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e war. Most Native American nations found their strength un-

long war and its freeing of the colonists from British restrictions.

an Revolution challenged long-held convictions that denied the

1an beings to use their reason in creating a new form of gov-

:n like Abigail Adams reflected this new spirit as vividly as any

tounuuug ... . And many colonists saw an opportunity to participate in poli-

tical life in a way that government based on heredity, nobility, and tradition did

not allow. Such were the high stakes in the argument raging throughout the colo-

nies over Shays’s Rebellion (1786), which offered a prelude to the debates over

ratification of the Constitution of the United States. At issue in both the uprising

and those debates was a vision of the American Revolution as one of the climac-

tic events of human history—a demonstration that people of virtue and reason
can deliberately establish order and justice.

POINTS OF VIEW
The Boston Massacre (1770)

14

THOMAS PRESTON
A British Officer’s Description

Some historians in recent years have stressed the important role of the “crowd ”—of
anonymous colonists who took to the streets— in the coming of the American Revolution.
Firsthand accounts by such participants, however, do not necessarily make it easy to deter-
mine precisely what occurred. In early 1770 British troops were quartered in Boston. Many
townspeople resented their presence, and on March 5 a mob of about sixty attacked a small
group of soldiers. Some soldiers, without orders, fired on the mob, killing five people and
wounding eight. The incident was taken up by anti-British radicals— the “patriots” —in
Boston, who called it the “Boston Massacre.”

This selection is the account of the British officer who was tried for murder along with
several of his men. John Adams and Josiah Quincy Jr., convinced that anyone accused of
a crime should have legal counsel, defended the men. Two of the soldiers were convicted
of manslaughter, and the others, including Preston, were acquitted, but the “massacre”
inflamed anti-British sentiment throughout the colonies.

l;/égrrsilzl’ Jensen, ed., Euglish Historical Documents, vol. 9 (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1955),
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
F
1. What was Captain Preston’s view of the Boston crowd?
2. 'Were his soldiers justified in using violence? Explain.

3. Was the outcome of the trial fair? Why or why not?

CAPTAIN THOMAS PRESTON’S ACCOUNT OF THE
BOSTON MASSACRE (MARCH 13, 1770)

It is [a] matter of too great notoriety to need any proofs that the arrival of his
Majesty’s troops in Boston was extremely obnoxious to its inhabitants. They
have ever used all means in their power to weaken the regiments, and to bring
them into contempt by promoting and aiding desertions, and with impunity,
even where there has been the clearest evidence of the fact, and by grossly and
falsely propagating untruths concerning them. On the arrival of the 64th and
65th [regiments] their ardour seemingly began to abate; it being too expensive
to buy off so many, and attempts of that kind rendered too dangerous from the
numbers.

And [conflict in the streets of Boston] has ever since their departure been
breaking out with greater violence after their embarkation. One of their justices,
most thoroughly acquainted with the people and their intentions, on the trial
of a man of the 14th Regiment, openly and publicly in the hearing of great
numbers of people and from the seat of justice, declared “that the soldiers must
now take care of themselves, sor trust too much to their arms, for they were but a
handful; that the inhabitants carried weapons concealed under their clothes, and
would destroy them in a moment, if they pleased.” This, considering the mali-
cious temper of the people, was an alarming circumstance to the soldiery. Since
which several disputes have happened between the townspeople and the soldiers
of both regiments, the former being encouraged thereto by the countenance of
even some of the magistrates, and by the protection of all the party against gov-
ernment. In general such disputes have been kept too secret from the officers.
On the 2d instant [day of March] two of the 29th [regiment] going through one
Gray’s ropewalk, the rope-makers insultingly asked them if they would empty
a vault. This unfortunately had the desired effect by provoking the soldiers, and
from words they went to blows. Both parties suffered in this affray, and finally
the soldiers retired to their quarters. The officers, on the first knowledge of this
transaction, took every precaution in their power to prevent any ill consequence.
Notwithstanding which, single quarrels could not be prevented, the inhabitants
constantly provoking and abusing the soldiery. The insolence as well as utter ha-
tred of the inhabitants to the troops increased daily, insomuch that Monday and
Tuesday, the 5th and 6th instant [day of March], were privately agreed on for a
general engagement, in consequence of which several of the militia came from
the country armed to join their friends, menacing to destroy any who should op-
pose them. This plan has since been discovered.

On Monday night about 8 o’clock two soldiers were attacked and beat. But
the party of the townspeople in order to carry matters to the utmost length,
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broke into two mecting houses and rang the alarm bells, which I supposed was
for fire as usual, but was soon undeceived. About 9 some of the guard came to
and informed me the town inhabitants were assembling to attack the troops, and
that the bells were ringing as the signal for that purpose and not for fire, and the
beacon intended to be fired to bring in the distant people of the country. This, as I
was captain of the day, occasioned my repairing immediately to the main guard.
On my way there I saw the people in great commotion, and heard them use the
most cruel and horrid threats against the troops. In a few minutes after I reached
the guard, about 100 people passed it and went towards the custom house where
the king’s money is lodged. They immediately surrounded the sentry posted
there, and with clubs and other weapons threatened to execute their vengeance
on him. I was soon informed by a townsman their intention was to carry off
the soldier from his post and probably murder him. On which I desired him to
return for further intelligence, and he soon came back and assured me he heard
the mob declare they would murder him. This I feared might be a prelude to their
plundering the king’s chest. I immediately sent a non-commissioned officer and
12 men to protect both the sentry and the king’s money, and very soon followed
myself to prevent, if possible, all disorder, fearing lest the officer and soldiers, by
the insults and provocations of the rioters, should be thrown off their guard and
commit some rash act. They soon rushed through the people, and by charging
their bayonets in half-circles, kept them at a little distance. Nay, so far was I from
intending the death of any person that I suffered the troops to go to the spot
where the unhappy affair took place without any loading in their pieces; nor did
I ever give orders for loading them. This remiss conduct in me perhaps merits
censure; yet it is evidence, resulting from the nature of things, which is the best
and surest that can be offered, that my intention was not to act offensively, but
the contrary part, and that not without compulsion. The mob still increased and
were more outrageous, striking their clubs or bludgeons one against another, and
calling out, come on you rascals, you bloody backs, you lobster scoundrels, fire
if you dare, G-—d damn you, fire and be damned, we know you dare not, and
much more such language was used. At this time I was between the soldiers and
the mob, patleying with, and endeavouring all in my power to persuade them to
retire peaceably, but to no purpose. They advanced to the points of the bayonets,
struck some of them and even the muzzles of the pieces, and seemed to be en-
deavoring to close with the soldiers. On which some well behaved persons asked
me if the guns were charged. I replied yes. They then asked me if I intended to
order the men to fire. I answered no, by no means, observing to them that I was
advanced before the muzzles of the men’s pieces, and must fall a sacrifice if they
fired; that the soldiers were upon the half cock and charged bayonets, and my
giving the word fire under those circumstances would prove me to be no officer.
While I was thus speaking, one of the soldiers having received a severe blow
with a stick, stepped a little on one side and instantly fired, on which turning to
and asking him why he fired without orders, I was struck with a club on my arm,
which for some time deprived me of the use of it, which blow had it been placed
on my head, most probably would have destroyed me. On this a general attack
was made on the men by a great number of heavy clubs and snowballs being

T
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thrown at them, by which all our lives were in imminent danger, some persons at
the same time ffom behind calling out, damn your bloods—why don’t you fire.
Instantly three or four of the soldiers fired, one after another, and directly after
three more in the same confusion and hurry. The mob then ran away, except
three unhappy men who instantly expired, in which number was Mr. Gray at
whose rope-walk the prior quarrels took place; one more is since dead, three oth-
ers are dangerously, and four slightly wounded. The whole of this melancholy
affair was transacted in almost 20 minutes. On my asking the soldiers why they
fired without orders, they said they heard the word fire and supposed it came
from me. This might be the case as many of the mob called out fire, fire, but I as-
sured the men that I gave no such order; that my words were, don't fire, stop your
firing. In short, it was scarcely possible for the soldiers to know who said fire, or
don'’t fire, or stop your firing. . . .

[All was uproar and confusion, but somehow the regiment managed to retire
to its barracks without immediate further incident.]

A Council was immediately called, on the breaking up of which three jus-
tices met and issued a warrant to apprehend me and eight soldiers. On hearing
of this procedure I instantly went to the sheriff and surrendered myself, though
for the space of 4 hours I had it in my power to have made my escape, which I
most undoubtedly should have attempted and could have easily executed, had
1 been the least conscious of any guilt. On the examination before the justices,
two witnesses swore that I gave the men orders to fire. The one testified he was
within two feet of me; the other that I swore at the men for not firing at the first
word. Others swore they heard me use the word “fire,” but whether do or do not
fire, they could not say; others that they heard the word fire, but could not say
if it came from me. The next day they got 5 or 6 more to swear I gave the word
to fire. So bitter and inveterate are many of the malcontents here that they are
industriously using every method to fish out evidence to prove it was a concerted
scheme to murder the inhabitants. Others are infusing the utmost malice and re-
venge into the minds of the people who are to be my jurors by false publications,
votes of towns, and all other artifices. That so from a settled rancour against the
officers and troops in general, the suddenness of my trial after the affair while the
people’s minds are all greatly inflamed, I am, though perfectly innocent, under
most unhappy circumstances, having nothing in reason to expect but the loss
of life in a very ignominious manner, without the interposition of his Majesty’s
royal goodness.
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EORGE ROBE IEWE N TUDOR
GEORGE ROBERT TWELVES HEWES, JOUN TUDOR,
AND THE BOSTON GAZETTE AND COUNTRY JOURNAL

Colonial Accounts

George Robert Twelves Hewes (1742-1840) was in his nin’eties in 1833 when‘ he to]ld szb-
lisher James Hawhkes the story of his experiences in revolutionary Bpston. Careful chec mjg
by the distinguished labor historian Alfied F. Young has authenl’tcc'zted mzfc'h of H/:«.vves s
a‘ccozml‘. Hewes's story provides a rare opportunity 1o Fe’e an Of'dmary cztrzenT ta ;;zgta
direct part in a great historical event. Hewes also pcfmcl:pared in H:el Bo.srcm ;Etj ‘;:Jf
of December 16, 1773, dressing as an Indfrm‘arzd pitching casks of re'a.r;.'t:; [y ;{e!mr ”.f
These experiences had a profound personal effect on I?’ewes. 1?1 the 17605 he ha m:'eje;x a
awkward young cobbler nervously deferring to his ansmc:.mm mlstomfm, A dec zkare.r;
he would risk his employment —and perhaps even a bcr:r.mg —for his refusal ro‘ra Za;‘f
his hat “for any man.” For Hewes, the American Rew.)lu;zon 7;16ant that the poor an 15 1;
ordinary no longer owed the rich and powerful what in the eighteenth century was calle
dde;f;ﬁ;—ﬂ merchant John Tudor (1709-1795), in his diary, gives a simpler accou’nt of
the Boston Massacre than does Hewes. Tudor’s version captures some of the sentiment
( g the hs of the colonists.
f()llmVTl;z% gi)esfgflﬂggz(ette and Country Journal was one of several sl'r'?tgglz'ng Bost?n
Journals. Ever since being threatened with taxation under the Stainp Act of 'I 763, ..m{cfr\:'m{
newspapers, particularly those in Boston, had tended to support the patriot _pm'::p:.f.!we..
Journalism was not yet a professton, as imost newspapers were p?'oduced by printers or
postmasters, and the tradition of impartial reporting was still far in the future.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. According to Hewes, what had sparked the Boston Mass.acre?
. What role did Hewes play in the event and subsequept trial?
3. Tudor wrote his account at the time of the event, while Hewes Felqted
his story to Hawkes six decades later. To what extent might this time

gap explain their different perspectives?
4. What political points does the Boston Gazette and Country Journal make

about the Boston Massacre?

.James Hawkes [supposed author], A Retrospect of the Boston Tea-Puarty, h'x‘r}} a g\;f;:'mlm':" ;géticm;q;{;u?;
) i i : Tea i ston Harbour in hy i Citize.

ewes, vivor of the Lirtle Band of Patriots Wio Drowned the Tea in Boston far 173, b :
ﬁ?lw\lx:(é’:zla\lmcg YZ(:rkl 183:1) 2{—33 36-41; John Tudor, Deacon Tudor’s diary; or, Merrr:;igﬂdﬂ;m

s of W1 : i ii]—- ii, [71; Boston Gazette and Country

om 1709 (Boston: Press of W. Spooner, 1896), 1, vi, ll{},_l[vu! xx:_wn‘.[ i Boston Ga /
fl's:jfmjl Mzsrch 12, 1770, reprinted in Merrill Jensen, ed., English Historical Docunients, vol. 9 (London:

Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1955), 745-49,
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ACCOUNT OF GEORGE ROBERT TWELVES HEWES
- AS TOLD TO JAMES HAWKES

On my inquiring of Hewes what knowledge he had of that event [the Boston
Massacre], he replied, that he knew nothing from history, as he had never read
any thing relating to it from any publication whatever, and can therefore only
give the information which I derived from the event of the day upon which the
catastrophe happened. On that day, one of the British officers applied to a bar-
ber, to be shaved and dressed; the master of the shop, whose name was Pemont,
told his apprentice boy he might serve him, and receive the pay to himself, while
Pemont left the shop. The boy accordingly served him, but the officer, for some
reason unknown to me, went away from the shop without paying him for his
service. After the officer had been gone some time, the boy went to the house
where he was, with his account, to demand payment of his bill, but the sentinel,
who was before the door, would not give him admittance, nor permit him to see
the officer; and as some angry words were interchanged between the sentinel and
the boy, a considerable number of the people from the vicinity, soon gathered
at the place where they were, which was in King street, and I was soon on the
ground among them. The violent agitation of the citizens, not only on account
of the abuse offered to the boy, but other causes of excitement, then fresh in the
recollection, was such that the sentinel began to be apprehensive of danger, and
knocked at the door of the house, where the officers were, and told the servant
who came to the door, that he was afraid of his life, and would quit his post
unless he was protected. The officers in the house then sent a messenger to the
guard-house, to require Captain Preston to come with a sufficient number of his
soldiers to defend them from the threatened violence of the people. On receiv-
ing the message, he came immediately with a small guard of grenadiers, and
paraded them before the custom-house, where the British officers were shut up.
Captain Preston then ordered the people to disperse, but they said they would
not, they were in the king’s highway, and had as good a right to be there as he
had. The captain of the guard then said to them, if you do not disperse, I will
fire upon you, and then gave orders to his men to make ready, and immediately
after gave them orders to fire. Three of our citizens fell dead on the spot, and
two, who were wounded, died the next day; and nine others were also wounded.
The persons who were killed T well recollect, said Hewes; they were, Gray, a
rope maker, Marverick, a young man, Colwell, who was the mate of Captain
Colton, Attuck[s], a mulatto, and Carr, who was an Irishman. Captain Preston
then immediately fled with his grenadiers back to the guardhouse. The people
who were assembled on that occasion, then immediately chose a committee to
report to the governor the result of Captain Preston’s conduct, and to demand
of him satisfaction. The governor told the committee, that if the people would
be quiet that night he would give them satisfaction, so far as was in his power;
the next morning Captain Preston, and those of his guard who were concerned
in the massacre, were, accordingly, by order of the governor, given up, and taken
into custody the next morning, and committed to prison.
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It is not recollected that the offence given to the barber’s boy is mentioned
by the historians of the revolution; yet there can be no doubt of its correctness.
The account of this single one of the exciting causes of the massacre, related by
Hewes, at this time, was in answer to the question of his personal knowledge of
that event.

A knowledge of the spirit of those times will easily lead us to conceive, that
the manner of the British officers application to the barber, was a little too strongly
tinctured with the dictatorial hauteur [haughtiness], to conciliate the views of

which at that period were supremely predominant in the minds of those

equality,
of the whig party [supporters of the revolution], even in his humble occupation;

and that the disrespectful notice of his loyal customer, in consigning him to the
attention of his apprentice boy, and abruptly leaving his shop, was intended to
be treated by the officer with contempt, by so underrating the services of his
apprentice, as to deem any reward for them beneath his attention. The boy too,
may be supposed to have imbibed so much of the spirit which distinguished that
period of our history, that he was willing to improve any occasion to contribute
his share to the public excitement; to add an additional spark to the fire of politi-
cal dissention which was enkindling.

When Hewes arrived at the spot where the massacre happened, it appears
his attention was principally engaged by the clamours of those who were dis-
posed to aid the boy in avenging the msult offered to him by the British officer,
and probably heard nothing, at that time, of any other of the many exciting
causes which led to that disastrous event, though it appeared from his general
conversation, his knowledge of them was extensive and accurate.

But to pursue the destiny of Captain Preston, and the guard who fired on
the citizens; in about a fortnight after, said Hewes, they were brought to trial and
indicted for the crime of murder.

The soldiers were tried first, and acquitted, on the ground, that in firing upon
the citizens of Boston, they only acted in proper obedience to the captain’s o1-
ders. When Preston, their captain, was tried, 1 was called as one of the witnesses,
on the part of the government, and testified, that [ believed it was the same man,
Captain Preston, that ordered his soldiers to make ready, who also ordered them
to fire. Mr. John Adams, former president of the United States, was advocate for
the prisoners, and denied the fact, that Captain Preston gave orders to his men to
fire; and on his cross examination of me asked whether my position was such,
that 1 could see the captain’s lips in motion when the order to fire was given; to
which T answered, that I could not. Although the evidence of Preston’s having

given orders to the soldiers to fire, was thought by the jury sufficient to acquit
them, it was not thought to be of weight enough to convict him of a capital of-
fence; he also was acquitted.

Although the excitement which had been occasioned by the wanton mas-
sacre of our citizens, had in some measure abated, it was never extinguished
until open hostilities commenced, and we had declared our independence. The
citizens of Boston continued inflexible in their demand, that every British sol-
dier should be withdrawn from the town, and within four days after the mas-
sacre, the whole army decamped. But the measures of the British parliament,

POINTS OF VIEW
15 « Colonial Accounts 109

W thh led t} 1€ A]“el can C()l()]]le p
Sto a se arat ()“1 “t]lal overnment were not
0 g )

JOHN TUDOR DESCRIBES THE MASSACRE IN HIS DIARY!

rCi)cliqur\l/IIlc;g;iray Evening t:he jth current, a few minutes after 9 O’Clock a most hor
was commutted in King Street before the Cust :
: . . omhouse Door by ei
?}f nll\ie .Soldlers under the Command of Captain Thomas Preston drawn o}fi gght
€ Tla%n Guard on the South side of the Townhouse. -
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1. Spelling and punctuation have been modernized,
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'd the corps amounted

i i tators and those that follow . 7001

i V{gSOi)l;)ppgfnde '[sllllegpt(l)lseejgi)(TOOO. Note Captain Preston was tried fog h1sﬂI;1f§:uc;n

E)l at:fair ,osf the above October 24, 1770. The Trial lasted five Days, but the Jury
€

brought him in not Guilty.

AL
ACCOUNT IN THE BOSTON GAZETTE AND COUNTRY JOURN.
March 12, 1770

oston affords a recent and melancholy demonstration of the de-

The town of B e
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Chambers, a sergeant, represented as a sober man, had been missing the preced-
ing day and must therefore have been murdered by the townsmen. An officer
of distinction so far credited this report that he entered Mr. Gray’s rope-walk
that Sabbath; and when required of by that gentleman as soon as he could meet
him, the occasion of his so doing, the officer replied that it was to look if the
sergeant said to be murdered had not been hid there. This sober sergeant was
found on the Monday unhurt in a house of pleasure. The evidences already col-
lected show that many threatenings had been thrown out by the soldiery,
do not pretend to say that there was any preconcerted plan. When the evidences
are published, the world will judge. We may, however, venture to declare that it
appears too probable from their conduct that some of the soldiery aimed to draw
and provoke the townsmen into squabbles, and that they then intended to make
use of other weapons than canes, clubs, or bludgeons.

On the evening of Monday, being the fifth current, several soldiers of the
29th Regiment were seen parading the streets with their drawn cutlasses and
bayonets, abusing and wounding numbers of the inhabitants,

A few minutes after nine o’clock four youths, named Edward Archbald, Wil-
liam Merchant, Francis Archbald, and John Leech, jun., came down Cornhill
together, and separating at Doctor Loring’s corner, the two former were passing
the narrow alley leading to Murray’s barrack in which was a soldier brand ishing
a broad sword of an uncommon size against the walls, out of which he struck
fire plentifully. A person of mean countenance armed with a large cudgel bore
him company. Edward Archbald admonished Mr. Merchant to take care of the
sword, on which the soldier turned round and struck Archbald on the arm, then
pushed at Merchant and pierced through his clothes inside the arm close to the
armpit and grazed the skin. Merchant then struck the soldier with a short stick
he had; and the other person ran to the barrack and brought with him two sol-
diers, one armed with a pair of tongs, the other with a shovel. He with the tongs

pursued Archbald back through the alley, collared and laid him over the head
with the tongs. The noise brought people together; and John Hicks, a young lad,
coming up, knocked the soldier down but let him get up again; and more lads
gathering, drove them back to the barrack where the boys stood some time as it
were to keep them in. In less than a minute ten or twelve of them came out with
drawn cutlasses, clubs, and bayonets and set upon the unarmed boys and young
folk who stood them a little while but, finding the inequality of their equipment,
dispersed. On hearing the noise, one Samuel Atwood came up to see what was
the matter; and entering the alley from dock square, heard the latter part of the
combat; and when the boys had dis persed he met the ten or twelve soldiers afore-
said rushing down the alley towards the square and asked them if they intended
to murder people? They answered Yes, by G—d, root and branch! With that
one of them struck Mr. Atwood with a club which was repeated by another; and
being unarmed, he turned to 8o off and received a wound on the left shoulder
which reached the bone and gave him much pain. Retreating a few steps, Mr. At-
wood met two officers and said, gentlemen, what is the matter? They answered,
you’ll see by and by. Immediately after, those heroes appeared in the square,
asking where were the boogers? where were the cowards? But notwithstanding

but we
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their fierceness to naked men, one of them advanced towards a youth who had a
split of a raw stave in his hand and said, damn them, here is one of them. But the
young man seeing a person near him with a drawn sword and good cane ready to
support him, held up his stave in defiance: and they quietly passed by him up the
little alley by Mr Silsby’s to King Street where they attacked single and unarmed
persons till they raised much clamour, and then turned down Cornhill Street,
insulting all they met in like manner and pursuing some to their very doors.
Thirty or forty persons, mostly lads, being by this means gathered in King Street,
Capt. Preston with a party of men with charged bayonets, came from the main
guard to the commissioner’s house, the soldiers pushing their bayonets, crying,
make way!

They took place by the custom house and, continuing to push to drive the
people off, pricked some in several places, on which they were clamorous and,
it is said, threw snow balls. On this, the Captain commanded them to fire; and
more snow balls coming, he again said, damn you, fire, be the consequence what
it will! One soldier then fired, and a townsman with a cudgel struck him over the
hands with such force that he dropped his firelock; and, rushing forward, aimed
a blow at the Captain’s head which grazed his hat and fell pretty heavy upon his
arm. However, the soldiers continued the fire successively till seven or eight or,
as some say, eleven guns were discharged.

By this fatal maneuver three men were laid dead on the spot and two more
struggling for life; but what showed a degree of cruelty unknown to British
troops, at least since the house of Hanover has directed their operations, was an
attempt to fire upon or push with their bayonets the persons who undertook to
remove the slain and wounded!

Mr. Benjamin Leigh, now undertaker in the Delph manufactory, came up;
and after some conversation with Capt. Preston relative to his conduct in this af-
fair, advised him to draw off his men, with which he complied.

The dead are Mr. Samuel Gray, killed on the spot, the ball enteriﬂ}g his head
and beating off a large portion of his skull.

A mulatto man named Crispus Attucks, who was born in Framingham, but
lately belonged to New-Providence and was here in order to go for North Caro-
lina, also killed instantly, two balls entering his breast, one of them in special
goring the right lobe of the lungs and a great part of the liver most horribly.

Mr. James Caldwell, mate of Capt. Morton’s vessel, in like manner killed by
two balls entering his back.

Mr. Samuel Maverick, a promising youth of seventeen years of age, son of
the widow Maverick, and an apprentice to Mr. Greenwood, ivory-turner, mot-
tally wounded, a ball went through his belly and was cut out at his back. He died
the next morning.

A lad named Christopher Monk, about seventeen years of age, an appren-
tice to Mr. Walker, shipwright, wounded; a ball entered his back about four
inches above the left kidney near the spine and was cut out of the breast on the
same side. Apprehended he will die.

A lad named John Clark, about seventeen years of age, whose parents live
at Medford, and an apprentice to Capt. Samuel Howard of this town, wounded,
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Patriot and Loyalist Propaganda
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Figure 1. “The Bloody Massacre,” engraving by Paul Revere, 1777.
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In 1754, Benjamin Franklin first published the woodblock print “Join, or
Die” (Figure 2) in the Pennsylvania Gazette, and he is reputed to be the image’s
creator. The snake, believed capable of reconstituting itself from pieces, served as
a call on the diffuse, disparate, and often mutually antagonistic British colonies
along the eastern seaboard to unite against the French and their indigenous allies
in the French and Indian War of 1754-1763. Although Franklin did not know it
at the time, this was a remarkable first step toward revolution and independence
from Britain. It is probably the first popular depiction of the idea of a united
British North America, encompassing the colonies of New England, New York,
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and South Car-
olina. A decade later, when opponents of the Stamp Act of 1765 recycled the
cartoon, Franklin disavowed his snake because it was being used against the
British Crown. Later, during the run-up to the American Revolution, the snake
returned as an image of unity and resistance to the British monarchy. Patriot
Benjamin Franklin now welcomed back his American snake. Why was this im-
age so easily used both to support the British Crown and to oppose it? Does it
seem that Franklin was aware of the implications of a united British North
America when he first drew it? What elements of this image made it such effec-
tive and popular propaganda?

Most of the colonists’ struggles, like those over the Stamp Act, were phrased
in terms of royal subjects’ right to have input into issues of taxation and represen-
tation, yet many in Britain rejected the notion that colonies should have a vote in
the British Parliament. Franklin continued to believe that reconciliation between
the British government and its North American colonies was possible and desir-
able. During the Stamp Act crisis, Franklin testified in England as the agent of
four colonies (see Document 13). He is believed to have printed cards with the

Figure 2. “Join, or Die,” 1754.
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