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F O R E WO R D

Bernhard Knollenberg turned to scholarship only after a successful
career in the law. But in many ways he remained a lawyer. Defense of
a client’s interest now became a relentless pursuit of historical truth.
Some of his writings are directly works of advocacy, designed to make
a historiographical point contrary to the conventional view. Even his
narrative works offer a substantial component of argument, fre-
quently in the text but also in the remarkably full note sections that he
invariably attached to his works. And yet this penchant for advocacy
and voluminous documentation never became either intrusive or
pedantic. Knollenberg consistently crafted a good story with an inter-
pretive thread, a tour of the pertinent literature, and an account of
the author’s adventures in the sources. Thus the discipline of the law
has served both Knollenberg and his readers well.₁

Born in Richmond, Indiana, in  into the leading merchant
family of the town, he attended Earlham, the local Quaker college, al-
though he was not himself a Friend. After graduating he traveled east

vii

. For insight into the consequences of legal training for Knollenberg’s historical writing see the
exchange between him and Clifford K. Shipton in William and Mary Quarterly, rd ser.,  ():
‒; ibid.,  (): ‒; ibid.,  (): .
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to Harvard, where he took a master’s degree in history. He soon found
the financial rewards of academia unpromising and moved on to the
law school, where he finished a degree in . Through the two post-
war decades Knollenberg forged a distinguished legal career, practic-
ing in Hawaii, Indiana, Massachusetts, and New York and becoming
a recognized authority on taxation. He had apparently never aban-
doned his early inclination toward scholarship, for in  he became
librarian at Yale. In both world wars he served his country in various
bureaucratic posts, including a stint with the OSS. At the end of
World War II he resigned from Yale and retired to Chester, Connecti-
cut, where he devoted the rest of his life to the study of the founding
years of the American republic.₂

Knollenberg began his publishing career in , while still at Yale,
with the appearance of the first of his two volumes on George Wash-
ington.₃ They are both studies in interpretation, rather than biograph-
ical narratives, and reveal an important characteristic of Knollen-
berg’s work. Even when he wrote narrative history, as he did in his two
books on the coming of the Revolution, the problems presented by the
past always engaged his mind more than the narrative itself. He took
a cold-eyed view of the founding father, though his analysis fell con-
siderably short of the kind of the debunking biographies that became
popular in the s and s. Washington does emerge slightly
bruised from Knollenberg’s scrutiny, but his greatness remains intact.

By far the most significant and controversial aspect of these volumes
is Knollenberg’s discussion of the Conway Cabal. At the time that he
wrote, most historians believed that in ‒ a coterie of officers
and congressmen led by Thomas Conway, a Franco-Irish general in the
Continental army, conspired to replace Washington. After reviewing
the sources, Knollenberg found the evidence thin and concluded that
the plot was “probably a myth.” The issue remains controversial, but

viii

. The Palladium-Item, Richmond, Indiana, July , ; Carl Bridenbaugh, “Bernhard Knollen-
berg,” Massachusetts Historical Society, Proceedings  (Boston, ): ‒.

. Bernhard Knollenberg, Washington and the Revolution: A Reappraisal. Gates, Conway, and the Conti-
nental Congress (New York: Macmillan, ); Bernhard Knollenberg, George Washington: The Virginia
Period, ‒ (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, ).
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opinion has tended in Knollenberg’s direction. There was no doubt
that, after Washington’s loss of Philadelphia, which compared unfavor-
ably to Horatio Gates’s victory at Saratoga, unhappiness spread con-
cerning the commander’s generalship, but an organized conspiracy
existed more in the imagination of Washington and his staff than in
reality. Knollenberg’s interpretation has stood the test of time.₄

Twenty years elapsed between the appearance of his first volume
on Washington and the publication in  of Origin of the American
Revolution. It is a close study of the opening of the controversy leading
to independence. Perhaps because Knollenberg remained outside of
the formal ranks of academia, he writes an interpretively eclectic kind
of history. Academic historians of early America tend to come in
schools. In the immediate postwar period they were either imperial,
neo-whig, or progressive. Knollenberg falls mainly into the neo-whig
category. Although he never engages in anti-British polemics, there
can be no question about where his sentiments lay. He believes that
the American interpretation of the British constitution was correct,
and that the colonists’ actions in the s served the cause of liberty.
At the same time, he is conscious of the imperial context of the dis-
pute between Britain and her overseas possessions, so the volume be-
gins with an informative account of the English origins of the contro-
versy. Although he plainly knows the intellectual background of the
attack on British policy, his writing does not stress ideas.₅ And his work
shows no interest in the progressive history that had been popular
before World War II. In his version of the story, the Revolution hap-



ix

. Knollenberg, Washington and the Revolution, ch.  and passim. The fullest defense of Washington
in the controversy can be found in Douglas Southall Freeman, George Washington: A Biography,
vol. , Leader of the Revolution (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, ), ‒. Louis Gottschalk
doubted Knollenberg’s position in Journal of Modern History,  (March ), ‒. But see also
Don Higginbotham, The American War of Independence: Military Attitudes, Policies, and Practice,
‒ (New York: Macmillan Company, ), ‒; Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People
at War: The Continental Army and the American Character, ‒ (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, ), ‒.

. On the question of ideas and the coming of the Revolution, see Milton M. Klein’s review of
Origin (William and Mary Quarterly, rd ser.,  []: ) in which he accuses Knollenberg of fail-
ing to credit the colonists with an attachment to principle and Knollenberg’s response (William
and Mary Quarterly, rd ser.,  []: ).
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pened in the political and constitutional realms, not in an internal
social upheaval that by indirection spilled over into the empire.₆

Most accounts of the beginnings of the revolutionary conflict cen-
ter on the Stamp Act as the crucial event between the close of the
Seven Years’ War and the Declaration of Independence. Knollenberg
recognizes the importance of the Stamp Act, but he thinks it the cul-
mination of the first phase rather than the beginning of the contro-
versy. He finds the origin of colonial discontent in , in the midst
of the Seven Years’ War, when the British ministry made a number of
critical decisions concerning imperial policy. In that year, according to
Knollenberg, the British began the process of tightening the adminis-
tration of their colonial possessions, in part as a war measure and in
part as a more general effort to redefine the imperial bond. Thus
Knollenberg conceives of the Anglo-American dispute as at base an
argument over the nature of the empire, and he locates the source of
the trouble in London. Throughout the s and s, the Ameri-
cans responded to British initiatives; they did not start the argument.

Historians before and after Knollenberg have chosen different
dates for beginning the march toward revolution. Recently, for much
the same reason that led Knollenberg to fix on , Jack P. Greene
has stressed the importance of .₇ Noting the significance of the
French departure from North America at the close of the Seven Years’
War, Lawrence Henry Gipson favored , though in many ways his
multivolume history of the entire British colonial experience is an
account of the background of the Revolution.₈ Edmund S. Morgan,
whose work did so much to elucidate the significance of the Stamp



x

. Two brief accounts of the historiography of the Revolution are Edmund S. Morgan, “Revisions
in Need of Revising,” William and Mary Quarterly, rd ser.,  (): ‒, and Jack P. Greene, “The
Reappraisal of the American Revolution in Recent Historical Literature” in The Reinterpretation of
the American Revolution, ed. Greene (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, ), ‒.

. Jack P. Greene, “The Origins of the New Colonial Policy” in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of the
American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole (Oxford: Blackwell, ), ‒. See fur-
ther the bibliographical references on p. .

. Lawrence Henry Gipson, “The American Revolution as an Aftermath of the Great War for
Empire, ‒,” Political Science Quarterly,  (): ‒, and John M. Murrin, “The
French and Indian War, the American Revolution, and the Counterfactual Hypothesis: Reflec-
tions on Lawrence Henry Gipson and John Shy,” Reviews in American History,  (): ‒.
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Act, knew that much had occurred during the war with France to dis-
rupt the contentment of the colonists.₉ So Knollenberg could find
little disagreement among historians over his contention that trouble
had been brewing for some time or even over the point at which the
historian should intrude into the flow of events. But the meaning of
the predating of the Revolution was another question.

By marking the change of policy that occurred beginning in 

as a decisive turn in imperial affairs, Knollenberg implies an earlier
age of harmony in Anglo-American relations. At least, he rejects the
kind of whiggish position made famous by George Bancroft in the
nineteenth century that detected the seeds of revolution in the very
establishment of colonies in the New World. Bancroft thought it in-
evitable, as did many Whigs, that American liberty should be realized
apart from Europe. Nor did Knollenberg credit the contention of
Charles M. Andrews that the story of Anglo-American relations was
fraught with difficulties that came to fruition in the s and s
but that plainly did not begin then.₁₀ For Knollenberg it is a matter of
emphasis. He knows that relations with the British had not always
been rosy, and he also sees that the navigation system extracted a cost
from colonial commerce. Certainly, with their trade confined by im-
perial regulations and their liberty circumscribed by a distant king
and bureaucracy, the colonists were not the free people they would be
after . But the imperial system offered compensations. The colo-
nies enjoyed the protection of Britain in a hostile world, especially
against the French. Colonial legislatures, whose power increased mea-
surably in the eighteenth century, exercised local autonomy. And even
the labyrinthine navigation system proved to be tolerable. Until the
s Britain enforced it loosely (described by Edmund Burke as
“salutary neglect”), and for the burdens it imposed on colonial com-
merce it offered numerous drawbacks and bounties. If the British gov-
ernment had not revised its colonial policy, Knollenberg sees no rea-



xi

. Edmund S. Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolution, rd ed.
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, ), chs.  and .

. Charles M. Andrews, The Colonial Background of the American Revolution, rev. ed. (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University Press, ).
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son why the colonists should not have lived into the future as reason-
ably contented subjects of the crown.

For good reason, then, Knollenberg seeks the origin of the Revolu-
tion mainly in Britain. In Origin of the American Revolution, he offers a
primer on the old colonial system and treats in detail the instability of
British politics in the sixties. By that decade the stable administration es-
tablished by the Whigs after the Hanoverian succession had passed into
history. No longer could a politician of Sir Robert Walpole’s stature
remain in power for twenty years as the king’s first minister. Public men
of talent who understood the colonial situation and wished the Amer-
icans well still appeared on the scene, but they proved incapable of
holding power. The Duke of Newcastle was beyond his prime, William
Pitt suffered from physical and psychological infirmities, and the Mar-
quis of Rockingham failed to maintain his office. Other figures, such
as the Earl of Bute, George Grenville, Charles Townshend, and the
Duke of Grafton, possessed only modest political capacities and were
unsympathetic to the colonies. Not until the crown maintained Lord
North in power in the s did Britain once again have stable ad-
ministration. Ironically, stability did nothing to save the empire. North
repeated the blunders of the sixties that had done so much to under-
mine the loyalties of the colonists.

By beginning his account in the late s, before the Stamp
Act crisis, Knollenberg focuses on a long list of smaller issues, none
of which in itself would have induced the Americans to seek a
change in their relationship with Britain. It was the cumulative
effect of such minor grievances as the disallowance of colonial laws,
writs of assistance, the threat of an Anglican bishopric, enforce-
ment of the White Pine Act, and appointment of colonial judges at
the pleasure of the king, together with the Sugar and Stamp acts,
that fueled the American conviction that the British government
had embarked on a long-term conspiracy to destroy American lib-
erty. In these early stages, American responses were largely legal
and constitutional, but the groundwork had been laid for a shift in
American reactions that culminated in the language of conspiracy
adopted by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence.
That founding document details the “Abuses and Usurpations,”



xii
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predating the Stamp Act, that supported the American case for a
ministerial conspiracy.₁₁

Of course the British intended no such conspiracy. The sources of
their misguided policy could be found in ignorance, inattention, polit-
ical instability, and a certain supercilious incapacity to take their colo-
nial dependents seriously. Perhaps most important, many British poli-
ticians feared that, if the imperial bond were not clarified and
tightened, the Americans would soon slip into independence.₁₂ But if
the British ministries did not conspire to destroy American liberty,
they did propose to initiate drastic changes in the long-established im-
perial connection that were unlikely to serve the interests of the colo-
nies. The American reaction might occasionally have seemed over-
wrought, but in fact it arose from a reasonably clear-headed insight
into the long-term significance of British policies.

Some of Knollenberg’s most provocative writing concerns the
movement of American settlers to the West. It was this development,
according to the ministry, that justified the stationing of substantial
forces in America and that required the raising of a revenue to pay for
their support. Settlers on Indian lands brought trouble and expense.
They stirred hostilities with the native warriors, and they disrupted
trade. Garrisons in the backcountry would serve the dual purpose of
protecting the border settlements and keeping the colonists from in-
truding farther into Indian territory. In addition to the retention of
substantial forces in America and the building of frontier forts, the
British government issued the Proclamation of , which temporar-
ily halted the movement of population beyond the Appalachians.₁₃



xiii

. Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the America Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, ), remains the basic work. But also see Forrest McDonald, Novus Ordo
Seclorum: Intellectual Origins of the Constitution (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, ). For
a brief summary of the intellectual background of the Revolution, see Isaac Kramnick, “Ideo-
logical Background,” in Blackwell Encyclopedia, ‒.

. Jack P. Greene, Understanding the American Revolution: Issues and Actors (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, ), ‒.

. On the proclamation, consult Jack M. Sosin, Whitehall in the Wilderness: The Middle West in
British Colonial Policy, ‒ (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, ), ‒. A discus-
sion of Grenville’s decision to station troops in America can be found in John L. Bullion, A Great
and Necessary Measure: George Grenville and the Genesis of the Stamp Act, ‒ (Columbia: Univer-
sity of Missouri Press, ), ‒.
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Knollenberg finds the ministerial justification for its western policy
unconvincing. He argues that long experience had demonstrated the
ineptness of European troops against the wilderness warriors of North
America. Such spectacular debacles as Braddock’s defeat and later the
failure of Sir Jeffrey Amherst to suppress Pontiac’s Rebellion reinforced
the case. Moreover, that backcountry fracas proved the futility of fron-
tier garrisons. All of the smaller posts fell. Only Detroit and Fort Pitt
held, and they became more prisons for their garrisons than bases from
which troops could advance against the Indians. The warriors simply
skirted the fortifications and with fire and pillage drove the settlers a
hundred miles east.

Knollenberg contends that the garrisons served a purpose other
than defense against marauding Indians. They preserved for the crown
a source of patronage that otherwise would have been lost in time of
peace. With what was in effect a standing army in America, the king
had many more commissions to distribute. The Proclamation of 

derived more from a long-held eighteenth-century bias in favor of
compact settlements more amenable to control and more likely to pro-
vide markets for British goods. Scattered primitive backcountry settle-
ments tended to drift beyond imperial control and outside the orbit of
mercantilist influence. As plausible as Knollenberg’s contentions may
be, they do not exclude the possibility that the ministers were simply
misinformed about the best means of frontier protection and that they
were eager to avoid the expense of war and to preserve the fur trade.

Knollenberg’s interest in the West led him to the often-repeated ac-
cusation that the garrison at Pittsburgh had sent blankets infected with
smallpox to the Indians besieging the fort during Pontiac’s Rebellion. In
his initial examination of the issue, Knollenberg concluded that,
despite Amherst’s suggestion (it was not really a command) in a letter to
Simeon Ecuyer, fort commander, that blankets might be given to the In-
dians, blankets were not in fact sent out of the fort. Knollenberg added
that it could not be established that smallpox could be spread in that
manner and that in any case it was unclear that the British action was
responsible, since the contagion was already rife in the neighborhood of
the fort. No sooner had Knollenberg published his findings when
Donald Kent of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission
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informed him that newly discovered evidence revealed that Ecuyer had
anticipated Amherst and had distributed blankets from the smallpox
hospital before the general’s proposal arrived. Knollenberg immedi-
ately conceded the point publicly and corrected his original con-
tention.₁₄ The episode confirmed two of Knollenberg’s virtues as a his-
torian: he possessed a sharp eye for original interpretation, and he was
not unduly wedded to his own view when others knew better.

For all of his emphasis on the policy changes of the late s and
early s, Knollenberg recognizes that those events were preliminary
(albeit in many ways formative) to the dispute over taxation. Grenville
opened the controversy with the Sugar Act₁₅ and the Stamp Act, both
of which, contrary to precedent and constitutional principle, levied a
tax in America. The colonists reacted slowly. They protested the eco-
nomic burden imposed by the Sugar Act before making their constitu-
tional objections clear. By the time news of the Stamp Act reached the
New World, however, constitutional principle had become paramount.
The resolves of the Stamp Act Congress claimed that the right to tax
resided exclusively in the colonial legislatures.

Although historians have long agreed that at some point the colonists
rejected all parliamentary taxation, the question of timing remains an
issue. For many years imperial and progressive historians, for different
reasons, doubted the early clarity of the American position. They con-
tended that the colonists did not oppose all parliamentary taxation until
the Townshend crisis. Initially, the argument goes, they distinguished ex-
ternal from internal taxation. Because external taxes (the Molasses and
Sugar acts) could be seen as partly regulatory, they fell within the juris-
diction of Parliament. But authority over internal taxes (the Stamp Act)
rested exclusively with the colonial legislatures.



xv

. Although Knollenberg does not treat the incident in the text, he cites his own work and
Kent’s letter in note  on p. . For a recent account of the subject, see Elizabeth O. Fenn,
“Biological Warfare in Eighteenth-Century North America: Beyond Jeffrey Amherst,” Journal of
American History  (): ‒.

. Knollenberg refers to the omnibus legislation of  as the American Act. Most historians
for convenience call it the Sugar Act because the tax on foreign molasses entering the North
American colonies was its most significant component. The original legislation of  govern-
ing the importation of molasses is probably best called the Molasses Act.

i-xxxiv_CHFM_1088  9/26/02  12:06 PM  Page xv



Beginning in the s, Edmund S. Morgan tried to straighten out
this tangle.₁₆ He contended that after some minor early hesitation the
Americans rejected all parliamentary taxation, made no distinction
between internal and external taxes, and maintained this position
until ‒, when they were well on the road to independence.
The confusion arose because the colonists conceded Parliament’s
authority to pass general regulatory measures, which the British mis-
took for the right to levy external taxes. But in fact, according to Mor-
gan, the colonies in their formal resolves and the pamphlet literature
that grew up over the matter had been quite clear about parliamen-
tary jurisdiction. They tied taxation to representation in a way that did
not apply to imperial legislation. With only informal agents in London
and no voting representation in Parliament, the Americans claimed
exclusive authority to tax themselves.

The root of the problem lay deep in English history. Two constitu-
tional principles had emerged from the Glorious Revolution of 

that concluded the century-long contest between crown and Parlia-
ment. Because it was the representative body, Parliament established
its uncontested supremacy in the constitutional arrangement and as-
sumed exclusive jurisdiction over taxation. Until the Sugar Act, it had
exercised its taxing power only within Britain; the colonists had been
taxed only by their legislatures. With the change in policy, parliamen-
tary supremacy clashed with the identification of taxation with repre-
sentation. British politicians opted almost entirely for supremacy. Only
a minor faction of the Whigs joined the American side of the contro-
versy. The colonists advanced no argument against parliamentary su-
premacy over the crown or even within the empire, but they insisted
that supremacy could not trump the indispensable linkage between
taxation and representation.

Although a little less certain than Morgan about the timing and
clarity of the American position, Knollenberg is equally convinced



xvi

. Morgan broached the issue first in “Colonial Ideas of Parliamentary Power ‒,”
William and Mary Quarterly, rd ser.,  (): ‒. To support the case, he published the rele-
vant documents in Prologue to Revolution: Sources and Documents on the Stamp Act Crisis, ‒
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, ). For an alternative interpretation, see
Bernard Bailyn, ed., Pamphlets of the American Revolution ‒ (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, ), , note .
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that the colonists had the better of the constitutional dispute. Neither
Morgan nor Knollenberg doubted the English roots of liberty. After
all, they wrote a Whig version of history that saw the Anglo-American
past as the saga of freedom.₁₇ But in one of those strange twists, in the
s and s the agents of liberty resided now in the New World.

In understanding how the British stumbled into this debacle, much
hinges on the personality and motives of George Grenville. He came
to power convinced that the colonial regime required a major over-
haul, which could not be accomplished without reining in the colonists
and obtaining new sources of revenue. Although an unlikely candi-
date for the role, he saw himself as the preserver of the empire in its
time of need. His connections (he was the younger brother of Earl
Temple and Pitt’s brother-in-law) might have made him a formidable
political figure, but he lacked the personal qualities necessary to reach
the first rank. Without the king’s support he would never have gained
the first office or held it even for the short tenure he was allowed. After
the collapse of the Bute Ministry, George III wanted to keep the gov-
ernment out of the hands of Pitt or the Whig magnates, and he chose
Grenville because he knew that he would be dependent on the crown.
But Grenville had other ideas. Driven by the fatal combination of am-
bition and weakness, he mounted a scheme to save the empire and
make his own career. He failed at both.₁₈

Morgan stresses the shifty side of Grenville’s character. Suspecting
that the colonists would not react well to an effort to tax them, he met
with the agents and with a show of sympathy hoped to maneuver
them into accepting the new policy. His efforts came off as entirely too
clever and succeeded only in alienating the agents and convincing
Morgan that he played a deceptive game.₁₉ Knollenberg sees the
Grenville charade as slightly more sinister. He argues that from the
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. The classic work remains Herbert Butterfield, Whig Interpretation of History (London: G. Bell,
).

. Bullion, A Great and Necessary Measure, chs.  and , emphasizes the importance of contraband
trade in Grenville’s policy.

. Morgan and Morgan, Stamp Act Crisis, ch. ; Bullion, A Great and Necessary Measure, ‒,
; P. D. G. Thomas, British Politics and the Stamp Act Crisis: The First Phase of the American Revolution
‒ (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ), .
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beginning he intended to “cram the tax down their throats” (p. ).
Grenville’s thinly disguised sympathy was part of a broader design to
revamp the colonial relationship without the colonists’ consent and
contrary to their interests. Knollenberg believes that through the nav-
igation system the Americans already contributed more than their
share to the upkeep of the empire and that they were on the right side
of the constitutional question.

He remains a reliable chronicler of the past because he rooted his
work in the sources and was never content to rely on others for his his-
torical opinions. And in many ways it is his opinions that make his
writings engrossing to peruse once again. In this first installment the
reader will have the pleasure of following a well-told narrative of the
early stages of the American Revolution and at the same time accom-
pany a deeply informed scholar as he grapples with the perennial
questions raised by the American founding.
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AU T H O R ’ S  N OT E

Those intending to use this volume as a text are referred to pages
‒ of the Appendix in the original edition () for explanations
of footnotes, dating, quotations, sources, differences in meaning, and
for other comments.
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