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his July 4 
we celebrate the 245th anni-

versary of the Declaration of 
Independence, an act so bold as 

to be widely considered treason at 
the time. The 56 men who signed the Decla-
ration knew they would be hanged if caught 
by the British for their support of indepen-
dence from England and King George III.

An independent nation
 In that sweltering summer of 1776, pas-
sions ran high for independence. In recent 
years, the British Parliament—in which 
Americans had no voice or representation—
had levied three taxes on the American 
colonies, fanning the fires for freedom. King 
George III had sent an army to put down 
the rebellious colonists following battles at 
Lexington and Concord in the spring of 1775. 
 There was no jurisprudence in the 
American colonies; the only way to get 
a trial by jury was to cross the ocean to 
a British court. American manufacturers 
could sell their goods only to England, and 
no other country. Previous presentations of 
such grievances over a five-year period to 
the Crown and to Parliament were ignored.
 When Richard Henry Lee of Virginia 
rose in Philadelphia at the Continental Con-
gress on June 7, 1776, to make his resolution 
for independence, he felt certain the moment 
had arrived. He did so not only to achieve 
American freedom but also to allow for the 
pursuit of foreign alliances that could help 
the small colonies in the coming conflict. 
 Three days of debate followed. Many 
of those opposed to independence felt the 
timing wasn’t right. Those in favor argued 
foreign partners would demand a written 
document of resolve. Finally, a committee 
was selected to draft the Declaration of 
Independence. Its members included John 
Adams of Massachusetts, Benjamin Franklin 
of Pennsylvania, Roger Sherman of Con-
necticut, Robert Livingston of New York, 
and Thomas Jefferson of Virginia. 
 Adams pushed for Jefferson to lead 
this group and become the primary author. 
Politically, Adams knew a Virginian would 
be more acceptable to the Congress than 
one from New England. Plus, Adams told 
Jefferson, “you can write ten times better 
than I can.”
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A depiction of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, a John Trumbull reproduction.

A full transcript of the Declaration of Independence can be found at www.archives.gov/
founding-docs/declaration-transcript.
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 At age 33, Thomas Jefferson later said 
he took on the task “to place before man-
kind the common sense of the subject, in 
terms so plain and firm as to command their 
assent, and to justify ourselves in the inde-
pendent stand we are compelled to take.”  
Fortunately, Jefferson had access to previ-
ous writings of John Locke, as well as the 
very recent Declaration of Rights by George 
Mason of Virginia, on both of which he 
leaned. The draft took Jefferson two days 
to create and passed his committee of five 
with few edits. 
 His genius was not in assembling facts 
and arguments, but rather in joining philo-
sophic principles with propaganda in a way 
that became literary art filled with immortal 
phrases. 
 Jefferson’s committee had a fine doc-
ument in hand by June 28. However, there 
was no assurance it would ever see the light 
of day.

The vote
 The first vote by the Continental 
Congress on the Lee resolution for inde-
pendence was taken July 1. When the votes 
were tallied by state, it was not unanimous. 
In fact, there were two “no” votes, South 
Carolina and Pennsylvania; one abstention, 
New York; and a split vote in the Delaware 

From July 2 to July 4, the Congress debated 
every word, phrase, paragraph and punctuation 

mark of the Jefferson draft.

delegation. The South Carolina delegation 
proposed an overnight delay to allow for 
consideration of unanimity. The next day, 
the two “no” votes became in favor, and the 
wayward third Delaware delegate was found 
and voted “yes,” making it 12 states in favor. 
 The New York delegation had firm 
orders from home to agree to nothing. So, 
despite the delegation’s favorable disposi-
tion, they felt they must abstain from the 
vote. Only days later did word arrive from 
New York that they wanted to support the 
movement to independence.
 From July 2 to July 4, the Congress 
debated every word, phrase, paragraph and 
punctuation mark of the Jefferson draft. He 
could only sit in helpless silence to witness 
their “mutilations” of his words. They toned 
down his rhetoric about King George and, 
more importantly, removed the whole para-
graph concerning opposition to slavery.
 Finally, toward the end of July 4, 
the document was approved and sent to 
engravers to be transcribed for signature. 
In those days such work took time, pushing 
the ceremonial signing to Aug. 2. However, 
local printers created broadsides of the 
unsigned document so it could be quickly 
circulated among the colonies. 
 On July 9, George Washington assem-
bled his army in New York City to read the 
Declaration aloud to them at the parade 
grounds in Lower Manhattan. They became 
so excited they started a riot and moved 
to the park at Bowling Green to topple the 
statue of King George. They melted down 
that statue to make 42,000 musket balls to 
use against the king’s army. 
 After King George read the Declaration 
of Independence, he made a speech to Par-
liament about the rebels in the colonies and 
sent more armies to subdue them. Happily, 
none of the signers were hanged, although 
Richard Stockton of New Jersey was jailed 
for 18 months.

John Hancock’s signature
 John Hancock famously wrote his 
signature larger than all the other signers. 
But why? He was first to sign it, therefore 
there was only open space for him to write 
his name. So, he wrote in the middle of the 
page and made it large. It’s said Hancock 
quipped, “Maybe the king can read that.” All 
other 55 signers went smaller than Hancock, 
making him stand out. 
 Two of the 56 signers became Presi-
dent of the United States: John Adams and 
Thomas Jefferson. Washington was away 
fighting the British that summer of 1776. 
He, of course, became our first president 13 
years later in 1789. Our second president, 
John Adams, was elected for one term and 
defeated for re-election by his vice presi-
dent, Thomas Jefferson.
 In a karmic twist of fate, Adams and 
Jefferson both died on July 4, 1826, on the 
50th anniversary of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. 

Recommended reading
 For more about the two signers of 
the Declaration who became president, 
try Pulitzer Prize winner “John Adams” by 
David McCullough and “Thomas Jefferson, a 
Biography” by Nathan Schachner.
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