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1
Finding Humor  

in Hanging
In the sweltering heat and humidity of  a Philadelphia 

summer, Benjamin Harrison and Elbridge Gerry patiently 
waited their turn to sign the Declaration of  Independence. 
It was August 2, 1776. Along with the other delegates of  
the Second Continental Congress, they had adopted the 
document’s final wording nearly a month earlier, on July 4.

Congress had wanted to get the word out to as many 
people throughout the colonies as quickly as possible after 
its adoption. Printer John Dunlap worked feverishly through 
the night, making hundreds of  copies of  the document. It 
would have taken far too long for all the delegates to hand-
sign each copy. So Dunlap’s version contained just two 
printed names: Congress president John Hancock and sec-
retary Charles Thomson. These copies are known as the 
Dunlap Broadsides. Today just 26 are known to exist. In 
1989, a person looking for bargains at a flea market found 
one that had been covered by a painting. It fetched a bid for 
$2.42 million at an auction two years later. In 2000, it was 
auctioned again. This time the price was $8.1 million.

Some of  the copies of  the Declaration were nailed on 
the doors of  town halls. A few went to the thousands of  
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soldiers who would have the burden of  backing up the doc-
ument’s bold words with action. Ministers read copies to 
their congregations. Others were read in public squares. 
Thomson gave one of  the first of  those public readings. 
According to 15-year-old Deborah Logan,

I distinctly heard the words of  that instrument read 
to the people. . . . It took place a little after twelve 
at noon, and they then proceeded down the street (I 
understood) to read it at the Court house. It was a 
time of  fearful doubt and great anxiety with the 
people, many of  whom were appalled at the bold-
ness of  the measure, and the first audience of  the 
Declaration was neither very numerous, nor com-
posed of  the most respectable class of  citizens.1

A Permanent Parchment Copy
When the initial excitement subsided, Congress ordered 
that the Declaration be “fairly engrossed on parchment, 
with the title and stile of  ‘The unanimous declaration of  
the thirteen United States of  America,’ and that the same, 
when engrossed, be signed by every member of  Congress.”2 

A man named Timothy Matlack was given the assignment. 
He had served as Thomson’s assistant.

Matlack knew how important the document was. He 
wanted it to last a long time. So he used a special kind of  
ink that penetrated deeply into the parchment. This was the 
version that the delegates had lined up to sign.

Hancock was the first signer. His signature was so much 
larger than anyone else’s that it became a national symbol. 
In fact, people often say “I’m putting my John Hancock 
here” as they sign documents. The others followed him, one 
by one, in nearly every case signing at the same time as the 
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other delegates from their respective colonies. A few mem-
bers of  Congress were away from Philadelphia on August 
2. They signed later. Eventually the document contained 56 
signatures. Thomson wasn’t included despite his many con-
tributions to the Congress and the high regard in which 
the delegates held him.

The signers realized the personal risk they were taking. 
In the eyes of  the British, they were committing treason. 
In that era, the customary punishment for treason was 
hanging.

A Touch of  Humor
Harrison was known among the delegates for his sense of  
humor. Even John Adams (the future second U.S. president), 
who disliked him, noted that Harrison “had contributed 
many pleasantries that steadied rough sessions.”3 Now he 
turned to Gerry. Harrison was an exceptionally large man 
for his era, standing six feet, four inches and weighing more 
than 250 pounds. He towered over the much smaller Gerry.

Elbridge Gerry was one of 
56 signers of the Declaration 
of Independence. After 
the war he briefly served 
in the U.S. House of 
Representatives and 
was elected governor 
of Massachusetts. He 
later became the 5th vice 
president of the United 
States. He is best known 
for changing the boundaries 
of election districts to 
benefit his political party. 
This practice is called 
gerrymandering. 
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Chuckling, he turned to his fellow delegate:

I shall have a great advantage over you, Mr. Gerry, 
when we are all hung for what we are now doing. 
From the size and weight of  my body I shall die in 
a few minutes and be with the angels, but from the 
lightness of  your body you will dance in the air an 
hour or two before you are dead.4

Historians debate whether this exchange actually 
occurred. Some maintain that Gerry was not even in 
Philadelphia at the time of  the signing. They say that he 
didn’t return until early September and signed the docu-
ment at that time. On the other hand, another signer, 
Benjamin Rush, wrote a letter many years later to Adams, 
with his memory of  that day. He said,

Do you recollect the pensive and awful silence which 
pervaded the house when we were called up, one 
after another, to the table of  the President of  
Congress, to subscribe what was believed by many 
at that time to be our own death warrants? The 
Silence & the gloom of  the morning were inter-
rupted I well recollect only by Col. Harrison of  
Virginia. . . . This Speech procured a transient 
smile, but it was soon succeeded by the Solemnity 
with which the whole business was conducted.5

Ominous Developments
Rush, Adams, Harrison and the others all had good reason 
for their silence, gloom, and solemnity. They knew that 
more than 30,000 British soldiers had recently splashed 
ashore at Staten Island in New York’s harbor. Dozens of  
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Royal Navy warships bristling with cannons swung at their 
anchors nearby. The presence of  such an immense force 
was a clear indication that the British had no intention of  
letting the colonies they had nurtured and supported for 
nearly 170 years simply walk away from the mother 
country.

This immense force posed no immediate threat to the 
signers. The British were more concerned with defeating 
General George Washington’s Continental Army that had 
been awaiting them for several weeks. The much more 
experienced British took advantage of  Washington’s defi-
ciencies as a commanding officer to administer a stinging 
defeat in the Battle of  Brooklyn in late August. They might 
have ended the war right there, and the signers could have 
suffered the fate that Harrison had half-jokingly referred to. 
But Washington managed to save most of  his troops. It 
was a temporary respite. For nearly three months, the 
British pursued him out of  New York, across the Hudson 
River, and into New Jersey. As 1776 drew to a close, 
Washington’s army had shrunk to a fraction of  its original 
size due to losses in battle, desertions, and the expiring 
terms of  enlistment of many men.

Washington needed to do something to restore the sag-
ging morale of  his men—and everyone who was depressed 
with the constant stream of  bad news. So he launched a 
daring Christmas Day attack on an enemy garrison at 
Trenton, New Jersey. He followed up with another victory 
at Princeton a few days later. Both sides then withdrew into 
winter camps for the next several months.

Harrison’s neck was safe. So was Gerry’s, and the rest 
of  the men who had signed the Declaration. At least for 
now.
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