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Introduction

One of the great lessons of history is that societies are not naturally
free. Most civilizations, from ancient to modern timnes, have used the
power of the state to guide the lives of their citizens—tyrants and
priests to direct political life, bureaucrats and guilds to direct economic
life. What makes the United States so different is the spirit of freedom
that has propelled it from the start. What did we do in our history to
create the spirit of freedom, to nurture it in our faws, and to protect it
from the advocates of big government? These are questions addressed
in The Spirit of Freedom: Essays in American History. Each of the essays
in this collection touches on the issue of freedom in American history,
from the migration of the Pilgrims to the present times.

The Pilgrims provide the classic example of why economic free-
dom was first tried early in our country’s history. Governor William
Bradford, in his book Of Plymouth Plantation, describes the system of
communal agriculture practiced by the Pilgrims in their first two years
in the New World. Tt was, in essence, a socialist experiment: each
person produced for the common good and took only what he needed
from day to day. Even in such a tight-knit brotherhood of Christians
there were apparently some slackers. “The young men, that were most
able and fit for labour and service, did repine that they should spend
their time and strength to work for other men’s wives and children
without any recompense,” Bradford observed. “The strong, or man
of parts, had no more in division of victuals and clothes than he that
was weak and not able to do a quarter the other could; this was
thought injustice.” The result was that the whole colony “languish[ed]
in misery.”

Governor Bradford and his advisers decided to assign “to every
family a parcel of land” and see if they would use their private property
to plant more and work harder to bring in the crop. “This had very
good success,” Bradford recorded, “for it made all hands very industri-
ouss. . .. The women now went willingly into the field, and took their
little ones with them to set corn; which before would allege weakness
and inability. .. .” At the end of the year, the “abler sort” and “more
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industrious” had plenty “to spare, and sell to others; so as any general
want or famine hath not been amongst them since to this day.”

The inference from reading Bradford is that the spirit of freedom
was created, not imported, in the New World. The American experi-
ment would thus be something new, not a variation on some previous
form of despotism. Some 150 years after the Pilgrims introduced a
private-property order, Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of
Independence and highlighted the spirit of freedom with these words:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men arc created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The
Creator, not the state, is the endower of rights; and the citizens, by
implication, are free to keep the fruits of their labor. Furthermore,
Jefferson asserted, “to secure these rights, governments are instituted
among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned.” The Constitution later enshrined this conception of the nega-
tive state: the words “no” and “not” are applied to government powers
forty-six times in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. The Jast
sentence of the Bill of Rights reads: “The powers not delegated to the
United States by the Constitution; nor prohibited by it to the states,
are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.”

During the 1800s, the American experiment with freedom faced
two major challenges. First was the expansion of slavery—a problem
that took a civil war to resolve. Second was the cffort to expand the
powers of government beyond those specified in the Constitution. For
example, during the 1840s and 1850s, Congress granted $11 million
in subsidies to various steamship companies to deliver passengers and
mail to and from Europe. During the 1860s and 1870s Congress
granted over $60 million in loans and 100 million acres of land to three
transcontinental railroads. This type of government involvement in the
economy is nowhere mentioned, or even implied, in Article 1, section
8 of the Constitution. Furthermore, nonsubsidized entrepreneurs—
Cornelius Vanderbilt in steamships and James J. Hill in transcontinen-
tals—clearly outperformed their government-subsidized rivals. Other
entreprencurs flourished in America’s relatively free market. John D.
Rockefeller led the United States to world dominance in oil; Andrew
Carnegie did the same thing in steel. By 1900, the United States had
become the world’s major industrial power; its freedom and opportu-
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nity were attracting almost half a million immigrants each year. Both
law and performance, therefore, dictated limited government and indi-
vidual liberty.

During the 1900s, however, we have seen a rise of big government
that has almost quenched the spirit of freedom. The Progressive Era
{1900-1920), the New Deal (1930s), and the Great Society (1960s)
produced remarkable expansions of government through antitrust
laws, railroad regulation, farm subsidics, a Federal Reserve banking
system, public works, and massive welfare programs. The obvious
question, of course, is why did the United States shift toward more big
government and less individual liberty?

Three tentative answers can be put forward. First, in America’s
strong expanding cconomy of the late 1800s and early 1900s there
were both winners and losers. The losers had incentives to try to use
big government to regain their competitive edge. The first two victims
of the Sherman Antitrust Act, for example, were James J. Hill and
John D. Rockefeller—both dominant figures in railroads and oil. Sec-
ond, special interests can often achieve their ends much more quickly
through political clout rather than through the marketplace. For ex-
ample, veterans, farmers, and silver miners all lobbied Congress during
the New Deal era and received massive government aid for their effort.
Third, national crises—wars and depressions, for example—produced
cries for government involvement that have permanently increased the
role of government in the American economy. Price-fixing, the first
federal welfare program, and the FDIC are just three examples of this.
Creation of the progressive income tax was central to the expansion
of the federal government; Congress enlarged its revenues for new
government programs by taxing the rich to give to those special inter-
ests that lobby most effectively.

The increase in federal control parallels the decline in individual
liberty: entrepreneurs are no longer free to hire whom they want, pay
the wages they think are proper, or even produce the products they
want. The spirit of freedom is waning. The essays in this volume
describe the beginnings of freedom in America, the role of freedom in
America’s industrial triumph during the 1800s, and the obstacles to
freedom posed by big government during the 1900s. They offer im-
portant lessons for those who wish to revive that spirit.

—Burron W. Forsom, Jr.
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The Pilgrims in Holland
by Robert A. Peterson

The Dutch have given many things to America: Easter eggs, Santa
Claus, waffles, saverkraut, sleighing, skating, and a host of “vans” and
“yelts® who helped to build our nation.! But perhaps their greatest
contribution to America was the 11 years of freedom they gave the
Pilgrims—crucial years that helped America’s founding fathers work
out their philosophy of freedom and prepare for self-government in
the New World.

The story of Holland’s rise due to free market policies has already
been skerched in a previous Freeman article.? Suffice to say that her
struggle for independence from Spain was of epic proportions: when,
after a siege of several months, the citizens of Leyden talked of surren-
der, one burgomaster fortified their spirits by saying, “Here is my
sword; plunge it, if you will, into my heart, and divide my flesh among
you to appease your hunger; but expect no surrender as long as I am
alive.”® The burgomaster lived—and so did the rest of the citizens of
Leyden—to see the day when William the Silent routed the besieging
Spaniards. The defense of Leyden turned the tide, and from then on
the Dutch never fooked back in their fight for freedom. Once they
were free, the Dutch embraced much of what we would call a frec
market philosophy and set up a limited government. In the early
1600s, Holland was the most liberal society in Europe.

It should not surprise us, then, that when English Separatists be-
gan to think of emigrating, they thought of Holland. But emigrating
to Holland would be no easy task: Englishmen could not leave the
country without permission. Never mind—the Separatists would leave
secretly. The first group—members of a Brownist church in Gainsbor-
ough, went over in 1607; hearing good reports, members of the
Scrooby congregation—the group which included many of the Pilgrim

Mr. Peterson is headmaster of The Pilgrim Academy in Egg Harbor City, New Jersey,
His articles have appeared in a variety of publications, including Natienal Review and Human
Evenzs. This article is reprinted from the November 1988 issue of The Freeman.
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Fathers—prepared to follow. After several attempts to escape, the Pil-
grims finally succeeded, arriving in Amsterdam on a Dutch ship.

Soon after, they applied to the authorities in Leyden to settle there.
John Robinson, their pastor, made a formal application to the Burgo-
masters and Court of Leyden, stating that about 100 English men and
women wanted to come to the city to live “and to have the freedom
thereof in carrying on their trades, without being a burden in the least
to any one.”™

The application was granted on February 12, 1609. The Dutch
authorities declared that “they refuse no honest persons free ingress
to come and have their residence in this city, provided that such per-
sons behave themselves, and submit to the laws and ordinances.” Their
coming, the Dutch authorities added, “will be agreeable and wel-
come.” As carly as the 1600s, the Dutch—with few natural resources
of their own-—realized the importance of human capital.

The Dutch didn’t provide a welcome-wagon of gifts and subsidies:
there were no government handouts. What they did offer the Pilgrims
was freedom—the freedom to worship according to their consciences
as well as to succeed or fail in the Dutch marketplace.

Britain’s King James, hearing of the Pilgrims’ arrival in Leyden,
sent a letter of protest to the town authorities. Jan Van Hout, secretary
of the City of Leyden, gave a polite reply, but made no effort cither
to expel the Pilgrims or to help King James caprure them.% The Pil-
grims were free men.

'The Meaning of Freedom

Free men. For the Pilgrims, this was a new idea. Just whar did it
mean to be free? With the external pressure of persecution lifted,
would the Pilgrims remain true to their original calling? Or would they
turn liberty into license and lose their distinctive identity? Time would
show that the Pilgrims took seriously their responsibilities of self-
government. Indeed, the Dutch experience would prove to be an excel-
lent halfway house to the freedom the Pilgrims would find in the New
World. For the next 11 years, the Pilgrims took advantage of all the
opportunities that Dutch society offered.

Because of their excellent reputation for honesty and hard work,
the Pilgrims were able to obtain loans and jobs which they needed to
set themselves up in Holland. In a market economy, there is no substi-
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COURTESY LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

Jobn Robinson
(c. 1576—1625)

tute for keeping one’s word and honoring contracts. William Bradford,
who later became governor of Plymouth Colony, wrote: “And first,
though many of them were poor, yet there was none so poor but if
they were known to be of that congregation the Dutch (either
ba[n]kers or others) would trust them in any reasonable matter when
they wanted money, because they found by experience how careful
they were to keep their word, and saw them so painful and diligent in
their callings. Yea, they would strive to get their custom and to employ
them above others in their work, for their honesty and diligence.””
Most of the Pilgrims went to work in the textile industry, some-
thing for which they had little experience. William Bradford became a
fustian worker, while others became weavers, woolcombers, and mer-
chant tailors. In England, almost all had been farmers, following the
same patterns of medieval agriculture that their fathers and grandfa-
thers had followed. It must have been hard for grown men to learn a
new trade, but it was the price they had to pay to live in a relatively
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free society. Moreover, it helped to make the Pilgrims an adaptable and
teachable people.

At first, the Pilgrims held church services in the homes of various
members. But in 1611, the Pilgrims boughr a large house to be used
for church services and as a residence for their pastor, John Robinson
Left alone by the Dutch, the Pilgrims were finding that Christians
could support a church without the aid of government. In Robinson’s
house, the Pilgrims continued to exercise the congregationalist form
of church government which would have such a great impact on
American republicanism. The New England town meeting traces its
origin to the Congregational church, not to ancient Greece, as many
high school history texts erroneously teach.

The Pilgrims also took advantage of Holland’s laissez-faire govern-
ment to set up a small publishing house. Working near the limits of
the long arm of King James, William Brewster and Edward Winslow
ran a printing press where Puritan tracts and books were published and
sent back to England. In all, Brewster published between fifteen and
twenty books. Unfortunately, the Dutch could not withstand the pres-
sure from the English government forever, and were compelled to
shut down Brewster’s press in 1619. Yet they refused to arrest
Brewster himself?

Tolerance

The Netherlands® atmosphere of religious freedom tended to have
a liberalizing effect on the Pilgrims. John Robinson, for example, was
invited to debate at Leyden University. Although he never changed his
Separatist views, he did learn that men of different faiths could live
together without killing one another. Later, in the New World, Ply-
mouth Colony would prove to be a handy buffer zone between the
Puritans” Massachusetts Bay Colony and the more radical colonists in
Rhode Island. When Harvard’s first president, Henry Dunster, for
example, resigned because he came to reject the Puritan doctrine of
infant baptism, he setded in Plymouth. The Pilgrims also believed in
infant baptism, but they had become tolerant enough to “agree to
disagree” with other Christians like Dunster.

The Pilgrims weren’t the only ones to benefit from the freedom
offered by seventeenth-century Dutch society. Indeed, as one historian
put it, there was a steady “flow of exiles, English and Scottish, who
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sought refuge in Holland from the religious persecution and political
violence of seventeenth-century England and Scotland.”? Literally
thousands of English and Scottish Dissenters, unwelcome at Oxford
and Cambridge, were educated at the Universities of Leyden and
Utrecht. Even John Locke, who had to flee England, benefited from
refuge in the Lowlands. Historian Dr. R. Colie has written: “in the
city of Amsterdam where writing and printing were so natural to all
great minds, Locke began to become Locke, and the obscure political
exile turned into the philosopher par excellence of a new regime in
thought”1! And when the people of England sought a new pair of
monarchs to usher in an age of toleration and freedom, they found
them in Holland: William and Mary. The result was England’s Glori-
ous Revolution, one of the few bloodless revolutions in history. A year
later, England had a Bill of Rights.

The 11 years the Pilgrims spent in Holland saw them grow in
responsibility, adaptability, and self-government. As Bradford Smith
put it in his biography of William Bradford, “The libertarian tradition
at Plymouth, with its profound influence on American life, is not
primarily English. It is Dutch. Simple justice demands that we ac-
knowledge this. . .. Thus, during their Leyden years, were the Pilgrims
perfecting themselves for the undreamed of work of founding 2 new
nation. In religion, they grew milder and more tolerant. In business
and craftsmanship they learned a great deal from the thrifty, ambitious,
and highly capable Hollanders. Too, the Dutch flair for efficient gov-
ernment and record-keeping, the spirit of republicanism and civic re-
sponsibility were to bear unsuspected fruit in a distant Jand ”%2

The Pilgrims left Leyden in 1620; William Bradford described
their departure in a now-famous passage which later gave the Pilgrims
their name: “So they left that goodly and pleasant city which had been
their resting place near twelve years; but they knew they were pilgrims,
and looked not much on those things, but lift up their eyes to the
heavens, their dearest country, and quicted their spirits.”!3

The Mayflower Compact

When the Pilgrims finally landed in America, Separatists and An-
glicans joined together to form America’s first written constitution—
the Mayflower Compact. It was a crucial precedent for self-govern-
ment in America,
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Despite their experience in Holland’s free economy, the Pilgrims
tried a brief experiment in agricultural socialism when they arrived in
America. This experiment, based on a false reading of the Book of
Acts, caused widespread starvation. Fortunately, before it was too late,
the Pilgrims saw their error and abandoned their “common course™
in favor of private property. As Bradford later explained, “This had
very good success, for it made all hands very industrious, so as much
corn was planted than otherwise would have been by any means the
Governor or any other could use, and saved him a great deal of trouble,
and gave far better content. ... The experience that was had in this
common course and condition, tried sundry vears and that amongst
godly and sober men, may well evince the vanity of that conceit of
Plato’s and other ancients applauded by some of later times; that the
taking away of property and bringing in community into a common-
wealth would make them happy and flourishing; as if they were wiser
than God.”4

Some present-day historians believe that the Pilgrims have been
overrated, that this little band of 100 or so English farmers doesn’t
deserve such an exalted position in the popular American imagination.
Such an attitude is understandable, since most of these same writers
disagree with everything for which the Pilgrims stood. Our forefathers
knew better. Even before the Revolutionary War, they were celebrat-
ing “Old Comers Day” and “Forefathers Day” to honor the coming
of the Pilgrims and, more important, the values they represented—
including religious, civil, and economic liberty. '

This Thanksgiving, let’s remember that the material blessings most
of us will enjoy this season were made possible by the principles of
self-government under God that served the Dutch and the Pilgrims so
well in the seventeenth century. Within the space of twenty years, the
Pilgrims moved from a static, medieval society to laying the “corner-
stone of a nation.” We may still profit from their example.

1. Thomas A. Bailey and David M. Kennedy, The Amevican Pageant, Vel. I (Lexing-
ton, Mass.: D. C. Heath and Co., 1979}, p. 36.

2. Robert A, Peterson, “Lessons in Liberty: The Dutch Republic, 15679-1750,” The
Freeman, July 1987, pp. 259--264.

3. William Stevenson, The Story of the Reformation (Richmond, Va.: John Xnox Press,
1959), p. 125.

4. John Brown, The Pilgrint Fathers of New England and Their Puritan Successor (New
York: Fleming H. Revell, 1896), pp. 120-121.
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The Puritan Experiment in Common Ownership

by Gary North

One of the more familiar incidents in American history, at least
within conservative circles, is the disastrous experiment with a common
storehousc in the Pilgrim colony in 16211623, Governor Bradford
describes in some detail in his history of the colony how young men
refused to work in the common fields in order to lay up produce for a
common storchouse, only to see all goods divided equally among fami-
lies. Upon petition of the planters, the Governor and his council decided
to follow their advice: assign families their personal plots of farm land
(according to family size) and abolish the common storchouse. Immedi-
ately, men and women returned to the harvest fields.

What is less known about this incident is how the little colony
ever made such a disastrous decision in the first place. The fact of the
matter is that the colonists had never wanted to inaugurate a system
of totally common property. The group of British “adventurers” that
had supplied the Pilgrim exiles in Holland with traveling money and
capital had insisted that the colony be made a part of the joint-stock
company. The assets of the colony therefore were the assets of the
company, headquartered in Brirain, and the agricultural products were
to be shared equally among company members, both colonial and
British. Governor Bradford was the chief agent of the company in New
England; hence, he was compelled to impose the common storchouse
system.

In the original negotiations it had been understood that profits
would be shared by all members of the company, but the colonists had
not agreed to the sharing of houses, gardens, and other improved land.
They were informed of these terms only as they were about to leave
for North America, and as they left, they sent back word to the mer-
chant adventurers that their agents who had agreed to such terms had
not been empowered to do so.! But the continuing dependence upon

Dr. North, is president of the Institute for Christian Economics, Tyler, Texas. This
article, which appeared in the April 1974 issue of The Freeman, is reprinted with the permis-
sion of the author.
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the company for resources during the first year of the colony’s exis-
tence compelled them to give in to the company’s terms.?

The story did not end in 1623, when necessity forced the hands
of the colonists. In 1627, the bickering British directors sold out their
interests in the colony to the settiers for £1,800. The settlers were to
spend a decade and a half in paying off their debr, and at times had to
borrow extra time at rates of 30 percent to 50 percent. Nevertheless,
they persisted and finally repaid the debt, in 1642.

In 1627, shortly after buying out the British directors, Governor
Bradford supervised the division of the colony’s assets among the set-
tlers. First, they divided livestock. There were few animals, so the 156
people (less than four families) were divided into a dozen companies;
cach company received a cow and two goats. In January of 1628, the
land was divided, this time by random lot. Complaints about unequal
housing were forestalled by requiring those who received better hous-
ing to make an equalizing payment to those receiving poorer housing.
Peace was preserved.

There was one decision, however, which was to prove costly.
Meadow was in short supply, so it was kept in common ownership.
Furthermore, fishing, fowling, and water remained “open” to all set-
tlers.3 The Pilgrims were to have the same difficulties with the adminis-
tration of these common fields as their neighbors, the Puritans, were
to experience. Only after 1675, when the “commons” throughout
New England were increasingly distributed to the families in each
town, were these problems overcome.

Varying Concepts of Ownership

In order to understand the thinking of the first half century of New
England settlers, we have to rcalize that these immigrants did not bring
over from England some universally accepted concept of land owner-
ship. There was an obvious tendency for groups of settlers from one
region in England to establish homogeneous townships in Massachu-
setts. English towns had developed at least three major systems of land
tenure: the open-field system, the closed-field system, and the incorpo-
rated borough. All three appeared in New England in the early years.

The open-field system stressed the community administration of
fand. It is this system which we generally associate with the word
“medieval,” although the Middle Ages saw many systems of land ten-
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ure. Sumpner Chilton Powell has described these systems in some detail
in his fine study, Puritan Village. The open-field system “regarded the
advantages of the arca as communal property, to be shared by all. No
one was to exclude a neighbor from such a necessity as good meadow,
or the down, or the woods. And if anyone practiced such exclusion,
or attempted to increase the amount of his holding at the expense of
his neighbors, all villagers reacted instantly to restore their ‘rights.””*
Needless to say, this approach did not survive long in the setting of
New England.

Extensive Trading of Land in Berkhamsted

Quite different was an English borough like Berkhamsted. In the
early seventeenth century, over one thousand acres “were opened up,
bought, or traded, in countless individual transactions. If the men of
Berkhamsted were doing nothing else, they were trading land.”® The
legend of the Yankee trader was rooted in this sort of English inheri-
tance. There were some enclosed lands, but most of the farmers were
shifting as rapidly as possible to a system of individual farm manage-
ment.

A third system was a sort of combination, the closed-field system
of East Anglia. “There was one common pasture, but each farmer was
expected to provide a balance of arable, pasture, and hay meadow for
himself. He succeeded, or failed on his own farming ability.” One of
the problems in a Massachusetts town like Sudbury was the diversity
of backgrounds of its inhabitants. There was no agreement as to where
the locus of economic sovereignty should be. Should it be the individ-
wal farmer? Should it be the town’s selectmen who controlled the
resources of the town commons?

The towns and colonial governments of seventeenth-century New
England were not strictly theocracies; ordained ministers could not
be elected to political office. But they were important as advisers.
Furthermore, the laymen of that era were very often more theologically
motivated than ministers of this century. Most of the towns were
regarded as tightly knit Christian commonwealths by their inhabitants,
and during the first fifty years of their existence, they imposed restric-
tions on immigration into the local community. They were concerned
that newcomers might not meet the religious and moral standards of
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the present inhabitants. As late as 1678, the records of Plymouth
Colony offered the hope that “the Court will be careful, that whom
they accept are persons orthodox in their judgments.” The Puritan
towns of Boston, Cambridge, Dedham, and probably many others all
included the requirement that outsiders be cleared by town officials
before they were allowed to buy land locally. Braintree even included
a restriction on land sales (though not explicitly religious in intent)
that local residents would have the right to bid first on all property
offered for sale to outsiders.

It is significant that in the final quarter of the century, these reli-
gious restrictions were generally dropped. Instead, a new require-
ment—in fact, a new emphasis on an old requirement—appeared: re-
strictions on immigrants who might become a burden on the welfare
rolls. The towns had steadily become more pluralistic theologically,
but the fear of an increase in tax rates was a truly ecumenical device.
By offering economic support to local indigents, the townspeople were
afraid that outsiders might take advantage of this legal charity. Barriers
to entry followed in the wake of “free” goods, however modest—and
they were very modest—the size of the public welfare allorments.”

Pressure on the Commons

The fear of increased welfare burdens was not the only economic
issue confronting established communities every time a stranger
sought admission as a resident of some town. In the early years of
settlement, each town had considerable land—six to eight miles
square—and relatively few inhabitants. Fach resident had legal access
to the common pasturage and to any future divisions of land from the
huge blocs owned by the town. But as the number of inhabitants
increased, and as more and more distributions of town land reduced
the available source of unowned land, the per capita supply of land
began to shrink. Those inhabitants who had a share in the common
pasture and the common lands sought to protect their control over
further use and distributions of such property. In town after town, a
new rule was imposed: outsiders had to purchase access to rights in
the common property from local inhabitants. The result was a new
appreciation of private ownership and private control of property, even
among men who had grown up in English communities that had used
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the open-field system of farming. The land hunger of New England
after 1650 created new incentives to gain and exercise personal sover-
eignty over the chief economic resource, land.

There was another incentive to reduce the size of the community-
owned property: bureaucratic wrangling. Page after page of the Massa-
chusetts town records, year after year: how to restrain access to the
common meadow? How to keep midnight visitors from cutting down
choice trees for firewood or other uses? How to keep the meadow’s
fences in repair? Statute followed statute, to no avail. Fines were im-
posed, equally to no avail. “Free” land meant strong demand for its
productivity, and town leaders never were able to find a rational, effi-
cient means of restricting uneconomic uses of the town property. Men
had a strong incentive to further their personal economic ends, and far
less incentive to consider the public’s position. The commons served
as incentives to waste, for without a free market and private ownership,
it was impossible to calculate accurately the costs and benefits associ-
ated with the use of the land. This is the chief cconomic flaw of all
socialist systems, and the carly settlers of New England were unable
to solve it.

The Eternal Problems of Supply and Demand

Someone who has only a superficial knowledge of the history of
the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay Colony tends to see them as
men obsessed with imposing religious restraints or moral restraints
on private activities. They were concerned with such questions, as the
records indicate, but from the bulk of the legislation, two problems
were eternal, unsolvable, and endlessly bothersome to Puritan leaders:
pigs without rings in their noses running through the town, and mid-
night tree-cutters on the commons. The tree-cutters, like the pigs,
insisted on sticking their noses into other people’s property.

The commoners—those who had legal access to the common fields
and meadows—were too often involved in what today is known as
“free riding.” They planted crops in the common property, but ne-
glected to keep their portion of the commons properly fenced. It was
almost impossible to keep track of who was responsible for which plot.
Towns had to intervene and assign plots, thus creating opportunitics
for local political dissension. Animals that wandered around the fenced
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land often broke down unrepaired fencing between plots, getting mto
someone else’s crops. Tension here was continual.

Fencing inspectors were important officials in every town. Con-
flicts over responsibility were endless. Without private plots privately
repaired, such conflicts were inevitable, In the early decades of Massa-
chusetts, no single public policy prevailed long. First, the colony’s
General Court—the chief legislative agency—placed the responsibility
for fencing on the local town; then it placed the responsibility on the
local individual citizen; next it switched back to its original position
of town control. The statutes did not function well in practice. Differ-
ent communities had different problems, and the central government
had difficulty in dealing with all of them through the use of any single
administrative policy.8

The problem facing every selectman in every New England village
was “the tragedy of the commons,” as the biologist Garrett Hardin
has called it. Each person who has access to the benefits of public
property for use in his own personal business has a positive incentive
to drain additional resources from the commons, and he has a very low
or even negative incentive to restrain him. The costs of his actions are
borne by all the “owners,” while the benefits are strictly individual.
One more cow or sheep or goat grazing on the town commons will
register no noticeable increase in the communally assessed cconomic
burden which rests on any single individual. Yet such grazing is imme-
diately beneficial to the owner of the animal. High benefits, low costs:
“Fach man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his
herd without limit—in a world that is limited.™ Ir is not surprising
that selectmen would find themselves burdened with endless disputes
concerning the size of the local herds and the proper—*“fair”—assess-
ments of the economic costs of running those herds on the commons.

There is an answer to the tragedy of the commons, at least where
it is inexpensive to assign property rights. As C. R. Batten has argued,
the transfer of ownership from an amorphous common group to indi-
vidual citizens provides an incentive to reduce the demands made on
the land. Private owners have to assess both costs and benefits of any
activity, seeing to it that costs do not outrun benefits. By the end of
the seventeenth century, Puritan leaders—or at least leaders who were
the descendants of Puritans—reached a similar conclusion.1?

With each piece of legislation, another problem or set of problems
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appeared. First, only actual town commoners could run their animals
in the common meadow or in the outlying common lands. Only local
residents could cut the trees. Later, the selectmen had to impose limits
on the number of cattle that could be run, frequently on a “one cow
per man” rule. Each man was assessed a few shillings per year for this
right. Some people brought in horses; Boston banned them on Sun-
days. Sheep had to be supervised by a sheepherder. As more animals
required full-time supervision, towns hired herdsmen. To keep the
cost per beast low, each town resident was required by law to run his
animal with the herd. Cambridge, for example, imposed a fine of one
shilling on anyone whose cow was found on his land after 8 a.m. Since
the driver left at 6 a.m., anyone who had not yet delivered his animal
to the herd had to escort his cow to the driver, eating up scarce time.
A similar law for goats was passed two years later, in 1639.11 People
naturally attempted to evade the law, and by 1648 the revenues sup-
porting the town’s herdsman were not meeting his salary. Conse-
quently, in typical interventionist fashion, the selectmen decided to
assess all men a certain amount, whether or not they ran cattle on the
commons.!2 A similar rule was established in Watertown in 1665, and
the massive evasions encouraged the selectmen to pass an even stiffer
law in 1670.13

Corrected Over Time

The confusion reigned for decades. As the Watertown records
report so eloquently, “there being many complaints made concerning
the disorderliness of cattle and swine and the multitudes of sheep in
the town, it was voted that the matter above mentioned is left with the
selectmen to consider something that may tend to reformation and to
present what they shall do to the town to be confirmed.”!* Needless
to say, the selectmen could not do anything about it, any more than
half a century of Puritan town governments before them. The only
solution was the distribution of the commons to local inhabitants—the
demise of the commons.

Traditional patterns of life do not die out overnight. Men are
usually unwilling to change their way of life unless forced to do so,
either by economic circamstances or by direct political pressure. The
little town of Sudbury was a case in question. Its inhabitants clung to
the old English system of communal property management. The access
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to the commons was restricted, in 1655, and ar least thirty younger
men received no meadow grants for their animals. They went out of
the selectmen’s meeting ready to fight. Fight they did, until the town
was split. They formed a new community down the road, Marlbor-
ough. Not gaining access to the local commons, they were perfectly
willing to settle for a 24,000-acre plot a few miles away.1®

Factional strifc was not a part of the original goals of the founders
of New England. Factionalism was a blight to be avoided,; this opinion
remained a touchstone of American political thought untl James
Madison wrote Federalist #10. Yet the quarreling over the commons
was incessant, in direct opposition to the political and comrnunal ideal
of the peaceable kingdom.

“Togetherness”

The town of Sudbury was not to be the only Puritan village unable
to cope successfully with centrifugal forces created by the presence of
socialized property within the town limits. The creation of Marlbor-
ough, despite the fact that the young founders also established a town
commons, testified to the difficulty of preserving both the old common
field tenure system and social peace in the midst of vast stretches of
unoccupied land. It was too easy to move out, and this feature of New
England was to erode the medievalism of carly Puritan thought. The
centralized social control necessary to enforce such a system of com-
mon land required the existence of widespread land scarcity. Ironically,
it was in the final quarter of the seventeenth century that such land
scarcity appeared—scarcity of the most productive lands—but by that
time the haggling over the administration of the commons and increas-
ing land values had already provided the incentives necessary to con-
vince both leaders and average citizens that the commons should be
distributed permanently.

One of the original goals of the founders of New England was
that of social cohesion. The life of each community was to be relig-
jously based. The church was the center of the town, both symbolically
and very often physically. Men were to live close to one another, share
in one another’s burdens, pray together, and construct God’s kingdom
on earth. But there was a strong economic incentive to consolidate
landholdings.

Even before the market of Boston created demand for agriculrural



22 / Gary North

products, men in the villages had begun to barter their land allotments.
A man might live in the town with five or six acres of garden and
meadow, and he might also have been given some forty- or fifty-acre
plots in the common lands scattered around the town. Obviously, it
was to the advantage of some men to consolidate their holdings, trad-
ing with others who also wanted to cut down on the time spent to
travel—in mud, in snow, in dust—from one plot to another. Then,
family by family, an exodus began from the central town. Artisans
tended to come into the town’s center; farmers, especially those af-
fected by Boston’s market {those in the immediate Boston area or close
to water transport to Boston), needed to consolidate in order to ra-
tionalize production.

Despite the efforts of ministers and local selectmen, the population
spread out; decentralization, when not political, was at least social.
You could not examine your neighbor’s intimate affairs when he was
three miles away. The market for land was an agent of social decentrali-
zation.

The Urge for Privacy

The experience of the isolated little town of Dedham is illustrative
of the effect of market freedom on traditional patterns of social and
economic control. Professor Kenneth Lockridge describes the process:

If the corporate unity of the village was slowly croding, so was
its physical coherence. The common-field system began disin-
tegrating almost from the day of its inception. Already in the
1640’s the town permitted men to “fence their lots in particu-
lar” and presumably to grow in these lots whichever crops
they wished. By the 1670%s it had become usual for men to
take up both special “convenience grants” and their usual
shares of each new dividend in locations as close as possible
to their existing lots, practices which aided the consolidation
of individual holdings. The process encouraged by public pol-
icy was completed by private transactions, for an active market
in small parcels soon emerged, a market in which most farmers
sought to sell distant lands and buy lands closer to their main
holdings. The net result was the coalescence of private farms.
From here, it would be but two short steps for farmers whose
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holdings were centered in outlying areas to move their barns
and then their houses from the village out to their lands. As
of 1686 few scem to have taken these steps, but the way had
been prepared and the days of a society totally enclosed by the
village were numbered. In any event the common-field system
was gone, taking with it the common decisions and the fre-
quent encounters of every farmer with his fellows which it
entailed. 16

The closer to Boston, the faster these changes occurred, for if transport
was cheap enough—within ten miles or so along a well-traveled road—
the effects of the free market were felt far more alluringly. It paid to
become more efficient.

A Typical Development

The demise of the commons in Cambridge seems typical. The first
division took place in 1662. A second followed in 1665. Two small
divisions were made in 1707 and 1724. Various methods were used
to determine who got what parcels of land: lots were drawn, or acres
were distributed in terms of the number of cows a family was allowed
to graze on the common meadow, or a committee was formed to
consider other methods. In some towns there was considerable strife;
in others, the distributions were relatively peaceful. The effects on
Cambridge were significant, and in retrospect they scem quite predict-
able. After 1691 it was no longer necessary to pass new laws against
the cutting of timber from the commons. Men owned their own land,
and they cut or refused to cut as they saw fit. It was no longer necessary
to pass laws against selling timber to men from other towns, a common
feature of mid-seventeenth-century legislation in the towns. A thor-
oughly individualistic system of land tenure evolved.

The final impetus to private ownership came in the 1680s. James
I1, after coming to the throne in 1685, sent Sir Edmund Andros, the
former Royal governor of New York, to take over as governor general
of New England. The king meant to consolidate the political structure
of the colonies, making them all purely royal colonies. Andros met
with instant opposition. He began to hit too close to a crucial legal
weakness of New England’s towns.

By 1685, there were four New England colonies, New Haven



24 | Gary North

having been absorbed into Connecticut in 1662: Massachusetts, Ply-
mouth, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. (Plymouth became a part of
Massachusetts in 1692.) The right of these colonial governments to
create valid, legal townships was in question; the right of the towns
to act as if they were incorporated entities in giving legal title to land
was not in doubt: it was illegal. The king’s seal was not present in the
towns, and this was an invitation for the king’s newly appointed bu-
reaucracy—a growing horde—to intervene to their own advantage.

In 1686, the Andros regime imposed a 2.5 shilling quit-rent per
annum on all 100-acre lots not occupied or occupied by means of
defective titles. Andros called for a re-examination of the land patents.
Whether or not this represented a true threat to the majority of land
owners, they certainly were convinced that his intentions were the
worst, and that 2 major land-grab was about to be inaugurated. In the
various political pamphlets issued in 1688—90 by outraged critics of
his administration (later assembled as the Andros Tracts), this criticism
was made over and over. It was a major reason cited as a justification
for his overthrow in 1688. “Henceforward, the colonies took absolute
control of the land.”!7 Men desired, as never before, to gain clear-cut
title to their lands. It intensified a pressure that was five decades old
or more.18

The Market Process

Step by step, individual men asserted their sovereignty over land;
the proprictors of the commons steadily transferred the unoccupied
land surrounding the village, as well as the land in the more central
common fields, to the citizens of the town. While they did not ask for
competitive bidding as a means of distributing this land, the officials
did effect a continuous transformation of ownership. In doing so, they
established a break from the historical inheritance of many towns, the
old medieval open-field system of common ownership. The continual
bickering over the allocation of timber, fallen logs, tree cutting by
moonlight, town herds, herdsmen’s salaries, fence mending, planting
in the common fields, and policing everyone to see that thesc laws
were obcyed, finally broke the will of the town officials. It was easier
to give the land away; it was also more profitable for town residents,
i1 Most cases.

The tradition of the independent yeoman farmer so impressed
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Jefferson that he built an entire political philosophy around it. The
idea that individual men are more responsible for the administration
of property than boards of political appointees or even elected officials
became a fundamental principle of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
American life. The concepts of personal responsibility and personal
authority became interlocked, and the great symbol of this fusion was
the family farm. The endless quest for land by American families is one
of the most impressive tales in American history. It began as soon as
the Pilgrims stepped off the Mayflower and their Puritan neighbors
stepped off the Arabella a decade later. The experiment in common
ownership in village after village over half a century convinced minis-
ters, laymen, and political leaders that the private ownership of the
means of production was not only the most efficient way to get Chris-
tian goals accomplished, but also that such a form of ownership was
economically profitable as well. They saw, almost from the start, that
social peace is best achieved by means of the private ownership of the
tools of production, especially that most crucial of tools, land. The
Jessons of that first half-century of New England Puritan life is one of
the most important heritages of American life. Without it, indeed,
American life would be impossible to interpret correctly.
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Holy Experiment
by Paul Luther Brindle

The Holy Experiment was the name given by William Penn to his
colonization on the west bank of the Delaware River. William Penn
was sure that he was directed by God through his Inner Light. When
he was 12 years old, and alone in his room, he had a spiritual expert-
ence which he described as God appearing unto him and making it
clear to him that there was important work for him to perform.

William Penn was born October 14, 1644, almost within the
shadow of the Tower of London. His father was an English Navy
Captain whose name was also William. His mother was Dutch, the
former Margaret Jasper, and is credited with giving him his unshakeable
poise. The father had been taught the way of the sea by his father, Giles
Penn, on his own ship in the sailing-vessel days and in the rough-and-
tumble merchant service. Sir William Penn became Vice Admiral and
was knighted. As recipient of many honors, he was invited to state
functions, where he felt humbled by his limited formal education. He
determined that his son should be educated as a courtier.

A tutor was engaged and young William was sent to Chigwell
School in Essex, then to Oxford University for two years, and then to
Soumur in France where he lived with, and was influenced by, the
noted Calvinist theologian Moses Amyrault, a man of learning and
eloquence.

Penn wore fine clothes, armor, and side-arms becoming the cava-
lier gentry, and young men of distinction. While at Oxford, Penn had
developed skills in fencing, and when an attacker in Paris drew his
sword because of some imaginary offense, Penn bested him. Penn
could have pierced through, but he turned his attacker free unharmed.
Penn, by now the theologian, said concerning the incident, “T know
no religion which destroys courtesy, civility and kindness.” This led
him to give up armor and side-arms.

Mr. Brindle, a Washington, D.C., attomcy, wrote this article for the February 1975
issue of The Freeman. His paternal ancestors arrived in Philadelphia in 1715, from Liverpool.

27
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William Penn
(1644-1718)

Penn went to the London Inn to study English law until his father
took him to his estate in Ireland to avoid the plague of 1665 and 1666.

In Ireland, Penn heard the Quaker Thomas Loe, who preached,
“There is a faith that overcomes the world and a faith that the world
overcomes,” and from that time Penn was a steadfast member of the
Society of Friends. The Quakers were delighted to secure a convert
from the Cavalier class, a man of family, education, wealth, and promi-
nence. He became a recognized Quaker leader, preacher, and author
of numerous theological works.

Seventeenth-century life in England was at a low ¢bb, with 250
crimes punishable by death—usually on the block. The Conventicle
Act of 1664 made it unlawful to hold any religious meeting other than
that of the authorized Church of England. Magistrates were allowed
to impose fines upon violation, often amounting to confiscation of
assets and imprisonment withour trial by jury. The informer’s fec was
one-third of the fine, The Quakers refused to obey the Conventicle



Holy Experiment | 29

Act, and worshiped openly as Quakers. As a result, men, women, and
children were arrested and carted off to prison, and the following week
there would be replacements to suffer the same fate.

A Quaker in Prison

Newgate Prison was overcrowded. While in prison there, Penn
spent most of his time writing The Great Case of Liberty of Conscience
and on another occasion he wrote, No Cross, No Crown, which has been
reprinted from time to time.

Later, Penn spent cight months and 16 days in the Tower of
London without trial. Word reached him that the Bishop of London
had vowed to keep him there until he died. To this Penn replied, “They
are mistaken in me, I value not their threats; I will weary out their
malice.”

During Penn’s incarceration in the Tower, he was without research
material, but his writings included accurate quotations and analyses of
the opinions of over 150 personages of the past and present. When the
book, Innocency with Her Open Face, was published and reached the
streets, it was so helpful in authenticating his claim of his Inner Light,
as a man of God, and stirred such a clamor, that in a few days he was
released from prison by the act of pardon.

Property Seized, Later Restored

Large numbers of Quakers were refusing to pay tithes, or taxes to
maintain the government, which included support of the established
church. The sheriff was obliged to scize their property and sell it to
obtain treble the amount of the tax, or to imprison them.

The Quakers refused to take an oath, or to remove their hats in
court, church, or in the presence of important persons. They denied
the validity of all sacraments, including baptism and the Lord’s Supper.
They declared that a man should not be bound to believe more than
his reason could comprehend. The Quakers were attempting to harken
back to first-century Christianity, and thereby circumvent 16 centuries
of growth and struggle of Christendom. Their position on primitive
Christianity was to become an important point of understanding with
the Indians in America.

The Test Act of 1673 barred from public office (both civil and
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military) afl who refused the sacrament according to the rites of the
Church of England. This forced the resignation of James Stuart, the
Duke of York, from his position of Lord High Admiral of the Navy.
James was openly a Romanist, while Charles IT was secretly of the
same faith.

Ten years after the death of Admiral Sir William Penn, Charles 11
was still unable to pay the estate the Admiral’s uncollected salary and
loans which amounted to about £16,000. William Penn was at the
peak of his influence. He proposed that the Crown convey to him the
uncolonized land west of the Delaware River in North America in
exchange for the indebtedness and, at the same time, to provide a
haven for the religiously oppressed in England. It had been sixty years
since the Pilgrims had settled in Massachusetts for the free worship of
the Puritan religion, and Penn saw a need for individual religious
liberty.

When the Charter for the grant was being considered in Council,
on March 4, 1681, Penn stood with his hat on, as was the custom,
although he was in presence of the King, When the King removed his
hat, Penn asked, “Friend Charles, why dost thou not keep on thy hat?”
His Majesty replied laughingly, “It is the custom in this place for only
one person to remain covered at one time.”

Penn, in deference to the Quaker restriction against vanity, ob-
jected to the colony being named Pennsylvania, the Latin for Penn’s
woods. In response the King said, “T will name it after your father.”
On March 4, 1681, the Holy Experiment was launched, and March 4
was later selected as the Inauguration of the Presidents of the United
States—a custom which prevailed through 1933.

Pennsylvania became a proprictorship colony in America. It con-
sisted of 45,000 square miles, only 5,000 square miles less than the
area of England. Of it Penn wrote, “Tis a clear and just thing; and
my God, which has given it to me, through many difficulties, will T
believe, bless and make it the sced of a nation. I shall tender care to the
government that it may be well laid at first.”

Address to Scttlers

Penn lost no time in putting the Holy Experiment into effect, as
inspired by his Inner Light. On April 8, 1681, he wrote to the settlers
in Pennsylvania—the Swedes, Dutch, and English—in a style which
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has sometimes been referred to as Governor Penn’s Inaugural Address.
He wrote, in part:

My Friends:

I wish you all happiness, here and hereafter. I have to let you
know that it has pleased God in his Providence to cast you
within my lot and care. It is a business that, though I never
undertook before, yet God has given me an understanding of
my duty, and an honest mind to do it uprightly, I hope you
will not be troubled with your change and the king’s choice,
for you are now fixt, at the mercy of no Governour that comes
to make his fortune great; you shall be governed by laws of
your own making, and live a frec, and, if you will, a sober and
industrious people. I shall not usurp the right of any, or op-
press his person; God has furnished me with a better resolu-
tion, and has given me the grace to keep it. In short, whatever
sober and free men can reasonably desire for the security and
improvement of their own happiness, I shall heartily comply
with. . .. I beseech God to direct you in the way of righteous-
ness, and therein prosper you and your children after you. 1
am3

Your true friend,
Wm. Penn.

When Penn first arrived in his colony on October 27, 1682, at
Uplands (renamed Chester), he immediately began to apply his frame
of government. He issued writs for the election of Representatives to
the assembly to meet at Chester on December 4, 1682. Penn was
delighted to find the great storchouse of riches which exceeded his
fondest expectations. Prior to going to Pennsylvania, he had written
several letters to the Lenni Lenape (Delaware) Indians, which had
been read and transtated to them. The letters were friendly and deeply
religious, and he assured them that his people would never harm them
nor take their land without payment.

e learned their language and would walk among them. The Indi-
ans had strong likes and dislikes, but were deeply fond of Penn, whose
brotherly love was contagious. The Indians shared Penn’s convictions
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on immortality. Penn contended, “That the truest end in life 1s to
know the life that never ends—that death is no more than turning us
over from time to cternity.”

After making land purchases in 1683, Penn wrote: “The poor
people are under a dark night in things relating to religion, to be sure,
the tradition of it, yet they believe in God and Immortality, without
the help of metaphysicks; for they say, there is a grear king that made
them, who dwells in a glorious country to the southward of them, and
that the souls of the good shall go thither where they shall live again.”

Penn’s Fundamental Constitutions of Government read: “Thar all
persons living in the province who confess and acknowledge the Al-
mighty and Eternal God to be Creator, Upholder and Ruler of the
world—subject to the general rules of piety, all were welcome. Only
those who denied the existence of God should be excluded.”

The Erame of Government

Penn looked upon the state as evil and wanted no more govern-
ment than the ill-behaved of worldly citizens made necessary. His phi-
losophy of an ideal society was one in which men governed themselves
and their affairs so well and justly that formal government would have
little or nothing to do. Penn said, “Liberty without obedience is confu-
sion and obedience without liberty is slavery.” Imprisonments were
continuing in England, requiring courtier attention. Penn sailed on
August 16, 1684, to England.

King Charles IT died in 1685, and his younger brother James
Stuart ascended to the throne as James I1, and declared that he would
establish the Roman religion in England or die in the attempt. Charles
had a natural son, Monmouth, for whom a Dukedom had been cre-
ated. He mustered his forces to take the throne from his uncle, James
11, which resulted in a bloody failure, and Monmouth lost his head
on the block. It took William of Orange with 14,000 well-disciplined
Dutch troops to rout his father-in-law from the throne. James tossed
the great seal into the Thames and fled to France where he lived on the
bounty of Louis XIV. This was the end of Penn’s influence as a court-
fer.

At the behest of William in 1689, cight years after Penn’s Holy
Experiment began, Parliament passed the Toleration Act, which Wil-
liam had promised when he announced his intention to drive James
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from the throne. The Act established religious liberty by law. The
reforms established were the very ones for which Penn, in his earlier
days, had so ardently contended, and modern England was to grow
up under these reforms.

William and Mary

Under the reign of William and Mary, violence, cruelty, and brutal
executions largely passed away. Mary was the daughter of James II and
his first wife, Anne Hyde, and was reared as a Protestant. She and
William were virtuous and honorable monarchs, and set an example
for all rulers to follow. The statesman who failed lost his office, not his
head. Under the liberties established by William ITT, the modern world
was beginning to appear. The Toleration Act brought tranquility to
the English people, and cleared the way for dealing with those of
different religions and cultures.

Penn visited Holland and Germany, preaching to the oppressed
Mennonites and Schwenkfelders, and urged them to colonize in Penn-
sylvania. He visited Princess Elizabeth, granddaughter of James I, who
was then the Abbess of Hercford, and who entertained an interest in
the mysteries of the Deity. Penn, accompanied by Quaker missionaries,
was hopeful of her acceptance of Quakerism. Wrote Penn in his notes:
“The gospel was preached, the dead ... raised and the living were
comforted.”

In 1699 Penn made his second trip to Pennsylvania, when the
population was about 20,000, consisting of about one-third members
of the Church of England, one-third Quakers, and one-third Presbyte-
rians, Mennonites, and others. When Penn, a man of great poise,
visited throughout the province and the neighboring colonies of New
York, New Jersey, and Maryland, he was graciously received.

Penn returned to England in 1701, but before his departure, a new
and simpler constitution was adopted by the people. Penn stoutly
maintained that there should be:

. no establishment of the Church of England as the state church;
. no use of public funds for sectarian benefit;

. no abridgment of suffrage;

. no Test Act eligibility for office; and

. no direct parliamentary taxation upon property or income.

o G b
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In compliance with Leviticus 25:10, a huge bell was cast by Pass
and Stow of Philadelphia, and was rung on the fiftieth Anniversary,
proclaiming liberty throughourt the land. It was again rung in jubila-
tion on July 4, 1776, and cach year thereafter until a crack developed.
After that, it became an attraction for visitors.

"Those whom Penn left in charge of his province were soon to be
operating it at a loss, and Penn was imprisoned for debt. To terminate
the loss in his advancing vears, he offered a sacrifice sale of Pennsylva-
nia to the Crown, for £12,000, and accepted £1,200 as advance pay-
ment.

When the new constitution was adopted in 1701, the first of the
prohibitions (against a state church) was inadvertently omitted, and
Penn by recoupment, tried to incorporate it as a restrictive covenant
in the sales agreement, but destiny had another plan for the survival
of the Holy Experiment.

Penn suffered a stroke which rendered him unable to contract
during his remaining years. It fell to the lot of his widow, Hannah, to
save the Holy Experiment. She ended the foolish sales talks, repaid the
advance from an inheritance, schooled herself in the affairs of the prov-
ince, and taught the same to her sons.

The Order of Succession in Pennsylvania

Thomas Penn was the businessman of the family. Later he became
Governor and he instructed his nephew, John Penn, to succeed him.
John Penn served until the Revolution.

Written high in the capitol at Harrisburg are William Penn’s fa-
mous words, “The nations want an example and my God will give
them one.” By liberating the spirits of men, more power was released
through the Holy Experiment than was theretofore thought possible
by those of lesser stature.

The Quakers opposed war per se, and even as a means of defensc.
They surrendered political power as early as 1757. During and after
the Revoltution, many Quakers emigrated to Canada.

Penn had placed happiness foremost in his letter to the settlers in
1681, and 95 years later when Philadelphia was the most populous city
in America, it was paraphrased as the “pursuit of happiness” in the
Declaration of Independence. Seven of the 39 signers to the Declara-
tion of Independence were Pennsylvanians, and Pennsylvania was the
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first of the larger states to ratify the U.S. Constitution, on December
12, 1787, following only five days after ratification by Delaware, a
Jand formerly owned by Penn and settled as a part of the Holy Experi-
mient.

The Holy Experiment in representative government, by strange
circumstances, remained not the work of any one person, or group of
persons. Succeeding  generations and freedom-loving immigrants
could find inspiration from Penn’s dedicatory prayer inscribed on
Philadelphia’s City Hall, the closing words of which are, “To preserve
thee from such as would abuse and defile thee that thou mayest be
preserved to the end.”



A Tale of Two Revolutions
by Robert A. Peterson

The year 1989 marks the 200th anniversary of the French Revolu-
tion. To celebrate, the French government is throwing its biggest party
in at least 100 years, to last all year. In the United States, an American
Committee on the French Revolution has been set up to coordinate
programs on this side of the Atlantic, emphasizing the theme “France
and America: Partners in Liberty.”

But were the French and American Revolutions really similar? On
the surface, there were paraliels. Yet over the past two centuries, many
observers have likened the American Revolution to the bloodiess Glo-
rious Revolution of 1688, while the French Revolution has been con-
sidered the forerunner of the many modern violent revolutions that
have ended in totalitarianism. As the Russian naturalist, author, and
soldier Prince Piotr Kropotkin put it, “What we learn from the study
of the Great [French] Revolution is that it was the source of all the
present communist, 2narchist, and socialist conceptions.”

It is because the French Revolution ended so violently that many
Frenchmen are troubled about celebrating its 200th anniversary.
French author Leon Daudet has written: “Commemorate the French
Revolution? That’s like celebrating the day you got scarlet fever.” An
anti-’89 movement has even begun to sell mementos reminding today’s
Frenchmen of the excesses of the Revolution, including Royalist black
armbands and calendars that mock the sacred dates of the French
Revolution.

The French should indeed be uneasy about their Revolution, for
whereas the American Revolution brought forth a relatively free econ-
omy and limited government, the French Revolution brought forth
first anarchy, then dictatorship.

Eighteenth-century France was the largest and most populous
country in westernn Europe. Blessed with rich soil, natural resources,
and a long and varied coastline, France was Europe’s greatest power

Mr. Peterson is headmaster of The Pilgrim Academy in Egg Harbor City, New Jersey.
This articie was originafly published in dhe Angust 1989 issue of The Freeman.
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and the dominant culture on the continent. Unfortunately, like all the
other countries of eighteenth-century Europe, France was saddled
with the economic philosophy of mercantilism. By discouraging free
trade with other countries, mercantilism kept the economies of the
European nation-states in the doldrums, and their people in poverty.

Nevertheless, in 1774, King Louis XVI made a decision that could
have prevented the French Revolution by breathing new life into the
French economy: he appointed Physiocrat Robert Turgot as Control-
ler General of Finance. The Physiocrats were a small band of followers
of the French physician Frangois Quesnay, whose economic prescrip-
tions included reduced taxes, less regulation, the elimination of gov-
ernment-granted monopolies and internal tolls and tariffs—ideas that
found their rallying cry in the famous slogan, “laissez-faire, laissez-
passer.”

The Physiocrats exerted a profound influence on Adam Smith,
who had spent time in France in the 1760s and whose classic The
Wealth of Nations embodied the Physiocratic attack on mercantilism
and argued that nations get rich by practicing free trade.2 Of Smith,
Turgot, and the Physiocrats, the great French statesman and author
Frederic Bastiat (1801-1850) wrote: “The basis of their whole eco-
nomic system may be truly said to lic in the principle of self-interest. . ..
The only function of government according to this doctrine 1s to pro-
tect life, liberty, and property.™

Embracing the principie of free trade not just as a temporary expe-
dient, but as a philosophy, Turgot got the king to sign an edict in
January 1776 that abolished the monopolies and special privileges of
the guilds, corporations, and trading companies. He also abolished the
forced labor of the peasants on the roads, the hated corvée. He then
dedicated himself to breaking down the internal tariffs within France.
By limiting government expense, he was able to cut the budget by 60
million livres and reduce the interest on the national debt from 8.7
million livees to 3 million livres.

Had Turgot been allowed to pursue his policies of free trade and
less government interverntion, France might very well have become
Europe’s first “common market” and avoided violent revolution. A
rising tide would have lifted all ships. Unfortunately for France and
the cause of freedom, resistance from the Court and special interests
proved too powerful, and Turgot was removed from oftice in 1776.
“The dismissal of this great man,” wrote Voltaire, “crushes me. ...
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Since that fatal day, I have not followed anything ... and am waiting
patiently for someone to cut our throats.™ Turgot’s successors, fol-
lowing a mercantilist policy of government intervention, only made
the French economy worse. In a desperate move to find money in the
face of an uproar across the country and to re-establish harmony Louis
XVTI agreed to convene the Estates General for May 1789. Meanwhile,
the king’s new finance minister, Jacques Necker, a Swiss financial ex-
pert, delayed the effects of mercantilism by importing large amounts
of grain.

On May 5, the Estates-General convened at Versailles. By June
17, the Third Estate had proclaimed itself the National Assembly.
Three days later, the delegates took the famous Tennis Court Qath,
vowing not to disband until France had a new constitution.

But the real French Revolution began not at Versailles but on the
streets of Paris. On July 14, a Parisian mob attacked the old fortress
known as the Bastiile, liberating, as one pundit put it, “two fools, four
forgers and a debaucher.” The Bastille was no longer being used as a
political prison, and Louis XVI had even made plans to destroy it.
That made little difference to the mob, who were actually looking for
weapons.

Promising the guards safe conduct if they surrendered, the leaders
of the mob broke their word and hacked them to death. It would be
the first of many broken promises. Soon the heads, torsos, and hands
of the Bastille’s former guardians were bobbing along the street on
pikes. “In all,” as historian Otto Scott pur it, “a glorious victory of
unarmed citizens over the forces of tyranny, or so the newspapers and
history later said.” The French Revolution had begun.

Despite the bloodshed at the Bastille and the riots in Paris, there
was some clear-headed thinking. Mirabeau wanted to keep the Crown
but restrain it. “We need a government like England’s,” he said.® But
the French not only hated things English, they even began to despise
their own cultural heritage—the good as well as the bad. On October
5, the Assembly adopted the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
Citizen—a good document all right, but only if it were followed.

Twenty-eight days later, the Assembly showed they had no inten-
tion of doing so: all church property in France was confiscated by the
government. It was the wrong way to go about creating a free society.
Certainly the Church was responsible for some abuses, but seeking to
build a free society by undermining property rights is like cutting
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down trees to grow a forest. Such confiscation only sets a precedent
for further violation of property rights, which in turn violates individ-
ual rights—the very rights of man and the citizen the new government
was so loudly proclaiming. By confiscating church property—no mat-
ter how justified—France’s Revolutionary leaders showed that they
weren’t interested in a truly free society, only in one created in the
image of their own philosophers. As Rastiat larer pointed out, they
were among the modern world’s first social engineers.

Soon France began to descend into an abyss in which it would
remain for the next 25 years. In towns where royalist mayors were stifl
popular, bands of men invaded town halls and killed city magistrates.
Thousands of people sold their homes and fled the country, taking
with them precious skills and human capital. Frangois Babeuf, the first
modern communist, created a Society of Equals dedicated to the aboli-
tion of private property and the destruction of all those who held
property. The king’s guards were eventually captured and killed. The
Marquis de Sade, from whom we get the term sadism, was rcleased
from prison. The Paris Commune took over control of Paris.

Fiat Money Inflation

The actions of the government were even more radical than those
of the people at large. In order to meet the continuing econOMIc Crisis,
the Assembly resorted to paper money—the infamous assignats,
backed ostensibly by the confiscated church property. Although most
of the delegates were aware of the dangers of paper moncy, it was
thought that if the government issued only a small amount—and that
backed up by the confiscated property—the assignats would not create
the kind of economic disaster that had accompanied the use of paper
money in the past.

But as had happened again and again through history, the govern-
ment proved unable to discipline itself, As Andrew Dickson White put
it in his Fiat Money Inflation in France: “New issucs of paper werc then
clamored for as more drams are demanded by a drunkard. New issues
only increased the evil; capitalists were all the more reluctant to embark
their money on such a sea of doubt. Workmen of all sorts were more
and more thrown out of employment. Issue after issue of currency
came; but no relief resulted save a momentary stimulus which aggra-
vated the disease.””
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Writing from England in 1790, long before the French inflation
had donc its worst, Edmund Burke saw the danger of fiat currency.
According to Burke, issuing assignats was the government’s pat answer
to any problem: “Is there a debt which presses them? Issue assignats.
Are compensations to be made or a maintenance decreed to those
whom they have robbed of their free-hold in their office, or expelled
from their profession? Assignats. Is a fleet to be fitted out? Assig-
nats. . .. Are the old assignats depreciated at market? What 1s the rem-
edy? Issue new assignats.” The leaders of France, said Burke, were like
quack doctors who urged the same remedy for every illness.

Burke saw in the French Revolution not a decrease in the power
of the state, but an increase in it: “The establishment of a system of
liberty would of course be supposed to give it [France’s currency| new
strength; and so it would actually have done if a system of liberty had
been established.” As for the confiscation of property—first that of the
Catholic Church then that of anyone accused of being an enemy of the
Revolution—Burke said: “Never did a state, in any case, enrich itself
by the confiscation of the citizens,™

But the 1ssuing of assignats was only the beginning. In the spring
of 1792, the first Committee of Public Safety was established, charged
with judging and punishing traitors. Soon the streets of Paris began
to run with blood, as thousands of people were killed by the guillotine.
The following fall, the French government announced that it was pre-
pared to help subject peoples everywhere win their freedom. Thus,
instead of peacefully exporting French products and French ideas on
liberty, the French began exporting war and revolution . .. hence the
saying, “When France sneezes, the whole world catches cold.”

As more soldiers were needed to “liberate” the rest of Europe,
France instituted history’s first universal levy—the ultimate in state
control over the lives of its citizens. Meanwhile, for opposing the
Revolution, most of the city of Lyons was destroyed. And Lafayette,
who at first had embraced the Revolution, was arrested as a traitor.

Stifling Controls

Soon a progressive mcome tax was passed, prices on grain were
fixed, and the death penalty was meted out to those who refused to
sell at the government’s prices. Every citizen was required to carry an
identity card issued by his local commune, called, in an Orwellian twist



