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As we approach the two hundredth anniversary of the signing of
the Declaration of Independence, each of us is stirred by the memory
of those who framed the future of our country.

In the coming years we will have many opportunities to refresh
our understanding of what America means, but none can mean more
than personal visits to the sites where freedom was forged and our
founding fathers actually made the decisions which have stood the
severest tests of time.

I remember my reactions, for example, when I visited Independence
Hall in Philadelphia in 1972 to sign the new revenue sharing legisla-
tion. Walking into the building where that small group of patriots
gathered some two centuries ago, I thought back to what it must
have been like when the giants of our American heritage solemnly
committed themselves and their children to liberty. The dilemmas
they faced, the uncertainties they felt, the ideals they cherished—
all seemed more alive to me than ever before, and I came away with
an even stronger appreciation for their courage and their vision.

As people from all over the world visit the places described in this
valuable book, they, too, will feel the excitement of history and relive
in their minds the beginnings of a great Nation.

I commend this book to your attention and encourage all people,
Americans and foreigners alike, to make a special effort to visit our
historic sites during these Bicentennial years.

The White House

Washington, D.C. 2 / Z‘;‘
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Nearly two hundred years have passed since America proclaimed
her independence. Yet this action and the beliefs and hopes motivat-
ing those responsible for it are as central to us as a people today as
they were to Abraham Lincoln, whose words still remind us that “. . .
our fathers brought forth upon this continent, a new nation, con-
ceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are
created equal. . . .”

To understand what we have become, we must know what we have
been. This volume illuminates the role of those who framed the Dec-
laration of Independence and took the bold risk of putting their sig-
natures to it, thus bringing into being a new Nation on a new model
of stated principle. It will stimulate our visual memory of the persons
and events that cast this Nation upon its course, and I commend it
to all who would more fully appreciate that heritage.

Rocers C. B. MorTON
Secretary of the Interior

Vii



It is my hope that this volume will not only increase popular
knowledge of the Declaration of Independence and its signers, but
that it will also undergird the efforts of historic preservationists to
protect sites and buildings associated with them. Written records
alone cannot convey the appreciation and understanding that come
from personal acquaintance with historic places. Thus, while we pre-
serve and study the documents of the American Revolution, we must
also save and experience what physical evidences remain to illustrate
the lives of those who so boldly brought it about. With the assistance
of this book, many more Americans may come to know the sites and
structures frequented by the signers of the Declaration, to visit them
personally, and to appreciate more deeply the importance of their
preservation.

Credit for the preparation of this volume is shared widely by
persons both in and out of the National Park Service. The historic
preservation activities of the Service have particularly benefited from
the assistance of the National Trust for Historic Preservation in the
United States, cosponsor of the National Survey of Historic Sites and
Buildings. The Survey is authorized by the Historic Sites Act of 1935.

RonaLp H. WALKER
Director
National Park Service
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Signers of the Declaration:
Historical Background



Z\T PHILADELPHIA in the summer of 1776, the Delegates to the
Continental Congress courageously signed a document declaring the
independence of the Thirteen American Colonies from Great Britain.
Not only did the Declaration of Independence create a Nation, but it
also pronounced timeless democratic principles. Enshrined today in
the National Archives Building at Washington, D.C., it memorializes
the founding of the United States and symbolizes the eternal freedom
and dignity of Man.

BY the time the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration in
July 1776, the War for Independence had been underway for more
than a year. Failing to obtain satisfactory redress from the mother
country for their economic and political grievances during the pre-
vious decade, the colonists had finally resorted to armed conflict.
These grievances had come to a head shortly after the French and
Indian War (1754-63). Long and costly, the war depleted the royal
treasury and added the financial burden of administering the vast
territory acquired from France. Britain levied new, direct taxes in the
Colonies and tightened customs controls.

The colonists, accustomed to considerable economic freedom, re-
sented these measures. A number of Americans also felt that some

3



4 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

George lll, King of England during the War for Independence,
was the focus of colonial hatred.

sort of conspiracy existed in England to destroy their liberties and
self-government. They believed that the mission of the large force of
redcoats assigned to the Colonies actually was internal suppression
rather than protection from a nonexistent external threat, especially
since the French had been expelled. Particularly aggravating was the
realization that the new tax levies supported the force. Some of the
discontent was regional in nature. Indebtedness to British creditors
irritated Southern planters. Commercial interests in the Middle Colo-
nies disliked the prohibition on manufacturing certain products. Fron-
tier settlers and speculators were irked at restrictions on westward
expansion and the Indian trade.

In various places, peaceful protest and harassment of tax and cus-
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The Revolutionaries utilized this exaggerated version of the Boston
Massacre (1770) by Paul Revere to nourish resentment of British troops.
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toms collectors gave way to rioting and mob violence. In New York
and Massachusetts, clashes with British troops culminated in blood-
shed. Realizing that some of these disturbances stemmed from agita-
tion in the colonial assemblies, which had enjoyed wide autonomy,

“The Bostonians Paying the Excise-Man or Tarring & Feathering,"”
a British cartoon satirizing colonial methods of protest.



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

the Crown tightened its control over them. Disputes between legisla-
tors and the King’s officials, once spasmodic, became commonplace.
In some instances, notably in Virginia and Massachusetts, the Royal
Governors dissolved the assemblies. In these and a few other prov-
inces the Whigs separated from their Tory, or Loyalist, colleagues,
met extralegally, and adopted retaliatory measures. Nearly all the Col-
onies formed special “committees of correspondence” to communicate
with each other—the first step toward unified action.

In May 1774, in retaliation for the “Boston Tea Party,” Parliament
closed the port of Boston and virtually abolished provincial self-
government in Massachusetts. These actions stimulated resistance
across the land. That summer, the Massachusetts lower house,
through the committees of correspondence, secretly invited all 13

g |
14

v
.

In retaliation for the Boston Tea Party (1773), the Crown imposed rigid
limitations on the freedom of Massachusetts citizens.
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A rare contemporary engraving of the British-American clash
in 1775 at North Bridge, near Concord, Mass.

Colonies to attend a convention. In response, on the fifth of September,
55 Delegates representing 12 Colonies, Georgia excepted, assembled
at Philadelphia. They convened at Carpenters’ Hall and organized
the First Continental Congress.

Sharing though they did common complaints against the Crown,
the Delegates propounded a wide variety of political opinions. Most
of them agreed that Parliament had no right to control the internal
affairs of the Colonies. Moderates, stressing trade benefits with the
mother country, believed Parliament should continue to regulate com-
merce. Others questioned the extent of its authority. A handful of
Delegates felt the answer to the problem lay in parliamentary repre-
sentation. Most suggested legislative autonomy for the Colonies.
Reluctant to sever ties of blood, language, trade, and cultural heri-
tage, none yet openly entertained the idea of complete independence
from Great Britain.

After weeks of debate and compromise, Congress adopted two
significant measures. The first declared that the American colonists
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were entitled to the same rights as Englishmen everywhere and
denounced any infringement of those rights. The second, the Conti-
nental Association, provided for an embargo on all trade with Britain.
To enforce the embargo and punish violators, at the behest of Con-
gress counties, cities, and towns formed councils, or committees, of
safety—many of which later became wartime governing or adminis-
trative bodies. When Congress adjourned in late October, the Dele-
gates resolved to reconvene in May 1775 if the Crown had not
responded by then.

In a sense the Continental Congress acted with restraint, for while
it was in session the situation in Massachusetts verged on war. In
September, just before Congress met, British troops from Boston had
seized ordnance supplies at Charlestown and Cambridge and almost
clashed with the local militia. The next month, Massachusetts patriots,
openly defying royal authority, organized a Revolutionary pro-
vincial assembly as well as a military defense committee. Whigs in
three other colonies—Maryland, Virginia, and New Hampshire—had
earlier that year formed governments. By the end of the year, all the
Colonies except Georgia and New York had either set up new ones
or taken control of those already in existence. During the winter of
1774-75, while Parliament mulled over conciliatory measures, colonial

militia units prepared for war.
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Headlines of a broadside showing American alarm over the Battle of
Concord. The two rows of coffins at the top represent slain militiamen.
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Continental Army recruiting poster.

The crisis came in the spring of 1775, predictably in Massachusetts.
Late on the night of April 18 the Royal Governor, Gen. Thomas
Gage, alarmed at the militancy of the rebels, dispatched 600 troops
from Boston to seize a major supply depot at Concord. Almost simul-
taneously the Boston council of safety, aware of Gage’s intentions,
directed Paul Revere and William Dawes to ride ahead to warn mili-
tia units and citizens along the way of the British approach, as well
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COMMON SENSE;
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1. Of the Origin and Defign of Government in general, -
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II. Of Monarchy and Hereditary Succeffion.

III. Thoughts on the prefent State of American Afirs,

IV. Of the prefent Ability of America, with fome mif- g
cellaneous Refleétions, ) “
» o =

Man knows no Mafter fave crea ing Heavawn,
Or thefe whom choice and couimon good ordain,
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-

PHILADELPHIA;
‘Printed, and Sold, by R. BELL, in Third-Sireet.
MDCCLXX VL

Title page of Common Sense, the anonymously written and widely
distributed pamphlet that converted thousands of colonists to the
Revolutionary cause.
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