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Notes 
 
Too often we brush over the American Revolution in general, or the Declaration of 
Independence and Constitution specifically, when we are studying U.S. History or U.S. 
Government.  We might give them a paragraph or two in a textbook, or a short mention in a 
lecture, but generally nothing more.  And yet the War and those documents and their history 
are critical parts of both U.S. History and Government.   
 
My desire here is to make the major people and events of the American Revolution and the 
people and the debates involved in the Declaration of Independence come alive for students.  
These two plays can be read aloud in a class of any size, or read silently by one or more 
students.  If you have fewer students than the “characters” shown here – simply combine 
parts as needed.   
 
To arrive at these dialogues, I researched the American Revolution, the debates of the 
Second Continental Congress, and the delegates that were there. Several of the quotes are 
historically documented, but many of the "lines" are merely similar to what different 
delegates might have said, based on my research. 
 
Before we read the Declaration of Independence play, we discussed the idea of a unanimous 
vote -- what it was and why it was important to declaring Independence.  
 
 

Resources 
 
If you are looking for more information on the Second Continental Congress and the 
Declaration of Independence, I have two books I strongly recommend: 
 

 Fiction:  Jeff Shaara‟s Rise to Rebellion 

 Non-Fiction: David Manuel and Peter Marshall‟s The Light and the Glory 
 
If you are not convinced of the importance of the Declaration of Independence in our 
history/government, I can also recommend my book: Understanding the U.S. Constitution. 
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32 Characters in Our Revolutionary Play: 

 Narrator One -  Read 17x – 37 lines 

 Narrator Two - Read 17x – 38 lines 

 Narrator Three - Read 16x – 38 lines 
 

 Georgia Reporter -  Read 1x – 6 lines 

 Kentucky Reporter -  Read 1x – 2 lines 

 Maryland Reporter  -  Read 1x – 2 lines 

 Massachusetts Reporter One  – Read 4x – 17 lines 

 Massachusetts Reporter Two – Read 4x – 12 lines 

 New Hampshire Reporter – Read 2x – 5 lines 

 New Jersey Reporter – Read 4x – 11 lines 

 New York Citizen -- Read 2x – 5 lines 

 New York Reporter One -- Read 15x – 37 lines 

 New York Reporter Two -- Read 15x – 40 lines 

 North Carolina Reporter -- Read 4x – 11 lines 

 Pennsylvania Reporter -- Read 13x – 45 lines 

 Rhode Island Reporter -- Read 2x – 4 lines 

 South Carolina Reporter -- Read 8x – 20 lines 

 Vermont Reporter -- Read 1x – 3 lines 

 Virginia Reporter -- Read 15x – 32 lines 

 Wilderness Reporter -- Read 3x – 5 lines 
 

 Benjamin Harrison (Virginia) -- Read 1x – 4 lines 

 Caesar Rodney (Delaware) -- Read 3x – 8 lines 

 George Mason (Virginia) -- Read 2x – 6 lines 

 Israel Putnam (Connecticut) -- Read 1x – 3 lines 

 James Otis (Massachusetts) -- Read 2x – 6 lines 

 James Wilson (Pennsylvania) -- Read 1x – 3 lines 

 John Adams (Massachusetts) -- Read 1x – 7 lines 

 John Dickinson (Pennsylvania) Read 3x – 9 lines 

 John Rutledge (South Carolina) Read 2x – 6 lines 

 Patrick Henry (Virginia) Read 5x – 6 lines 

 Sam Adams (Massachusetts) Read 3x – 11 lines 

 Thomas Jefferson (Virginia) Read 1x – 4 lines 
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Massachusetts Reporter One: “I‟m here in Boston speaking with the fiery local citizen, 
James Otis.  Now, Mr. Otis, I‟ve heard that you have something to say about the British 
Parliament‟s recent passing of the Sugar Act. Could you tell our readers what your complaint 
is?” 
 
James Otis: “It has only been three years since Parliament passed the Writs of Assistance, 
allowing government officials to search anyone at any time on the pretense of looking for 
smuggled goods.  And now they follow that up with a tax on sugar, coffee, wines and other 
items coming into the colonies.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “But doesn‟t the Parliament have the right to tax 
colonists?” 
 
James Otis: “Yes, but this tax is taxation without representation.  We need to boycott 
British goods because of this outrageous law.  We can and will buy our necessities elsewhere 
if that‟s the way the British want to treat us.” 
 
Narrator One:  “We move to New York a year later, where our local reporter is covering 
the riots in New York City.” 
 
New York Reporter One: “Mr. Citizen on the street, what is going on?  Why are the local 
people so angry?” 
 
New York Citizen:  “It is not just the people of New York City; it is people throughout the 
colonies.  Word has just arrived that the British Parliament has passed the Stamp Act.  It will 
tax legal documents, newspapers, dice, playing cards and much more, throughout the 
colonies.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “But doesn‟t the Parliament have the right to tax colonists?” 
 
New York Citizen:  “Yes, but as Mr. Otis of Massachusetts said it so well earlier, this is 
taxation without representation.”   
 
Narrator Two:  “We now go to Williamsburg, where our local reporter is at the Virginia 
Burgesses.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “I‟m waiting here to speak to one of the newest delegates at the 
Burgesses, Mr. Patrick Henry.  Mr. Henry, may I have a word with you?” 
 
Patrick Henry:  “No, not right now, I‟m late for a session.  I‟ve been asked to give a speech 
on my new resolutions about the Stamp Act.  Maybe afterwards.” 
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Narrator Three:  “Our reporter follows Mr. Henry into the State House soon after he has 
started speaking.  He arrives just in time to hear one of the other delegates yelling, „Treason, 
treason‟ at Mr. Henry.” 
 
Patrick Henry: “If this be treason, make the most of it.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Mr. Henry, what was all the yelling about?” 
 
Patrick Henry: “I merely pointed out that Caesar had his Brutus, Charles the First his 
Cromwell and George the Third…may profit by their example.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Mr. Henry, are you implying that George the Third will be 
assassinated?  No wonder the other delegates were yelling treason at you.” 
 
Patrick Henry:  “No, I was merely pointing out that King George is as responsible for what 
is going on in the colonies as the British Parliament is.” 
 
Narrator One:  “We rejoin our reporter in Massachusetts.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “We‟ve been hearing rumors of a secret organization of 
colonists being formed here in Massachusetts.  I‟m trying to get a few moments with Sam 
Adams to discuss it with him.  There he is now.  Mr. Adams, a word with you, please.  Our 
readers would like to know more about the secret organization you‟ve helped create.” 
 
Sam Adams:  “If I gave you all the details of the Sons of Liberty, it wouldn‟t be much of a 
secret, now would it?  We are merely a group of concerned citizens who are meeting 
together to protest the Stamp Act and some of the other recent acts of Parliament.  We 
won‟t tar and feather anyone or do anything illegal, at least not any time soon.  In fact, we‟ve 
encouraged the other colonies to send representatives to New York for a brief Stamp Act 
Congress.  We want to meet together to discuss the best ways of dealing with Parliament‟s 
continued harassment of the colonies.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We rejoin our New York reporter for news on the Stamp Act Congress 
and whether other colonies are truly as upset as Virginia and Massachusetts seem to be.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “Yes, I‟m here in New York City with several members of the 
Stamp Act Congress, including Caesar Rodney of Delaware.  Mr. Rodney, can you tell me 
how the Stamp Act Congress is going?” 
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Caesar Rodney:  “Yes, I believe it is going quite well.  Representatives from nine of the 
colonies have been in attendance here in New York City for about two weeks now.  We‟ve 
been discussing our rights as colonists, especially our right to tax ourselves.” 
 
New York Reporter Two: “Do you think any good will come out of the Congress, Mr. 
Rodney?” 
 
Caesar Rodney:  “Yes, I firmly believe good will come out of it, that‟s why I‟ve travelled 
here for the meeting.  Our president, Mr. Timothy Ruggles of Massachusetts, is helping 
prepare several petitions that we will be sending to the Parliament and King George.” 
 
New York Reporter One: “Excuse me, Mr. Rodney, I see Mr. Rutledge of South Carolina, 
and I would like to have a word with him, also.  Thank you for your time.  Mr. Rutledge, 
may I speak with you for a moment, also?” 
 
John Rutledge:  “Yes, how may I be of assistance?” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “We were just discussing the Stamp Act Congress with Mr. 
Rodney here.  Do you believe, Mr. Rutledge, that your efforts here this month will be 
effective, considering four colonies did not send representatives?” 
 
John Rutledge:  “I think it is a shame that the others did not attend.  No one really 
expected either Georgia or New Hampshire to send representatives, but we were surprised 
that Virginia and North Carolina chose not to attend.  But yes, to answer your question, I 
think those of us in attendance accomplished much, and the King and Parliament will 
certainly learn that they can‟t push the colonies around this way.  Our „Declaration of Rights‟ 
will be sent their direction very soon.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “In spite of the best efforts of colonists like Caesar Rodney and John 
Rutledge, the Stamp Act does go into effect soon afterwards.  But it is a day of mourning 
throughout the colonies.  Most businesses are closed, and the colonists almost universally 
refuse to pay the tax.  Boycotts of British imports continue.  Within four months, King 
George and the Parliament have thought better of their decision, and the Stamp Act has 
been repealed.  We join our Massachusetts reporters on the Boston Common.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “There is quite a celebration going on here on the 
Common as Bostonians celebrate the repeal of the Stamp Act.  The Sons of Liberty have 
already met and declared an end to the boycott on British imports.” 
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Narrator One:  “One would think that Parliament and the King would have learned their 
lesson, but a year later they are at it again.  Parliament passes the Townshend Acts, taxing 
glass, lead, paint, paper, and tea.  As we might expect, there is a colonial uproar, starting in, 
you guessed it, Massachusetts.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “Yes, I am here in Boston with Mr. Sam Adams discussing 
their reaction and response to the Townsend Acts.” 
 
Sam Adams:  “We will not take kindly to this newest tax without representation.  I have 
already sent a circular letter to each of the other colonies condemning the Acts and 
recommending that we boycott British goods again.  I believe our friends in New York will 
join us in the boycott immediately, and I look forward to a positive response from the other 
colonies as well.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “To no one‟s surprise, Massachusetts continues to be a hot bed of 
resistance, complete with riots of protest, and harassment of government officials.  The 
decision is made to land over 1,000 British troops in Boston to help „keep the peace‟.  The 
following spring we hear news from our reporter in Virginia.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “It seems that Virginia has been relatively quiet in the years since 
Patrick Henry made such a stir in the Virginia House of Burgesses.  But today we have heard 
from two of the largest plantation owners in Fairfax, George Mason & George Washington.  
I join Mr. Mason on the steps of the Virginia House of Burgesses in Williamsburg.  Mr. 
Mason, what did you and Mr. Washington accomplish here today?” 
 
George Mason:  “Mr. Washington and I have presented the Virginia Resolves, opposing 
taxation without representation.  With the vote here today, Virginia has agreed to join the 
boycott of British goods.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “It is not long before Massachusetts is in the news again.  We rejoin our 
reporter in Boston.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “It all happened so fast.  The civilians here started taunting 
the British soldiers, even hitting them with snowballs filled with rocks.  I heard Captain 
Prescott yell, „Don‟t fire‟, but the next thing we all knew, shots were being fired.  When the 
smoke cleared, there were a number of injured civilians, and five that appeared dead.  The 
British commander has pulled his soldiers out of Boston onto Castle Island to prevent more 
incidents, but I don‟t imagine this will go over well with King George or the Massachusetts 
colonists.  Paul Revere is already making a big deal about the „Boston Massacre‟.” 
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Narrator One:  “But, much to everyone‟s surprise, Parliament soon eliminates the taxes on 
everything except tea.  Tension still increases across the colonies.  We join our reporter in 
Virginia to see the response there.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Yes, I have been speaking with Mr. Thomas Jefferson of his latest 
actions.   Mr. Jefferson?” 
 
Thomas Jefferson:  “Mr. Sam Adams has organized a Committee of Correspondence in 
Massachusetts to help keep in communication with the other colonies.  I approve of his plan 
and have helped organize the Virginia Committee of Correspondence.  It is becoming 
increasingly important for the thirteen colonies to maintain communication with each 
other.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “Under the Thompson Acts, the Crown has given the East India Company 
a monopoly on selling tea in the colonies.  The colonists initiate another boycott and over 
the next few months refuse to allow cargo ships with tea into their ports.  We return to 
Massachusetts to see what is happening there.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “The local colonists are angry with Governor Hutchinson.  
Three British ships carrying tea have arrived in the Boston Harbor.  The colonists won‟t let 
the ships unload, and Governor Hutchinson won‟t let them leave until the tea‟s unloaded.  It 
looks like Sam Adams will have something to say about it at their next meeting of the Sons 
of Liberty.” 
 
Sam Adams:   “Gentlemen, this meeting can do nothing more to save the country.”  
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “With that pronouncement, I watched as over 100 angry 
Boston citizens „disguised‟ as Indians left the meeting and proceeded to dump more than 
300 cases of tea into the Boston Harbor.  The ships‟ crews wisely stayed out of the way, and 
didn‟t try to interfere with the destruction of their cargo.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “No one can be surprised when King George responds to the Boston Tea 
Party by passing the Intolerable Acts and closing the Boston Port until the tea is all paid for.  
We watch as patriots across Massachusetts begin forming „Minute Men‟ militia units; and 
Paul Revere rides to tell the other colonies about the closing of their port.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “Tensions are building here in Massachusetts.  General 
Gage has replaced Thomas Hutchinson as governor, and immediately put the colony under 
military law.  We have been told to expect four more regiments of British troops here in 
Massachusetts.” 
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Narrator One:  “Adding salt to the colonial wounds, Parliament passes the Quebec Act, 
extending the border of Canada into areas claimed by American colonies.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two: “Meanwhile, General Gage has succeeded in blocking all 
ways into Boston with his troops, in a warning to other colonies of what they can expect for 
similar behavior.  But the other colonies are angered by the British actions.  Speaking of 
which, Mr. Putnam, what are you doing here in Massachusetts?” 
 
Israel Putnam:  “I have come from Connecticut with supplies for the colonists in Boston.  
We will not sit idly by and let the British starve fellow colonials.  And we do not take kindly 
to Parliament‟s newest Quartering Act, requiring us to feed and house the British troops they 
have stationed among us.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We rejoin our reporter on the scene in Virginia, where he is speaking with 
George Mason.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Mr. Mason, I see that you and Mr. Washington have been working 
together again.  Could you explain to our readers what you did today in the House of 
Burgesses?” 
 
George Mason:  “Yes, Mr. Washington and I have presented the Fairfax Resolves today.  
We are protesting the British treatment of Americans, calling for a general boycott of British 
goods and support of Boston, and requesting a meeting of a Continental Congress.  It is 
time we get serious about dealing with this problem.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “Action moves to Pennsylvania where representatives begin arriving from 
the various colonies for the Continental Congress.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “Yes, we have seen representatives arrive from all of the colonies 
except Georgia.  They have all agreed to boycott British imports, to form committees in each 
colony to enforce the boycotts, and to start raising local militia units.  Their meeting has 
been short, but productive.  They have agreed to come back to Philadelphia in May if 
conditions in the colonies have not improved by then.” 
 
Narrator One:  “Meanwhile, all British attention seems to be focused on Massachusetts, 
where the British Parliament has declared the colony in a state of rebellion against the 
Crown. Parliament and the King have even ordered the colonists in New England to trade 
exclusively with Great Britain.  But the Virginians are also becoming more and more irate.  
Our reporter on the scene in Williamsburg has this to say.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Tempers have continued to flare in the Virginia Burgesses.  We listen 
in as Patrick Henry gives another one of his famous speeches.” 
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Patrick Henry:  “…I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty 
or give me death.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Many are amazed at the strength of Henry‟s words this day.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “But wait, Massachusetts is in the news yet again.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “We have just been informed that General Gage is ordered 
to use whatever force necessary to subdue the rebellious colonists in Massachusetts. Paul 
Revere and William Dawes have left Boston, heading two different directions to Lexington, 
to warn the colonists that „The Redcoats are coming out!‟  I‟ve even heard that John 
Hancock and Sam Adams left Lexington in order to avoid arrest, and the munitions in 
Concord have been hidden.  Let us move to Lexington to see what has happened there.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “More than 600 British redcoats arrived here in Lexington 
from Boston.  They were met on the Lexington Village Green by 70 Massachusetts 
minutemen. Both sides had orders not to shoot first, but before long someone had fired the 
„Shot Heard Round the World‟.  Eight Minutemen were soon lying dead on the green.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “It looked like the British redcoats would thoroughly 
defeat the outnumbered minutemen.  But the Massachusetts minutemen surprised the 
Redcoats at the Concord North Bridge. And then, as the British made their way back to 
Boston after that defeat, there were harassed continuously by the growing number of 
colonial soldiers assembling along the road.”   
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “Massachusetts has called for 13,000 soldiers to mobilize 
against the British.  Thousands of militia are pouring into the area, and have begun the siege 
of Boston.” 
 
New Hampshire Reporter:  “May I interrupt you two with a report about Ethan Allen and 
Benedict Arnold?  There is news that they led the Green Mountain Boys of New Hampshire 
against Fort Ticonderoga at Lake Champlain, New York.  The British surrendered the fort 
without a fight.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “There is more news pouring in from Pennsylvania, also.  The 
Second Continental Congress is convening in Philadelphia. One of their first acts was to 
elect John Hancock President of the Congress.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “But back in Boston, things have gotten worse. Generals 
Burgoyne, Clinton, and Howe have arrived with reinforcements for General Gage.  General 
Gage has put Boston under martial law.” 
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Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “In less than two hours of fighting at the Battle of Bunker 
Hill, the British troops have won a costly victory against the Americans who are fortifying 
Breed‟s Hill (not Bunker Hill), in Charleston.  We hear news that the New England militia is 
under the command of General Artemas Ward.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:   “Meanwhile, one of the first acts of the Second Continental 
Congress is to appoint General George Washington as Commander in Chief of the 
American military outside of Boston, which now numbers over 16,000 men.  He will join 
General Artemas Ward up here.  Ward will become his second in command.  I would like to 
speak with delegate John Dickinson, here at the Congress.” 
 
John Dickinson:  “I have drafted the „Olive Branch Petition‟.  It is to be sent to King 
George, and it carefully puts the blame on Parliament, rather than on the King, for injuries 
against the colonies.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “For all who hold out hopes of a peaceful remedy to the current 
situation, the news that the king refuses to receive the petition is not good news.  But I see 
that Mr. Dickinson is not so easily dismissed.” 
 
John Dickinson:  “I have authored the „Declaration on the Causes and Necessity of Taking 
Up Arms‟ with Thomas Jefferson.  Surely we can find the right words to get the King to 
listen to us.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “There are many who hope Dickinson‟s optimism is not misplaced.  But 
meanwhile, Admiral Howe has arrived in America with British warships.  And King George 
has declared that all of the colonies have „proceeded to open and avowed rebellion.‟" 
 
New Hampshire Reporter:  “We have bad news just in, that Colonel Ethan Allen has been 
captured in an attack on Montreal.  All New Hampshire patriots are concerned for his 
safety.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter:  “More bad news in from Massachusetts.  The Army‟s first 
Surgeon General, Dr. Benjamin Church has been caught giving information to our enemies.  
The Americans have tried him, and found him guilty of treason.  Patriots in Massachusetts 
are in shock at the news of his betrayal to their cause.” 
 
Narrator One:  “In the midst of all this bad news comes a couple of pieces of good news.  
Congress has just voted to establish an American Navy.  And word has come from Canada 
that General Montgomery has captured Montreal for the Americans.” 
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Virginia Reporter:  “We break in with more bad news from Virginia. The British governor 
of Virginia has offered freedom to any slaves of rebels.  We are waiting anxiously for the 
outbreak of runaway slaves now.”  
 
Narrator Two:  “We have just received more news of what the King and Parliament are up 
to overseas.  The newest act, the Prohibitory Act, orders a blockade of Colonial ports and 
orders colonial ships to be seized.  And we are hearing equally bad news from the Canadian 
front as well.  Colonel Benedict Arnold has marched his troops to Quebec in the midst of a 
snowstorm.  Not only did they fail to take the city from the British, but Captain Daniel 
Morgan has been taken prisoner, Colonel Arnold has been injured, and General 
Montgomery has been killed.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “We do have good news here in South Carolina. Patriots here 
have begun work on strengthening Charleston for the expected British attack on their city. 
Part of the preparations include building a new fort on Sullivan‟s Island.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “More good news is coming in after the release of Thomas Paine‟s 50-
page pamphlet Common Sense.  It criticizes the king and argues strongly for American 
independence. It looks like it will quickly become a colonial best-seller.” 
 
North Carolina Reporter:  “We have also gotten word that General Cornwallis has set sail 
from Ireland and is headed our direction.  He has instructions to help put down the 
insurrection in the Southern colonies.  And, meanwhile, Colonel Lillington has reached the 
Moore‟s Creek Bridge with his Tory militia.  We are happy to report that the out-numbered 
North Carolina rebels surprised the militia and beat them back, resulting in a decisive and 
much needed victory for the Patriot cause.” 
 
Massachusetts Reporter One:  “To the North we also have some much needed good 
news.  General Knox, Washington‟s new artillery officer, has arrived back in Massachusetts 
with 50 cannons. He has traveled 300 miles from Fort Ticonderoga with the cannons, 
dragging them over the snow and ice.  The cannons have already been placed at Dorchester 
Heights, overlooking Boston.”   
 
Massachusetts Reporter Two:  “We celebrate this St. Patrick‟s Day with the great news 
that thanks to General Knox‟s cannons, the British have evacuated Boston.  General 
Washington‟s troops now occupy the city.” 
 
Narrator One:  “Word spreads quickly through the colonies that even though the British 
left Boston headed north to Nova Scotia, they are actually expected to go south to New 
York City.  General Washington will take the colonial army to New York to meet the British 
forces there.” 
 



16 

 

North Carolina Reporter:  “As a result of our recent victory, we are happy to report that 
our delegates to the Second Continental Congress have been instructed to vote for 
independence when the chance arrives.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “Families are evacuating Charleston, after 52 British ships have 
been spotted off the South Carolina coast.  As all are praying that the militia can finish the 
town‟s defenses in time, word has come that General Charles Lee has ridden into Charleston 
with an additional 2,000 militia troops.  After a significant delay, the British under General 
Clinton fail miserably in their attempt to capture Charleston.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Meanwhile, we are happy to report that the Virginia Convention has 
instructed its delegates to the Congress to declare the United Colonies free and independent 
states.  North Carolina will not be standing alone in a vote for independence.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter: “In fact, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia has presented a resolution 
to the Continental Congress calling for America‟s declaration of independence.  The debate 
in Congress on the topic is hot.  Let us listen to some of what is going on here in 
Philadelphia.” 

John Dickinson: “My conduct this day I expect will give the finishing blow to my 
popularity…Yet I had rather forfeit popularity forever than vote away the blood and 
happiness of my countrymen…You ask me to vote for that which will guarantee our 
destruction…This is not a righteous course, colonial soldiers will not march en masse to the 
trumpets of heaven.  By accepting this document, you will have laid open the pathway for 
civil war…” 

John Adams:  “…Memories are short, it seems.  How much blood has already been shed by 
our countrymen at the hand of others?  How many cities will be burned…Unlike Mr. 
Dickinson, I do not despair over what will be.  I despair over what already is.  The war has 
begun…What we are debating today is not whether there is wisdom or folly in a claim of 
independence.  We do not seek out truths.  We seek only to declare truths…If we do not 
declare our independence in a voice that blows against our enemies with the force and 
determination of this very storm, then we will suffer the fate of every people who have ever 
cast away their own freedom…” 

Acting President Benjamin Harrison:  “Mr. Lee‟s resolution is as follows: „Resolved, that 
these United Colonies are, and by right ought to be, free and independent states; that they 
are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown: and that all political connection is, and 
ought to be, totally dissolved.‟  Do I hear a motion to take a vote on the resolution?” 

Pennsylvania Reporter:  Benjamin Franklin so moves, and it is quickly seconded.  Shortly 
before the vote is taken, Mr. Rodney arrives from Delaware.    
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Caesar Rodney: “As I believe the voice of my constituents and of all sensible and honest 
men is in favor of independence, my own judgment concurs with them.  I vote for 
independence.” 

Pennsylvania Reporter: “The New York delegates have abstained from voting and Mr. 
Dickinson and Mr. Morris left before Pennsylvania voted, leaving the majority of 
Pennsylvania delegates present in favor of the resolution.  As had been hoped, South 
Carolina concurred with the rest of the colonies, and Mr. Lee‟s resolution was carried by a 
„unanimous vote‟, 12 to 0.  Independence from Britain has been declared.  The „Liberty Bell‟ 
is rung in Philadelphia to call the citizens together and there is rejoicing in the streets.” 

Narrator Two:  “Shortly after the vote for independence, the draft for the „Articles of 
Confederation and Perpetual Union‟ was presented to the entire Congress.  Mr. Wilson 
explains his view of the Articles to Congress.” 

James Wilson:   “The Articles are designed to provide a national government, not a federal 
government. We here in the Congress represent the people of this new country, not the 
individual states. All Americans are now part of one nation.” 

Narrator Three:  “That is not the view taken by all of the delegates, but whether we want a 
government that is more federal in nature (keeping the main power with the individual 
states) or more national in nature (emphasizing the one nation aspect as Mr. Wilson did) is 
an argument to be carried into future months and years.” 

Narrator One:  “Attention outside of Philadelphia remains focused on the actions of the 
British military and their allies.  Aided by the British, Cherokee Indians attack the Americans 
on the Southern frontier.  The attacks continue for months.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “We had been expecting General Howe and his British troops 
from Nova Scotia for some time.  We regret to report that they have finally moved into the 
area, and have landed on Staten Island.” 
  
New York Reporter Two:  “General Washington has just read the Declaration of 
Independence aloud to his troops here in New York City.  The troops celebrated by toppling 
a statue of King George III, which was then melted down to make bullets.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “General Howe‟s brother, Admiral Howe, has arrived in New 
York Harbor with reinforcements including 18,000 German mercenaries, the Hessians.   The 
British forces here now number almost 40,000 troops.  General Howe and Admiral Howe 
have attempted to negotiate with General Washington in New York City.”   
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New York Reporter Two:  “But since they refused to follow proper military etiquette in 
addressing him, Washington refused to even read their correspondence. There will be no 
peace here today.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “Back here in Philadelphia, the Declaration of Independence has 
been formally signed by most of the delegates of the Continental Congress.  Independence 
has been declared, now it must be won.”  
 
New York Reporter One:  “General Howe has moved about 20,000 of his troops from 
Staten Island to the southwestern corner of Long Island.  Meanwhile General Washington is 
digging in with half that number at Brooklyn Village, in hopes of defending Brooklyn 
Heights.”   
 
New York Reporter Two:   “We have word that General Howe has attacked Brooklyn 
Village, surrounding many of General Stirling‟s troops there.   By day‟s end, over 1,000 
Americans were killed, wounded, or captured.  Fortunately for the Americans, General 
Cornwallis did not follow up with another attack.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “After two days of inaction by the British, General Washington 
has evacuated his troops from Long Island to Manhattan.  They used every boat they could 
find, in the middle of the night, through the fog, to cross the East River.  When the British 
were finally ready to attack the Americans, they had vanished.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:   “Congress sent a peace committee consisting of Benjamin 
Franklin, John Adams, and Edward Rutledge to meet with General Howe.  The meeting was 
short, since General Howe demanded the Declaration of Independence be revoked by the 
colonists.  The committee left as quickly as they had come.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We are fascinated by word of the first ever submarine attack on an enemy 
ship. The little Turtle has attacked the HMS Eagle.  The attack was unsuccessful, but Sgt. Lee, 
the submarine operator, got away from the British and the submarine unharmed. We are not 
expecting submarine warfare to be a big part of this war or any other in the near future.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “We have a report today that General Howe has finally moved 
across the East River to Kips Bay, Manhattan, attempting to cut off General Washington‟s 
departure from New York City.    A Connecticut regiment ran in the face of battle, 
disgracing themselves in front of General Washington.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “Great news, the Americans have won the Battle of Harlem 
Heights and Colonel Knowlton‟s Connecticut regiment redeemed itself after their disgraceful 
behavior yesterday.” 
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New York Reporter One:   “But that good news has been followed with bad news. New 
York City has been ravaged by a massive fire.  The Americans are blaming the British, and 
the British are blaming the Americans.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “We are saddened to report that a 21-year-old teacher, Nathan 
Hale, has been captured and accused of spying on the British in New York City.  Before they 
hung him without a trial, his response was:  „I only regret that I have but one life to lose for 
my country.‟” 
 
New York Reporter One:   “Further north, General Benedict Arnold has been battling the 
far superior British navy on Lake Champlain.  The British have 30 vessels and he has only 
his makeshift navy of 15 miscellaneous boats.  Even though the British claimed the victory 
for the battle at the end, General Arnold has succeeded in halting their destructive path 
south until at least next spring.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “We have word that the Americans have been beaten again, this 
time at White Plains. General Washington has fully retreated from New York City, allowing 
both Fort Washington and Fort Lee to be captured by the British.  We have heard that all 
3,000 Americans at Fort Washington died or surrendered, but those at Fort Lee escaped to 
safety.   After more than three months of battling each other, General Howe has finally 
succeeded in chasing Washington‟s troops completely out of New York City.” 
 
New Jersey Reporter:  “But here in New Jersey, on Christmas Eve, General Washington 
re-crossed the frozen Delaware River from Pennsylvania.  His troops surprised the Hessian 
forces encamped at Trenton, winning a decisive victory for the Americans.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “Following his victory at Trenton, General Washington has reversed an 
earlier position, and given orders that slaves and free blacks will be allowed to serve in the 
American military.  We are also hearing reports that he will allow those blacks already 
serving to re-enlist.” 
 
New Jersey Reporter:  “Only a week after their Trenton victory, General Washington has 
won the Battle of Princeton against Lord Cornwallis, another much needed victory for the 
Americans.  But after this important victory, General Washington has taken what‟s left of his 
army into an uncomfortable winter quarters in Morristown.  His forces have shrunk to only 
1,000 men.” 
 
Narrator One:  “Meanwhile, while the Americans suffer in Morristown, the British will 
spend a relatively comfortable winter in New York City.  It is maddening to many Americans 
to have the British so close by.”  
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Narrator Two:  “We have heard that as the winter is finally coming to an end, General 
Washington‟s army is back up to 9,000 men.  We are happy for the increase, and hope that it 
will be enough to hold off the British advances.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “Congress has adopted the Stars and Stripes as the first official American 
flag.  We hear that it was sewn by Betsy Ross.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “The first bad news of the summer is that General Burgoyne 
has taken back Fort Ticonderoga for the British.  It is a blow of confidence to the struggling 
Continental Army.” 
 
Narrator One:   “We have just heard word of a young Frenchman, Marquis de Lafayette, 
who has arrived in America to volunteer his services with General Washington and the U.S. 
Congress.  Many hope that his presence will mean positive things for the struggling 
Americans.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “News just in of an ambush in a ravine in the Mohawk Valley.  
The Americans and Oneida Indians under General Herkimer are surprised, but the British 
and Mohawk and Seneca Indians under Colonel St. Leger eventually retreat from the bloody 
battlefield, disheartened and distracted from their goals.  Even though the Americans have 
suffered heavy losses at the Battle of Oriskany, it may be a turning point in the War.” 
 
Vermont Reporter:  “Further north, in the Battle of Bennington, British General Burgoyne 
is caught off-guard by General Stark and some of the Green Mountain boys. Almost 1,000 
of the 7,000 British troops there are killed or captured.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We have just heard of an alarming shortage of Bibles arising in the 
colonies, since we are no longer importing Bibles from Britain.  Congress has been 
petitioned to print Bibles for the troops, or to import them from elsewhere.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “Following up the good news from Vermont, I‟m afraid we have 
bad news from Pennsylvania.  General Lafayette and 1,000 other Americans have been 
wounded at the Battle of the Brandywine Creek. General Howe has come close to destroying 
Washington‟s 11,000 American troops.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “We have news of a draw here in New York.  The British under 
General Burgoyne attacked the American forces under Generals Gates and Arnold at 
Freeman‟s Farm.  Both sides have suffered loses and pulled back from the field.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “Worse news here in Pennsylvania.  General Howe has occupied 
Philadelphia with his 15,000 British troops.  Fortunately, Congress had already fled to York, 
before their arrival, and the bells of the city, including „Liberty Bell‟ had been hidden.”  
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Narrator Three:   “This just in. General Washington‟s forces have attacked General Howe‟s 
forces at Germantown.  It was a complicated plan, involving four coordinated attacks.  The 
plan failed, the British got the upper hand, and the Americans were defeated.  Washington‟s 
attempt to regain Philadelphia has failed.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “Good news from New York.  General Burgoyne surrendered 
his British forces to General Gates.  With this, the Americans‟ first real victory, the French 
are finally convinced that the Americans are capable of winning the war.” 
 
Narrator One:  “We are happy to announce that Congress has approved the Articles of 
Confederation.  The Articles have been sent to the states for ratification.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “George Washington and his soldiers have started a miserable 
winter at Valley Forge.  They are cold, wet, and hungry, and their supplies are running 
dangerously low.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “The French have finally signed a treaty with the Americans to aid in their 
war against the British.  All hope that it is not too little, too late.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter:  “We have word that Baron von Steuben, a Prussian officer, has 
arrived at Valley Forge to aid General Washington in the military training of his troops.  If 
his assistance proves to be as great as that of the Frenchman, Lafayette, we will all have 
cause to celebrate.”  
 
Narrator Three:  “In response to what the British are already doing, Congress has 
authorized the recruiting of Indians into the American military.  It is considered by many to 
be an act of desperation.”  
 
Narrator One:  “After many mistakes in the north, the British have decided to focus their 
military action on the southern regions of America, in hopes of gaining the help of larger 
numbers of loyalists in the south.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “A British Commission has been sent to America to offer the colonies 
„home rule‟.  Congress has already ratified a treaty with France, and just ignores the offers of 
the British, since they still refuse to recognize full independence for the Americans.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “In a surprise move, General Howe has been replaced by General Clinton 
as the commander of the British forces.” 
 
Wilderness Reporter:  “Iroquois Indians, under the influence of the British, have started 
burning frontier settlements.  This is disheartening news for those living in those areas.” 
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New Jersey Reporter:  “Troops under General Washington and General Clinton met today 
at the Battle of Monmouth. In an unusual move, „Molly Pitcher‟ replaced her fallen husband 
at a cannon there, saving many Americans with her heroism.” 
 
Kentucky Reporter:  “George Rogers Clark took British controlled Kaskaskia with his 175 
frontiersmen, without firing a single shot.  He also convinced the French and Indians in the 
area to support the American cause.” 
 
Narrator One:  “Now that France has finally declared war on Britain, we are happy to learn 
that the French fleet has arrived in America to assist the Americans.” 
 
Rhode Island Reporter:  “A black Rhode Island regiment holds its own at the battle of 
Newport against two veteran Hessian regiments.  Many who have disapproved the use of 
black troops are surprised at the news.” 
 
Wilderness Reporter:   “After marching through the wilderness with only 150 
frontiersmen, George Rogers Clark drove the British out of the fort at Vincennes.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We are happy to report that Spain has finally declared war on the British, 
also.  But it has not outwardly declared support of the Americans.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “Word just in from off the coast of England:  When asked to surrender 
his smaller ship, the Bonhomme Richard, to the British ship HMS Serapis, Captain John Paul 
Jones, announced, „I have not yet begun to fight.‟  A few hours later, the Serapis surrendered 
to Jones.” 
 
Georgia Reporter:  “We have received word that Americans under General Lincoln, 
General Pulaski, and Colonel Marion combined forces with the French to attack Savannah, 
currently in British hands.  It is the first time in this war that French and American forces 
have fought together. But even with the French naval forces under Commander D‟estaing 
bombarding the city for three weeks, the efforts are unsuccessful.  Regrettably, at the end of 
the fighting, the British still hold the city.” 
 
New Jersey Reporter:  “We are sorry to report that General Washington and his troops 
have had to begin another difficult winter in Morristown.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “After almost a month of intense fighting, General Lincoln has 
been forced to surrender his entire army and the city of Charleston to the British.  It is a 
devastating loss for the Americans.” 
 
Narrator One: “In another change of command by the British, General Cornwallis is the 
new commander of the British military in the south.” 
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Rhode Island Reporter: “A French army of 6,000 troops with General Rochambeau has 
landed in Rhode Island, bringing long awaited help to the Americans.  Many hope that this 
new wave of soldiers will help tip the scale in favor of the Americans.” 
 
Narrator Two: “The Continental Congress has made General Gates commander of the 
southern forces, against General Washington‟s recommendation.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “Instead of surprising the British at Camden, General Gates and 
his troops were the ones surprised, causing the Americans great losses in the ensuing battle 
and retreat.  One can only think that General Washington was not surprised by the news.”  
 
Narrator Three:  “Francis Marion, often called „the swamp fox‟, has attacked the British at 
Nelson‟s Ferry, and released 150 American prisoners of war.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “Seeming to again appear out of nowhere, Francis Marion 
ambushed and defeated British loyalists at Blue Savannah and then drove a group of loyalists 
into the swamp at Black Mingo.” 
 
New York Reporter One:  “An attempt to betray West Point to the British has been 
stopped.  British Major John Andre was court-martialed and executed for his part in the 
treasonous act, but American General Benedict Arnold managed to escape capture.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter: “In a battle of Americans against Americans, the patriots have 
won decisively at Kings Mountain.  The Patriot “over-mountain men” lost less than 100 
men, but all 1000 loyalists there have been killed or captured.” 
 
Narrator One:  “We are happy to announce that General Nathaniel Greene has been 
named by General Washington as the commander of the Southern American Army, 
replacing General Gates.  General Washington and General Greene are expected to work 
well together.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter: “British Colonel Tarleton‟s cavalry was beaten back today at 
Blackstocks.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “Changing sides, General Benedict Arnold has made plans to invade 
Virginia with almost 2,000 British troops.” 
 
South Carolina Reporter:  “General Morgan has won a decisive battle at Cowpens, where 
most of the British under Colonel Tarleton were either killed or captured.” 
North Carolina Reporter:  “But today, moving north, Colonel Tarleton‟s cavalry have 
inflicted heavy casualties on the militia at Tarrant‟s Tavern.” 
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Maryland Reporter:  “In other news, we are excited to be able to report that Maryland has 
ratified the Articles of Confederation, the last state to do so.  After many years of debate and 
concern, the United States finally has its first official constitution.” 
 
Pennsylvania Reporter: “We are here in Philadelphia where the ratification of the Articles 
of Confederation by the last state is being celebrated.  This great event, which will confound 
our enemies, fortify us against their arts of seduction, and frustrate their plans of division, 
was announced to the public at twelve o‟clock under the discharge of the artillery on the 
land, and the cannon of the shipping in the Delaware.  The bells were rung, and every 
manifestation of joy shown on the occasion…The evening was ushered in by an elegant 
exhibition of fireworks.  Thus has the union, by necessity, been indissolubly cemented.  Thus 
America, like a well-constructed arch, whose parts, harmonizing and mutually supporting 
each other, are the more closely united the greater the pressure upon them, is growing up in 
war into greatness and consequence among the nations.” 
 
North Carolina Reporter: “In a more down heartening piece of news, we‟ve just heard that 
General Greene left the field to Lord Cornwallis.  The only good news from Guilford Court 
House is that it was another very costly victory for the British.” 
 
Virginia Reporter: “Continuing north, Colonel Tarleton surprised and captured many in 
the Virginia legislature in Charlottesville.  We are pleased to hear that Governor Thomas 
Jefferson is safe, having barely escaped.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “General Washington and his army have been joined by the 
French under Rochambeau at Dobb‟s Ferry.  We look forward to more good news from this 
combined military effort.”  
 
Virginia Reporter:  “The French fleet under Count de Grasse has arrived near Yorktown, 
Virginia.  A major naval battle there against Admiral Graves‟ British fleet ended in a victory 
for the French, and a French blockade of the port.” 
 
Narrator Two:  “We have word that de Grasse has sent French ships up the Chesapeake 
Bay to transport the French and American armies from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to 
Yorktown, Virginia.” 
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Virginia Reporter:  “With the arrival of additional troops under his command, General 
Washington has succeeded in putting Yorktown under siege. Two weeks later the French 
and the Americans began bombarding the British at Yorktown.  And we are happy to report 
that Lord Cornwallis has finally surrendered the British army at Yorktown to General 
Washington.  The British band played „the world turned upside down.‟  With the British 
surrender, hopes of an ending to this long war are finally being felt.” 
 
Narrator Three:  “With news of the surrender at Yorktown, Loyalist Americans have 
started leaving the U.S. by the thousands, for Britain, Canada, and the West Indies.  Many of 
the freed slaves even head to Africa.” 
 
Narrator One:  “Just in, the House of Commons has finally voted to cease war with the 
Americans.  And peace talks between the British and the Americans have begun in Paris.” 
 
Wilderness Reporter:  “But not aware of the moves abroad towards peace, British troops 
and a number of their Indian allies have caused heavy casualties for Daniel Boone and the 
Kentucky militia at the Battle of Blue Licks.  Some on the frontier wonder if the war will 
really ever end.”  
 
Narrator Two: “We have a report in today that the Americans, represented by John Adams 
and Benjamin Franklin, have witnessed the signing of the peace treaty with England.” 
 
New York Reporter One: “With the war ending, American officers feel like they have been 
mistreated by Congress. As tempers flared, General Washington has helped diffuse the 
situation here in New York by reminding the officers that he too has given much in the 
service of his country.” 
 
New York Reporter Two:  “We have more celebrating in the streets of New York, as we 
have witnessed the last British troops loading ships and evacuating the colonies.  There are 
many here who hope never to see another red-coated soldier again.” 
 
Virginia Reporter:  “We end tonight‟s report with word that General George Washington 
has resigned as commander-in-chief of the American Army, retiring to his home at Mount 
Vernon, Virginia.  He is happy to be done with his public service to his country, and looks 
forward to growing old on his plantation.” 
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Above: Presenting the Declaration of Independence to Congress 
Below: Reading the Declaration to Washington‟s Troops 
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The Declaration  
of Independence:   

 
A Play for Many Readers 
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30 Characters in Our Play: 

 Narrator 1  - Read 4 x – 12 lines 

 Narrator 2 – Read 3 x – 10 lines 

 Narrator 3 – Read 4 x – 12 lines 

 Narrator 4 – Read 4 x – 13 lines 

 Narrator 5 – Read 3 x – 9 lines 

 Narrator 6 – Read 2 x – 6 lines 

 Narrator 7 – Read 2 x – 9 lines 

 Narrator 8 – Read 3 x – 7 lines 

 Narrator 9 – Read 3 x – 6 lines 

 Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania) – Read 2 x – 5 lines 

 Benjamin Harrison (Virginia) – Read 2 x – 15 lines 

 Benjamin Rush (Pennsylvania) – Read 1 x – 13 lines 

 Caesar Rodney (Delaware) – Read 1 x – 3 lines 

 Charles Thomson (Pennsylvania) – Read 1 x – 10 lines 

 Edward Rutledge (South Carolina) – Read 2 x – 6 lines 

 Elbridge Gerry (Massachusetts) – Read 1 x – 6 lines 

 Francis Lewis (New York) – Read 1 x – 4 lines 

 George Wythe (Virginia) – Read 1 x – 3 lines 

 James Wilson (Pennsylvania) – Read 2 x – 6 lines 

 John Adams (Massachusetts) – Read 10 x – 42 lines 

 John Dickinson (Pennsylvania) – Read 5 x – 18 lines 

 John Hancock (Massachusetts) – Read 6 x – 15 lines 

 John Witherspoon (New Jersey) – Read 1 x – 4 lines 

 Lyman Hall (Georgia) – Read 1 x – 4 lines 

 Richard Henry Lee (Virginia) – Read 2 x – 7 lines 

 Robert Alexander (Maryland) – Read 2 x – 3 lines 

 Robert Livingston (New York) – Read 2 x – 8 lines 

 Samuel Adams (Massachusetts) – Read 2 x – 6 lines 

 William Floyd (New York) – Read 1 x – 5 lines 

 William Hooper (North Carolina) – Read 1 x – 8 lines 
 
These 21 delegates are only a fraction of the 50+ representatives present throughout 
this time period. 
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Setting:  The Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia 
 
Narrator 1:  In response to the fighting at Lexington and Concord, the Second Continental Congress 
convenes in Philadelphia in May of 1775.  Many of the delegates from the First Continental Congress have 
returned, including the Pennsylvanian John Dickinson, who considers reconciliation with England to be the 
only answer to the colonies‟ woes.  One new delegate known to all present is Benjamin Franklin, also of 
Pennsylvania.  Dr. Franklin does not share Mr. Dickinson‟s pacifist leanings.   
 
Narrator 2:  Some of the other new delegates include John Hancock of Massachusetts and Thomas 
Jefferson of Virginia.  John Hancock soon replaces Virginian Peyton Randolph as President of the Congress. 
 
Narrator 3: Congress serves as a de facto national government of the colonies. There has been talk in and 
out of Philadelphia of independence from Britain for some time, but most have felt unprepared to make the 
move.  We join the Congress on May 28, 1775, with Mr. Dickinson giving yet another speech. 
 
John Dickinson (Pennsylvania):  “We must continue to offer an olive branch of peace to 
England.  It is our only hope for reconciliation, and reconciliation is our only hope for 
survival.” 
 
Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania): “Hold tight to your olive branch if it suits you, sir.  I 
believe it is prudent that we hold a bit more tightly to the sword.” 
 
Narrator 4:  Another week passes, and word comes to Congress of the King‟s latest actions in the war. 

 
William Floyd (New York):  “Gentlemen, if there was ever any doubt about the intentions 
of the King, they have been erased.  We have confirmation that thousands of British troops 
are on their way now to New York City, and other port cities.  This is no longer just the 
plight of those in Massachusetts.  We must look to strengthen our militia and to protect our 
homes.” 
 
Narrator 4:  Another week and a half passes, and Congress is ready to get serious about the colonies‟ need 
to defend themselves. 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “I propose a motion to nominate General George 
Washington to serve as the commander of the Continental Army.”  
 
Samuel Adams (Massachusetts):  “I second the motion.” 
 
Narrator 5:  The delegates from twelve colonies have been meeting in Pennsylvania for almost two months.  
Only one Georgian has been present during this time, Mr. Lyman Hall, who has been sent to represent his 
parish, not the entire colony. 
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Lyman Hall (Georgia):  “Mr. President, before we go on to the remainder of today‟s 
business, I would like to introduce the delegates from Georgia who have recently arrived, 
Mr. Button Gwinnett and Mr. George Walton.  The three of us will now officially represent 
the colony of Georgia.” 
 
President John Hancock (Massachusetts):  “Welcome, gentlemen, you may each be 
seated.  The floor now recognizes Delegate Dickinson of Pennsylvania again.”  
 
John Dickinson (Pennsylvania): “We are embarking on a journey of utter destruction.  
Only the King can bring an end to the catastrophe and chaos that we are on the edge of.  
There is still time for us to reason with him, and approach him with the idea of peace.  It is 
necessary for us to attempt reconciliation with the King and avoid a war.  Since he will not 
hear us as a body, we must approach him as individuals.” 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “We cannot avoid war, because war has already begun.  It 
is a war that we did not want, and a war that we did not begin.  It has been brought upon us 
by that very King and his army.” 
 
President John Hancock (Massachusetts), interrupting: “We will listen to the secretary 
read the Olive Branch Petition drafted by Mr. Dickinson and then vote on whether to sign it 
and send it to the King.” 
 

Secretary Charles Thomson (Pennsylvania), reading:  “…The union between our Mother 
Country and these Colonies, and the energy of mild and just Government, produce benefits 
so remarkably important, and afforded such an assurance of their permanency and increase, 
that the wonder and envy of other nations were excited, while they beheld Great Britain 
rising to a power the most extra-ordinary the world had ever known… 

...We therefore beseech your Majesty, that your royal authority and influence may be 
graciously interposed to procure us relief from our afflicting fears and jealousies, occasioned 
by the system before-mentioned, and to settle peace through every part of our Dominions, 
with all humility submitting to your Majesty's wise consideration…” 
 
Narrator 6:  Mr. Adams loses the argument against sending yet another appeasement to the King, and 
signs the Olive Branch Petition along with the other delegates present.  He has no hopes that the petition will 
affect any positive change in the current crisis, but he can offer no other solutions during this time that will be 
listened to.  
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Narrator 7:  During the next six months the Continental Congress is kept busy with the job of keeping the 
colonies going.  They raise armies and request funds from the colonies to support the war effort.  Until 
January of 1776 those in favor of declaring independence from Great Britain hold out little hope that the 
other members of Congress can be convinced of the necessity.  That is, until Thomas Paine‟s pamphlet, 
Common Sense, is published and sold throughout the colonies in record numbers.  Behind the scenes, Dr. 
Benjamin Rush has helped Mr. Paine with the edits of his pamphlet, and he happily addresses the Congress. 

 
Dr. Benjamin Rush (Pennsylvania):  “I know that many of you are already familiar with 
Thomas Paine‟s recent pamphlet, Common Sense.  I would like to read aloud a portion that I 
find particularly critical: „I am not induced by motives of pride, party, or resentment to 
espouse the doctrine of separation and independence; I am clearly, positively, and 
conscientiously persuaded that it is the true interest of this continent to be so; that 
everything short of that is mere patchwork, that it can afford no lasting felicity, that it is 
leaving the sword to our children, and shrinking back at a time, when, a little more, a little 
farther, would have rendered this continent the glory of the earth.  As Britain hath not 
manifested the least inclination towards a compromise, we may be assured that no terms can 
be obtained worthy the acceptance of the continent, or any ways equal to the expense of 
blood and treasure we have been already put to.‟  I believe that Mr. Paine has put into words 
what many of us have believed for more than seven months.” 
 
Narrator 8:  The discussion of Common Sense is followed by the delegates of Massachusetts bringing up 
another outrageous act by Parliament. 

 
Samuel Adams (Massachusetts):  “Mr. President, I would like to enquire as to the 
response of this body to the recent Prohibitory Act.  Parliament has decreed a blockade against 
the trade of the American colonists, „All manner of trade and commerce will be prohibited, 
and any ship found trading shall be forfeited to his Majesty, as if the same were the ships and 
effects of open enemies.‟  Will we have a response to this injustice?” 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “It throws thirteen colonies out of the royal protection, 
levels all distinctions, and makes us independent in spite of our supplications and entreaties... 
It may be fortunate that the act of independency should come from the British Parliament 
rather than the American Congress…It is no longer necessary for us to claim our own 
independence; this Prohibitory Act is an „Act of Independency‟ by Parliament and affects the 
complete dismemberment of the British Empire.” 
 
Narrator 8:  It may be obvious to the Adams cousins that independence is a given, but it is not until after 
North Carolina militia win a decisive battle against loyalists, that North Carolina delegates get word in 
April of a new resolution from their colony. 
 
  



32 

 

William Hooper (North Carolina):  “Mr. President, we would like to read the recent 
resolution North Carolina has passed: „Resolved that the delegates for this Colony in the 
Continental Congress be empowered to concur with the delegates of the other Colonies in 
declaring Independency, and forming foreign Alliances, reserving to this Colony the Sole, 
and Exclusive right of forming a Constitution and Laws for this Colony, and of appointing 
delegates from time to time to meet the delegates of the other Colonies for such purposes as 
shall be hereafter pointed out.‟  When given the opportunity, sir, North Carolina will be 
voting for independence.” 
 
Narrator 9:  The move into the “independence camp” by North Carolina is good news for those on that 
side of the debate.  But their battle is far from over.  It will be another month before Mr. Franklin returns 
from a difficult trip north to Canada.   
 
President John Hancock (Massachusetts):  “We welcome back Mr. Franklin from his 
trip.  It is with great regret that we record his report of failure in convincing Canada to join 
us in our struggle for independence.   We recognize Mr. John Adams to present the 
preamble to his resolution.” 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “Thank you, Mr. President.  King George has rejected 
reconciliation and is hiring foreign mercenaries to use against the colonies, therefore it is 
necessary that the exercise of every kind of authority under the said crown should be totally 
suppressed.” 
 
John Dickinson (Pennsylvania), interrupting:  “Mr. President, I do not agree with this 
preamble.  This is not the direction this Congress needs to go in regards to the King.  We 
must pursue reconciliation.” 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “Mr. President, may I read the preamble?  „Whereas his 
Britannic Majesty, in conjunction with the lords and commons of Great Britain, has, by a 
late act of Parliament, excluded the inhabitants of these United Colonies from the protection 
of his crown; And whereas, no answer, whatever, to the humble petitions of the colonies for 
redress of grievances and reconciliation with Great Britain, has been or is likely to be given; 
but, the whole force of that kingdom, aided by foreign mercenaries, is to be exerted for the 
destruction of the good people of these colonies.” 
 
Robert Alexander (Maryland), interrupting:  “Mr. President, Maryland does not agree with 
Mr. Adams‟ preamble.” 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “Mr. President, I have not finished reading the preamble.” 
 
Robert Alexander (Maryland):  “Mr. President.  Maryland has heard enough.  We will not 
agree to Mr. Adams‟ resolution.” 
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Narrator 9:  At this, the entire Maryland delegation gets up and walks out of the room. 
 
John Adams (Massachusetts):  “Mr. President, I will continue.  „And whereas, it appears 
absolutely irreconcileable to reason and good Conscience, for the people of these colonies 
now to take the oaths and affirmations necessary for the support of any government under 
the crown of Great Britain, and it is necessary that the exercise of every kind of authority 
under the said crown should be totally suppressed, and all the powers of government 
exerted, under the authority of the people of the colonies, for the preservation of internal 
peace, virtue, and good order, as well as for the defence of their lives, liberties, and 
properties, against the hostile invasions and cruel depredations of their enemies; therefore, 
resolved.‟” 
 
Narrator 1:  With that, a frustrated Adams sits down.  The debate is hot and furious, but eventually nine 
colonies have voted in favor of the resolution.  Afterwards, Adams writes his wife, Abigail, „This Day the 
Congress has passed the most important Resolution, that ever was taken in America.‟” 
 
Narrator 2:  We rejoin Congress on June 7th.  Three weeks have passed since Adams‟ resolution.  There is 
still concern over winning the middle colonies over to the idea of independence.  Word has come that the King 
is sending foreign troops to the colonies.  Not even the loyalists are happy about this news. 

President John Hancock (Massachusetts):  “We will come to order.  The chair 
recognizes Mr. Lee.”  

Narrator 3:  As Mr. Lee stands to make his resolution there are cheers throughout the gallery from the 
people who are watching the debates. 

Richard Henry Lee (Virginia), reading: “Resolved that these United Colonies are, and of 
right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to 
the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great 
Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” 

Narrator 3:  Mr. Lee has barely finished reading his resolution when the debate begins.  It is clear that 
there is still no unanimity in sight.   

James Wilson (Pennsylvania):  “We are friends to the measures themselves and see the 
impossibility that we should ever again be united with Great Britain, yet we are against 
adopting them at this time.” 
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Robert Livingston (New York):  “The people of the middle colonies (Maryland, Delaware, 
Pennsylvania, the Jerseys, and New York) are not yet ripe for bidding adieu to British 
connection, but that they are fast ripening and in a short time would join in the general voice 
of America.” 

Edward Rutledge (South Carolina):  “Some of them have expressly forbidden their 
delegates to consent to such a declaration, and others have given no instructions and, 
consequently, no powers to give such consent.” 

John Dickinson (Pennsylvania):  “If the delegates of any particular colony have no power 
to declare such colony independent, the others cannot declare it for them, the colonies being 
as yet perfectly independent of each other.” 

James Wilson (Pennsylvania):  “The Assembly of Pennsylvania is now sitting above stairs 
and Delaware counties will meet on the Monday following; and it is probable these bodies 
will take up the question of independence and will declare to their delegates the voice of 
their state.” 

Robert Livingston (New York):  “It will not be long before we should receive certain 
information of the disposition of the French court from the agent whom we had sent to 
Paris for that purpose; that if this disposition should be favorable, by waiting the event of 
the present campaign, which we all hopes will be successful, we should have reason to 
expect an alliance on better terms.” 

Richard Henry Lee (Virginia):  “No gentleman has argued against the policy or the right 
of separation from Britain, nor has supposed it possible we should ever renew our 
connection; that they have only opposed its being now declared.” 

John Adams (Massachusetts):  “That the question is not whether, by a Declaration of 
Independence, we should make ourselves what we are not, but whether we should declare a 
fact which already exists.” 

George Wythe (Virginia):  “As to the people or Parliament of England, we have always 
been independent of them, their restraints on our trade deriving efficacy from our 
acquiescence only and not from any rights they possessed of imposing them.” 

Elbridge Gerry (Massachusetts):  “That, as to the King, we had been bound to him by 
allegiance, but that this bond is now dissolved by his assent to the last act of Parliament, by 
which he declares us out of his protection, and by his levying war on us, a fact which had 
long ago proved us out of his protection, it being a certain position in law that allegiance and 
protection are reciprocal, the one ceasing when the other is withdrawn.” 
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Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania):  “The people wait for us to lead the way; they are in 
favor of the measure, though the instructions given by some of their representatives are not.” 

Acting President Benjamin Harrison (Virginia):  “In order to allow the middle colonies 
time to confer with their constituents, it is the Opinion of this Committee that the first 
Resolution be postponed to this day three weeks, and that in the meantime, that no time be 
lost, committees be appointed to prepare a plan of confederation for the colonies, and to 
state the terms proper to be proposed for foreign alliance. A third committee, consisting of 
John Adams, Dr. Franklin, Roger Sherman, Robert R. Livingston, and Thomas Jefferson, is 
appointed to prepare a declaration to the effect of the said first resolution which is in these 
words: „That these United Colonies are, and by right ought to be, free and independent 
states; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown: and that all political 
connection is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.‟” 

John Adams (Massachusetts):  “I second the motion.” 

Narrator 4:  The Lee Resolution is postponed for three weeks by a vote of seven to five with New York 
abstaining.  The “Committee of Five” assigns Thomas Jefferson the task of producing a first draft of the 
declaration.  Over the next seventeen days Mr. Jefferson researches and writes.  His research includes George 
Mason's Virginia Declaration of Rights and Thomas Paine's Common Sense, among others.   

Narrator 5:  Two weeks into Jefferson‟s work on the declaration, word comes that New Hampshire and 
Connecticut delegates are prepared to vote for independence (both are expected) and that Delaware delegates 
are planning to vote for it as well (not expected).   

Narrator 6:  The next day word comes that New Jersey delegates are being replaced with new delegates who 
have received instructions to vote for independence (leaving only Maryland and New York).   

Narrator 7:  By June 28, the rough draft of the declaration has been completed.  On the same day, word 
comes that Maryland is ready to vote for independence.  After taking the weekend off, Congress reconvenes on 
July 1. 

President John Hancock (Massachusetts):  “The order of the day being read, Resolved 
that this Congress will resolve itself into a committee of the whole, to take into consideration 
Mr. Lee‟s resolution respecting independency.” 

John Witherspoon (New Jersey), just having arrived:  “Gentlemen, New Jersey is ready to 
vote for independence.  In our judgment, the country is not only ripe for independence, but 
we are in danger of becoming rotten for the want of it, if we delay any longer!” 

Narrator 8:  Debate continues throughout Monday, July 1st.  When the vote is finally taken, the majority 
of delegates from South Carolina and Pennsylvania vote against Lee‟s resolution.  A delegate from Delaware 
is missing, and the two Delaware members present split their votes on the resolution.   
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Francis Lewis (New York):  “We are each in favor of Mr. Lee‟s resolution, and believe 
that our constituents are for it, but our instructions, being almost a year old, do not allow us 
to vote in favor of a resolution for independence.  We would prefer to leave and not vote on 
either side of the issue.” 

Edward Rutledge (South Carolina): “I realize that we have already put off this vote for 
three weeks, but I move for a further one day delay.  I believe my colleagues, though they 
disapprove of the resolution, will then join in it for the sake of unanimity.” 

Narrator 9:  The vote for the resolution is put off until the next day.  Meanwhile, Mr. McKean of 
Delaware dispatches a messenger to Dover to compel Mr. Caesar Rodney to return to Philadelphia 
immediately to break the impasse of the Delaware delegation. 

Narrator 1:  Debate continues on July 2, before the vote is taken. 

John Dickinson (Pennsylvania): “My conduct this day I expect will give the finishing 
blow to my popularity…Yet I had rather forfeit popularity forever than vote away the blood 
and happiness of my countrymen…You ask me to vote for that which will guarantee our 
destruction…This is not a righteous course, colonial soldiers will not march en masse to the 
trumpets of heaven.  By accepting this document, you will have laid open the pathway for 
civil war…” 

John Adams (Massachusetts):  “…Memories are short, it seems.  How much blood has 
already been shed by our countrymen at the hand of others?  How many cities will be 
burned…Unlike Mr. Dickinson, I do not despair over what will be.  I despair over what 
already is.  The war has begun…What we are debating today is not whether there is wisdom 
or folly in a claim of independence.  We do not seek out truths.  We seek only to declare 
truths…If we do not declare our independence in a voice that blows against our enemies 
with the force and determination of this very storm, then we will suffer the fate of every 
people who have ever cast away their own freedom…” 

Acting President Benjamin Harrison:  “Mr. Lee‟s resolution is as follows: „Resolved, that 
these United Colonies are, and by right ought to be, free and independent states; that they 
are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown: and that all political connection is, and 
ought to be, totally dissolved.‟  Do I hear a motion to take a vote on the resolution?” 

Narrator 1: Benjamin Franklin so moves, and it is quickly seconded.  Shortly before the vote is taken, Mr. 
Rodney arrives after his 80 mile ride from Delaware.    

Caesar Rodney (Delaware): “As I believe the voice of my constituents and of all sensible 
and honest men is in favor of independence, my own judgment concurs with them.  I vote 
for independence.” 
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Narrator 2:  The New York delegates abstain from voting and Mr. Dickinson and Mr. Morris leave 
before Pennsylvania votes, leaving the majority of Pennsylvania delegates present in favor of the resolution.  
As had been hoped, South Carolina concurs with the rest of the colonies, and Mr. Lee‟s resolution is carried 
by a “unanimous vote”, 12 to 0. 

Narrator 3:  That evening (July 2) John Adams will write two letters to his wife Abigail.  In the first one 
he writes, “It is the will of heaven that the two countries should be sundered forever.”  In the second one he 
writes, “I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure that it will cost to maintain this declaration, and 
support and defend these states.  Yet through all the gloom I can see the rays of ravishing light and glory.” 

Narrator 4:  Now that Mr. Lee‟s resolution has been approved, attention is turned to Mr. Jefferson‟s 
declaration.  Not having enough time to finish the debate on July 2nd, it is resolved to return the following 
morning to pick up the topic.  Debate on the 3rd carries over to more debate on the 4th.  By the evening of the 
4th, another vote is taken, and again, all of the colonies except New York vote in favor of Jefferson‟s 
Declaration of Independence.  President John Hancock and Secretary Charles Thomson both sign the final 
working copy that evening.   

John Hancock (Massachusetts) declares while signing: “There! His Majesty can now read 
my name without spectacles.  And he can double the reward on my head!” 

Narrator 5:  Copies of the Declaration of Independence are soon printed and distributed throughout 
the colonies.  Most of the delegates of the Continental Congress, including those of New York, will formally 
sign it in August.  Attention must now be turned back to making that independence a reality. 
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