
“For there are no Examples so frequent in History, both Sacred 
and Prophane, as those of Men withdrawing themselves, and their 
Obedience, from the Jurisdiction they were born under, and the 
Family or Community they were bred up in, and setting up new 
Governments in other places; from whence sprang all that number 
of petty Common-wealths in the beginning of Ages, and which al-
ways multiplied, as long as there was room enough, till the stron-
ger, more fortunate swallowed the weaker; and those great ones 
again breaking to pieces, dissolved into lesser Dominions.”

—JOHN LOCKE, 
Paragraph 115, The Second Treatise of Government

The Birth Of Virginia’s Aristocracy explains how the fi rst civil society formed 
in Virginia, what purposes it served, who its members were, and what hap-
pened to it as it aged. 

The transformation of Virginia’s leading families into an “aristocracy” 
was the fi nal stage in the development of its fi rst society. This was not just 
a matter of accumulating wealth and political infl uence. Virginia's aristoc-
racy was born, the book explains, when Colonel Richard Lee II transferred 
his allegiance from the squabbling, fragmented community that surround-
ed him to a distant English Lord. The descendents of the men who fi lled 
Virginia’s fi rst general assembly followed Lee more or less en masse. By 
surrendering their personal sovereignty to Thomas, 5th Lord Fairfax they 
effectively became members of the hierarchical—hereditary social system 
that ascended to the King of England. Why would they do this? The au-
thor points to the end result, which was a mechanism that preserved the 
community-at-large by perpetuating the authority of Virginia’s patriarchs. 

Readers will fi nd that the process in which society formed and evolved 
in this real world setting bore no clear resemblance to the process theo-
rized by the political “scientists” writing on the subject at that time in 
England. The author suggests that understanding what actually happened 
in Virginia will help modern observers understand what happened—and is 
happening—elsewhere.
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Introduction

T
he Dubious Achievement of the 1st Continental Congress is 
the biography of a document.

What is known today as the “Declaration of Rights 
and Grievances” was created by John Adams as he cor-

rected the record of the Congress between the 22nd and the 26th of 
October 1774. Adams constructed this document from committee 
reports that had been prepared and submitted to the Congress sepa-
rately. Having assembled this new “declaration”, Adams passed it 
with the rest of his revisions to his friend and political ally, Charles 
Thomson. Secretary of the Congress Thomson then incorporated 
it into the congressional record. This was done after the Congress 
adjourned - and after its members had departed from Philadelphia. 
The dubious achievement of the 1st Continental Congress is the 
offi cial recognition of a document that the Congress neither ap-
proved nor even considered.

The Congress did consider (and approve) a report on the griev-
ances of the colonies prepared and submitted by the sub-committee 
it had appointed to do this. This sub-committee was chaired by 
General John Sullivan. At the time the Congress established this 
fi rst sub-committee, it also created a second sub-committee, this 
one to draft a report on the rights of the colonies. John Adams was 
appointed chairman of this panel. Adams proceeded to draft its re-
port himself. The members of Adams’s sub-committee approved his 
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“bill of rights”, but it met with insurmountable opposition in the 
“great committee” which had commissioned the report.

Adams twice re-drafted the report, but the Great Committee was 
dissolved before voting on Adams’s final revision. Because the re-
port was never released by this committee, the general Congress 
never considered it.

The Dubious Achievement of the 1st Continental Congress explains 
why Samuel Adams and his cousin John—leaders of the patriotic 
faction—considered a “bill of rights” essential to their cause, why 
the conservative faction objected to it, how these “Tories” prevented 
the Congress from concluding on the matter, how John Adams and 
Charles Thomson manipulated their unsuspecting colleague (John 
Dickinson) to get Adams’s phantom declaration into the record of 
the Congress and how by doing so they prepared the way for their 
forthcoming demand for political independence.

The story is told in these four richly-illustrated parts:

Part I: Agents of Empire and Rebellion, 1754—1767

The story’s introductory segment recounts how the imperialist 
policies of William Pitt set England on its road to empire, how the 
burdensome financial obligations that attended its acquisition of 
France’s North American territories created political problems in 
England and how the leaders of the English Parliament transported 
this turmoil to Britain’s American colonies with their unprecedent-
ed new revenue policies. The men who superintended England’s 
emerging empire and the American “patriots” who organized and 
managed the forthcoming rebellion against it are introduced in this 
segment. It concludes by remembering that the colonials forced 
Parliament to rescind the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act and that 
Parliament therefore redoubled its efforts to collect the duties pre-
scribed in the Townshend Act of 1767.
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Part II: The Patriotic Movement, 1767—1774

The story’s second segment recounts the steady deterioration in re-
lations between Britain’s tax collectors and their military guards 
and the people of Boston. It observes how a cell of patriotic activ-
ists began to organize resistance to Parliament’s revenue policy and 
that the focus of this resistance gradually shifted from Parliament’s 
objectionable policies to Britain’s “over-subordinate” government. 
It traces the sequence of events that produced the “Boston Mas-
sacre”, the “Gaspee Affair” and the “Boston Tea Party”. It recounts 
that Lord North closed the Port of Boston in response to this last 
insulting act of vandalism and it observes that Boston’s patriots 
responded to this punitive measure by transforming their “patri-
otic” movement into an “independence” movement. This segment 
concludes by remembering that Samuel Adams, leader of Boston’s 
patriots, undertook to unite the colonies in common cause after the 
closing of the Port of Boston and that conservatives in Massachu-
setts’s sister colonies, hoping to avoid the untoward consequences 
of such a move, proposed a “congress of the colonies” to consider 
the matter.

Part III: Congressional Politics,  
5 September 1774—26 October 1774

The story’s third segment observes that while the call for the “con-
gress of the colonies” did not originate with Massachusetts‘s pa-
triotic leaders, they recognized it as an opportunity and joined it 
with a two-part plan to advance their new political agenda. It re-
members that the first part of this plan, to be superintended by Sam 
Adams, was to rally support for the “solemn league and covenant” 
that Adams had called for in June. The second part of this plan, to 
be superintended by his cousin John, was to win approval for a bill 


