The Bicentennial of the United States

by Sam J. Ervin, Jr.

Af we celebrate the bicentennial of the independence of
our country, we ought to indulge in both retrospec-
tion and consecration.

The Uses of History. We cannot overmagnify the value
of surveying with frequency things past. If a people deem
history to be bunk or a dust heap, they lend credence to
the disconsolate assertion of the German philosopher Hegel
that people and governments never learn anything from
history or act on principles deduced from it. The truth
is that those who ignore the lessons history teaches are
doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past,

History has the capacity to teach wisdom and patriotism,
As Sir Walter Raleigh noted 350 years ago, “We may
gather out of history a policy no less wise than eternal.”
In commenting on this concept, the British historian James
Anthony Froude observed:

History is a voice forever sounding across the centuries the
laws of right and wrong. Opinions alter, manners change,
creeds rise and fall, but the moral law is written on the tablets
of eternity.

Surely nothing has greater potency to inspire love of our
country as we celebrate its bicentennial than recurring to
the historic truth that on its natal day 200 years ago the
signers of the Declaration of Independence pledged their
lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honour to make
America free and independent.

When one reviews in detail the unjust actions of the
king and the Parliament of Great Britain which provoked
the American Colonies, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia,
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey,
New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
South Carolina, and Virginia, to revolt against British
rule and become free and independent states, he is re-
minded that history is reputed to be prophecy in reverse,
and that coming events are said'to cast their shadows be-
fore them.

Settlement of the Colonies. Before detailing the un-
just acts of king and Parliament, it is essential to describe
the origins and characteristics of the men and women who
established their homes in the 13 Colonies.

The predominating majority of them were English,
Scots-Irish, and Lowland Scots. They made their mother
tongue, the English language, the vernacular of their new
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land, and those of them who were of English ancestry gave
the Colonies the common law of England and the colonists
a pride in what they conceived to be their rights as subjects
of Britain. The second most numerous group of colonists
were Germans from the Rhineland-Palatinate, who had
been much harassed by war and religious persecution and
who located in Pennsylvania before spreading to other
areas. They were preceded, or accompanied, or followed
by lesser numbers of French Huguenots, Dutch, Highland
Scots, Swiss, Swedes, and Welsh,

All of these people had one motive in common for com-
ing to America. They desired to better their economic
lot. Moreover, a substantial proportion of the original set-
tlers had two additional motives for migrating to the
Colonies, They dissented from the doctrines of the
churches established by law in the lands of their origins,
and for that reason were disabled by their laws from hold-
ing civil office. Hence, they came to America because they
hoped to find in the New World the political and religious
liberties denied them in the old.

The population of the Southern Colonies was augmented
by black Africans involuntarily imported as slaves.

Causes of the Revolution. Let us enumerate briefly the
grave injustices which king and Parliament visited on the
Colonies.

By a series of Navigation Acts, which were adopted in
1660 and subsequent years and which were designed to
secure a monopoly of colonial trade to English merchants
and shippers, Parliament decreed that goods of any origin
bound to England or to English colonies had to be trans-
ported in English ships; that the chief products of the
Colonies, including cotton, sugar, and tobacco, could be
exported only to England, where they were subjected to
English customs duties; that all ships carrying goods of
European manufacture to the Colonies had to pass through
English ports and pay English customs duties on their
cargoes; and that prosecutions for violations of the Navi-
gation Acts were triable without juries in admiralty courts.

By 1760 the Colonies were divisible into five chartered
colonies, which enjoyed limited powers of self-government
under charters previously issued to them by the king with
tacit parliamentary assent, and eight crown colonies, which
were subject to all practical intents and purposes to the
rule of the king acting through the agency of his Privy
Council. To be sure, each colony had a legislative body,
usually called the assembly, whose members were elected
by their freeholders. But the acts of these assemblies had
to be forwarded to England for approval or disapproval by
the king-in-council before they could be operative. The
repeated abuse by the king of his royal power to approve
or disapprove the acts of colonial assemblies rightly gen-
erated complaints by the colonists that he refused his as-
sent to laws demanded by “the public good” and neglected
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to take any action whatever in respect to other “Laws of
immediate and pressing importance.”

The king delegated to the governors of crown colonies
the royal authority to call, adjourn, and dissolve the as-
semblies chosen by the frecholders and to veto the legisla-
tion they adopted. Since the assemblies were the only rep-
resentatives the colonists were permitted to choose, their
members were the champions of the people, and the exer-
cise of their drastic delegated powers by the governors kept
them and the assemblies at constant loggerheads.

As a consequence, the inhabitants of crown colonies
justifiably complained that royal governors vetoed acts
adopted by assemblies for “the accommodation of large
districts of people”; that they called the assemblies to
meet “at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from
the depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose
of fatiguing them into compliance with” their wishes; that
they dissolved assemblies “repeatedly, for opposing with
manly firmness” their “invasions on the rights of the
people”; and that they refused for long periods of time
“after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected.”

Taxation Without Representation. The colonists en-
tertained an abiding conviction that the unwritten English
constitution prohibited any legislative body in which they
were not represented from levying taxes on English sub-
jects. As a consequence, they were sure that their basic
rights as English subjects were flagrantly violated by Par-
liament when it enacted the Sugar Act of 1764, which im-
posed customs duties on molasses imported by New En-
gland Colonies from the non-British West Indies for the
manufacture of rum, and the Stamp Act of 1765, which
required that revenue stamps be affixed to all official docu-
ments and printed matter in the Colonies.

The Sugar Act was never really enforced.

The colonists were deeply incensed by the Stamp Act
because it provided that prosecutions for its violation were
triable without juries in admiralty courts. They deemed
it offended both their right to trial by jury and their right
to be taxed only by a legislative body in which they had
representation. Opposition to the Stamp Act was char-
acterized by an intensity of emotion among the colonists
and widespread boycotting of English goods. Fearing loss
of their American markets, English merchants persuaded
Parliament to repeal the act a year after its enactment.

The ameliorating effect that the repeal of the Stamp Act
would otherwise have had on the passions of the colonists
was substantially diminished because Parliament simul-
taneously passed the Declaratory Act of 1766, which pro-
claimed that it possessed plenary power to legislate for
the Colonies in respect to all matters. Parliament did not
delay in exerting its asserted power.

Upon the recommendation of Charles Townshend, the
British chancellor of the Exchequer, Parliament enacted
during 1767 the acts which bear his name.

The first Townshend Act was directed against New York
alone because its assembly had refused to obey the Mutiny
Act of 1765, which required the Colonies to furnish bar-
racks for British troops stationed in them and to provide
certain free supplies, such as beer and rum, for such troops.
The act suspended the New York assembly until it per-
formed the obligations imposed by that act.

The second act, which was known as the Townshend
Revenue Act, imposed customs duties on paper, glass,
paint, lead, and the East India Company's tea, which the
colonists imported from England.

The third Townshend Act reorganized the British cus-
toms system in America by increasing the number of its
officers, requiring them to make every effort to collect
all customs duties imposed on the Colonies by the Naviga-
tion Acts and the Townshend Revenue Act, and by au-
thorizing them to employ in all Colonies in their efforts
to perform their assignment hated writs of assistance,
which empowered them to search homes, buildings, ships,
and all other places for supposedly smuggled goods with-
out obtaining specific warrants.

Rising Discontent. The Townshend Acts and the ac-
tivities they sanctioned aroused indignation and opposition
in all the Colonies. The reaction to them was particularly
adverse in Massachusetts and Virginia. Since the king and
his ministers had reached the conclusion that the popular
leaders of the people in Massachusetts had already com-
mitted treason against the crown, they induced Parliament
to revive the Statute of 35 Henry VIII, which authorized
transportation to England for trial in English courts of
persons charged with treason against the crown in areas
outside England.

Parliament amended the Townshend Revenue Act in
1770 by eliminating all customs duties it imposed except
that on tea. This event did not abate the dissatisfaction of
the colonists, They established Committees of Corre-
spondence in the various colonies to ban the importation of
tea, which had become to them a symbol of British tyr-
anny, and to consult with each other concerning other mat-
ters of mutual interest. Besides, other groups, known as
the Sons of Liberty, were organized in the cities to engage,
if need be, in more drastic action,

In May 1773 Parliament passed the Tea Act to aid the
financially ailing East India Company. By this act, Parlia-
ment granted special concessions to the company in respect
to the tea it shipped to the Colonies to enable it to under-
sell Dutch tea, which was being smuggled into the Colonies.

When ships carrying the East India Company’s tea
reached the chief ports of the Colonies in December, the
Sons of Liberty managed to exclude it from commercial
channels. At Charleston they had it impounded in a ware-
house, and at Philadelphia and New York they induced
the ships to turn back. At Boston members of the Sons of
Liberty wearing disguises cast 342 chests of the tea into
the harbour.

The last episode, which is known as the Boston Tea
Party, goaded the king and his ministers into retaliatory
measures. They increased the British garrison in Boston
and induced Parliament to pass four acts which the colo-
nists dubbed the Intolerable Acts of 1774,

The first act, the Boston Port Act, closed the port of
Boston to commerce until Boston recompensed the owners
of the tea that had been cast into its harbour and the king
adjudged that obedience to law prevailed. The second,
the Massachusetts Government Act, deprived that colony
of substantial powers of self-rule it had enjoyed through-
out its history. The third, the Administration of Justice
Act, authorized the removal from Massachusetts to neigh-



bouring colonies or even to Britain of the trials of persons
charged with capital offenses allegedly committed in behalf
of the government. The fourth, the Quartering Act, legal-
ized the quartering of British soldiers in private homes
without the consent of their owners,

Since they were so manifestly tyrannous, the Intolerable
Acts raised the anger of the colonists to unprecedented
heights. The First Continental Congress, which met at
Philadelphia Sept. 5, 1774, denounced the Intolerable Acts
and other recent parliamentary enactments as inimical to
the rights of the colonists as British subjects, and proposed
that colonial imports from Britain should cease after Dec.
1, 1774, and colonial exports to Britain should end after
Sept. 10, 1775, unless the Intolerable Acts were sooner
repealed. The terms of this proposal plainly indicated a
desire to effect a peaceful reconciliation with Britain.

The Beginning of the Revolution. But this was not
to be. On April 19, 1775, British soldiers, who were pro-
ceeding from Boston to Concord, 17 mi. distant, to seize
colonial military stores, encountered Massachusetts min-
utemen at Lexington and Concord and engaged in bloody
skirmishes with them.

News of these skirmishes, which marked the beginning
of the American Revolution, spread like wildfire through-
out the Colonies, which prepared to resist military subju-
gation by armed force. As the days passed, large numbers
of colonial militia assembled at Boston, and powerful Brit-
ish military and naval forces converged nearby. On June
17, 1775, the British attacked American militia entrenched
on Breed’s Hill overlooking Charlestown, and a furious
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encounter, known to history as the Battle of Bunker Hill,
ensued. After hard fighting, the British drove the Ameri-
cans from their position but they sufiered 1,000 casual-
ties in so doing.

Two days previously the Second Continental Congress,
which had convened at Philadelphia on May 10, had is-
sued a commission as commanding general of American
forces to George Washington, who assumed command at
Boston in July and served in this post with great distinc-
tion throughout the Revolution. On Dec. 22, 1775, Parlia-
ment undertook to prevent the colonists from obtaining
any outside aid by enacting a statute that prohibited all
intercourse with them.,

The Declaration of Independence. As hostilities ex-
panded, the majority of Americans were reluctantly driven
to the conclusion that independence from Britain offered
the only solution to their problems.

On April 12, 1776, North Carolina became the first
of the 13 Colonies to empower its delegates in the Con-
tinental Congress to vote for independence, and on May 185,
1776, Virginia became the first of the Colonies to instruct
its delegates in that body to take affirmative action to ac-
complish that end.

On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee, a delegate from
Virginia, offered a resolution to the Congress declaring
“that these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be,
free and independent States.” Congress forthwith named
John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Rob-
ert R. Livingston, and Roger Sherman as a committee to
prepare a declaration conforming to Lee’s resolution. The
















