Shays' Rebellion and the Constitution

B
y the year 1786, the "disunited states" (as the Tories liked to call them) had achieved political independence -- but the eastern states seemed on the verge of collapse as the flames of civil war menaced New England.


The American Revolution, it seemed, had almost gone too far. General George Washington wrote:

"I am mortified beyond expression when I view the clouds that have spread over the brightest morn that ever dawned in any country... What a triumph for the advocates of despotism, to find that we are incapable of governing ourselves and that systems founded on the basis of equal liberty are merely ideal and fallacious."


All eyes were on Massachusetts, where the insurgents who called themselves "Regulators" or "Shays men" had brought about riots, raids, and the closing of courts.


New England's agricultural way of life, which furnished a subsistence and social structure for the rural majority, was independent-minded, community-oriented and traditional in its economy and cultural values.


New England's merchants and shippers, in contrast, had wide-ranging, dynamic business interests and more cosmopolitan social relations.


Following the hardships of the Revolutionary War, this merchant class worked to put trans-Atlantic trade on a firm footing and also provided political leadership. Massachusetts' two leading traders, James Bowdoin and John Hancock, held the Governor's office for the entire decade 1780-1791.

Economic Crisis: High taxes, mounting debt

In the first years of peacetime, the future of both the agricultural and business society appeared threatened by a strangling chain of debt which worsened the depressed economy of the postwar years. Many of the farmers were veterans who had trudged home from the Revolution "with not a single month's pay" in their pockets, but only government certificates they had long since sold away to speculators.

Two typical rebels -- Daniel Shays and Jason Parmenter

Massachusetts levies taxes, passes laws, and condemns insurgents, 1787

[image: image1.png]



Adding to the farmers' postwar frustrations, heavy land taxes hurt the fragile financial structure of the hill towns. Farmers grew angry as they watched the furniture, grain and livestock of their relatives and neighbors sold off for much less than their value. As they saw a brother, father or cousin hauled to debtors' court, charged high legal fees, and threatened with prison, the free farmers of western and central Massachusetts feared they would be reduced to the Two typical rebels -- Daniel Shays and Jason Parmenter 

status of tenant farmers.


At first the farmers attempted to work within the framework of government, seeking only to modify it and (from their viewpoint) improve it. But by the autumn of 1786 state lawmakers had issued only small changes, and these came too late to please the farmers, who needed immediate relief. With debtors' court still a reality, it now seemed to the farmers that their only choice was open rebellion.

The leader of the movement was Daniel Shays, 39, a farmer who had served at the Battle of Lexington, been distinguished for his bravery at the Battle of Bunker Hill and seen action at the crucial Battle of Saratoga in 1779. Now, somewhat reluctantly, he was commanding rebel actions at Springfield, and before long the name of Captain Shays became a battle cry for as many as nine thousand rebellious farmers throughout areas of New England.


Shays's followers had no uniforms except for the coats and hats that some had worn as revolutionary soldiers. They identified themselves by wearing a sprig of hemlock (evergreen) in their hats.


A typical soldier in Shays' army was Jason Parmenter, 51. In the Revolution, Parmenter had participated in several important battles. When peace returned, Parmenter was elected as sheriff and tax collector of his town. In this office, he witnessed the economic distress that was driving him and his townsmen to rally under Shays.

Forcing debtors' courts to close, 1786


During the autumn of 1786, veterans like Shays and Parmenter organized groups of farmers into squads and companies in order to march upon the hated debtors' courts and force them to postpone their business. 


Boston merchants and legislators viewed these court closings with rising fear for the very foundations of their society. In response to this alarm, the Congress of the Confederation authorized the raising of troops to combat the rebels, but the national government proved powerless to raise the money. Finally, Massachusetts' governor James Bowdoin and other merchant leaders in Massachusetts used their own funds to field an army.

The basic conflict


The Shays insurgents never imagined that their actions would lead to charges of treason against the nation. In fact, they naturally appealed to the republican principles they had fought for in 1776. "I earnestly stepped forth in defense of this country, and liberty is still the object I have in view," an insurgent leader wrote to the public.


Eastern political leaders, on the other hand, believed that the gains of the Revolution were being undone by "knaves and thieves" who "intended tyranny." Governor Bowdoin warned that any interference with the legal system would "frustate the great end of government -- the security of life, liberty and property."


In a new and fragile republic, the danger of anarchy -- a situation of confusion and wild behavior in which the people in a country are not controlled by rules or laws-- appeared all too real. Non-payment of state taxes meant that men of wealth who had lent large sums to the war effort would be "drained of cash" and would face bankruptcy instead of the return on investment they had hoped for. As the year 1787 dawned in this environment, it seemed Massachusetts was divided into two armed camps.

Retreat, resistance, and exile, 1787
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The critical point of the rebellion was Shays' march on the government arsenal at Springfield in January 1787, the only means of standing off troops who were advancing from Boston under General Benjamin Lincoln. At the arsenal, the defending militia commanded by General William Shepard unexpectedly fired their cannons into the ranks of the advancing rebels, killing four and wounding 20.


Crying "murder" -- for the rebel farmer-veterans never supposed their neighbors and fellow veterans would fire on them -- the Shays men retreated in disarray, pursued by Lincoln's government soldiers.


Well into 1787, the farmers' resistance took the form of isolated flare-ups of violence against men such as lawyer and future politician Theodore Sedgwick, who was briefly captured by those he called "violent desperadoes." Sedgwick's reaction was to organize an independent county force and defend his town against rebel attacks, though his home was ransacked and his law students taken hostage in their underclothes.


But the rebellion was now broken. Shays himself fled to Vermont, not yet part of the union and therefore not bound to return him to Massachusetts' for trial. Some other rebels followed him there, including Jason Parmenter.


Trials for treason, 1787 Shays' Rebellion was over, but a special court in Massachusetts charged more than 200 rebels -- including Parmenter, who had been caught returning to Massachusetts one night -- and prosecuted them in formal trials. 

Shays men charged with treason were condemned to hang

In the election of June 1787, Governor Bowdoin was roundly defeated by the state's most popular politician, John Hancock, famous signer of the Declaration.

With a new administration in place, the question of forgiveness was now a symbolic issue debated by a divided public. General Lincoln himself, the conqueror of Shays' Rebellion, came out in favor of mercy. On the other hand Samuel Adams, the influential revolutionary patriot, called for the execution of convicted traitors.

Treason -- and murder?

The case of Jason Parmenter, awaiting execution in Northampton jail, was especially difficult to decide. Sentenced to hang for participating in Shays' attack on the Springfield arsenal, Parmenter separately was guilty of fatally shooting a government soldier -- accidentally in the dark of night, he maintained. Perhaps he could be pardoned for marching on Springfield -- but what about the charge of murder?


Governor Hancock continued to waver back and forth on this potentially explosive problem. At last a solution was settled upon which would equally dramatize the justice and the mercy of government: Parmenter and his fellow convicts were paraded at the gallows (place of execution) on June 21, 1787, before a large crowd-- and were pardoned only at the last instant.

The rebellion and the Constitution


Shays' Rebellion had a unifying effect upon the supporters of a stronger national government, and it was a lesson frequently brought up on the floor of the Constitutional Convention during the summer of 1787.


For George Washington, who gave the rebellion as a reason for his own attendance at the Philadelphia convention, "there could be no stronger evidence of the [lack of strength] in our governments than these [rebellions]."


Shays' Rebellion became a recurring example in the debates among framers of the Constitution, encouraging some to favor the "Virginia plan" (which called for a powerful central government) over the alternative "New Jersey plan" (which seemed too favorable to state governments). "The rebellion in Massachusetts is a warning, gentlemen," cautioned James Madison, proponent of the Virginia plan.


The Virginia plan -- the basis of a government that balances national and state power, and balances the power among the states themselves -- carried by a vote of seven to three on June 19, 1787. The proposed Constitution of the United States, was signed by 39 representatives of 12 states on September 17, 1787.

The year 1788 brought an economic upsurge to Massachusetts which "did more to salve the wounds of Shays' Rebellion than all the measures passed by the [the Massachusetts government]." Nearly all Shaysites were reprieved or pardoned, although two were hanged (for burglary) in 1787. Daniel Shays was pardoned in 1788 and lived to an old age in New York state, as did Jason Parmenter in Vermont.

