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1.The Birth of the United States

R

n They were no longer really colonials®,
but neither were they yet Americans. As the
year 1776 opened, the farmers who had stood
against the Redcoats® at Lexington and Con-
cord, the militiamen® who had gone off on a
doomed invasion of Canada were balanced pre-
cariously® between their ancient loyalty to
George lI,

forthright assertion of separatism. So, too,

their sovereigno, and, a
were the members of the Second Continental
Congress sitting in Philadelphia. All through
the stirring events of the preceding year the
Congress had met, debated, and worried, but
had failed to confront the supreme issue: inde-
pendence. Instead its members had sought
conciliation with King and Parliament; but
their appeals for compromise® had brought
only threats to crush what the monarch®

called a “desperate conspiracy®. ”
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Later in 1775, the King and his minis-
ters engaged 30, 000 German soldiers to help
suppress® the colonists Nothing could have
stiffened colomal resistance more than this dis-
patch of German hirelings®. Early in 1776
colonial passions were further inflamed by a
small pamphlet® entitled Common Sense by
Thomas Paine. Giving Voice to the feelings of
American

struggle: “The sun never shined on a cause of

thousands, Paine wrote of the
greater worth-- Now is the seedtime of conti-
nental union - O ye that love mankind! -.-
stand forth! .- and prepare - an asylum for

mankind. ”

In a few weeks Paine’ s broadade
found its way to wvillage greens in New Eng-
land,

plantations in Virginia. Up and down the

counting-houses in New York, and
coast, men discussed his bold call for indepen-
dence and increasingly found that his senti-

ments® reflected their own. Suddenly the
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daring word “independence” was on everyone’
s lips, and a cause thought radical only a few
months earlier had achieved an astounding de-
gree of respectability. By late winter the tide
of rebellion turned to full flood after the first
great victory of Patriot arms. On March 4,
1776, with S0 or so cannon captured at
Ticonderoga and hauled some 3000 miles east-
ward through heavy snows and across hilly
terrain, Gen. George Washington, comman-
der of the Continental Ammy, fortified Dorch-
ester Heights over looking Boston. Sir Willian
Howe, the Redcoats’ commander inside the
city, was faced with choice of attempting a
breakthrough in the teeth of Washington’s ar-
tillery or evacuating his forces by sea. Discre-
tion won over valor; the British abandoned
Boston, and on March 17 Continental troops
poured into the city without a fight.
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In June the rebels scored another victo-
ry when a half-hearted British effort to land
troops at Charleston, South Carolina, was re-
pulsed® . With Patriot arms triumphant North
and South, the Continental Congress in early
June agreed to debate Richard Henry Lee’
resolution that “these umted colonies are, and
of right ought to be, free and independent
states. ” On June 11 a committee of five was
chosen to give formal expression to Lee’s ni-

t1ativeo,

and from this group Virginia®@ s
Thomas Jefferson was selected to draft a Dec-

laration of Independence® .

It was in this declaration that Jefferson
asserted the natural rights of all mankind:
“that all men are created equal; that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalien-
able rights; that among these are life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure
these rights, governments are instituted a-
mong men, deriving their just powers from

the consent of the governed. ”
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On July 4, 1776, after having made
several revisions in Jefferson’ s text, the
Congress adopted the declaration. The United
States of America was born. The first signa-
ture, which is almost as large as that of a mo-
tion picture star, is that of a man from Mas-
sachusetts, John Hancock, who escaped cap-
ture by the British in the first battle of the
War of Independence and then had his ship
confiscated® and burned. He wrote his signa-
ture in such a way, he said, that “the King of
England can read it without his glasses. ” This
whimsical® act alone made him immortal®,
for an American handing out a contract for
signature is apt to ask for “your John Han-
cock. 7 After Hancock, the Declaration was
signed by Franklin; John Adams, a Mas-
sachusetts lawyer who was to become the sec-
ond President of United States, the thirty-
three-year-old Jefferson, and Roger Sherman

of Connecticut.
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2.Lincoln’s Death

R

n After Lee surrendered® at Appomat-
tox, Lincoln immediately began efforts toward
reuniting the nation. He lifted the blockade®
and urged his Cabinet members to turn their
thoughts to peace—and away from further
bloodshed and any desire for vengeance®. The
South was not to be treated as conquered terri-
tory, and Lincoln refused to consider himself a
conqueror. He was, and had been since 1861,
President of the United States, and this in-
cluded the South as well. He had long held the
view that the Southern states had never legally
seceded® from the Union.

As early as December, 1863, for exam-
ple, Lincoln had issued a proclamation® on the
reconstruction of the Southern states. It granted
a full pardon to every southern citizen who would
take an oath of allegiance® to the United States,
with the exception of® the
military leaders of the Confederacy .

cvil  and

It also
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provided that when ten percent of the people
who had been voters in any state in 1860 had
taken the ocath to support the Constitution,
the laws of Congress, and the proclamation
ending slavery, they could organize a govern-
ment. The President would then recognize
this government of the state. Having thus
ended its efforts to secede and threaten the life
of the Union, the state would be allowed to
carry on its affairs as part of the United States
as if nothing had happened. Revenge had no
part in Lincoln’s plans for reconstruction. In-
deed, before the end of the war, Tennessee,
Arkansas, and Louisiana had set up loyal gov-
ernments under this generous plan.

At the same time, however, the Re-
publicans had split into two groups—the so-
called Radicals® and the Conservatives® . The
Radicals wanted to punish the Southerners,
especially the planter—slaveholders who had
controlled Southern politics and had led the
South into secession®. To them, Lincoln’ s

plan was too lenient® and completely
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unacceptable. The Conservatives, on the oth-
er hand, backed Lincoln, but even they want-
ed a plan which would adequately protect the
rights of the freed Negroes. Moreover, they
agreed with the Radicals that Congress, and
not the President, should control Reconstruc-
tion on the South.

Congress, therefore, did not accept
Lincoln’s ten per cent plan, it even refused to
admit into Congress the representatives from
the three already reconstructed southern states
and ignored their electoral votes in the presi-
dential election of 1864, Instead, 1t substitut-
ed a plan of its own for Reconstruction. This
plan required that a majority, rather than just
ten per cent, of the voters must take the oath
of loyalty. It also boldly stated that the seced-
ed states were no longer part of the Union,
and their reconstruction as conquered territo-
ries was the sole responsibility of Congress.
Lincoln opposed this plan and refused to sign
the bill which would have put it into effect.
Consequently, the war ended without the gov-
ernment having reached a firm decision on the

political status on the South.
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The bitterness and strength of congres-
sional resistance to his plan, however, made
Lincoln reconsider his position. He realized
that he would probably have to accept some of
the objections of the Radicals and adopt some
of their ideas. No doubt he foresaw a difficult
struggle ahead with Congress, but he was
nevertheless determined to seek a just peace
“with malice® toward none; with charity® for
all.” There is a good chance that with his
tact® and understanding of human nature, he
might have succeeded in guiding the country
safely through Reconstruction. Unfortunately
for the South as well as for the North, Lincoln

was not spared “to bind the nation’ s

wounds. ”

On the night of April 14, 1865, five
days after Appomattox, Lincoln and his wife,
Mary left the White House for a rare evening
of relaxation. Free at last from the cares of
war, he had told Mary that afterncon, *I
never felt so happy in my life.” They went to

Fords’ Theater in Washington to see an
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