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British artist Thomas Hoare painted this portrait of George Grenville in the 
18th century. The painting is now on display at the University of Oxford 
in England.
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1
Angry Colonists

Taxes on newspapers. Taxes on playing cards. Taxes on 
diplomas. These taxes—and similar ones established by 

the new Stamp Act—created anger and discontent in the 
British colonies in America in 1765.

The French and Indian War, which raged through much 
of  the colonies, had ended just two years earlier. Though  
the British had defeated the French, the war was expensive. 
In addition, there was the cost of  continuing to protect and 
defend the American frontier near the Appalachian 
Mountains.1

Britain sought ways to defray these expenses and gain 
more control over the colonies.2 Not without justification, 
the British believed that the colonists should bear some of  
the financial burden. People in Britain were already com-
plaining about the amount of  taxes they had to pay. So the 
British Parliament passed the Sugar Act in 1764. It taxed 
colonists on purchases of  sugar, molasses, wine, coffee, and 
indigo. But Parliament quickly decided that the Sugar Act 
didn’t raise enough money. Enter the Stamp Act.

At that time, Lord George Grenville was the Chancellor 
of  the Exchequer in Britain. His job was to balance the 
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budget. So, in 1764, Grenville proposed a resolution to 
Parliament. He suggested raising stamp taxes in America. 
Stamp taxes dated back to 1694 in Britain.3 Grenville thought 
a stamp tax was the fairest form of  taxation that could be 
used in the American colonies. He believed that the burden 
of  this tax would be spread among all colonists, rather than 
being especially heavy on a particular group of  people.

How Stamp Taxes Worked
Under Grenville’s proposal, colonists would pay a tax on a 
variety of  paper products. Payment of  the tax would be 
indicated by an embossed stamp. Newspapers, pamphlets, 
legal and commercial papers, college diplomas, wills, ships’ 
bills of  lading, customhouse papers, and other documents 
would need a stamp. Even playing cards and dice would be 
subject to the Stamp Act.

The cost of  the stamps depended on what the paper was 
being used for. A deck of  playing cards, for example, would 
cost one shilling (a little over five dollars in today’s money4). 
The tax on a university diploma was two pounds, more than 
two hundred modern-day dollars.

Once the Stamp Act was enacted, no document would be 
considered legal unless it displayed a stamp. There were 
serious penalties for breaking this law. For example, the fine 
for hiding unstamped cards within the cover of  a stamped 
deck of  cards was twenty pounds—that’s over $2,100 in 
today’s money!

Far more serious was what could happen to people who 
made fake stamped paper. They might even be put to death. 
Under English law, the counterfeiting of  stamped paper 
was a serious crime that was subject to the death penalty. 
There was also no jury trial for people accused of  this 
forgery.
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Grenville didn’t ask for immediate action on his resolu-
tion. He wasn’t sure how the colonists would react to the 
tax. He hoped that they might get used to the idea and agree 
to it on their own. They didn’t. 

This image shows a 5-shilling tax stamp which was issued by the British 
government to be used in the American colonies in 1765-66. (The V in front 
of the word shilling is the Roman numeral for 5.)
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The Colonies Protest
Several colonies tried to protest to Parliament. Each colony 
had an agent in London, whose job was to look out for the 
interests of  his colony. Unfortunately, when the Stamp Act 
was being debated in Parliament, none of  these agents was 
allowed to be heard!5 That’s because Parliament was not in 
the habit of  hearing petitions on money bills. Also, the 
Members of  Parliament didn’t like that the colonies were 
questioning their authority. Despite the strong negative colo-
nial feelings on the matter, the Stamp Act became law on 
March 22, 1765. However, it was not scheduled to go into 
effect until November 1.

What about the Stamp Act was so offensive to the colo-
nists? They valued having the same rights as their fellow 
Englishmen. One of  those rights concerned taxation. By this 
time, each colony had already achieved a certain level of  
home rule. All of  them had their own assemblies, which had 
the right to levy and collect taxes in their respective colo-
nies. For example, the Massachusetts Assembly could tax the 
people in that colony. The colonists felt they should only be 
taxed by the representatives they had elected in their own 
governing assemblies. But Parliament had no representatives 
from the American colonies.

The colonists also worried about the Act’s impact on 
future taxes. If  they let this tax pass without any resistance, 
they feared England would feel free to tax them again and 
again in the future.

Beginning in April 1765, Grenville started choosing 
stamp distributors who would handle the sales of  the 
stamped paper. Stamp distributors would have considerable 
responsibility. Large amounts of  money would pass through 
their hands. Being a stamp distributor paid well. This made 
it an appealing job.
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Grenville decided not to appoint these distributors from 
Britain. He thought that people in America would rather buy 
stamped paper from their fellow colonists. A number of  
Americans wanted to be stamp distributors. Some of  them 
used their political connections to get the job.

Little did these future stamp distributors realize that 
they would become the target of  violence in the upcoming 
months. Scholar David Lee Russell said, “These men became 
the most hated men in the American colonies in 1765.”6

This is a proof sheet of one-penny stamps created in accordance with the 
1765 Stamp Act. This act created a direct tax on newspapers of one penny per 
sheet. The newspapers were supposed to be printed on stamped paper bought 
from government agents.
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