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In 1776, the year the Revolutionary War began, the 13 original colonies 
stretched along the east coast of what is now the United States of America.
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1
Gentlemen  

Meeting Together
On September 5, 1774, delegates from the American col-

onies gathered in Philadelphia for the First Continental 
Congress. Some of  the men (and in those days only men 
could be delegates) had traveled for weeks on horseback and 
by coach over dusty, muddy, and rut-filled roads. Others, 
arriving in Philadelphia by brigantine, had braved choppy 
seas.

Whether they hailed from the North or the South, or 
had traveled by land or by sea, every delegate was aware of  
this significant moment in history. By forming a congress, 
the colonies were sending a message of  unity to their 
mother country, England, and to their monarch, King 
George III.

For years the colonies had borne the burden of  unfair 
taxes, harsh laws, and strict British rule. Then, in March 
1774, the British Parliament passed the Coercive Acts. 
These laws, aimed mostly at the Massachusetts Bay Colony 
and its largest city of  Boston, were Parliament’s severest so 
far. The colonists found the Coercive Acts so unbearable 
that they renamed them the Intolerable Acts.
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Trouble in Boston
One of  the Coercive Acts, the Boston Port Act, closed 
Boston’s port to commerce and trade. The port closing was 
Parliament’s way of  punishing Boston for the Boston Tea 
Party (See the next chapter for an account of  this event). 
The Act kept the port closed until the colonists repaid the 
East India Company for its tea that had been thrown into 
Boston Harbor.

The port was Boston’s lifeline to the outside world. The 
city faced the possibility of  starvation without the food and 
other provisions carried by the ships that docked there. 

In the 18th Century, Boston’s port was a major gateway for supplies for 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, as goods were brought into the city by 
merchant ships from all over the world.  When the British closed the port 
in March 1774, many Bostonians feared they would starve to death, but help 
came from some of the other colonies.
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Parliament saw closing the port as a way of  making an 
example out of  Boston by showing the other 12 colonies 
that disobedience had serious consequences.

Boston, on the other hand, was adamant that it would 
not pay for the destroyed tea. One of  the duties of  a royal 
governor was to keep Parliament and the king up to date 
about colonial affairs. In late 1774, Pennsylvania governor 
John Penn wrote that “the general Temper of  the People, 
as well here, as in other Parts of  America, is very warm. 
They look upon the Chastisement of  Boston to be purposely 
vigorous . . . and in short that Boston is Suffering in the 
Common Cause.”1

Parliament thought the strict measures of  the Coercive 
Acts would terrify the other colonies. But it was wrong. At 
great risk to their own safety and liberty, the other colonies 
supported Boston by sending food and supplies to the city. 
These worthy gestures were helpful, but they did not 
address the root of  the colonists’ problems. It seemed 
apparent that King George and Parliament no longer viewed 
the colonists as true Englishmen, and therefore did not 
respect their rights and liberties. In addition, England was 
exploiting the colonies’ economy for its own good.

Many people felt that British rule needed to be con-
fronted. After all, if  Parliament could punish Boston by 
closing its port, which colony might be next to experience 
Parliament’s wrath? And in what way? The time had come 
for the colonies to stop acting like independent provinces. 
They needed to present a united front. And the first step 
toward presenting a united front was to call a national 
congress.

Holding a meeting of  all the colonies was not a new 
idea. Benjamin Franklin had proposed such a meeting in 
1773.2 But at that time, the colonies hadn’t been ready to 
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organize into one united body or speak and act as one voice. 
The idea was just too radical.

Growing Support
After the Port Act closed the port of  Boston, however, the 
idea of  a national congress began to sound like a good idea. 
The colonies had already established committees of  corre-
spondence as a way to share information. In the spring of  
1774, the Massachusetts Committee of  Correspondence 
sent a petition to its 12 sister colonies. The petition asked 
them to retaliate for the Coercive Acts by closing their 
ports to British ships. The Committee also requested that 
the colonies boycott British goods.

The New York Committee of  Fifty-One was a group 
made up primarily of  merchants. They were afraid of  losing 
business if  the ports were closed and British goods were 
boycotted. The merchants suggested a national congress 
instead. On May 23, 1774, they wrote, “We conclude that a 
congress of  deputies from the colonies in general is of  the 
utmost moment; that it ought to be assembled without 
delay, and some unanimous resolution formed in this fatal 
emergency, not only respecting your deplorable circum-
stances, but for the security of  our common rights.”3

Soon the colonies of  Maryland and Virginia also called 
for a national congress. Since it would be the first congress 
of  its kind held on the North American continent, it was 
called the First Continental Congress. The opening day was 
set, and an agenda was planned. The city of  Philadelphia 
was chosen as a meeting place. The largest city in America 
at the time, Philadelphia was located more or less geograph-
ically in the center of  the colonies.4

Each colony selected delegates to represent it. Some chose 
delegates by holding special elections. Other delegates were 
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appointed by local legislatures or committees of  correspon-
dence. The number of  delegates from each colony was based 
on how many it could afford to send. Some men paid their 
own way for the privilege of  being a delegate. All totaled, 56 
delegates attended the First Continental Congress.

A Group with Varied Backgrounds
Who were the men chosen to represent the colonies at the 
First Continental Congress? For the most part, they 
included the most powerful, wealthy, and sophisticated men 
in the colonies.5 All had been born in one of  the 13 colo-
nies. Thirty-two delegates were lawyers, but only half  
earned their living practicing law. The rest were plantation 
owners, farmers, merchants, or gentlemen who lived on land 
and money they had inherited.

Most of  the delegates had attended college, and six had 
studied law in London. A few delegates had only the most 
basic schooling. One was self-educated.6 They ranged in age 
from 24 to 67. Nearly all had served their home colonies in 
some way. They had been members of  the legislature or 
committees of  correspondence. Some were speakers of  their 
colonial assemblies—the highest elected office in their 
provinces.

Differing as they did in experience, education, and age, 
the delegates to the First Continental Congress appear to 
have been an eclectic group. Observing the assembly on 
the first day of  the congress, Massachusetts delegate John 
Adams might have been thinking the same thing. In a letter 
to his wife Abigail, Adams wrote “Fifty gentlemen meeting 
together, all strangers, are not acquainted with each other’s 
language, ideas, views, designs. They are, therefore, jealous 
of  each other, fearful, timid, skittish. Yet the congress all 
proclaims the same political principles!”7
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