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had convinced the Gen-
eral, who was living the
life of a country squire
at Mount Vernon, that
the United States was “Tast verging to anarchy and
conlusion!” Would the nation that had so recently
humbled the British Empire now succumb to internal
dissension and die in its infancy? To many Americans
in the fall of 1786 it seemed quite possible, for while
Washington was writing [rantic notes to his friends,
several thousand insurgents under the nominal leader-
ship of a Revolutionary War veteran named Daniel
Shays were closing courts with impunity, defying the
state militia, and threatening to revamp the state gov-
ernment.

The uprising in Massachusetts was serious in itself,
but more frightening was the prospect that it could
spread to the other states. It had, in fact, already
tainted Rhode Island, Vermont, and New Hampshire,
and it showed some danger ol infecting Connecticut
and New York as well. By the spring of 1787, American
spokesmen [rom Maine to Georgia were alarmed, Con-
eress had been induced to raise troops for possible de-
plovment against the rebels, and observers on both
sides of the Atlantic voiced concern for the future of
the nation. Even John Adams in London and Thomas
Jefferson in Paris took time from their critical diplo-
matic duties to comment—the former, as might be

The battle smoke of the Revolution had scarcely cleared
when desperate economic conditions in Massachusetts led
former patriots to rise against the government they had
created. ‘The fear this event aroused played an important

part in shaping the new Constitution of the United States

expected, pessimistically; the latter with his usual op-
timism—on the causes and consequences of Shays’
Rebellion. And well they might: the Massachusetts
uprising of 1786-87 was to make a lasting contribution
to the future of the United States by magnifying the
demand for a stronger central government to replace
the one created by the Articles of Confederation—a
demand that reached fruition in the drafting and rati-
fication ol the Constitution in 1787-88. From the
vantage point of the twentieth century, the rebellion
of Daniel Shays stands—with the exception ol the Civil
War—as the nation’s most famous and most important
domestic revolt.

The root of the trouble in Massachusetts lay in the
cconomic chaos that accompanied political indepen-
dence. The successful war against Great Britain had
left the thirteen former colonies Iree to rule themselves,
but it had also left them without the commercial ties
that had done so much to promote colonial prosperity.
While American producers, merchants, and shippers
scurried after new goods and new markets to replace
the old, the ill effects of economic independence crept
across the nation.

Of all the American states, perhaps none felt the
postwar slump so grievously as did Massachusetts. Its
S14 million debt was staggering, as was its shortage of
specie. Bay Staters once again swapped wheat for
shoes, and cordwood for help with the plowing. They
suffered too from the ruinous inflation that afflicted the
entire nation as the value of Continental currency fell
in the three years after 1777 to a ridiculous low of four
thousand dollars in paper money to one dollar in silver
or gold. But in addition, Massachusetts caught the full
brunt of England’s decision—vengeful, the Americans
considered it—to curtail trade between the United



Rebellion” of Daniel Shays

States and the British West Indies. To New England-
ers, more than hall of whom lived in Massachusetts,
the new British policy threatened economic disaster.
Gone was their dominance of the carrying tade, gone
the booms in shipbuilding, in distilling, in food and
lumber exporting, and in the slave trade. Gone too was
New England’s chiel source of hard cash, for the West
Indies had been the one place with which New Eng-
Lind merchants enjoyed a favorable balance of trade,

Most residents of Massachusetts were probably un-
aware of the seriousness of their plight until it came
close to home. By the early 1780's the signs were un-
mistakable. Men in debt—and debt was epidemic in
the late seventies and eighties—saw their farms con-
fiscated by the state and sold for as little as a third of
what they considered to be the true value. Others, less
fortunate, found themselves in the dark and filthy
county jails, waiting helplessly for sympathetic [riends
or embarrassed relatives to bail them out of debrors’
prison. As the cconomic crisis worsened, a gloomy pes-
simism spread among the farmers and tadesmen in
the central and western parts of the state.

The economic problems of Massachusetts were diffi-
cult, but probably not insoluble. At least they could
have been lessened by a wise and considerate state
government. Unfortunately for the Bay Staters, good
government was as scarce as good money in the early
780%s. After creating a fundamentally sound frame-
work of government in the state constitution of 1780,
the voters of Massachusetts failed to stall it with fur-
sighted and dedicated servants of the people. “'Thieves,
knaves, and robbers,” snorted one disgruntled citizen.
With mounting grievances and apathetic legislators,
the people increasingly took matters into their own
hands.

As early as February, 1782, trouble broke out in
Pittsfield in the Berkshires, and before the year was
over, mob actions had disrupted the tranquillity of
several other towns in the western part of the state,
The immediate target of the Pittsfield agitators was
the local court, which they temporarily closed by bar-
ring the door to members of the bench. A court that
did not sit could not process foreclosures, pass judg-
ments on debts, or confiscate property for defaulted
taxes. In April, violence broke out at Northampton,

By ALDEN T. VAUGHAN

where a former Connecticut clergyman named Samuel
Ely—Dbranded by one early historian as “a vehement,
brazen-faced declaimer, abounding in hypocritical pre-
tensions to piety, and an industrious sower of discord”
—Iled the attack on the judges. Ely harangued a North-
ampton crowd to “go to the woodpile and get clubs
enough, and knock their grey wigs off, and send them
out of the world in an instant.” Ely was promptly
arrested and sentenced to six months in prison, but a
mob soon freed him from the Springfield jail. The
ex-parson found refuge in Vermont.

Instead of recognizing the validity of such protests,
the Massachusetts legislature countered with a tem-
porary suspension of habeas corpus and imposed new
and higher court costs as well. And while the govern-
ment did bend to the extent of authorizing certain
[oodstutts and lumber to be used in lieu of money,
the net effect of its measures was to rub salt into
wounds already smarting. Currency remained dear,
loreclosures mounted, the shadow of debtors’ prison
continued to cast a pall, and the state’s legal system
remained unduly complicated and expensive. Many
citizens of western Massachusetts now began to ques-
tion the benefits of independence; a lew even con-
cluded that the patriot leaders of 1776 had deluded
them, and cheers for King Georee 111 were heard once
again in towns that a few vears before had cursed his
name. And unrest continued to spread. In May, 1783,
a mob tried to prevent the opening of the Spring ses-
sion of the Hampshire County Court at Springfield.

Perhaps the major outbreak of 1786 would have
occurred a year or so sooner had it not been for a for-
tuitous combination of events that made the years 1784
and 1785 relatively easy to bear. In 1784 came news
that a final peace had been signed with England; in
1785 Massachusetts farmers enjoyed their best harvest
in several years, while the leeislature, in one of its
conciliatory if vagrant moods. refrained from levying
a state tax. Although tempers continued to simmer,
no serious outbreaks marred the period [rom carly
1783 to midsummer 1786,

782-89 and those that followed
held a particular appeal for veterans of the Revolu-

The episodes of

ton. Even more than their civilian neighbors, the
former soldiers nursed grievances that they could at-



wibute to incompetent, il not dishonest, government.
They had left their farms and shops to fight the hated
redcoats, but they could not even depend on the paltry
sums their services had earned for them. Inflation had
made their Continental currency almost worthless,
and now the government
set up by the Articles of
Confederation was de- e
laying payment of over- e
due wages and retracting i
its promises of lifetime
pensions to officers.
One lesson of the Rev-
olution not lost on the
Massachusetts  veterans

CULVER PICTURES

This picture, The Attack on the Rioters, most likely depicts
the encounter on January 26, 1787, between Shays’ rebels and
covernment lroops before the arsenal at Springfreld. Massa-
chusetts. General Shepard’s militiamen have fired into the
rebels, led by Shays himsel]. This skirmish, in which fow in-
surgents died, was the beginning of the end for the Rebellion.

was that in times of necessity the people could reform
an insensitive government by force of arms, and many
of them still had in their possession the weapons they
had used so effectively against the British and Hessian
troops. Old habits and old weapons increasingly took
on new meaning to the men

of Massachusetts as the eco-

R nomic and political crisis
e ; of the 1780's deepened. The
veterans of the Bay State
knew where to find leader-
ship, too, for among those

hard-pressed by the eco-
nomic problems of the dec-
ade were many who had
served as officers during the
War for Independence.

By 1786 several of these
officers had emerged as ac-
knowledged leaders in their
own localities, although not
until the final stages of the
rebellion would any single
commander claim the alle-
giance of more than a few
hundred men at most.

In the eastern part of the
state the most prominent
leader was Captain  Job
Shattuck of Groton, a veteran of the French and
Indian War as well as of the Revolution. Now in his
fifties. Shattuck had been protesting vehemently, and
sometimes violently, since 1781. His principal licu-
tenant in Middlesex County was Nathan Smith of
Shirley, a tough veteran of both wartime and peace-
time conflict—with a patch over one €ye as testimony
to his involvement in the latter. It was the burly Smith
who on one occasion gave his hearers the unhappy
choice of joining his band or being run out of town.

Farther west the rebels looked to other leaders. In
Springfield and neighboring towns it was to Luke Day,
said by some to be “the master spirit of the insurrec
tion.” A former brevet major in the Continental Army,
Day seems to have had the inclination as well as the
experience necessary to command a rebellion. In the
dismal eighties he was olten found grumbling his dis-
content in West Springfield’s Old Stebbin’s Tavern
or drilling his followers on the town common.

But it was not upon Shattuck or Smith or Day that
the final leadership devolved. with its mixed portions
of glory and infamy, but on Captain Daniel Shays of
Pelham. In some respects Shays was an improbable
leader for a popular revolt, for he seems to have been
a reluctant rebel in the first place; as late as the fall ol



1786 he insisted: “Iat their head! I am not.” And even
alter he had assumed command of the bulk of the rebel
army, he expressed eagerness to accept a pardon. But
at the same time, Shays had attributes that made him
a likely prospect for gaining the loyalty of the in-
surgents. Unlike the others, Shays presented a calm
moderation that inspired confidence and respect. He
also had a penchant for military courtesy and protocol,
a quality that would have undoubtedly been repug-
nant to the veterans if overdone, but one that was
essential il the “mobbers,” as they were often called,
were to acquire the discipline and organization neces-
sary to resist the forces ol government.

Daniel Shays also attracted confidence through his
mmpressive Revolutionary War record. Joining the
Continental Army at the outbreak of hostilities, he
[ought bravely at Bunker Hill (where his courage
carned him a promotion to sergeant), served under
Ethan Allen at Ticonderoga, helped thwart Gentle-
man  Johnny Burgoyne at Saratoga, and stormed
Stony Point with Mad Anthony Wayne. For recruiting
@ company of volunteers in Massachusetts Shays ulti-
mately received a commission as their captain, a posi-
tion he seems to have filled adequately if not out-
standingly. And before leaving the service, Shays
sultered at least one wound in battle.

Shays resigned from the army in 1780 and turned
his hand to farming in the small town of Pelham, a
few miles east ol the Connecticut River. There his
popularity, undoubtedly enhanced by his military rep-
utation, won him election to various local offices. At
the same time, Shays learned at first hand the problems
that can beset a returned veteran. He had already sold
for cash the handsome ceremonial sword that the
Marquis de Lafayette had presented to him in honor
of the victory at Saratoga. On long winter evenings at
Conkey's Tavern, Daniel Shays listened to his neigh-
bors” tales of distress. In 178 he was himself sued for
a debt of twelve dollars; by 1786 he was deeply in-
volved in the insurrection. Like so many other men
in western and central Massachusetts, Shays had been
maneuverad by events ol the postwar period into ac-
tions that he would hardly have contemplated a few
vears earlier.

The relative calm that followed the outbreaks of
1782-8g was abruptly shattered in 1786. To make up
lor the low revenue of the previous year, the legislature
in the spring of 1786 imposed unusually heavy poll
and property taxes, amounting to one third of the total
income of the people. In 1774 taxes had been fifteen
cents per capita; in 1786 they leaped to $1.75—a hefty
sum for heads ol families in frontier areas where a
skilled laborer earned thirty to filty cents a day. Pro-
tested one poor cobbler, “The constable keeps at us

for rates, rates, rates!” Besides, the new tax schedule
was notorious for its inequity, placing heavy duties
on land without regard to its value—a palpable dis-
crimination against the poorer farmers. The new sched-
ule also worked injury on the least affluent classes by
secking almost forty per cent of its revenue through a

head tax, asking equal amounts from pauper and mer-
chant prince. As court and jail records poignantly
testily, many people in the central and western parts
of the state could not pay both the new taxes and their
old debts. Worcester County, for example, had four
thousand suits for debt in 1785-86 (double the total
of the preceding two years), and the number of persons
imprisoned for debt jumped from seven to seventy-two
during that period. In 1786 debtors outnumbered all
other criminals in Worcester County prisons g ito! i

he new taxes would probably have caused consid-
erable anger by themselves, but when added to old
grievances they were sure to bring trouble. During the
summer of 1786, conventions met in several western

counties—in Worcester, in Hampshire, in Berkshire
and even as far east as Middlesex, only a few miles
from Boston. From these quasi-legal meetings came
resolutions to the Massachusetts legislature calling for
a variety of reforms: reduction of court and lawyers’
fees, reduction of salaries for state officials, issuance
ol paper money, removal of the state capital from
Boston (where it was deemed too susceptible to the
influence of eastern commercial interests), reduction
of taxes, redistribution of the tax load, and many
similar changes. A few protests called for still more
drastic reforms, such as abolition of the state senate
and curtailment of the governor’s appointive power,
while some petitioners insisted on a state-wide con-
vention to amend the constitution of 1780, now barely
six years old. But on the whole the petitions demanded
evolution, not revolution. This was a tempered and
healthy challenge to an administration that had shown
itself insensitive and incompetent.

In the protests about the government, two categories
ol citizens were singled out for criticism by the petition-
ers. First were the merchants and professional men,
who enjoyed an unfair advantage within the tax SYs-
tem. Second were the lawyers, who seemed to be con-
spiring with judges and creditors to force the debtor
still further into obligation. Perhaps not all lawyers
were so harshly judged, but the condemnation was
certainly meant to apply to those whom John Adams
called “the dirty dabblers in the law,” men who often
created more litigation than they resolved. In contrast
to the turbulent days before the Revolution, the new
era in Massachusetts did not find lawyers in the van-
guard of the movement for reform.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 77
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grumbling in America about the propriety of this.
On the whole, however, it was taken as a gesture of
Anglo-American friendship to relieve the tension
caused by American reparation claims for the depre-
dations of the British-built Alabama against Union
ships during the Civil War. President Grant dis-
patched the U.S.S. Plymouth to accompany the Mon-
arch as an escort, and on January 25, 1870, the two
ships steamed into the harbor at Portland, Maine—
chosen over Boston because its deeper channel could
accommodate the big Monarch.

After several days of lying in sentinelled state at
Portland’s city hall, where services included a choral
rendition from Handel's Messiah by goo voices, Pea-
body’s remains went by special train to Peabody, Massa-
chusetts. (It was his old home town of South Danvers,
which in 1868 had gratefully changed its name in
honor of its famous son.) There was a flurry of excite-
ment and controversy when it was rumored that
Robert E. Lee (who had known Peabody briefly but
fondly) might attend the final funeral there; but Lee
was ill and sent his regrets—to the satisfaction of those
who felt that a man like Lee had no ceremonial busi-
ness north of the Mason-Dixon Line. But the young
Prince Arthur, Queen Victoria's third son, who had
recently come from a tour of Canada, appeared with
his retinue for the ceremony, which took place in the

South Congregational Church on February 8, after
another week of lying in state—this time at the Pea-
body Institute Library. Numerous American digni-
taries were also present: the governors of Massachu-
setts and Maine, mayors of half a dozen cities, the
trustees of the Peabody benefactions from at least as
many different other places. The first great American
philanthropist had been an unconscionable time a-
burying, but at length he was put to rest in a granite
sarcophagus he himself had ordered six months before,

Among the elegies from well-known persons in var-
ious parts of the world there was one from Victor
Hugo. “Yes,” wrote the famous French author, “Amer-
ica has reason to be proud of this great citizen of the
world and great brother of all men—George Peabody.
. . . Like Jesus Christ, he had a wound in the side:
this wound was the misery of others. It was not blood
that flowed from this wound: it was gold which now
came from a heart. . . . It is on the face of [such]
men that we can see the smile of God.” It was a tribute
no doubt somewhat too Gallic in its expression for
American taste, but the sentiment, nonetheless, seemed
appropriate.

Geoffrey Hellman is well known to readers of The New
Yorker, where his “profiles” and satirical pieces have ap-
peared frequently for many years. He lives in New York City.
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But in one respect, at least, the 1480’s bore resem-
blance to the years before Lexington: peaceful protest
soon gave way to more forceful action. In late August,
following a Hampshire County convention at Hat-
field, a mob of 1,500 men “armed with guns, swords,
and other deadly weapons, and with drums beating
and fifes playing” took command of the county court-
house at Northampton and forced the judges of the
Court of Common Pleas and General Sessions of the
Peace to adjourn sine die. During the next few months,
similar conventions with similar results took place in
Middlesex, Bristol, and Worcester counties. By early
fall, mobs armed with muskets or hickory clubs and
often sporting sprigs of hemlock in their hats as a sign
of allegiance to the rebel cause moved at will through
the interior counties.

The rebels did not go unopposed. In each county
there were some citizens who looked askance at the
growing anarchy and did their best to thwart it. In
Worcester, seat of Worcester County, Judge Artemas
Ward showed the mettle of those who would not suc-
cumb to mob rule. When on the fifth of September two

hundred armed men blocked his path to the court-
house, the aging but still impressive ex-general defied -
the bayonets that pierced his judicial robes and for
two hours lectured the crowd on the dangers of an-
archy and the meaning of treason. A heavy downpour
finally silenced the judge, though not until he had in-
toned a timely plea that “the sun never shine on rebel-
lion in Massachusetts.” But neither rain nor words had
got the judge and his colleagues into the courthouse.
Elsewhere the story was much the same: a few citi-
zens tried to stem the tide of rebellion but in the end
were swept aside. At Great Barrington, in Berkshire
County, a mob of 8oo stopped the court, broke open
the jail and released its prisoners, and abused the
judges who protested. At Springfield, Daniel Shays and
Luke Day made sure that the courthouse doors re-
mained shut, while at Concord, less than twenty miles
from Boston, Job Shattuck, aided by Nathan Smith
and his brother Sylvanus, prevented the sitting of the
Middlesex County court. Only at Taunton, in Bristol
County, did a sizable mob meet its match. There Chief
Justice (and former general) David Cobb was ready

Lird



The “Horrid and Uﬂn_atum/ Rebellion” . . .

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 53

But in one respect, at least, the 1780’s bore resem-
blance to the years before Lexington: peaceful protest
soon gave way to more forceful action. In late August,
following a Hampshire County convention at Hat-
field, a mob of 1,500 men “armed with guns, swords,
and other deadly weapons, and with drums beating
and fifes playing” took command of the county court-
house at Northampton and forced the judges of the
Court of Common Pleas and General Sessions of the
Peace to adjourn sine die. During the next few months,
similar conventions with similar results took place in
Middlesex, Bristol, and Worcester counties. By early
fall, mobs armed with muskets or hickory clubs and
often sporting sprigs of hemlock in their hats as a sign
of allegiance to the rebel cause moved at will through
the interior counties.

The rebels did not go unopposed. In each county
there were some citizens who looked askance at the
growing anarchy and did their best to thwart it. In
Worcester, seat of Worcester County, Judge Artemas
Ward showed the mettle of those who would not suc-
cumb to mob rule. When on the fifth of September two

hundred armed men blocked his path to the court-
house, the aging but still impressive ex-general defied *
the bayonets that pierced his judicial robes and for
two hours lectured the crowd on the dangers of an-
archy and the meaning of treason. A heavy downpour
finally silenced the judge, though not until he had in-
toned a timely plea that “the sun never shine on rebel-
lion in Massachusetts.” But neither rain nor words had
got the judge and his colleagues into the courthouse.
Elsewhere the story was much the same: a few citi-
zens tried to stem the tide of rebellion but in the end
were swept aside. At Great Barrington, in Berkshire
County, a mob of 8oo stopped the court, broke open
the jail and released its prisoners, and abused the
judges who protested. At Springfield, Daniel Shays and
Luke Day made sure that the courthouse doors re-
mained shut, while at Concord, less than twenty miles
from Boston, Job Shattuck, aided by Nathan Smith
and his brother Sylvanus, prevented the sitting of the
Middlesex County court. Only at Taunton, in Bristol
County, did a sizable mob meet its match. There Chief
Justice (and former general) David Cobb was ready

"y



with a field piece, thirty volunteers, and a determina-
tion to “sit as a judge or die as a general.” The Bristol
court met as scheduled.

Governor James Bowdoin and the legislature re-
sponded to the latest outbreaks with a confusing mix-
ture of sternness, concession, and indecision. In early
September, the Governor issued his first proclamation,
condemning the mobbers’ flirtation with “riot, an-

archy and confusion.” In October the legislature sus- .

pended habeas corpus, but it also authorized some
categories of goods as legal tender for specified kinds
of public and private debts, and it offered full pardon
to all rebels who would take an oath of allegiance be-
fore the end of the year. Yet the government failed to
find solutions to the major
complaints. No significant
reforms were made in court
procedures, the tax load
was not reduced, officials’
salaries were not lowered,
the capital was not moved,
and no curbs were placed
on lawyers’ machinations.
As mob violence contin-
ued through the fall of 1786,
spokesmen in the Bay State
and elsewhere voiced a
growing fear that the anarchy of Massachusetts might
infect the entire nation. Several months earlier John
Jay had predicted a crisis—"‘something I cannot foresee
or conjecture. I am uneasy and apprehensive; more
so than during the war.” Now Secretary of War Henry
Knox, Massachusetts statesman Rufus King, and others
began to have similar apprehensions. They wrote fran-
tic letters to one another, asking for news and predict-
ing disaster. Abigail Adams, then in London, bristled
at the “ignorant and wrestless desperadoes,” while re-
ports of the uprising helped prod her husband John
into writing his ponderous Defence of the Constitu-
tions. Even General Washington lost his equanimity.
“[For] God’s sake, tell me,” he wrote to his former
aide-de-camp, David Humphreys, in October, “what is
the cause of all these commotions? Do they proceed
from licentiousness, British influence disseminated by
the tories, or real grievances which admit of redress?
If the latter, why were they delayed till the public
mind had been so much agitated? If the former, why
are not the powers of Government tried at once?”
Fearful that the powers of state government would
not be sufficient to thwart the rebellion, Governor
Bowdoin and Secretary of War Knox hatched a scheme
for employing federal troops should the need arise.
Knox discussed the matter with Congress: the outcome
was a call for 1,340 volunteers for the federal army

Daniel Shays

(which then numbered only 700), most of them to be
raised in Massachusetts and Connecticut. The addi-
tional troops were ostensibly to be used against the
Indians of the Northwest, but in secret session Con-
gress acknowledged the possibility that they might
be sent instead against the self-styled “regulators” in
New England, and that they might be needed to pro-
tect the federal arsenal in Springfield—a likely target
for the rebellious veterans. Meanwhile the Massachu-
setts Council authorized a state army of 4,400 men and
four regiments of artillery, to be drawn largely from
the militia of the eastern counties.

Command of the state forces fell to Major General
Benjamin Lincoln, a battle-tested veteran of the
Revolution, and a man of tact and humanity as well
as martial vigor. But before taking the field, Lincoln
served a brief stint as fund-raiser for his own army,
for the cost of a thirty-day campaign had been cal-
culated at about 5,000, or about $20,000, and the
impoverished state treasury could offer nothing but
promises of eventual reimbursement to any who would
lend cash to the government. In less than twenty-four
hours General Lincoln collected contributions from
130 of Boston’s wealthy citizens, including f£250 from
Governor Bowdoin.

By the time Lincoln’s army was equipped for action,
the rebellion was over in eastern Massachusetts. It had
never been strong there, but in November of 1786 a
mob tried to halt the Middlesex County court. This
time the militia was alert. After a brief skirmish in
which Job Shattuck received a crippling wound, the
Groton leader and two of his lieutenants were cap-
tured.  While Shattuck languished in the Boston jail,
his followers drifted west to join other rebel groups.

The situation now grew alarming in Worcester,
where the Supreme Court was scheduled to meet on
December g; by late November, mobs of armed men
drifting into town had closed the Court of Common
Pleas and made it obvious that no court could meet
without an army to back it up. Local officials looked
on helplessly. Even bold Sheriff Greenleaf, who offered
to help alleviate the high court costs by hanging every
rebel free of charge, was powerless in the face of such
numbers, and he became a laughingstock to boot when
he strode away from the courthouse one day unaware
that someone had adorned his hat with the symbolic
hemlock tuft.

At first the rebels at Worcester suffered from lack of
a universally recognized leader. Then in early Decem-
ber Daniel Shays rode in from Pelham, mounted on a
white horse and followed by gs0 men. He had not
come to do battle if he could avoid it; to a friend he
confided: “For God'’s sake, have matters settled peace-
ably; it was against my inclinations I undertook this



business; importunity was used which 1 could not
withstand, but I heartily wish it was well over.” Still,
as a showdown with the judges approached, Shays in-
creasingly assumed the role of spokesman for the dis-
parate forces. And it was just as well; with milling
crowds of disgruntled veterans and a frightened and
divided populace, violence might well have erupted.
Instead, choosing wisdom as the better part of valor,
the rebels put their energies into drafting a petition
to the legislature for a redress of grievances and into
several wordy defenses of their own actions. Violence
was scrupulously avoided. And their immediate point,
after all, had been won; the Worcester court gathered
meekly in the Sun Tavern and adjourned until Jan-
uary 23. The insurgents then gave way before the more
impressive force of winter blizzards and dispersed to
the west. Friends of the rebels were not greatly heart-
ened, however, for the basic grievances remained.
Friends of the government rejoiced at the retreat of
the rebels, and chanted:

Says sober Bill, “Well Shays has fled,
And peace returns to bless our days!”
“Indeed,” cries Ned, “I always said
He'd prove at last a fall-back Shays,
And those turned over and undone
Call him a worthless Shays, to Tun!”

But Shays was only running to a new scene of action.
The Hampshire County court, scheduled to meet in
Springfield in late January, should be stopped. Besides,
the federal arsenal in that town had the only cache
of arms the rebels could hope to capture, and without
weapons the rebellion must collapse.

General Lincoln was preparing to defend the Jan-
uary session of the Worcester court when news reached
him of the crisis in Springfield. The arsenal there
boasted a garrison of some 1,100 militia under Gen-
eral William Shepard, but surrounding the troops
were three rebel forces: Daniel Shays commanded 1,200
men at Wilbraham, eight miles to the east; Eli Parson
had 4oo at Chicopee, three miles to the north; Luke
Day led another 400 at West Springfield, just across the
Connecticut River to the west. There was every reason
to believe they could overwhelm Shepard’s garrison
if they were willing to risk some bloodshed. General
Lincoln headed for Springfield on the double.

Had Shays and his cohorts carried out their original
plan they would in all likelihood have had possession
of the arsenal before Lincoln arrived with reinforce-
ments. The attack had been set for January 25: Shays
was to have led a frontal assault from the southeast
while Day directed a flanking movement from the west.
But at the last minute Day decided to wait until the
twenty-sixth, and his note informing Shays of the

change was intercepted by Shepard’s men. When Shays
moved forward on the afternoon of the twenty-fifth,
Shepard confidently grouped his full strength against
the lone attack. But not much strength was needed.
Shepard fired only three cannon shots. When two
warning volleys failed to turn back the rebels, Shepard
aimed the third into their midst. Three insurgents fell
dead in the snow, a fourth lay mortally wounded. The
remainder fled in confusion. It was a shattered band
that Shays succeeded in regrouping a few miles from
the scene of conflict.

At this point General Lincoln arrived and took posi-
tion between Day and Shays. Both rebel armies at once
broke camp and headed for safer territory—Day’s men
so hastily that they left
pork and beans baking in
their ovens and discarded
knapsacks strewn along
their route. The main lorce,
under Shays, beat a rapid
retreat to the northeast,
passing through Ludlow,
South Hadley, Ambherst,
and Pelham. Lincoln fol-
lowed in close pursuit, mov-
ing overland after Shays,
while General Shepard
marched up the frozen Connecticut River to prevent
a reunion of the rebel army’s eastern and western wings.

At Hadley, General Lincoln halted his pursuit long
enough to discuss surrender proposals with Shays. The
rebel leader was willing to negotiate, but his insistence
on an unconditional pardon for himself and his men
was more than General Lincoln was authorized to
grant. With no agreement likely, Shays suddenly
shifted his men to the relative security of Petersham,
a center of regulator sentiment which lay in terrain
easier to defend. It was midwinter—an unusually cold
and stormy winter—and deep snow blanketed the
Connecticut Valley. Perhaps the militia would not
bother to follow.

But Shays reckoned without General Lincoln. Ever
since 1780, when he had surrendered Charleston, South
Carolina, and its garrison of 5,400 men to the British
in the most costly American defeat of the Revolution,
Benjamin Lincoln had had to endure charges of cow-
ardice and indecision. Although he had been officially
exonerated, a few critics persisted; in a vigorous sup-
pression of the Shaysites General Lincoln could per-
haps fully restore himself in the public’s esteem. With
superb stamina and determination, Lincoln marched
his men the thirty miles from Hadley to Petersham
through a blinding snowstorm on the night of Satur-
day, February g, arriving at Petersham early the next

Benjamin Lincoln
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morning. Taken completely by surprise, the insurgents
were routed: some 150 were captured; the rest, in-
cluding Shays, escaped to the north. Lincoln then
moved across the Connecticut River to disperse rebel
nests in the Berkshires. By the end of February only
scattered resistance remained. What the legislature
had recently condemned as a “horrid and unnatural
Rebellion and War . . . traiterously raised and levied
against this Commonwealth” had come to an in-
glorious end.

While the militia crushed the remnants of rebellion,
the state government drafted a series of regulations

The Ballad of Daniel Shays
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Chorue: words repeal.

My name was Shays; in former days,
In Pelham I did dwell, sir;
But now I'm forced to leave that place,
Because I did rebel, sir.
% % ok ok ok % k%

On mounted steed I did proceed
The federal stores to plunder;
But there I met with a bold salute
From Shepherd’s war-like thunder.
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Then Shays returned to Vermont state
Chagrined and much ashamed, sir;
And soon that mighty rebel host
Unto the laws were tamed, sir.

Oh, then our honored fathers sat
With a bold resolution,
And framed a plan and sent to us
Of noble constitution.
* ok ¢ ok k% Kk

These verses are taken from a long ballad that ridicules
Shays’ Rebellion and celebrates the adoption of the Con-
stitution. The original manuscript bears the date 1793.
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for punishing the insurgents. In mid-February, two
weeks after Shays' dispersal at Petersham, it issued a
stiff Disqualifying Act, offering pardons to privates and
noncommissioned officers, but denying them for three
years the right to vote, to serve on juries, and to be
employed as schoolteachers, innkeepers, or liquor re-
tailers. Massachusetts citizens would thus be shielded
from the baneful influence of the Shaysites. Not in-
cluded in the partial amnesty were the insurgent offi-
cers, citizens of other states who had joined the Massa-
chusetts uprising, former state officers or members of
the state legislature who had aided the rebels, and
persons who had attended regulator conventions. Men
in those categories would be tried for treason.

The government’s vindictive measures aroused wide-
spread protest, not only from those who had sympa-
thized with the rebel cause but from many of its active
opponents as well. General Lincoln, among others,
believed that such harsh reprisals would further alien-
ate the discontented, and he observed to General
Washington that the disfranchisement of so many
people would wholly deprive some towns of their rep-
resentation in the legislature. New outbreaks, he
argued, would then occur in areas that had no other
way to voice their grievances. In token concession to
its critics, the legislature in March, 1787, appointed a
special commission of three men to determine the fate
of rebels not covered by the Disqualifying Act. Gen-
eral Lincoln served on the commission, and under his
moderating influence it eventually extended pardons
to 7go persons. But in the meantime, county courts
apprehended and tried whatever rebel leaders they
could find. In Hampshire County, with Robert Treat
Paine serving as prosecuting attorney, six men were
sentenced to death and many others incurred fines or
imprisonment. In Berkshire County eight men were
sentenced to die for their part in the uprising.

Had the government of 1786-87 remained in office,
more than a dozen lives would have been lost to the
hangman, hundreds of other men would have suffered
disqualifications, and the fundamental causes of Shays’
Rebellion might have lingered on to trigger new out-
breaks. But however strongly the regulators might
complain of the legislative and judicial shortcomings
of Massachusetts, they had cause to be thankful that
its constitution required annual elections and that the
franchise was broad enough to let popular sentiment
determine the tenor of government. The result of the
April election revealed the breadth and depth of the
sympathy in which the regulators were held by the
citizens and the extent of popular revulsion at the
ineptitude of the government. In the gubernatorial
contest, popular John Hancock, recently recovered
from an illness that had caused him to resign the gov-



ernorship early in 1785, overwhelmingly defeated Gov-
ernor Bowdoin. Only 62 of the 222 members of the
legislature and 11 members of the 24-man senate were
returned to their seats. In some instances the voters
chose men who had actively participated in the rebel-
lion, including Josiah Whitney, who had recently
served sixteen days in the Worcester jail.

Within the next few months the new legislature
sharply mitigated both the causes of unrest and the
punishments assigned to the rebels. It repealed the Dis-
qualifying Act, reprieved all men under sentence of
death—some on the very steps of the gallows—and
by the following summer it had pardoned even Daniel
Shays, though he and a few other leaders were still
precluded from holding civil and military offices in
the state. Equally important, it enacted long-range re-
forms—extending the law that permitted the use of
certain personal and real property in payment of debts,
imposing a lower and more equitable tax schedule, and
releasing most debtors from prison.

Now in truth the rebellion was over. Peace, and
soon prosperity, returned to the Massachusetts coun-
tryside. Differences of opinion still lingered, of course,
as was made clear one Sunday when the church at
Whately christened two infants—one named after
Daniel Shays, the other after Benjamin Lincoln. But
the Shaysites made no further trouble for Bay State
authorities, and Daniel Shays, the reluctant leader,
soon moved on to New York State, where he eked out
a skimpy existence on his Revolutionary War pension
until his death in 1825.

Americans of the 1780's drew various lessons from
the affair in Massachusetts. Some, like Washington and
Madison, appear to have misinterpreted the event and
ascribed to the rebels a more drastic program than the
majority of them had ever advocated. Others, like
Mercy Warren, the lady historian, and Joseph Hawley,
the Massachusetts patriot, detected the hand of Great
Britain behind the uprising. Still others sensed that
the true causes of Shays’ Rebellion were local in origin
and primarily the fault of the state government. Baron
von Steuben had correctly surmised that “when a
whole people complains something must be
wrong,” while Thomas Jefferson, then American Min-
ister to France, thought the rebellion of no dangerous
importance and preferred to set it in a broader per-
spective than had most Americans. “We have had,”
wrote Jefferson, “13 states independent 11 years. There
has been one rebellion. That comes to one rebellion
in a century and a half for each state. What country
before ever existed a century and a half without a
rebellion? And what country can preserve its liberties
if their rulers are not warned from time to time that
the people preserve the spirit of resistance? . . . The

tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time
with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” But while
observers were drawing these diverse conclusions from
the episode in Massachusetts, an increasing number of
Americans were concerned with how to make sure it
would never happen again.

On May 25, 1787, less than four months after the
rout at Petersham, the Constitutional Convention be-
gan its deliberations at Independence Hall, Philadel-
phia. Through a long hot summer the delegates pro-
posed, argued, and compromised as they sought to con-
struct a new and better form of government for the
American nation. And among the knottiest problems
they faced were several recently emphasized by Shays’
Rebellion: problems of currency regulation, of debts
and contracts, and of ways to thwart domestic insurrec-
tion. As the records of the federal Convention reveal,
the recent uprising in Massachusetts lay heavily on
the minds of the delegates. Although it is impossible
to pinpoint the exact phrases in the final document
that owed their wording to the fear of similar revolts,
there is no doubt that the Constitution reflected the
determination of the Founding Fathers to do all they
could to prevent future rebellions and to make it easier
for the new government to suppress them if they did
occur. Significantly, the new polity forbade the states
to issue paper money, strengthened the military pow-
ers of the executive branch, and authorized Congress
to call up state militiamen to “suppress Insurrections”
and enforce the laws of the land. Jefferson’s first
glimpse of the Constitution convinced him that “our
Convention has been too much impressed by the insur-
rection of Massachusetts. . . .” Jefferson exaggerated,
but it is clear that the movement for a stronger central
government had gained immense momentum from
the “horrid and unnatural Rebellion” of Daniel Shays.

By the summer of 1788 the requisite nine states had
ratified the new Constitution, and in the following
spring General Washington took the oath of office as
President. In the prosperous and dynamic years that
followed, the passions generated by the insurrection in
Massachusetts were gradually extinguished. But the
lesson and the impact of Shays’ Rebellion are still with
us. Because of it, important changes were made in
the government of Massachusetts as well as in the gov-
ernment of the nation, changes that have stood the
test of time. Perhaps this episode lends some ironic
credence to Thomas Jefferson’s suggestion that “the
spirit of resistance to government is . . . valuable on
certain occasions.”
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