
Monumental Milestones 
The Civil Rights Movement

P
U
B
L
I
S
H
E
R
S

patrick
Henry

Susan Harkins and
William H. Harkins

The Life and Times of

patrick Henry
Susan Harkins and 
William H. Harkins

The Life and Tim
es of

patr
ick

 Hen
ry

When it came time to question whether America should be 
independent from Great Britain, many were quiet. Fearful of 
committing treason against the King of England, many American 
colonists were afraid to speak their minds. Patrick Henry spoke when 
others wouldn’t. When the British taxes and rules became more 
than the colonists could bear, Henry unleashed his contempt for the 
British monarchy. He even went so far as to warn that tyrants often 
meet with a violent end. He said what many Americans felt but were 
too afraid to say. Some believed he spoke treason and his words 
could’ve led him to the gallows. Instead, his words led Americans to 
war, and to independence from the tyrannical King George III.  
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The Voice of Revolution

Patrick Henry knew what he faced as he approached St. John’s 
Church on the morning of March 23, 1775. When he walked 
through the door, he thought about the task before him. He was 
risking his life for his beliefs: To speak against the king was trea-
son. He must convince the delegates to choose freedom, even at 
the risk of being hanged.

For months, Henry had heard the sounds of war—not cannon 
fire, but the angry voices of Patriots and Loyalists. He listened as 
the colonists argued in their shops, in their churches, and even 
around their dinner tables. Today’s meeting would be no different. 

Inside, he greeted the delegates from Virginia who would soon 
determine the colony’s future. Would they remain loyal to the 
King of England and lose their freedom? Or could he convince 
them to fight for their freedom and seize independence? 

He found St. John’s filled to overflowing. People stood in the 
aisles and sat on windowsills. As he took his place, he saw the 
set jaws and heard the angry murmurs. First, the Loyalists spoke 
against the revolution. They knew that Americans and their 
English cousins would die in a conflict between the colonies 
and England. They wanted to believe that the colonies could still 
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reconcile their differences with the king. The Loyalists were per-
suasive—no one really wanted war. 

History might be different if not for Patrick Henry. Patiently, he 
listened to the Loyalists speak their minds. When Henry finally 
took the floor, the room fell silent. He was a skillful speaker—one 
of the best orators of the day. Everyone wanted to hear what he 
had to say. 

Quietly, he thanked the worthy gentlemen who had spoken, 
but he warned them that he planned to speak his heart and 
mind. 

Should I keep back my opinions at such a time, 
through fear of giving offense, I should consider 
myself as guilty of treason towards my country, and 
of an act of disloyalty toward the Majesty of Heaven, 
which I revere above all earthly kings. . . . 

I have but one lamp by which my feet are guided, 
and that is the lamp of experience. I know of no way 
of judging of the future but by the past. And judging 
by the past, I wish to know what there has been in 
the conduct of the British ministry for the last ten 
years to justify those hopes with which gentlemen 
have been pleased to solace themselves and the 
House. Is it that insidious smile with which our peti-
tion has been lately received? Trust it not, sir; it will 
prove a snare to your feet. Suffer not yourselves to be 
betrayed with a kiss.1

Henry was angry not only with the king, who taxed Americans 
unfairly and sent warships to their harbors. He was also angry 
with the Loyalists, who trusted the king. Henry knew that while 
the Loyalists hoped for peace, the king prepared for war.

“Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace,” he shouted, “but there is 
no peace. The war is actually begun! The next gale that sweeps 
from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! 
Our brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? 
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What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so 
dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains 
and slavery?” 

Henry bowed his body as if under a heavy burden and clapped 
his wrists together as if bound by chains. 

“Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may 
take”—Henry raised his hands above his head, straining against 

King George 
III under-
estimated the 
American 
colonists. 
He thought 
he could tax 
them and 
control their 
exploration 
into the west. 
Misjudging 
the indepen-
dent colonists 
was a grave 
error.
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the imaginary chains until they seemed to break and go free; 
he raised high his right hand, in which he held a letter opener, 
and cried—“but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!” He 
plunged the letter opener toward his chest as if he were plunging 
a dagger into his own heart.2 

The crowd jumped to their feet. They shouted and cheered 
for several minutes. Henry’s well-chosen words inspired the del-
egates. With his help, they found the courage to prepare for war 
against Britain and her king.

Beginning April 19, 1775, right after the Battle 
of Lexington and Concord, the British occupied 
Boston and lay siege to its busy harbor. The war 
for independence had begun.
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