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Preface

This work had been in my mind a half dozen years before I undertook
to write it. I had only a general theme in mind when 1 first conceived
it, and that was to treat the period in American history from 1760 to
1800, or thereabouts, as an epic whole. Any shorter period of time
would not encompass the founding of the United States, although many
works have attempted to do just this. 1 did not have a clear conception
of how to treat both the many controversies of the time and the numer-
ous controversies among historians in interpreting various develop-
ments. T knew that some of them would have to be taken up, but I
had not formed hard and fast conceptions about how to deal with them.
I knew in advance, for example, that I would not make an interpretation
based on economic determinism. Nor did it seem likely that in my
research 1 should become privy to the inner motivations of the men
of this period. Tn this, T was right, But T was quite uncertain as to what
I would do about such interpretations.

As the work proceeded, my approach began to take shape. I would,
as it turned out, largely ignore the controversies among historians over
the years. Mareover, | would deal with the controversies of the time
within the framework in which they occurred, not imposing any scheme
upon them, but viewing them, generally, as differences among men of
good will. The great advantage of doing this is that the focus is then
upon their ideas and beliefs, and upon their differences. To accept them
largely on their terms is to treat men, events, ideas, and beliefs as
important. This is what I have attempted to do.

I started, too, with the notion that this is a dramatic and potentially
exciting period in history, though years of teaching have made me all
too aware that most frequently the drama and excitement are in the
eve of the teacher beholder only. Yet the drama was there: the buildup
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toward revolt, the clash of British and American thinkers, the develop-
ment ol an American justification for revelt, the decisive battles of a
war, the great men who led the armies and the populace, the experi-
ments with government, the debates of conventions, the shaping and
establishment of a Constitution, and the rebirth of liberty. There were
in much that happened cautionary lessons to be learned as well as
worthy examples to be imitated. Those to whom such history is not alive
are only partly alive themselves. My task was to convey this idea. It
is for those who read it to say whether I have done so.

1 wish I could assure my colleagues in history that my preparation
for doing this work made me the inevitable candidate for the job. But
candor requires that I report that my preparation has been more casual
and haphazard than they would wish, T became interested i this period
by studying intellectual history. My early interest was in the European
Enlightenment and how and to what extent Americans were influenced
by it. Later, I became interested in economic history. I then tried to
master the more general works on the peried and to study the public
documents, Whatever ad santages there might be to extensive specializa-
tion in some aspect of this period, I have not had them. It is my hope
that my long-term interest in this period will compensate, at least in
part, for such deficiencies.

I have relied heavily upon the work done by others in making this
account, Thus, Iam much indebted to those who have made specialized
stadies, compiled documents, and interpreted the events. T have found
that it is frequently the case that a work whose interpretation is rejected
may he nonetheless a mine of information. My debt to these historians
and writers is partially paid by footnote citation; the remainder, T hope,
will be in the reward they receive knowing that they have been helpful
to others.

It gives me special pleasure to acknowledge the more direct help
I have had in doing this work. It first appeared serially in The Freeman,
and my premier obligation is to its editor, Dr. Paul L. Poirot, who dur-
ing its writing provided me with encouragement, editorial assistance,
and helplul comments. He i without peer in promptness, kindliness,
and decisiveness. David Franke of Arlington House has rendered the
kinds of aid in making the book without which the writer is only a scrib-
bler of disconnected words. Carmen Schultz rendered timely aid by
doing a superb job of typing on short notice.

My greatest debt, however, is to my wife, Myvrtice Sears Carson.
She has not only coped with the diflicult task of keeping a house but
also with the even more difficult one of having a writer in residence
for a considerable while. Hers has been the largely thankless task of
maintaining peacetul surroundings for my wark, and I herewith thank
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Ler. She rendered even more direct aid by reading copy, seme of it
several times, and insisting that it make sense.

Of course, none of these people are responsible for any eyrovs of
fact, infelicities of expression, or misinterpretations which may he dis-
covered lierein, That responsibility is mine alone, and I accept it, aibeit
with some foreboding.

Clarence B, Carson

April 1873
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Prologue:
The American Epic —
1760-1800

Several vears ago, I introduced and undertook to teach a college course
called “The Founding of the American Republic.” Several things moved
me to do it. One was my long term interest in the period. Another
was the belief that such a course would offer one of the best means
for covering the basic political principles on which these United States
were founded, covering them with sufficient detail that they would be
more likely to be remembered by students than the usual much briefer
coverage in broader courses. Yet another reason was an idea that there
was some sort of unity within these years that warranted treating them
in a separate course.

One difficulty, of sorts, presented itself to offering such a couvrse
effectively. There was not a textbook which dealt with the period I had
in mind in a unitary fashion. This could be attributed, in part, to the
fact that T proposed to take the course down to the year 1800. Books
which looked by their titles as if they might be appropriate did not do
this. For example, Merrill Jensen’s The Founding of a Nation covers
the years 1763-1776, while Forrest McDonald’s The Formation of the
American Republic deals mainly with the years 1776-1790. Books which
treat the American Revolution mostly deal in detail with only a small
portion of the period. Richard B. Morris’s The American Revolution con-
centrates on the years 1763-1783, and John R. Alden’s The American
Revolution covers the years 1775-1783. Books of readings cover a shorter
period, too, as a rule. For example, Jack P. Greene has edited two
extensive anthologies—Colonies to Nation and The Reinterpretation of
the American Revolution—both of which are for the years 1763-1789.

There are numerous books that deal with some aspect of this
period: the background to it, the coming of the revolt, the Declaration
of Independence, the War for Independence, the years under the Arti-
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cles of Confederation, the Constitutional Convention, and the carly
years of the Republic. In addition there are biographies of most of the
leading figures of the period, numerous monographs on such specialized
subjects as religion, economics, ideas, and so on. It may well be the
most written about period of American history; most certainly, the
period has been most extensively mined for documents to collect and
reprint. A few titles will suggest something of the depth in which it
has been covered: Max Savelle, Seeds of Liberty and The Colonial
Origins of American Thought; Robert A. Rutland, The Birth of the Bill
of Rights; Nathan Schachner, The Founding Fathers; Leslie F. S.
Upton, Revolutionary versus Loyalist; Peter N. Carroll, ed., Religion
and the Coming of the American Revolution; Douglas 5. Freeman,
George Washington in seven volumes.

Moreaver, the events, movements, developments, and men of this
time have been the subject of a great variety of interpretations and some
of the most active controversies among historians. Professor Greene
divides the older interpretations into three broad categories: the Whig
Conception, the ITmperial Conception, and the Progressive Conception.
To this, he would add a panorama of interpretations that have come
since World War 11, many of which are revisions of earlier interpreta-
tions.

He says that the "new investigations have focused upon seven major
problems: (1) the nature of the relationship between Britain and the
colonies prior to 1763; (2) the nature of social and political life within
the colonies and its relationship to the coming of the Revolution; (3}
the reasons for the estrangement of the celonies from Britain between
1763 and 1776; (4) the explanations for the behavior of the British gov-
ernment and its supporters in the colonies between 1763 and the loss
of the colonies in 1783; (5) the revolutionary consequences of the
Revolution; (6) the character of the movement for the Constitution of
1787 and its relationship to the Revolution; (7) the nature and meaning
of the Revolution to the men who lived through it.™

This list shows, too, how fragmented and specialized the study of
this period has become. Interprefations have not generally been of the
whole period but of some briefer span within it., Such guestions as the
following have been subjected to intensive study. What was the impact
of British mercantilism on the American movement for independence?
How many people from what areas and which segments of the popula-
tion voted for delegations to ratification conventions in the states? What
was the role of merchants in fomenting revolt against the British?

Just to touch upon the outlines of some of the interpretations that
have been made will suggest some of the angles from which the happen-
ings of these years have been viewed. Many of these focus upon why
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the colonies broke from England, and upon the years 1763-1776. The
oldest and most enduring interpretation is that it was a movement for
liberty and from British oppression-—a view that is sometimes called
the Whig theory. There is a mercantile thesis, which may include the
idea that the British followed a policy of “salutary neglect” during most
of the colonial period, only to reverse this policy a decade or so before
the revolt. Or, the mercantile theory may deal much more complexly
with the inner contradictions of mercantilism, their adverse effects on
trade and relations among nations. There is the maturity thesis-—vigor-
ously set forth by Lawrence H. Gipson—which holds that many of the
American colonies had reached such a level of political 4nd economic
maturity that they no longer needed or wanted the British connection.

A major effort has been made to subsume the whole of this epoch
into a class struggle theory. The inception of the conflict is particularly
difficult to place in this framework, but there is something to go on
in pitting the British landed class against the merchant class both in
England and America. From some such point of view, the struggle
might have arisen from the efforts of Americans both to resist mercantile
restrictions and the payment of their debts, Much more fertile, for class
struggle theorists, was the conflict within individual colonies between
tidewater aristocrats and piedmont yeomen, particularly in North
Carolina. On this view the revolt from England was accompanied by
a civil war within the colonies. The contest continued over the years
and involved such questions as easy money, a moratorium on debts,
the powers of the states versus the Confederation, and eventually split
the country over the question of ratifying the Constitation.

Many historians in the twentieth century have insisted upon telling
the story of the years 1763-1800 in the context of a series of contests
between Liberals and Conservatives. The terms were not in use at the
time, and those who pursue their use must have some of their characters
reversing their positions from time to time in ways that the men need
not have been conscious of doing, if they did. Still, those who wanted
to break from England in 1774-1776 must be, by these writers,
denominated “Liberals,” while those favoring continuing the British
connection would be “Conservatives.” Those who favored ratification of
the Constitution of 1787 would be “Conservatives,” while those appos-
ing it would be “Liberals.”

There have been other interpretations, but the above examples give
some idea of what has gone on. The epic character of the founding
period of American history has frequently been obscured by the atten-
tion focused on contending interpretations, hy the dredging up of
selected facts which serve as grist for the mills for some partial view,
by the concentration on minutiae which results in losing sight of the
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forest amidst the trees and shrubs, by the amplification of debates which
had frequently long since been decently interred before the participants
were themselves, by the quest for failings among great men and the
search for imperfections among people, and by the fragmenting into
parts of something which has a hasic unity.

Many of these tendencies have been aggravated by the tendency
among historians toward empirical data unillumined by philosophy but
given its meaning by ideology. This is nct to be taken to mean that
facts are not indispensable to history, nor that the work of finding and
substantiating details is not valuable, nor that anyone attempting to
write an account of these years can be anything but grateful for the
scholarship that has gone before, It is rather to observe that the fruits
of research and study have so often been presented in such a way that
the mind loses hold or does not grasp much that is momentous about
the founding of these United States.

There is no need, of course, to go to the opposite extreme, to
ignore the debates and the divisions, to glorify riotous hehavior, to
describe the Founders as il they had no personal interests involved in
their decisions, or to pretend that there was unity where there was
diversity. The epic character of these years does not depend upon the
purity of all the participants nor the disinterestedness of their behavior.
It depends upon grasping what they wrought by pursuing a course over
the period of a generation despite their imperfections, their divisions,
their selfishness, and their shortsightedness. By their fruits yve shall
know them, we are told in Scripture, and it is these fruits which give
unity to an cra and an epic cast to what was done.

The American epic occurred between 1763-1800, with a background
laid before that time and some filling out occurring after. The political
foundations of these United States were set during these vears. Seven-
teen eighty-nine does not make a good terminal date for the founding
of the Republic; the Constitution was at that point only a “piece of
paper.” It had not vet had the breath of life breathed into it hy the
determination and actions of men; it did not even have a Bill of Rights.
An experiment began to become an actuality within the next decade
or so, and the story needs to be continued for several vyears beyond
the inaaguration of the government in 1789,

Strictly speaking, there is ne American epic, or, if there is, it is
according to the fifth meaning in the American College Dictionary, i,
e., “something worthy to form the subject of an epic.” An epic, essen-
tially, is a “poetic composition in which a series of heroic achievements
or events, usnally of a hero, is dealt with at length as a continuous narra-
tive in elevated style.” The models for the epic in Western Civilization
are the Iiad and the Odyssey. Epics frequently have as their subject
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