but to the Trade to our own American Colonies; a Trade which the Successes of this War, will render, every Day, more and more advantageous? If this Matter, then, be considered, in the above Light, by those whom I now address, they will make our North American Conquests, the sine qua non of the Peace, as being the only Method of guarding our invaluable Possessions there, from Usurpations and Encroachments.6



Much can be learned from this recital about how the American colonies fitted into the British scheme of things—the protected American market for British manufactures; the dependence of the British navy on American trees for masts; the “triangular trade” between Britain, the North American colonies, and the West Indian colonies. But a forceful reply was not long in coming.

The case against retaining Canada and for obtaining Guadeloupe was first set forth in a pamphlet entitled Remarks on the Letter Address’d to Two Great Men, usually attributed to William Burke, a relative of the more famous Edmund. It charged that the earlier pamphlet had been “guided more by old Prejudices than by the true Nature of Things” and would lead Britain to act with “the most wanton Insolence, with the most hateful Oppression.”

Instead of concentrating on North America, it argued, “the utmost rational Aim of our Ambition, ought to be, to possess a just Weight, and Consideration in Europe.” Canada had never been one of the “Objects for which we began the War.” It was not necessary to possess all Canada for the British colonies in North America to be safe; a few well-placed forts, and a state of “strength and watchfulness” were enough. If the American colonies believed that nothing had been gained by the war if Canada was not kept, the colonies “must be taught a Lesson of Moderation.” If the British colonies, with an advantage of at least ten to one in population and the protection of a great naval power, could not feel secure, “they must blame their own Cowardice or Ignorance, and not the Measures of their Mother Country.”

The idea, it went on, of feeling secure “only by having no other Nation near you” had come from the American colonies. It was “the genuine Policy of Savages” and the reason Britain and France had been fighting over “the Sovereignty of Deserts in America, to which neither of us would otherwise have had any right.” In fact, the British islands in the West Indies were sure to be more endangered by the French in Guadeloupe than the British colonies in North America by the French in Canada. The British islands supplied only enough for the domestic British market; with Guadeloupe, the British sugar trade could expand to foreign markets; home consumption merely gratified a taste for luxury, whereas foreign markets contributed to greater wealth and power. Guadeloupe produced not only sugar but great quantities of coffee, cotton, and indigo, with sugar alone worth more than all the “fur and peltry” that was all Canada was good for.

Commercially, then, Guadeloupe was said to be far more valuable than Canada. At this point, however, this pamphlet introduced some new and disturbing ideas. One was the commercial competition between the colonies and the mother country:


To view the Continent of America in a Commercial Light, the Produce of all the Northern Colonies is the same as that of England, Corn, and Cattle: and therefore, except for a few Naval Stores, there is very little Trade from thence directly to England. Their own Commodities bear a very low Price, Goods carried from Europe bear a very high Price; and thus they are of Necessity driven to set up Manufactures similar to those of England, in which they are favoured by the Plenty and Cheapness of Provisions. In fact, there are Manufactures of many Kinds in these Northern Colonies, that promise in a short Time to supply their Home Consumption. From New England they begin even to export some things manufactured, as Hats, for instance.



Worse still, if this trend went on, the northern colonies would gradually have no need of England:


In these Provinces they have Colleges and Academies for the Education of their Youth; and as they increase daily in People and in Industry, the Necessity of a Connection with England, with which they have no natural Intercourse by a Reciprocation of Wants, will continually diminish. But as they recede from the Sea, all these Causes will operate more strongly; they will have nothing to expect, they must live wholly on their own Labour, and in process of Time will know little, enquire little, and care little about the Mother Country.



This dire prospect called for some way to forestall it. The obvious means pointed northward:


If, Sir, the People of our Colonies find no Check from Canada, they will extend themselves, almost, without bounds into the Inland Parts. They are invited to it by the Pleasantness, the Fertility, and the Plenty of that Country; and they will increase infinitely from all Causes. What the Consequence will be, to have a numerous, hardy, independent People, possessed of a strong Country, communicating little, or not at all with England, I leave to your own reflections. I hope we have not gone to these immense expences, without any Idea of securing the Fruits of them to Posterity. If we have, I am sure we have acted with little Frugality or Foresight.



The author almost backed away from discussing this aspect of the question as too delicate or dangerous—but he plunged on anyway:


This is indeed a Point that must be the constant Object of the Minister’s Attention, but is not a fit Subject for a Discussion. I will therefore expatiate no farther on this Topic; I shall only observe, that by eagerly grasping at extensive Territory, we may run the risque, and that perhaps in no very distant Period, of losing what we now possess. The possession of Canada, far from being necessary to our Safety, may in its Consequence be even dangerous. A Neighbour that keeps us in some Awe, is not always the worst of Neighbours. So that far from sacrificing Guadaloupe to Canada, perhaps if we might have Canada without any Sacrifice at all, we ought not to desire it.7 And, besides the Points to be considered between us and France, there are other Powers who will probably think themselves interested in the Decision of this Affair. There is a Balance of Power in America as well as in Europe, which will not be forgotten; and this is a Point I should have expected would somewhat have engaged your attention.8



The last point was the most telling for the future. A French Canada was a guarantee that the American colonies would be forced to remain British. By keeping Canada, the British would be doomed to give up their American colonies. The British colonies in North America were made up of too “numerous, hardy, independent People, possessed of a strong Country” to remain in subjection to Great Britain much longer. If they were not afraid of the French, as they had always been, they would not need Britain as their protector. With Canada British, the argument went, American independence was not far away.9

By this time, however, the idea that the French in Canada held off American independence was already an old one. Peter Kalm, the Swedish botanist, had made the same observation during travels in New York in 1748, even before the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War:


I have been told by Englishmen, and not only by such as were born in America, but even by such as came from Europe, that the English colonies in North America, in the space of thirty or fifty years, would be able to form a state by themselves, entirely independent on Old England. But as the whole country which lies along the sea-shore is unguarded, and on the land side is harrassed by the French in times of war, these dangerous neighbours are sufficient to prevent the connection of the colonies with their mother country from being quite broken off. The English government has therefore sufficient reason to consider the French in North America as the best means of keeping the colonies in their due submission.10



If Kalm could write this in 1748, Englishmen did not need any particular originality to pick up the same theme in 1759 and after. But Kalm had merely dropped the idea in the midst of his botanical researches, and it had not been available in an English translation in London until 1770–1772. Nevertheless, the basic thought was so much the same that it must have been in the air in both America and England. Thirty years from 1748 was 1778, three years into the American Revolution.
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One American in England was so disturbed by the second pamphlet, the Remarks, that he decided to enter the controversy. He was Benjamin Franklin, who had come to London in 1757, only two years before the first pamphlet, and was already well known in scientific circles for his experiments with electricity. Franklin, however, had been sent to London as agent for Pennsylvania and thus had a political role to play. In mid-1760, he produced one of his most famous pamphlets, The Interest of Great Britain considered. With Regard to her Colonies. And the acquisition of Canada and Guadaloupe, known as “The Canada Pamphlet.”

Franklin was provoked by the argument in the Remarks in favor of returning Canada to France in order to check the forces of growth and tendencies towards independence of the British North American colonies. Significantly, his title considered the “Interest of Great Britain,” not of the American colonies. His reply, written as if he were an ordinary citizen of the British Isles rather than an American colonist, was intended to reassure the British that the Remarks’ forebodings about the colonies’ unchecked future were without foundation.

Curiously, Franklin had written a previous pamphlet in 1751, but published four years later, with a distinct bearing on the present controversy. It was his Observations concerning the Increase of Mankind, which he appended to the new pamphlet as a way of bolstering his argument but which could be read in different ways. It has been described as being “the first statement of the function of the American frontier,” as embodying “the first systematic expression of Franklin’s expansionism,” and as offering “a new economic conception—America as a mercantile empire in itself.”11 It was more than anything else, however, a systematic expression of the rising sense of America’s own power.

In one observation, Franklin started with the generally accepted estimate that there were more than “upwards of One Million English Souls in North-America.” From this purely demographic premise, he went on excitedly: “This Million doubling, suppose but once in 25 years, will in another century be more than the People of England, and the greatest number of Englishmen will be on this side of the Water. What an accession of Power to the British Empire by Sea as well as Land! What increase of Trade and Navigation! What number of Ships and Seamen!”12

In this vein, Franklin wrote as a loyal British subject, which he remained until almost the eve of the Revolution. His “observation” was far from glorifying this accession of power as a strictly American achievement; it was all still dedicated to the greater glory of the British empire. But some British readers could have been less than happy with Franklin’s reasoning. By making British superiority depend on American multiplication, he was more or less subtly pushing America into the forefront of the British imperial position.

Other Franklinesque implications were equally double-edged. He calculated just when America would overtake England in population and, by implication, power. Another century, according to this early version of the “American century,” would have made the memorable year 1851, which turned out to be just about the time Americans were playing up their “Manifest Destiny.” In effect, Franklin was putting forward the idea of an Anglo-American partnership of power. If he was right, however, the balance of power was sure to shift to the American side as it gained in population and power.

Franklin was not one to let go of a good idea. He returned again and again to Great Britain’s stake in America and America’s contribution to British glory. In 1754, he argued in favor of colonial representation in the British Parliament on the ground that “those, who have most contributed to enlarge Britain’s empire and commerce, encrease her strength, her wealth, and the numbers of her people” should be properly rewarded.13

On January 3, 1760, just as the Canada versus Guadeloupe controversy was getting started, Franklin wrote a famous letter to his friend Lord Kames, the Scottish philosopher:


No one can more sincerely rejoice than I do, on the Reduction of Canada; and this, is not merely as I am a Colonist, but as I am a Briton. I have long been of opinion, that the Foundations of the future Grandeur and Stability of the British empire lie, in America; and tho’, like other Foundations, they are low and little seen, they are nevertheless, broad and strong enough to support the greatest political Structure human Wisdom ever yet erected. I am therefore by no means for restoring Canada. If we keep it, all the Country from St. Laurence to the Mississippi, will in another century be fill’d with British People. Britain itself will become vastly more populous, by the immense Increase of its Commerce; the Atlantic Sea will be cover’d with your Trading Ships; and your naval Power, thence continually increasing, will extend your Influence round the whole Globe, and awe the world! If the French remain in Canada, they will continually harass our Colonies by the Indians, impede if not prevent their Growth; your Progress to Greatness will at best be slow, and give room for many Accidents that may for ever prevent it. But I refrain, for I see you begin to think my notions extravagant, and look upon them as the Ravings of a mad Prophet.14



Later that same year, when Franklin came to publish his pro-Canada Observations in reply to the pro-Guadeloupe Remarks, he showed that he did not really think that his notions were so extravagant or the ravings of a mad prophet by essentially repeating them—with a new twist. His problem now was to convince the British that they had nothing to fear from the colonies’ territorial expansion or increase of population. He had no intention of recanting his boasts of future colonial development, but he needed to put them in such a way that they would not lead to the idea of American independence.

Franklin knew that what mattered most to the British was their market for manufactured goods. He therefore sought to reassure them that the colonies’ territorial expansion was good for British manufactures. If the colonists had more room to spread out, he argued, they were sure to remain largely agricultural. As such, they were destined to be satisfied to be the producers of raw materials and leave manufactures to the British.

Franklin repeated his calculation of 1751 that the American population was doubling every twenty-five years and would in time exceed that of Great Britain. But he hastened to add that such an increase would probably take a century to achieve. Even if the existing colonies stretched only as far as the Mississippi, it would take them centuries to reach a figure of perhaps a hundred million. Meanwhile, the more Americans there were, the more British manufactures they were bound to consume. There was nothing to worry about, because Great Britain and the American colonies were one people and what was good for a part was equally good for the whole.

As if these assurances were not enough, Franklin played his soothing tune on another string. The colonies, he asserted, were so jealous—in that period meaning suspicious—of each other that they had never been able to unite against the common enemy. If the colonies could not unite to defend themselves against the French and their Indian allies, there was, he said, no reason to fear that “there is any danger of their uniting against their own nation.” For them to do so was impossible, not merely improbable, unless they were subject to “the most grievous tyranny and oppression”—a condition then hard to imagine. On this ground, he rejected the supposition that the colonies’ “growth may render them dangerous.” Meanwhile, according to Franklin, the colonies showed their understanding and public spirit by “the confidence they so justly repose in a wise and good prince [George II], and an honest and able administration.”

Franklin’s message to the British was that they had nothing to worry about and should prefer Canada to Guadeloupe. There is no reason to believe that he did not honestly believe in what he was saying at this time. He still saw himself as a colonial member of the great British family, as eager as any other member of the family to advance the greater glory of the British empire.

In this pamphlet, Franklin helped to lull the British into the comforting assumption that they were likely to have little or no difficulty with the colonies for a long time to come. To believe him, they had little to fear for as long as a century or more, so long as the colonies had enough land to prefer agriculture to manufactures. By insisting that the colonies could not unite even to defend themselves against the French, he helped to convince the British that the colonies were incapable of uniting in such an unlikely cause as independence from traditional British rule.

While Franklin was in London giving advice to the British, Americans in the colonies soon learned about the Canada versus Guadeloupe controversy. The South Carolina Gazette of March 22, 1760, carried a report of the argument for keeping Canada, and an article from Lloyd’s Chronicle of London in the same vein appeared in the Boston News-Letter of May 8, 1760.15 Thomas Hutchinson, then lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, later recalled that the debate in England was not without effect on the future leaders of the colonial cause:


It was well known in America, that the people of England, as well as administration, were divided upon the expediency of retaining Canada rather than the [French West Indian] islands; and it was known that the objection to Canada proceeded from an opinion, that the cession of it by France would cause, in time, a separation of the British colonies from the mother country. This jealousy in England being known, it was of itself sufficient to set enterprising men upon considering how far such a separation was expedient and practicable.16



If Hutchinson was right, the British advocates of retaining Canada had put subversive ideas into the heads of the colonies’ “enterprising men.” If so, it was ironic that British fears helped to bring about just what the British had feared the most.

Another American reaction to the question of Canada’s future was recorded by John Adams in his diary on February 1, 1763. He told it as an anecdote about John Erving, Sr., a Boston merchant:


He has prophesyed so long, and with so much Confidence that Canada would be restored to the French that, because he begins to see his Predictions will not be fullfilled, he is now straining his Invention for Reasons, why we ought not to hold it. He says, the Restoration of that Province can alone prevent our becoming luxurious, effeminate, inattentive to any Danger and so an easy Prey to an Invader. He was so soundly bantered, the other day in the Council Chamber, that he snatched his Hat and Cloak and went off, in a Passion.17



Erving apparently had prophesied that Canada would be returned to the French long before 1763. Yet his reasoning was not unlike that of the pro-Guadeloupe pamphleteers. In both cases, the restoration of Canada was seen to have repercussions on the state of the British-American colonies—for Erving, because it would make the colonists “luxurious, effeminate, inattentive to any Danger,” for the pamphleteers, because it would encourage the colonies to rebel and seek their independence. One way or the other, the decision whether to take Canada or Guadeloupe could not leave the colonies the same as before.

Adams himself believed that the decision to keep Canada was the dividing line in British policy vis-à-vis the colonies:


Suffice it to say, that immediately upon the conquest of Canada from the French in the year 1759, Great Britain seemed to be seized with a jealousy against the Colonies, and then concerted the plan of changing their forms of government, of restraining their trade within narrower bounds, and raising a revenue within them by authority of parliament, for the avowed or pretended purpose of protecting, securing, and defending them.18



In some way, whatever it was, the conquest of Canada was vital to the future of the American colonies. The pamphlet war was a portent of things to come at a time when no one could have guessed this from anything that was happening in the colonies.
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Meanwhile, the Canada versus Guadeloupe issue was officially resolved in 1761. Some British statesmen wanted Canada, some Guadeloupe, and at least one influential figure, the duke of Bedford, wanted neither. The “war party,” headed by Pitt, wanted to get Canada and almost everything else. Yet the choice was so difficult that Pitt was said to have exclaimed in 1760: “Some are for keeping Canada, some Guadeloupe; who will tell me which I shall be hanged for not keeping?”19 Others, like the earl of Chesterfield, recommended keeping Canada “as preventives of future war” and because he thought the French were more willing to give up Canada than Guadeloupe.20 James Douglas, sixteenth earl of Morton, with a particular interest in American affairs, put the security of the British North American colonies first but recognized that giving up Guadeloupe would be “the greatest misfortune that ever attended our Sugar Colonys.”21

The choice was a difficult one, and uneasiness about keeping Canada was expressed by both Bedford and Morton. Bedford advised Newcastle: “I do not know whether the neighbourhood of the French to our Northern Colonies was not the greatest security of their dependance on the Mother Country who I fear will be slighted by them when the apprehensions of the French are removed.” Morton cited an objection to keeping Canada on the ground “that the awe of the French keeps our Colonys in dependance upon the Mother Country.” His answer to this difficulty was to make sure that “the new settlements should be formed into Governments of small extent” and that “the mutual jealousys amongst the several Colonys would always keep them in a state of dependance and it would save a vast expence to Britain in not being obliged to keep up a great number of regular forces which must be maintained if the smallest spot is left with the French upon that Continent.”22

In the end, the pro-Canada party prevailed. By 1761, the French were resigned to giving up Canada if they could retain Guadeloupe. Other factors delayed the peace treaty for two more years, but these issues were effectively settled. Nevertheless, the “pamphlet war” went on, though it no longer influenced official policy. The persistence of the argument shows that it was not limited to current affairs but had much deeper roots. Our main concern is with the long-term significance, not the immediate political effect.

One pamphlet of 1761 came with a particularly long-winded title: Reasons for Keeping Guadaloupe at a Peace, preferable to Canada, Explained by Five Letters from a Gentleman in Guadaloupe, to His Friend in London. In part, it was designed to be an answer to Franklin’s pamphlet of the previous year. It expressed the hope that “we shall be wiser than grasp this gilded snake and be bit to death.” The “gilded snake” was Franklin’s glorification of the rise of American population and strength as a vast boon to British power. This pamphleteer turned Franklin’s logic on its head and argued that the Franklinesque view of American progress represented a threat to Great Britain, even its early “ruin.”

Franklin’s premises were directly challenged:


I say the acquisition of Canada would be destructive, because such a country as North-America, ten times larger in extent than Britain, richer soil in most places, all the different climates you can fancy, all the lakes and rivers for navigation one could wish, plenty of wood for shipping, and as much iron, hemp, and naval forces, as any part of the world; such a country at such a distance, could never remain long subject to Britain; you have taught them the art of war, and put arms in their hands, and they can furnish themselves with every thing in a few years, without the assistance of Britain; they are always grumbling and complaining against Britain, even while they have the French to dread, what may they not be supposed to do if the French is no longer a check upon them; you must keep a numerous standing army to overawe them; these troops will soon get wives and possessions, and become Americans; thus from these measures you lay the surest foundation of unpeopling Britain, and strengthening America to revolt; a people who must become more licentious from their liberty, and more factious and turbulent from the distance of the power that rules them; one must be very little conversant in history, and totally unacquainted with the passions and operations of the human mind, who cannot foresee those events as clearly as any thing can be discovered, that lies concealed in the womb of time; it is no gift of prophecy, it is only the natural and unavoidable consequences of such and such measures, and must appear so to every man whose head is not too much affected with popular madness or political enthusiasm.



Therefore, it was alleged that


nothing can secure Britain so much against the revolting of North-America, as the French keeping some footing there, to be a check upon them, if the peace be made with any tolerable attention to our barrier in America, as we may be most certain it will, France must ever after be an enemy too feeble to be dreaded in that corner of the world; but if we were to acquire all Canada, we should soon find North-America itself too powerful, and too populous to be long governed by us at this distance.



There were other considerations. The rate of increase of the American population was particularly threatening, because “the number of people is the great wealth and strength of every country where industry abounds.” The American colonies did not need to fear the French in Canada, because they outnumbered them by ten to one. But soon the writer returned to his main theme:


As America increases in people, so she must increase in arts and sciences, in manufactures and trade, while she has the same laws, liberties, and genius we have at home; the more she encreases in these, the less she must want from Britain; the more she rises above a certain pitch, her utility and advantage to Britain must proportionately decline. The period is possibly not at such a distance as some people may imagine, when they may refuse to send you their tobaccoes, but export them to foreign markets themselves; you might send fleets for some time to molest their coasts, but might find yourselves too feeble to send armies that could conquer; the more you waste your strength upon America with any power but France, the more you weaken yourself at home, and become the easier prey to your turbulent and restless European neighbours.



Franklin was challenged on one of his favorite grounds—that the American colonies doubled their number every twenty-five years and, therefore, would need to continue to expand their agriculture westward. On the contrary, the counterargument went, “they must abate of their application in cultivating the ground” and “must naturally put those spare people to learn arts and trades; to make cloaths, shoes, stockings, shirts etc. smiths, carpenters, braziers, and all the trades that flourish in England.” It followed that “after this is accomplished, of what utility will they be of [sic] to Great Britain?”

This pamphlet went on to praise Guadeloupe and dispraise Canada, but one theme was almost obsessive and came back towards the end:


The sugar islands must always be dependant, but America as she rises to maturity, may endanger our trade and liberty both. It must be absurd to say or think, that when America exceeds us in numbers of people, that she will nevertheless continue dependant; because independancy is grasped at by all mankind since their first creation: how impatient are all the children in England, as they advance in years, to be independant of their natural and fond parents; does not the common conversation of all companies in North-America run upon that subject; when they can ar[r]ive at independancy, they wait for it, and expect it with as much impatience, as a girl of fifteen does for her marriage to break loose from the restraint of a watchful mother. Let no man flatter himself with those empty phantoms, or fancy that he can alter the nature and passions of men, or make them more fond of dependancy in a collective body, than individuals are: it must appear equally absurd to imagine, that North-America as she advances in agriculture, and encreases in numbers of people, will not also encrease in industry, arts, trades, manufactures and sciences; in a country where nature has collected together such profusion of all the materials and conveniences that can invite to such industry, more than any country we know of; and where liberty blossoms and flourishes, with more natural and brilliant lustre, than ever it did in any new established colonies that we read of since the creation of the world: such vain, unnatural, and airy delusions can never have place amongst rational people, who have made the least reflection upon human nature, or observed the uniform experience of past ages.23



No sooner did this pamphlet come out than it was answered by another with an even longer title, only part of which read A Detection of the False Reasons and Facts, Contained in the Five Letters … By a Member of Parliament. Virtually everything the former had said about the advantages of Guadeloupe was denied, even that its sugar was commercially more profitable than the Canadian fur trade. To counter the specter of future American commercial rivalry with Great Britain, Franklin’s argument was invoked—“that an increase of Territory in North America is the best Means to keep our Colonies in a State of Utility and Advantage to Great Britain. For, if their Lands be immense; there can be no Danger of the People’s ever becoming so numerous, as to want Employment in that advantageous and useful Way”—agriculture. Most of all, the security of the American colonies was foremost, and it could be assured only by keeping Canada.

Finally, the author dealt with the most dangerous threat of American independence and British decline.


What may be in the Womb of Providence, it is not in the Power of Man to discover … that there may hereafter rise up a vast Empire of our Brethren in North America, are Events that I won’t pretend to affirm or deny. But, because this is possible, therefore it must come to pass, is a bad Argument. On the contrary we have all the Reason in the World to believe, That our Brethren in North America will never revolt from their Mother Country, and that their Increase of Power and Strength is likely to turn out the best Aid to Britain against both her foreign and domestic Foes.



The American colonies were governed by “wholesome and equitable Laws,” protected from “all Invaders of their Liberty and Property,” and admitted to “the Enjoyment of the Rights and Privileges of their Mother Country.” Why should there “form the least Idea of a Revolt amongst a People in these happy Circumstances”? Besides, as Franklin had already argued, the colonies were divided too much among themselves ever to unite against such beneficent British rule.

But what if the colonies should be so shortsighted and self-destructive as to revolt and seek independence from Britain? The answer anticipated just what Britain tried to do a decade and a half later:


Should the Colonies enter into a Conspiracy against their Sovereign, or presume to act contrary to the true Intent of the Law; or should they pursue Measures to put their Colonies into a State of Offence, to fabricate Weapons of Destruction; to erect Magazines of Naval and Military Stores; to seek for unnatural Alliances; to build Ships of War; or to establish Manufactures and Trade injurious to the Manufactures and Commerce of their Mother Country; Great Britain might easily, and ought to interpose with her Power and Authority. The Civil Power faithfully executed, would be sufficient to disarm the Licentious, and all such as were given to Change: And Penal Laws applied to various Circumstances, would effectually restrain the Trade and Manufactures of the Colonies to such a Degree, as to make them subservient, useful and advantageous to their Mother Country.24



This pamphleteer was indignant about depending on the French to enable Great Britain to hold on to its American colonies and about unfairly doubting their fidelity: “How badly then does it suit a British Pen to seek for Safety to the Power, Dominion, and Commerce of Great Britain, in the Arms of her natural Enemy? How scandalous and unjust to stigmatize our Brethren in North America with Discontent, Disloyalty, and Rebellion, who have never given the least Reason for such Imputations?”

But the author was willing to admit that Great Britain might be corrupted and so weakened “that there may hereafter rise up a vast Empire of our Brethren in North America, with Power to give Laws to all the World.” How could the author know this? Because “North America, under the British Dominion, enjoys every Blessing of a free People.” He asked triumphantly: “Can it be possible to form the least Idea of a Revolt amongst a People in these happy Circumstances?” A revolt would deprive the Americans of all their advantages. Great Britain would soon cut off their trade and destroy their navigation—“And without Trade they would make a very wretched Figure in a revolted State.” The Americans “ought not to be suspected of approaching towards a Revolution, which would bring manifest Ruin upon themselves.”

How easily Great Britain could bring her power and authority to prevent the Americans from doing what was forbidden to them was to be tested fifteen years later. Meanwhile, this pamphleteer consoled himself with one more thought. Revolts came from “Idleness, Ignorance, Poverty and Arbitrary Power.” But the “richer, the politer, and the more industrious” Americans grew, the more they could be expected to “entertain more exalted Notions of Gratitude and Loyalty to their King and Mother Country.” In effect, the danger of an American revolt was bound to come from penury, not from prosperity, from decline, not from a rise. This view was also to be tested shortly.25

Thus much of the case for keeping Canada without stirring up American yearnings for independence was based on two calculations that eventually proved to be deceptive. One was that the Americans would have their hands full for so long in the future that it was safe to give them more western land for their increasing population and agriculture. The other was that Great Britain had nothing to fear from the Americans, because they had too many differences among themselves and could never unite in behalf of their own self-government or independence.

Even if these expectations should prove to be delusory, Britain could always use force in the last extremity. In fact, the colonies did in the end enter into what seemed to loyal British subjects to be a “Conspiracy,” did pursue measures that put them in a “State of Offence,” and did seek an “unnatural Alliance.” Within only fifteen years, Britain found it necessary to “interpose with her Power and Authority.” To this extent, the pamphleteer was clairvoyant; he merely underestimated how much power and authority it would take to disarm “all such as were given to Change.”
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In the critical years before the American Revolution the accession of Canada came up in the colonies. In 1766, an important New York merchant, John Watts, raised it in a peculiar way—that the Americans now regretted that Canada had been taken away from France. He wrote to Gov. Robert Monckton of New York: “The Colonies are extremely incensed at the treatment they have received from the Mother Country & tho’ it has not had effects in one sense, it has in another, which I believe will soon be obliterated. They seem to wish Canada again French, it made ’em of some consequence, which in consequence they lost when it was conquer’d, if their reasoning be just.”26

British opinion began to wonder whether it had not been a mistake to take Canada from the French. In 1768, The Public Advertiser published a rumor “that a Negotiation is on the Tapis for restoring Canada to France, in return for one of their Sugar Islands, as the most effectual means of securing the Dependence of America on the Mother Country.”27 In 1773, Josiah Quincy, Jr., of Boston, then in London, dined at “a most superb house,” on which occasion a British native expressed the opinion that Great Britain had “committed a most capital political blunder in not ceding Canada to France.”28 In 1774, a writer in The London Chronicle contended that a prime cause of the American troubles was that the British had “taken the French off their backs and placed them in a state of security.”29 In his polemical pamphlet Taxation No Tyranny, of 1775, Samuel Johnson taunted the Americans: “Let us restore to the French what we have taken from them. We shall see our Colonists at our feet, when they have an enemy so near them.”30

An irate letter that year in the London Morning Chronicle took the same line:


The American Rebels are constantly boasting of the prodigious services which they rendered us, in the course of the last war, when it is notoriously known, that the last war was entered into for their own immediate protection; and therefore, whatever efforts they made, were entirely from motives of private interest, and not from a generous principle of attachment to their Mother Country: while a foreign enemy, indeed, was at their backs, they affected a prodigious deal of loyalty to the present state; but the moment their fears on that head were removed by the cession of all Canada to Great Britain, that moment the dutiful colonies began to change their tone; America was no longer ours, but theirs.31



The next year, another British pamphleteer, replying to the American Declaration of Independence, still raised the old regret that Canada had been taken from the French:


But, on the other hand, had Canada remained in the hands of the French, the Colonies would have remained dutiful subjects. Their fears for themselves, in that case, would have supplied the place of their pretended affection for this Nation. They would have spoken more sparingly of their own resources, as they might daily stand in need of our aid. Their former incapacity of defending themselves, would have always recurred to their minds, as long as the objects of their former terror should continue so near their borders.32



Thus the American Revolution was haunted by a decision made a decade and a half earlier by the British government. The “pamphlet war” over Canada versus Guadeloupe was only an incident in the making of the British decision, but it has a far larger significance in the development of the Revolution. It reveals a long-standing concern in British circles about the progress made by the American colonies and where it was going to lead. It cast a shadow over the events of the next fifteen years, because it raised the question of what effect the growth of the American colonies would have on the British empire.

• 6 •

Where did this premonition of Britain’s loss of its American colonies, if the French were eliminated in Canada, come from? Why did it arise in 1759–1761? At that time the great controversy over the Stamp Act was still about five years away. The colonists themselves had done nothing and said nothing to trigger such a fear. A colonial agent in London, Benjamin Franklin, did his best to deride the very idea.

In 1759–1761, this strand of British thinking was based on purely objective or nonpolitical factors. It was not a reaction to American grievances and agitation. It had nothing to do with taxes or British soldiers stationed in unwilling colonies. The colonies had not yet given signs that they were aiming at anything resembling independence.

This anticipation of trouble was based solely on power relations, as measured in that century by growth of population and trade. Whether or not these factors motivated the colonies as much as the British thought they must, these premonitions served as the background of future British thinking. Other immediate, practical matters soon divided the colonies and mother country, but they came to be all the more menacing because they implied—at least to the British—that something more far-reaching was at stake.

No one can “prove” that the outcome of the Seven Years’ War “caused” or “generated” the American Revolution or that the colonies would have continued to fear the French in Canada so much that they would not have dared to make a revolution. All that can be safely said is that influential British opinion was so suspicious of American intentions that the outcome of the Seven Years’ War brought out into the open the most extensive forebodings of what to expect from the Americans if they were relieved of the French menace. These suspicions had been long in the making. They intangibly influenced British policy a few years later, when the Americans gave the British more practical and demonstrative causes to worry about the behavior of their American colonies.
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“Speculative reasoners”
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THESE PREMONITIONS OF 1759–1761 require an explanation. They did not appear out of nowhere. Yet they did not emerge from any recent evidence that the colonies were aiming at independence. The first British acts which brought on a crisis in British-colonial relations were still three to five years away. Something else must have been behind these alarming forebodings.

By 1759, most of the colonies were over a hundred years old—the oldest, Virginia, about a century and a half. Generations of British ministers had been coping with recalcitrant colonies. Despite the differences among the colonies, some problems had come up again and again in all of them, repeatedly testing the ability of the British imperial system to manage them. Colony after colony, decade after decade, had pushed the colonial system to the limits of forbearance. This experience could not fail to leave a deep institutional imprint on the consciousness of British officialdom.

In order to get behind these premonitions, we need to know what British ruling circles had been told for over a century by their most trusted agents in America. For decades, British administrators had been warning their superiors in London in more or less the same vein. Reports from the colonies had come in month after month, year after year, often in great detail. It would be strange if they did not make a cumulative impression on their readers, especially if they were almost always threatening.

• 2 •

Some aspects of the first or old British imperial system—lack of system might be more nearly correct—help to explain why such premonitions arose, early and late.

The settlement of Jamestown in Virginia in 1607 was England’s first colonial experiment. Nothing in its own past experience had prepared England for it. The history of previous empires and colonies was regarded as the only teacher, and its lessons were not reassuring. These were understood to be that colonies were safe and loyal only so long as they were weak and dependent. The farther away they were, the more likely they were to become dangerously rebellious. This ancient wisdom did not bode well for latecoming imperial ventures.

Words can be deceptive here. The American colonies were English in origin but not the work of England as a nation. The first settlements or plantations were financed and established by joint-stock companies primarily interested in profits for their shareholders. The most the government could do was authorize them to conceive, organize, go forth, and take all the risks. The Crown of England gave such authorization in the form of “charters,” which were inherited from a much older tradition.1 Colonization by chartering private companies came naturally to seventeenth-century England. The state lacked the economic resources, administrative apparatus, and sustained will to carry out such enterprises. It was easier, cheaper, and safer to commission companies of “merchant adventurers” to organize and finance the hazardous voyages and precarious settlements, for the same reason that privateers were commissioned to wage naval warfare for a profit.

Colonization was originally an extension of trade and trading companies. Even the Pilgrims of Plymouth were subsidized by London merchants and investors who, as a distinguished American historian put it, “wanted profit, not prayers.”2 Later proprietors, such as William Penn in Pennsylvania, Lord Baltimore in Maryland, and a group of eight in Carolina, took the place of companies, but the practice of colonization by others than the state remained the same.

A British analysis of the early system stressed its limitations:


Commercial and financial considerations rather than schemes of territorial expansion or missionary enterprise dictated the policy of Elizabeth and the first two monarchs of the House of Stuart. They had no resources available to undertake Imperial development, and they had, therefore, recourse to private enterprise, especially in the form of organized companies, for the individual adventurer had little prospect of success if he relied on his own means, and in fact would have to fall back on the device of seeking to secure the co-operation of others in the exploitation of his patent. The system of concessions meant that the Imperial government had but an indirect authority over the holders of grants; their operations overseas could not directly be controlled by Imperial officers, and recourse must be had to such control as could be exercised on the grantees through their presence from time to time in England.3



In later years, right up to the American Revolution, whenever a dispute arose between the colonies and the home government, the former fell back on their charters to obstruct and resist. Charters provided the colonies with a legalistic defense of their “rights.” If the ministers of the Crown had been able to foresee that the charters could be used by the colonies as instruments of self-government, they would doubtless have written them differently. This paradox—that the charters lent themselves to colonial self-government—was a critical element from the beginning to almost the end of the colonial period.

Charters were peculiarly double-edged. They acknowledged England’s sovereign status at the same time as they left the colonies to their own resources. They became colonial weapons against English rule, because they were so deeply embedded in English constitutional tradition and political structure. They were a prime example of how much the colonial struggle for independence owed to the rule of law derived from the country against which the struggle was waged.

The Crown had long bestowed fiefs or great feudal estates in outlying portions of the kingdom, where the central government could not reach.4 They were virtually self-governing, because they had to protect and provide for themselves. Out of this custom stemmed the grants to private corporations or proprietors who were willing to pay the price and take the risks of early colonization.

Merchants had long formed trading companies to engage in foreign commerce. The greatest of these, the East India Company, was chartered in 1600 by Queen Elizabeth to do everything on its own that a national government might do—political, military, judicial, and administrative—and did these things for 250 years. These trading companies provided the prototype for the American colonies as self-subsistent, chartered corporations.

Later, the charter of Massachusetts was temporarily revoked, and the Crown imposed its own direct rule. Eventually, New York, New Jersey, Maryland, Virginia, North and South Carolina, and Georgia went from proprietary status to royal or Crown control. Thus evolved three types of colonial government—charter, proprietary, and Crown.

The basic patterns help to explain why colonists were sent off from England with very few strings attached. The promoters of Virginia and Massachusetts raised their own funds by selling stock with the intention of making a profit, as if they were ordinary business enterprises. Both the Virginia Company and the Massachusetts Bay Company obtained charters from the Crown as self-governing corporations. They were understood to be dedicated to the greater glory of England, but they were left to fend for themselves and were expected to do more for England than England did for them. After all, it did not cost English kings anything to give away land that they did not own and could have done nothing with even if they had owned it.

Another self-determining element came from the kinds of people who left England for the American colonies. Many emigrated because they were deeply discontented, even persecuted, in England. Many others went in search of a better life and the lure of striking it rich quickly. Tobacco held out the promise of huge profits in the Chesapeake region of Maryland and Virginia. The two early “models of English colonization,” as they have been called, were far more the creation of Englishmen than of England. The New England model chose America to escape from England, and the Chesapeake model came for individualistic, self-seeking motives. Neither was imbued with the much later colonial mission of national aggrandizement. Whatever the reason, people did not leave England if they wanted the same things that they had had in England.

These influences conspired to make the first colonies self-sufficient and self-regulating. The merchant, craftsman, or yeoman who knew his place and obeyed his superiors in England was not likely to act the same way wrenched from his familiar surroundings. He still considered himself an Englishman and retained a sense of allegiance to his native land. An Englishman transplanted, however, was not the same kind of Englishman.

A propagandistic pamphlet of 1630 in behalf of colonizing Massachusetts illustrates the ambivalent risks of colonization. It instructed prospective settlers that a colony was “a societie of men drawne out of one state or people, and transplanted into another Countrey.” Yet, as if this were going too far, it also stated that “a Colonie denying due respect to the State from whose bowels it issued, is as great a monster, as an unnaturall childe.” Significantly, the author considered the objection that “such publicke workes cannot be managed but by a publicke purse; Colonies are workes for a State, and not for private persons.” He agreed that “Colonies are best undertaken by Princes, assisted with the strength of a whole State.” But he countered with Dutch patroons or proprietors in New Amsterdam and England’s own Plymouth colony “as examples of what may be done in Colonies by private persons.” At that early date, he thought it necessary to deny that Virginia and New England were going to be “a nursery of faction and rebellion,” that they would “free themselves from our government,” and that “under the colour of planting a Colony they intended to rayse and erect a seminary of faction and separation.”5 If there had been no specter of faction, separation, and rebellion, there would have been no need to deny the possibility.
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England lacked the machinery of government to supervise the colonies closely. In the beginning, it had no special bodies to oversee them. The earliest specifically colonial agency was a commission appointed in 1623 to look into complaints against the proprietary management of Virginia. When the charter of the Virginia Company was annulled the following year, the Crown took direct charge of the colony, which in effect made Virginia the first “Crown colony.” It was theoretically administered by the Privy Council, which was in fact too large a body and too preoccupied with other things to pay much attention to a small, faraway appendage.

Another factor in colonial development was the turbulence of the seventeenth century, which was shaken by three political upheavals. In 1644, the outbreak of civil war in the name of a parliamentary Commonwealth by an army under Oliver Cromwell resulted in the overthrow of the monarchy and execution of Charles I in 1649. In 1660, the monarchy was restored under Charles II. In 1688, the Glorious Revolution overthrew James II and brought in William of Orange in an arrangement which resulted in the ultimate supremacy of Parliament. These three events had repercussions in the colonies.

During the Commonwealth phase, Parliament itself took charge of colonial affairs through a Council of State. It was so busy with more pressing matters, though, that the colonies, especially New England, were virtually left to govern themselves. In one respect, however, Parliament made a long-term difference. In 1651, during the Commonwealth period, it passed the first Navigation Act, which restricted all colonial commerce to England; nothing could be brought into or out of the colonies except in English ships. Significantly, however, the Navigation Act stipulated that the colonies were subject to “such laws, orders, and regulations as are or shall be made by the Parliament of England.”

With the royalist Restoration in 1660, English policy shifted in favor of Crown colonies. For the most part, decisions were again made by the Privy Council through a standing committee for trade and plantations. Various experiments in the form of subordinate councils for the colonies were tried but never lasted for long. Only starting in 1675 did a Committee for Trade and Foreign Plantations manage to survive for almost twenty years. In any case, the Restoration kings attempted to change little in troublesome New England and set up new colonies in New York, New Jersey, and North and South Carolina to reward favorites. Administration was so lax that the last letter to the Committee for Trade and Foreign Plantations had been received five years before. As late as 1700, William Blathwayt, who as a longtime bureaucrat at the Committee for Trade and Foreign Plantations knew more than anyone else about what had gone on, explained: “Ye Security of our Colonies & rend[e]ring them more usefull to England etc. are common places that have entertain’d us these many years but the means which are very plain have always been opposed or not prosecuted.”6

In 1696, after the Glorious Revolution, the colonial setup was again reorganized. Parliament passed the legislation which authorized the reorganization; the Privy Council continued to make basic decisions, when it was so inclined. A secretary of state for the Southern Department was responsible for all colonial business. The real work was handled by a new Board of Trade and Plantations, soon shortened to Board of Trade. This board, which lasted until the American Revolution, conducted correspondence with governors, approved or disapproved legislation passed by assemblies, and in general supervised the colonies. In the last resort, however, Parliament could still decide, though it rarely wished to get entangled in colonial affairs.

It was a slow, cumbersome, rickety process. The main concern of the board was not how to administer the colonies efficiently or soundly; it was how to make them commercially profitable to the mother country. The board’s staff was small—three to five members generally made decisions. Nevertheless, a number of colonial experts had already begun to make their influence felt, and they carried on irrespective of the regime. The board’s most famous member for a short time was the philosopher John Locke, who drew up the constitution of the Carolinas. One member, Martin Bladen, served for almost thirty years. The Board of Trade, however, was not the only bureaucratic agency interested in the colonies. The Treasury, Admiralty, customs, and law officers also had colonial interests and responsibilities. Action could be held up by any one of them.

Even the term colonies may cause misunderstanding. These were not colonies in the sense of alien peoples conquered and oppressed by a foreign power. They were not alien; they had not been conquered; and their later grievances were hardly of the kind that they themselves would have described as oppression until the last decade of their colonial status. The term plantation was equally applied to the colonies, and, as used by Thomas Hobbes in 1651, it referred to “numbers of men sent out from the Common-wealth, under a Conductor, or Governour, to inhabit a Forraign Country, either formerly voyd of Inhabitants, or made voyd then, by Warre.”7 This seventeenth-century sense is much closer to the origins of the American colonies than to the implication of conquest and exploitation which much later came to be attached to the term colonies. We may continue to use it, because it is customary, though at some risk of doing injustice to its particular nature.

The early colonial system was a thoroughly ramshackle affair. The charter and proprietary colonies sprang up without any imperial officials residing in them. Far into the eighteenth century, England had no substantial armed force in the colonies to impose its will. Communication between them and London took weeks and sometimes months. Leading figures in the Privy Council and its committees or councils had no special competence with respect to the colonies, and the membership changed rapidly. Instructions went out from London, but enforcing them—or even knowing what had happened to them—was another matter. In desperation, agents were sometimes dispatched from England to find out what was going on, only to send back reports about how harshly they were treated. This First British Empire was far from being as impressive as the name may suggest.
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And always, there were the charters. They were the umbilical cords which attached the colonies to the mother country. They represented a cultural and political bond without which the colonies would have felt naked and alone. In theory, bands of colonists could have made their way across the ocean and set up on their own. In practice, it was unthinkable to go without the legitimization of the home government. In a sense, the colonies did set up on their own, because their survival was still dependent on themselves. But in a century of cutthroat rivalry among imperial powers, it was indispensable to belong to a greater realm from which future settlers had to come and to which they might return. The tension between separating and belonging was built into the colonial experience.

The first charters betray this tension. The Virginia charter of 1606 made no distinction between the rights of Englishmen at home and those in the colony. It granted the colonists “all Liberties, Franchises, and Immunities” that were “to all Intents and Purposes, as if they had been abiding and born, within this our Realm of England.”8 The second charter, of 1609, however, implied that the colonists were not going to be ruled as if they were in England. It gave the colonizing company “full and absolute Power and Authority to correct, punish, pardon, govern, and rule” all the subjects in its jurisdiction.9 This transfer of authority to the promoters and investors interposed a power between the English state and the people of the colonies which had unforeseen consequences.

The first charter of Massachusetts Bay, as it was originally called, of 1629, reproduced this tension in a different form. Like other charters, it assured the inhabitants that they were to “have and enjoy all liberties and Immunities of free and naturall Subjects” to all intents and purposes “as yf they and everie of them were borne within the Realme of England.” Unlike in Virginia, however, the governor was to be chosen by a general court or convocation of freemen, so that the colony was virtually self-governing from the start. Paradoxically, Massachusetts was given a far greater measure of “liberties and Immunities” than Englishmen enjoyed within the realm.10

Most critically, the charters told the fledgling colonies what kinds of governments to set up. In this way, they determined the later relationship between the mother country and the colonies. Here, again, an almost unbearable tension was created. The mother country could only imagine bringing offspring into the world in its own image, but the charter writers could not—or did not—foresee how, in different conditions, their own words might transform that image. In effect, the political ties that originally bound the colonies to the mother country also helped them to shake themselves free.

This metamorphosis came about as a result of the very governmental framework imposed on or chosen by the colonies. If the colonies had actually followed the English model, each would have had the equivalent of a king, a House of Lords, and a House of Commons. Since none of these institutions could exist in the colonies, it was necessary to make do with substitutes or surrogates. The nearest thing in the colonies to the king was a governor, to the House of Lords, a council, and to the House of Commons, an assembly. In general, all colonies had a governor, council, and assembly, though the details varied from colony to colony.

In this scheme of things, the governor was a direct representative of the Crown—but only if he was appointed. In Connecticut and Rhode Island he was not; he was directly representative of the inhabitants. Colonial councils were appointed or elected, but they usually did little more than advise the governor. Assemblies were more like the House of Commons but were limited to acting within each colony, not for the colonies as a whole.

The English system of government had little reality in the colonies. Governors were appointed, removable and responsible to a higher authority in England, as kings were not. Lords were hereditary, but council members were appointed or elected for a single term. Kings could not veto acts of Parliament, but governors could veto acts of assemblies, even if doing so did them little good. In reality, governors were never mistaken for kings, councillors for lords, or members of the assemblies for members of the House of Commons.

The way the colonial charters had come about gave the Crown an advantage over Parliament. The seventeenth-century charters had been granted by kings, not by Parliament, and without any mention of Parliament. As a result, they seemingly tied the colonies to the Crown rather than to Parliament. Governors continued to be appointed by and to represent the Crown, as if nothing had changed in England with the advent of parliamentary supremacy in 1688–89. William and Mary owed their joint crown to an act of Parliament, as did all subsequent British monarchs. But Parliament did not appoint colonial governors; that function remained with the Crown.

Richard Hussey, a king’s counsel and member of Parliament, thought it necessary to deny that James I had had the authority to issue any charters to the new colonies. It was a “fatal mistake,” he said, for the king to have given the colonies powers in the charters “which the King alone could not give.” Thus “an obscurity arose about the colonies and about the administration of them.”11 This “obscurity” was an essential element in the later dispute between Parliament and the colonies. But Hussey spoke in Parliament in 1766, after the upheaval brought on by the Stamp Act, and almost a century and a half too late to do much good.

If, after the Glorious Revolution, Parliament had wished to take to itself the same power abroad that it jealously guarded at home, the colonies would have known more clearly where they stood in the British constitutional scheme. Parliament could always inject itself into colonial affairs, but only if it deliberately chose to do so, which was not often. When it came to colonial matters, Parliament was usually too busy, too divided, or too uninterested to assert itself. Until the 1760s, colonial affairs were generally treated by the secretaries of specific departments of the government; instructions were sent to the governors in the name of the king, not of Parliament. This long neglect made Parliament’s sudden incursion into colonial affairs in 1763–1765 all the more startling and unwelcome.

Thus the royal “prerogative” or discretionary power did not die with the Glorious Revolution; it was hedged about but preserved—most of all in the colonies. They held on tenaciously to the privileges granted to them by the royal charters, as if the later history of England had passed them by. The further paradox was that they upheld the royal prerogative as far as it was necessary to protect their charters but were Whiggish parliamentary sympathizers in struggling against the royally appointed governors.

For these reasons, tampering with colonial charters threatened the entire system of chartering, on which much of property rights and local autonomy in England itself was based. The colonies could always hold the English authorities at arm’s length—or much farther away—by appealing to their charters as if they were so sacred that no king or Parliament could touch them. In 1683, the Massachusetts charter was exalted as “our heavenly Charter; w[hi]ch Jesus Christ hath purchased for us.”12 In 1728, a secular publication gave Providence the credit: “Our charter is the great hedge which Providence has planted around our natural rights, to guard us from an invasion.”13 As late as 1740, Gov. Joseph Talcott of Connecticut solemnly declared that “our Charter, next to the Loyalty we bear to our Sovraigne, and our lives, is the Dearest thing to us on earth.”14 The colonies were so attached to their charters because they obtained privileges from the charters that enabled them to resist British control.
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The three main kinds of colonies—chartered, proprietary, and royal—were different in some ways, but what really mattered in the end was the one way in which they were the same. The charters of all the colonies provided for some sort of elected assembly. And what mattered most of all was that the assemblies were given one power that was total and unconditional: the power over money. Money bills could only originate in the assemblies; without their initiative and approval, nothing could be raised, nothing spent. The Crown and its governors could propose; only the assemblies could dispose. No matter what the title or pomp of office might suggest, the power over money gave the assemblies the ultimate power of decision.

In this respect, the colonial assemblies followed the precedent and tradition of the English Parliament. In their tenacious control of everything and anything having to do with the disposal of their money, the colonies behaved like true Englishmen in England. They fought for their power of the purse as fiercely and as successfully as their English parliamentary forebears had fought for it against the English kings. When James Otis began to contest the right of the British Parliament to tax the colonists, he went all the way back to the Magna Carta and the Glorious Revolution for his precedents.15 He could do so because the colonies had been set up with assemblies that imitated the House of Commons in the one respect that could prove to be the undoing of the entire system.

In 1679, during the reign of Charles II, the most influential and most orthodox colonial official, William Blathwayt, saw where control of the money-power was going to lead. He warned that colonial assemblies “have left his Majesty but a small share of the Sovereignty and may as well question that which remains” by declaring that “the revenue ought to arise from them and that the disposall of it and the power of receiving the accounts is belonging to them.”16 Blathwayt was rewarded the following year by appointment as the surveyor and auditor general of revenues in the royal colonies. But he was never able to get control of colonial revenues.17 The main interest in his warning of 1679 is how early the money problem was recognized and how little or nothing could be done about it even during the Restoration.

In effect, the locus of money-power implied that the assemblies had the final authority in the colonies, as Parliament had in England. The charters implicitly surrendered to the colonies the very power that made the difference between form and substance. The tension between the two was not resolved without a struggle that went on for decades, beginning long before the premonitions of 1759–1761.
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The early English colonial system had only itself to blame. It arose in an age of placemen, appointed to political office to give them easy pickings at public expense. The colonies were ideal for this purpose because they were required to support hungry freeloaders at no cost to the royal Exchequer. The flaw in the system was the colonies’ reluctance to cooperate.

Governors spent much of their time complaining to their superiors in London about how little power they had and how much they suffered at the hands of incorrigible assemblies. The root cause of their distress was their dependence on assemblies for their salaries, because it was English policy to spend as little as possible on, and to make as much as possible out of, the colonies. For well over a century, the British ruled the colonies on the cheap, expected them to be self-supporting, and got the most out of them for the least. Colonies were self-supporting by taxing themselves for their own administrative costs. Without success, governor after governor cried for relief from monetary dependence on their assemblies.

Some governors abused their sinecures mercilessly or had been appointed on dubious grounds. Gov. Benjamin Fletcher of New York made a fortune selling favors. Govs. Robert Hunter of New York and Alexander Spotswood of Virginia were rewarded for being old soldiers who had fought with Marlborough at Blenheim. Gov. Samuel Shute of Massachusetts was another deserving colonel. Lord Cornbury was described by an early English historian as “illiterate, frivolous, and poor.”18 Governors were appointed for the royal or Crown colonies who never set foot in them; these officials held more lucrative appointments elsewhere, had lieutenant governors serve in their stead, and divided the spoils, such as they were, with their substitutes. Gov. James Glen of South Carolina was appointed in 1738 and did not arrive until 1743, because he was simultaneously inspector of seigniories in Scotland and preferred to stay there for the first five years of his term.19

In the mid-eighteenth century, Cadwallader Colden of New York, who knew as much about the colonies as anyone, thought that opposition to governors came naturally to the colonists and that anyone who opposed almost any governor could become a popular favorite:


The English seemed to have little Regard to the Qualification of the Person they sent, but to gratify a Relation or a Friend, by giving him an Opportunity to make a Fortune; and as he knew that he was recommended with this View, his Counsels were chiefly employed for this Purpose.

By this Means an English Governor generally wants the Esteem of the People; while they think that a Governor has not the Good of the People in View, but his own, so they on all Occasions are jealous of him; so that even a good Governor, with more Difficulty, pursues generous Purposes and publick Benefits, because the People suspect them to be mere Pretences to cover a private Design. It is for this Reason, that any Man, opposing a Governor, is sure to meet with the Favour of the People, almost in every case.20



Assemblies reacted defensively to the endemic corruption and waste. As one lieutenant governor put it, “The general disposit[i]on of the people as well without doors as within” to give salaries to governors for no more than from year to year derived from the hope “thereby to restrain a governor from running into excesses.”21 Controlling salaries could lead to challenging the Crown. Governor Spotswood once explained that members of his assembly objected to Queen Anne’s control of salaries on the ground that “by the same rule she appoints £1200 she may appoint £12,000.”22 Saving money was one of the main campaign promises of candidates for assemblies. Governor Hunter recognized that men were elected “by the popular argument of having saved the Country’s money, some have got the Election secured to themselves, who have always been, and ever will be refractory in what relates to the expence of Government.”23

Unfortunately for governors and other appointed officials, they had to live. Someone had to pay for them. Assemblies were expected to do the paying and invariably balked. The colonists did not like to part with money and vastly enjoyed making governors grovel for it. Instead of fixed salaries, the assemblies liked to dribble out “gifts” or “presents.” These handouts had the advantage of signifying that the assemblies were paying governors for good behavior and only as much as they were considered worth—to the colonists. Only in the four southern colonies, Virginia, Maryland, and North and South Carolina, were definite sums set aside to pay governors. Payments elsewhere were sometimes voted for no more than six months if the governors were particularly obnoxious or uncooperative. By keeping governors on a short financial leash, assemblies made sure that they understood where the real power was located. A governor was hardly a dictator; he was forced to act like a politician, getting along by currying favor and expending limited sources of bribery.

Thus the colonists had the upper hand economically, though governors theoretically had the upper hand politically. So long as governors depended on the assemblies for their livelihood, the colonists were in effect the governors’ paymasters. Ostensible political supremacy could never hold out against actual economic supremacy. This imbalance put the governors at the colonists’ mercy, so long as the home government refused to support its colonial officials in the style to which they thought themselves entitled. This economic advantage of the colonists had nothing to do with the relative economic strengths of the colonies and the mother country; so long as governors had to come to the colonists for their financial support, the political position of governors lacked an economic underpinning, and the economic position of the colonists more than made up for their assumed political inferiority.

In essence, England found itself with an empire before it could afford to have one or had foreseen what it would entail. A major reason was that the financial structure of government in Great Britain was so rickety. The British Treasury never had enough money to pay for the mother country’s current expenses and salaries. The old, wasteful, and hopelessly inefficient system of farming out the collection of taxes to professional revenue gatherers, who were often more interested in what they could get out of it than in what they turned over to the government, was still employed. Lotteries were a main source of income. Official salaries were both inadequate and long delayed. Treasury officials did not know where or when they were going to get their own salaries. Officeholders paid themselves by resorting to the sale of offices, wholesale extortion, plural jobholding, and other sharp or desperate practices. Colonial officials were among the least of the home government’s financial worries. When the officials complained, they were advised to squeeze more money out of the penny-pinching colonials.

In 1698, William Blathwayt received a report from John Usher, a former lieutenant governor of New Hampshire, about Lord Bellomont, who had replaced Fletcher as governor of New York:


Am Sorry to Se[e] and hear of Soe much Slightt and contemptt he metes with; that as poore as I am would nott for the province un-dergoe the Same. The truth is any person true to the Kings interestt, and for putting comands from the King in Execution, shall mete with enemys enough, in which the Earl [Bellomont] is noe small Sharor. I finde this place to be Some whatt a kind [akin] to province New Hampshire, unless they can have all matters goe according to theire oun will, though never Soe much ag[ains]tt the Kings prerogative and interestt; and for kepeing there [their] purses tyed up, though in the issue tend to theire own damage. I thoughtt [for] a person of the Earls quality with thatt justice, honor, and integrity, they would [have] redily manifested greatt Loyalty; butt Loyalty is founded on Selfe interestt, which judge a Sandy foundation.…

In these parts of the world, a person nede noe more trouble then to be invested with the Kings Comistion [Commission] and Comands and be faithfull therein.24



Thus was set up a system that was more than and different from a mere division of power. It can best be described as one of dual power. A division of power might have left ultimate power with the English Crown or its colonial representatives. The ultimate power, however, was the assemblies’ power over the purse. Yet it came into conflict with the political institutions and patterns of behavior of the age, which had long dictated deference to the English Crown and formal obeisance to its conventions. A reality struggled to break out of this shell many decades before it finally succeeded.

In its political form, the American Revolution was brought about by British actions which attempted to reduce the power of assemblies and eventually led them to bid for all power. As Jack P. Greene has put it, “Their quest for power became the most important single feature of colonial political and constitutional development, eventually comprising a significant element in the Revolutionary movement that produced the dismemberment of the first British Empire.”25
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The first premonitions of an American “quest for power” came almost as soon as settlers arrived in New England. A number of seventeenth-century thinkers gave ample warning that the American colonies were bound to rebel against English rule. They posed for the first time the crucial question: Under what conditions would the American colonies seek to break away from their mother country and strike out on their own? Their answers hinted that the early British imperial system was fundamentally self-destructive.

The distinction of having been the first of the gloomy prophets may well go to Sir Ferdinando Gorges, the archenemy of the Massachusetts colony and first proprietor of Maine. Gorges was vexed because the Plymouth colony, the first to arrive aboard the Mayflower in 1620, had been settled in defiance of a grant which had recently been given to him and associates of the entire territory stretching from present-day Philadelphia to Newfoundland. He was especially upset because the Plymouth separatists and later the Puritan dissenters defied the authority of the English established church. By the 1630s, an influx into Massachusetts of several thousand religious dissenters enabled the Puritan leadership to drive out the agents and settlers whom Gorges had managed to send over.

Gorges had much to complain about by the time he wrote “A Briefe Narration” of his efforts to promote colonization in America. As a result of the emigration to Massachusetts, Gorges recalled, James I had ordered none to go without a license and—here we come to the heart of the matter—


take the Oaths of Supremacy and Allegiance, so that what I long before prophesied, when I would hardly get any for money to reside there, was now brought to passe in a high Measure, the reason of that restraint was grounded upon the severall complaints, that came out of those parts, of the diverse sects and schimes [sic] that were amongst them, all contemning the publique Government of the Ecclesiasticall State; And it was doubted, that they would in short time, wholly shake off the Royall Iurisdiction of the Soveraigne Magistrate.26



Just when Gorges made—or claimed to have made—this statement is unclear. It must have been sometime after the substantial migration to Massachusetts in the 1630s. In any case, he published his memoir in 1658, and even if his prophecy was retroactive it was still one of the earliest. The religious implications of the New Englanders’ nonconformism were not lost on Gorges or on other officials during the die-hard reign of Charles I and the anti-Puritan persecution of Archbishop Laud.

A rival claim for an even earlier warning may be made for one of Laud’s informers in New England, George Burdett. He was a popular preacher who moved from Salem to Dover, New Hampshire, and to York, Maine, before returning to England. Burdett must have been a marked man, because one of his reports to England in 1639 was supposedly “found” in his study by his alleged persecutors. This report contained these incriminating lines: “That he delayed going to England, that he might fully inform himself of the state of the place as to allegiance, for it was not new discipline which was aimed at, but sovereignty; and that it was accounted perjury and treason, in the general court, to speak of appeals to the King.”

In this early period, the alleged threat of American “sovereignty” came from small, weak settlements determined to govern themselves for religious reasons, which, in the context of the time, could not be dissociated from political self-rule. Thus there was an old and deep religious substratum in all the subsequent strivings, especially in New England, towards a larger measure of autonomy and finally independence.

Another early sense of trouble ahead on more political grounds appeared in a pamphlet by Maj. John Child, published in 1647. Four years earlier, a loose confederation, called the United Colonies of New England, had been formed for self-defense and mutual assistance. This independent action of the existing four New England colonies was apparently one of the things that had aroused Child’s suspicions. He was concerned that New England was setting a bad example to parts of Great Britain itself, especially Ireland, Wales, and Cornwall. He pointed to New England as evidence that there could be “a plot against the laws and liberties of English subjects.” Referring to statements made by Edward Winslow, the agent in England of Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay, Child warned darkly:


And, by the way, mark, reader, his [Winslow’s] great boasting, that they are growing into a nation; high conceits of a nation breed high thoughts of themselves, which make them usually term themselves a state; call the people there their subjects; unite four governments together, without any authority from the king and Parliament; and then term themselves the United Colonies; are publicly prayed for by that title, not giving forth their warrants in his majesty’s name, no, not in the time of the most peaceable government.



These reasons excited Child to raise the alarm that New England’s effrontery might be infectious: “For, being begun at this plantation, by the same rule others might seek it should extend to all other plantations; and then, why not to Ireland? And why shall not example, custom, and fair pretences bring it into Wales and Cornwall; and so over England?”27

According to Child, the New Englanders’ original sin was that boasting of growth had brought on “high thoughts of themselves,” and such thoughts had led to nothing less than speaking of themselves as “a state.” His agitation was premature. The New England Confederation was formally abolished without difficulty in 1684. Yet he had hit on something that continued to bother some Englishmen more and more. If the colonies were “growing into a nation,” for whatever reason, they had already become to such distant English observers as Child a potential rival and threat.
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Far more distinguished thinkers also considered the relationship between a mother country and its colonial children. The idea of a mother and child connection was early introduced by Thomas Hobbes in his Leviathan of 1651. One type of colony came about, according to Hobbes, “when a Colony is set[t]led, they are either a Common-wealth of themselves, (as hath been done by many Common-wealths of antient time).” In this case, the original commonwealth was a “Metropolis” or “Mother” to the colony and required “no more of them, then Fathers require of the Children, whom they emancipate, and make free from their domestique government, which is Honour, and Friendship.”

But the second type, Hobbes went on, “remain united to their Metropolis, as were the Colonies of the people of Rome; and then they are no Common-wealths themselves, but Provinces, and parts of the Commonwealth that sent them.” Hobbes merely defined the two types and did not enter into their contemporary relevance to the existing English colonies.28 Nevertheless, his view assumed that there was more than one type of colony and implied that the American colonies were not necessarily of the second kind.

Five years later, the subject was taken up in more detail by James Harrington in The Common-wealth of Oceana, a thinly disguised scheme for reforming the English constitution. Later, Harrington was one of the American colonists’ intellectual heroes and major influences. To James Otis, over a century later, he was “the great, the incomparable Harrington.”29 For John Adams, Harrington’s judgments were “often eternal and unanswerable by any man.”30 One passage, cherished by the Founders, in which Harrington had briefly referred to the West Indies, as America was commonly called as late as the end of the seventeenth century,31 provided the advanced thought of the eighteenth century with a key text: “For the colonies in the Indies, they are as yet babes that cannot live without suckling the breasts of their mother-Cities, but such as, I mistake, if when they come of age they do not wean themselves: which causeth me to wonder at Princes that delight to be exhausted in that way.”32

Harrington’s words have been taken to mean that England would cease to be able to hold on to her far-flung colonies as soon as they had come of age and could take care of themselves.33 A large part of his chapter on the rights and limitations of governors was reprinted in the Massachusetts Spy of February 13, 1772. On the eve of the Revolution in 1775, John Adams gave this interpretation to the sentence just cited: “This was written 120 years ago; the colonies are now nearer manhood than ever Harrington foresaw they would arrive, in such a period of time.”34 In the year of the final American victory, the Reverend Ezra Stiles, then president of Yale College, explained that the new American principles of government and religion had “realized the capital ideas of Harrington’s Oceana.”35 Historians have agreed on Harrington’s foresight. One English historian read this passage as having foreshadowed “the final separation of George III’s reign.”36 Another viewed Harrington’s rather matter-of-fact words as “his sympathetic prophecy of American independence.”37 An American historian praised Harrington for having shown “keen insight” and wrote that “his conclusion was sound.”38 But Harrington had written too early for his words to relate to the actual issues of the 1760s and 1770s in the colonies; he was only useful to stress that when the colonies had come of age they would have a right to their own place in the sun.

Harrington’s insight was reflected in a remarkable discussion about the problem of New England that took place at a meeting of the Council for Plantations in London on May 26, 1671. We know the exact place, time, and subject, because one of the commissioners sworn in that day was John Evelyn, the famous diarist. The commissioners, who included the leading figures of the regime, insisted on getting more information about the people of New England because, as Evelyn recorded, they appeared to be “very independent as to their reguard [sic] to old England, or his Majestie, rich and strong as now they were.” The commissioners debated in what manner to write for information because “the Condition of that Colonie was such, as they were able to contest with all our Plantations about them, & feare there was, of their altogether breaking away from all dependance on this nation.” Some members wanted to send “a menacing Letter” to New England, but others, “who better understood the touchy & peevish humor of that Colonie, were utterly against.” At another meeting, on June 6, it was decided to send “onely a conciliating paper at first” in order not to make a bad situation worse or until they had more information, since, in Evelyn’s words, “we understood that they were a people al most [sic] upon the very brink of renouncing any dependance of the Crowne.” On August 3, the decision was made to send a commission to New England to find out “whether they were of such power as to be able to resist his Majestie & declare for themselves as Independent of the Crowne, as we were told, & which of late years made them refractorie.”39

For colonies to become “rich and strong” was, then, the most alarming of danger signals. However exaggerated this notion of New England’s riches and strength may have been at the time, it points to what, in this hardheaded English view, was most likely to bring about colonial separatism. If the circumstances were right, it was believed, the wish was bound to follow.

At the very end of the seventeenth century, this line of reasoning was again put forward by Charles Davenant, an outstanding economic theorist and government official. In a work published in 1698, he summed up the various strands of informed opinion that had emerged in England. The main objection to the colonies, according to Davenant, was “that they drein this Kingdom of People, the most important Strength of any Nation.” Nevertheless, Davenant was not an extreme pessimist. The colonies could be “of no Damage to the State” unless—and this was the great question of the next century—“they acquire abroad, such Riches, Power and Dominion, as may render them in process of Time, formidable to their Mother Country.”

Davenant felt that they had not yet arrived at this formidable state; they were still a “Spring of Wealth” to England. If they were no longer such a boon, he wrote, “it must be through our own fault, and Misgovernment, if they become independent of England.” Therefore, Davenant warned, “we may let ’em grow (more especially New-England) in Naval Strength, and Power, which if suffer’d we cannot expect to hold ’em long in our Subjection.” He strongly opposed permitting New England to build warships, as others had proposed, because “some such Courses may indeed drive ’em, or put it into their Heads, to erect themselves into Independent Common-Wealths.” The way to make sure that the American colonies would not turn against England and become detrimental to its interests was to “keep a strict Eye upon their conduct, and chiefly watch their Growth in shipping of Strength, or in Number of Inhabitants.”

Then came a passage which most lucidly reflected the current state of advanced opinion: “Colonies are a Strength to their mother Kingdom, while they are under good Discipline, while they are strictly made to observe the Fundamental Laws of their Original Country, and while they are kept dependent on it. But otherwise, they are worse Members lopp’d from the Body Politick, being indeed like offensive Arms, wrested from a Nation, to be turn’d against it, as occasion shall serve.”

In the end, however, Davenant refused to despair. He denied that the colonies could of themselves become dangerous to England. According to him, only “Arbitrary Power as shall make them desperate, can bring ’em to rebel.”40

In another work the following year, Davenant was even more optimistic. He professed to doubt that “the Greatness these Colonies can arrive at, in a Natural Course, and in the progress of Time, can be dangerous to England.” 41 In Davenant’s work, one can clearly discern the tension that had taken hold in England between fearing the colonies and appreciating them.

One of the most optimistic of the British prophets was Daniel Defoe, the journalist and novelist. He wrote and published A Review of the State of the British Nation, an early journal, single-handedly. He turned the pessimistic view of colonial progress on its head and argued that just the opposite was true: “To make them great, rich, populous and powerful, is the only, or at least most effectual Way to make their Independency for ever impossible, and to put them out of all Fear of such a State; nay, tho’ it were allow’d to be the Desire, or Inclination, or Design, call it which you please, of the People there, which was never yet proved, no nor reasonably suggested.” Defoe knew that “our famous Politicians” differed with him: “Make them, say these Gentlemen, great and rich, and strong, give them People and Money, and they’ll bid you Defiance, and set up for themselves.” He admitted that “potentially, they can, yet Politically they cannot; in their Senc[s]es they cannot, without putting a full Stop to their Prosperity, and immediately letting their own Hands to their own Destruction.” For example, he believed that New England and New York owed their growth to their market in England and that it was only necessary to “double-lock the Door against their Prosperity, and consequently have them secure against an Independency.” But he wrote this in 1707, and time would tell how long the colonies would be satisfied to have no more than an English market for their goods.42

Defoe and other prophets were “speculative reasoners,” as David Hume called them in his mid-eighteenth-century History of England. Hume understood them to foresee that the colonies, “after draining the mother country of inhabitants,” were bound to achieve independence.43 What is most striking about this speculative reasoning is that it most frequently rested on a calculus of power rather than of rights, grievances, or ideologies. When the colonies came of age and made themselves rich and strong, they were bound to become dangerous and rebellious. The urge for independence was directly related to the measure of power, as its components were then understood. A century before the American Revolution, some of the most acute and influential political minds in England were already convinced that the worst could happen, had to happen, or was already happening.

The practical vulnerability of the empire and the ideas which suffused it combined to make politically minded Englishmen extraordinarily sensitive to forebodings of rising colonial power and its implications for colonial dependence on the mother country. As we shall see, for almost the entire life of the colonies, there was plenty of reason to be apprehensive of their final destination, even when the colonies could not acknowledge it to themselves. If power, not ideology, was driving the colonies on to their appointed breakaway, self-awareness was not needed until the very last stage of the process.
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