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AM E R I CAN F O U N D E R S AN D B R ITI S H LE AD E R S G R AP P LE WITH TH E
V I O L E N C E U N L E A S H E D BY C I V I L WA R I N T H E B R I T I S H E M P I R E .

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

G E O R G E WA S H I N G T O N

THOMAS JEFFERSON

(1706–1790)

(1732–1799)

(1743–1826)

It was within his own family that
Benjamin Franklin experienced
the Revolution as America’s first
civil war. Until the eve of the
Revolution the British Empire’s
best friend in America, Franklin
turned into one of its angriest and
most implacable foes. But his son William, New Jersey’s
last royal governor, was a passionate leader of American
Loyalists. During the 1782/83 peace negotiations with
Britain, Franklin was implacably opposed to any concessions to the American Loyalists. But a few years later,
when he served as president of the Supreme Executive
Council of Pennsylvania, he shepherded legislation permitting Americans who had refused to take Patriot oaths
during the Revolution to become citizens upon swearing
a loyalty oath. Franklin’s newfound magnanimity did
not, however, extend to his own son, whom he effectively
disinherited for the “part he acted against me in the
late War.”

The commander in chief of the
Continental Army was deeply
concerned with the codes of war.
When General George Washington
was first appointed, Congress
instructed him “to regulate your
conduct in every respect by the
rules and disciplines of war.” Washington had absorbed
the codes of war pertaining to the capture, treatment,
and exchange of prisoners of war when fighting alongside
British officers in the Seven Years’ War. Now, Washington
went out of his way to observe—and, crucially, to be seen
observing—the codes of civilized warfare. Washington
was adamant that defending “the sacred Cause of my
Country, of Liberty” required him and his army to
embrace Enlightenment ideals and practice what John
Adams called a “policy of humanity.” After the war,
Washington was among those leaders who insisted
that America must abide by its treaty obligations and
show magnanimity toward the Revolution’s losers,
America’s Loyalists.

Thomas Jefferson confronted
violence at various points in the
Revolution. As a key author of
the Declaration of Independence,
Jefferson centered America’s
founding document on an extensive catalogue of King George III’s
political crimes and aggressively violent acts against the
colonies. This now little-remembered, longest section of
the Declaration helps us understand how, in Patriot eyes,
it was British violence that justified both independence
and the harsh means by which it would be achieved.
After the war, the memory of the extreme suffering of
American captives prompted the United States to begin
thinking creatively about international law. When
Jefferson helped negotiate a treaty of amity and commerce between the United States and Prussia in 1785, the
document included an unprecedented clause setting
guidelines for the treatment of prisoners of war in future
conflicts. Jefferson boasted that they were “humanizing by
degrees” the law of nations. At the moment of her violent
birth, the United States led with the power of moral
example—at least on the international stage.
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At the start of the Revolution,
when Alexander Hamilton was
a precocious student at King’s
College (today’s Columbia
University), he witnessed
anti-Loyalist violence in New
York City. After he had spent
much of the war as a close aide to General George
Washington, Hamilton returned to New York to practice
law. Hamilton took a strong stance on reintegrating the
Loyalists. He warned of the diplomatic, political, and
moral costs of further persecuting the Revolution’s losers.
He insisted that law, order, and justice must prevail over
“the little vindictive selfish mean passions of a few.” The
future U.S. Treasury secretary also feared the drain of
capital if Loyalists left en masse, and worried that such an
exodus could hinder the revival of Anglo-American trade.
Throughout the 1780s, Hamilton’s law practice flourished
as he defended dozens of Loyalists under what he
considered discriminatory legislation. At the Treasury,
Hamilton later appointed a former Loyalist as his
assistant secretary.

Having ascended to the throne in
1760 at the age of twenty-three,
by the eve of the American
Revolution, King George III had
grown into a seasoned politician.
After insurgents destroyed private
property in the Boston Tea Party
in 1773, the king embraced a harsh, punitive approach.
When, in August 1775, King George III declared the
American insurgents to be in “open and avowed Rebellion,” he specifically condemned their “Oppression of
Our loyal Subjects” and vowed to shield Loyalists from
the “Torrent of Violence” that was engulfing them. After
more than seven years of war, with the thirteen American
colonies lost and Ireland stirring, George III drafted an
abdication speech. Feeling he was “no longer of utility to
this Empire,” George offered to resign his crown to the
Prince of Wales. As we know, instead of retiring to his
ancestors’ German lands, two years after war’s end, the
dutiful monarch graciously received John Adams as the
United States of America’s first ambassador to the Court
of St. James’s.

As he put the country on a war
footing in 1775, King George
III named George Germain his
secretary of state for the American department. Germain was a
controversial choice. A highflying career officer in the British
Army, in 1759 Germain had been accused of disobeying
a superior during the Seven Years’ War and was dismissed
dishonorably. He later rebuilt a career in public life,
establishing himself as a staunch advocate of firm
measures against the rebellious colonies. Germain had
gained firsthand experience with the brutal suppression
of domestic insurrection during the Jacobite rebellion in
the Scottish Highlands thirty years earlier. When he later
directed the war in America, Germain opposed proposals for granting amnesty to insurgents, pushed for the
controversial suspension of habeas corpus for American
captives, and helped Britain pivot psychologically toward
a new kind of unlimited war against the American rebels.
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EDMUND BURKE ( 1 7 2 9 – 1 7 9 7 )

Edmund Burke was a keen interpreter of the American crisis. In March 1775, just weeks before Lexington and Concord, the Irish-born MP for the English
port city of Bristol gave a powerful speech advocating reconciliation with the colonies. A policy of coercion, Burke argued, must necessarily fail in America––
in part because the colonists were descendants of freedom-loving Protestant Englishmen and in part because of their sheer distance from central government. Throughout the conflict, Burke decried illegitimate and ill-advised violence wherever he saw it. When the British government prepared to suppress
the rebellion with London’s full military might, Burke vehemently opposed “the predatory, or war by distress,” which would only strengthen the rebels’
resolve. And when the British government in 1777 suspended habeas corpus for American captives, Burke opposed the distinction that the law made between
subjects: “Liberty, if I understand it at all, is a general principle, and the clear right of all the subjects within the realm, or of none. Partial freedom seems to
me a most invidious mode of slavery.” All subjects on both sides of the Atlantic must live under the same regime of both liberty and security. The proposed
law, Burke warned, undermined time-honored English constitutional checks on oppression and violence.

O R D I N A R Y P E O P L E — M E N , W O M E N , A N D YO U T H , W H I T E A N D B L A C K ,
PAT R I OT , LOYA L I S T , U N C O M M I T T E D A M E R I C A N , A S W E L L A S B R I TO N S —
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A TEENAGER RAPED BY BRITISH SOLDIERS
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At one point during the war, the New Yorker Lorenda
Holmes “was stripped by an angry band of committeemen and dragged ‘to the Drawing Room Window . . .
exposing her to many Thousands of People Naked.’”
Lorenda had been smuggling letters in her underwear
from a British warship to Long Island. When it was
discovered that Lorenda also guided Loyalist refugees
to a British camp, an American soldier came to her
house, made her remove her shoe, and took “a shovel of
Wood Coals from the fire and by mere force held [her]
right foot upon the Coals until he had burnt it in a most
shocking manner.” Other American women who were
suspected of Loyalist sympathies were interrogated by
Patriot committees, taken hostage, or put under house
arrest as a way of blackmailing their Loyalist husbands
into changing their allegiance. On the other side of the
Revolutionary divide, women were critical to enforcing
the American consumer boycott; supported the military
by supplying clothing for soldiers, cooking, nursing, and
washing laundry in camps; and occasionally acted as
couriers and spies.

In December 1776, Abigail Palmer, a thirteen-year-old
girl from Hunterdon County, New Jersey, was at the
house of her grandfather, Edmund Palmer, who farmed
near Pennington, New Jersey, when several British
soldiers took control of the premises. They raped
Abigail for “three Days successively” as more soldiers kept
coming and going. They also assaulted Edmund Palmer’s
married and pregnant daughter, Mary Phillips, as well as
Elizabeth and Sarah Cain, fifteen and eighteen years of
age, who happened to be visiting the Palmer family.
On one occasion, several soldiers seized Abigail and
Elizabeth, “pull’d them both into a Room together,”
and—ignoring their screams and Abigail’s father’s
attempt to shield them—“Ravishd them both.” On the
third day, the two girls were eventually dragged to a
British army camp, about a thousand yards away, where
“they was both Treated by some others of the Soldiers
in the same Cruel manner.” We know about Abigail’s
ordeal because she bravely made a deposition to an
American official.
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WILLIAM CUNNINGHAM

OBADIAH GORE
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SCORCHED-EARTH CAMPAIGN

JOINS

When a very large Continental Army embarked on a
mission to destroy the dwellings and resources of the
Iroquois nations in upstate New York in the summer
of 1779, numerous officers kept campaign journals.
Their notes reveal their amazement at the quality of the
housing, the expansive, fertile lands, and the sheer extent
and excellence of the Indians’ crop cultivation. They
also logged the daily grind of destroying houses, vast
cornfields, and bountiful orchards. Thirty-five-year-old
Lieutenant Obadiah Gore marveled at Canandaigua, a
“Chosen Spot” in the lands of the Iroquois, very “pleasantly situated,” with its twenty-three mostly framed
“Buildings good and eligant Corn & Vegitables in great
plenty.” Once he had admired the cultural and agricultural accomplishments of the Native Americans, Gore
helped burn Canandaigua to the ground.

CAMPAIGN

A

A

NEW

YORKER

SADISTIC

IN

NEW

AIDING

BRITISH

THE

PRISON

BRITISH

WARDEN

YORK

Captain William Cunningham, the son of a British
dragoon, had arrived in New York City in 1774. After
a violent and humiliating altercation with the Sons of
Liberty in the spring of 1775, Cunningham fled to the
protection of the British Army at Boston. Later transferred to oversee prisoner administration in Britishoccupied New York, at the Provost––a municipal jail with
twelve cells and three basement dungeons that had been
turned into a prison for high-ranking American officers
and civilian rebels––a dozen captive officers crowded into
each room. Stories abounded of Cunningham’s sadistic
pleasure in kicking over the bowls of soup that charitable
townsfolk left outside cells. He ran his sword through
the shoulder of one prisoner who dared ask for a pen and
paper to write to his family. He threatened prisoners with
hanging. There were even allegations that Cunningham
tortured captives with searing irons. American Patriots
ascribed Cunningham’s brutality toward rebel prisoners
directly to his earlier violent treatment, which “he never
forgot or forgave.”
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In 1776, Walter Bates––the teenage son of an Anglican
Loyalist family in today’s Darien, Connecticut––was
arrested on suspicion of knowing the whereabouts of
fugitive armed Loyalists, including his own brother. His
interrogators, Walter later recounted, “threatened [him]
with sundry deaths,” including by drowning, unless he
confessed. At night, an armed mob took Walter to a local
salt marsh, stripped him naked, and tied him by his feet
and hands to a tree. He despaired that the mosquitoes
would draw “every drop of blood . . . from [his] body.”
Walter then received two dozen lashes, before being
threatened with “confining [him] to a log on the
carriage in the Saw mill and let the saw cut [him] in two.”
Eventually reprieved from meeting his end as a human
log, Walter was released. Like many persecuted Loyalists,
he lay low in the woods and mountains until the “frenzy
might be somewhat abated.” His sacrifice was not in vain:
Walter’s brother managed to evade the Patriot search
parties and went on to fight with General Cornwallis
at Yorktown.
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Harry Washington was among the thousands of slaves
from Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia who responded
to a proclamation that the British commander in chief
General Sir Henry Clinton had issued in June 1779.
Clinton decreed that slaves owned by rebels who fled to
British lines must not be claimed as property or sold,
and would be free to follow any occupation. Born in the
Gambia River region of Africa, Harry had worked at
Mount Vernon for a decade before running away to
Governor Dunmore of Virginia, who declared the slaves
of rebels free if they joined the British Army. As a
corporal in the Black Pioneers, a corps originally formed
in New York from remnants of Dunmore’s Ethiopian
Regiment of such former slaves, Harry entered Charleston alongside the Royal Artillery when the British Army
occupied the city in 1780. Harry was later evacuated to
Nova Scotia before sailing for Sierra Leone.
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James Forten, a fifteen-year-old African-American boy
from Philadelphia, and described as tall, literate, and a
determined Patriot, was imprisoned on the notorious
British prison ship Jersey. Despite the extremely high
mortality rate, at one point Forten forsook a chance of
escaping by ceding his place in a “chest of old clothes”
lowered down the side to his thirteen-year-old, white
“companion in suffering,” Daniel Brewton. Forten was
eventually exchanged and lived to become a wealthy
Philadelphia citizen and prominent abolitionist.
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