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Born to a clergyman and his wife and raised by a wealthy aunt and  
uncle, John Hancock truly went from rags to riches. While still a 
young man, Hancock lent his name, money, and position in Boston’s 
society to the ever-growing group of colonists calling for a complete 
break from England. He was labeled a traitor by King George III, who 
put a price of 500 pounds on his head, and was hunted by members 
of the king’s army. Hancock made his way from Massachusetts to 
Connecticut to Philadelphia, where, in 1775, he represented Massachu-
setts at the Second Continental Congress. Hancock’s life progressed 
from wealthy businessman to rebel to Founding Father.

This story of the first man to sign the Declaration of Independence 
is the story of all Americans. Those who read about this selfless man 
will not only be inspired by his life, but will also learn what it means 
to be an American.
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A Nation Is Born
Silence fell over the white-paneled room of the Pennsylvania 

State House on July 4, 1776, as John Hancock stared at the document 
placed before him. Then he stretched out his arm and, with a quick 
flourish, boldly signed his name at the bottom. As the president 
of the Second Continental Congress, Hancock was the first to sign 
the newly adopted Declaration of Independence. The members of 
Congress who witnessed Hancock’s signature were aware, to a man, 
of how serious the moment was. Hancock glanced around the room 
at the solemn faces before him and reflected on everything that had 
brought them to this historic moment.

In September 1774, after a decade of unfair taxation, the First 
Continental Congress had been called to address King George III’s 
unjust policies toward the colonies. Those present had been hopeful 
that the king would recognize the rights of the American colonies. 
Even though they didn’t agree with the king’s treatment of the colo-
nies, the delegates still considered themselves Englishmen and loyal 
subjects. They wanted to live in peace with their mother country.

But matters had taken another turn. A skirmish between British 
soldiers, or “redcoats,” and the minutemen at Lexington and 
Concord, Massachusetts, in April 1775 had developed into the War 
for Independence. The Second Continental Congress had come 
together a few weeks later. By this time it was clear that the only 
course of action was to become independent from England. For over 

PAH-John Hancock book.indd   7 10/13/06   1:21:12 PM



CHAPTER 1

88

a year, representatives from the thirteen colonies had met, almost 
daily, to work toward bringing forth a new nation. A continental 
army had been formed, and the Virginian George Washington had 
been named its commander in chief. As the weeks turned into 
months, the American colonies began to look less like loyal British 
subjects and more like independent American states.

Before the colonies could claim complete independence, how-
ever, a declaration had to be made in writing. Another delegate from 
Virginia, Thomas Jefferson, and a few other members of Congress had 
been asked to draw up a document that declared the thirteen colo-
nies free and independent. Jefferson spent two weeks drafting the 
declaration, which he called A Declaration by the Representatives 

The Second Continental Congress adopted the 
Declaration of Independence in the Assembly Room of 
the Philadelphia State House (above). The Constitution 
was also signed in this building, which is now known 
as Independence Hall.
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of the United States of America, in General Congress Assembled. 
When it was first presented to the full congress, the delegates had 
suggested more than thirty changes. Jefferson made the changes and 
presented a revised draft to the congress on June 28, 1776.

Hancock was sure that Congress would not adjourn before the 
delegates had voted on the matter of independence. He scheduled 
a debate on the declaration for July 2. Before the delegates began 
their discussion, Hancock asked that a “trial” vote be taken. Were 
the colonies ready to unanimously declare independence? One by 
one the delegates of each colony stated the wishes of the people 
they represented. Twelve colonies voted to separate from England 
and declare “independency.” The delegates of the thirteenth colony, 
New York, weren’t sure how their people wanted them to vote, so 
they abstained. Instructions to vote in favor of independence would 
not reach them until July 15, almost two weeks later.

With a unanimous decision behind them, the delegates moved 
forward with the creation of a new nation. On July 3, Hancock asked 
Congress to again study the declaration. Congress suggested more 
changes. The debate over wording lasted into the night of July 3 
and continued for most of July 4. A few more changes were easily 
made here and there. Other parts of the declaration, however—those 
mostly having to do with the issue of slavery—continued to be a 
source of argument. Eventually these sections were removed. By 
the evening of July 4, Congress had come to an agreement on the 
revised version of the Declaration of Independence and had given it 
to Hancock to sign.

The next day, copies of the declaration were printed and carried 
by post riders to all thirteen states. One copy was sent to General 
Washington to read to the troops. Wherever it was heard, the news of 
independence was celebrated by bell ringing, fireworks, and bonfires.

John Hancock and Secretary Charles Thomson were the only 
members of Congress to sign the Declaration of Independence on 
July 4, 1776. A few weeks later a parchment copy, which all the 
delegates would sign, was ready. On August 2, Congress once again 
met in the Pennsylvania State House. Approaching a table in delega-
tions by state, one by one the delegates signed the “The Unanimous 
Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America.” Each man 
knew that he was committing an act of treason by signing. If the War 
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for Independence were lost, each would surely pay with his life. 
There would be no leniency for any man who signed a document 
announcing a break from England.

There would especially be no leniency for John Hancock. The 
British considered Hancock one of the most rebellious of the Patriot 
leaders and had offered 500 pounds for his capture. After placing 
his bold signature on the Declaration of Independence for the sec-
ond time, Hancock turned to the other members of the Continental 
Congress and said: “I write so George III may read without his spec-
tacles. Now he can double the reward of 500 pounds on my head.”1

It is also believed that Hancock told the delegates of the Second 
Continental Congress, “We must be unanimous. There must be no 
pulling different ways; we must all hang together.”2

“Yes, we must, indeed, all hang together, or . . . we shall [surely] 
all hang separately,” Benjamin Franklin is said to have answered.3

By placing their signatures on the Declaration of Independence, 
the signers freed the thirteen colonies from the tyranny of England. 
They had entered the State House earlier that day as British subjects. 
It was as Americans—led by John Hancock—that they left.

Thomas Jefferson 
is considered to 
be the primary 
author of the 
Declaration of 
Independence, but 
other delegates 
gave him input. 
Those who helped 
Jefferson (far 
left) were (left 
to right) John 
Adams, Benjamin 
Franklin, Robert 
Livingston, and 
Roger Sherman.
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