




COMMITTEES OF CORRESPONDENCE OF THE AMERICAN 
REVOLUTION. 

By Dr. EnwARJ> D. CoLLINS. 

MA.88ACHUSETTS DISCOVERS A METHOD OF OOLONIAL SELF­

GOVERNMENT, 

Jared Sparks, in his Life of Gouverneur Morris, has com­
prehensively summarized the conditions through which the 
committee systems of the American Revolution sprang into 
efficiency: 

And here it must be kept in mind that wherever the power of Great 
Britain was thrown off or disavowed, all political control paseed by its 
natural course into the hands of the people. No man or body of men 
bad authority to command any other body of men or individual; equality 
of rights produced an equality of condition, and the structure of govern­
ment could only be raised on the strength of powers delegated anew to 
certain persons for this special pnrpoee by the willing voice of the people, 
whom circumstances had made the sole arbiters of their own political 
destiny. Hence the primary movement was to bring the people to under.�/ 
stand their interests and act in concert, and the first means used to attain i 
this end was the establishment of committees of correspondence in differ- · 
ent parts of the country. These committees were chosen in towns, coun­
ties, parishes, districts, or smaller neighborhoods. They were intrusted 
with certain powers, which enabled them to correspond with each other 
and to represent in some sort the political views and objects of their con­
stituents. So necessary was this system in itself, and so well adapted to 
promote the general welfare, that it wae acceded to everywhere, and in a 
short time committees were !10 universally appoinwd throughout the 
colonies that the friends of liberty had speedy and direct channels opened 
with each other in every part of the continent. This increased their 
mutual intelligence, gave tht>m confidence and encouragement, harmon­
ized their sentiments, and HOwed the seeds of union.a 

The conjuncture of political exigency and colonial environ­
ment produced organization of n. peculia1· type. Indeed, so 

a Spark,, Goun,rueur Morrie, J, SO, ff. 
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that its perma.o._ence could only be insured by disca.rdin cus­
tom edent a.uthori y-tbe usual bulwarks of good state­
craft. The earlier committees of 1764:, 1768, and 1770 arose 
out of specific needs, and their instructions had been clear and 
definite; but this new creation bore no relation to them, and 
the language of Adams's famous motion, from which the new 
body must draw instructions as well as authority to act at all 
is vague and flo:rid. The contingencies which the committee 

rrespon ence actually faced grew out of future develop­
ment.a and conditions which the committee itself was largel 
'nstrumental · creating.( As a substitute or e existin 
form of government it would appear ludicrously insufficient. 
It was not capable, as a revolutionary institution, of meeting 
the requirements of a general revolutionary movement. It 
was the germ of a government, but one that would have been 
purely local. 

VIRGINIA SUPPLIES A CONNECTING LINK, 

The only direct injunction laid upon the Boston committee 
of correspondence by Adams's motion involved a function that 
this committee was not well adapted to perform, namely: 
"To state the rights of the colonists, and of this province in 
particular, as men 1:1.nd Christians, and as subjects; and to / 
communicate to the wor]d a.s the sense of this town, with the 
infringements 1:1.nd violations thereof that have been or from 
time to time may be made." This body would have served as 
well as any other, pe1·haps, to state the right.a of men and 
Christians, but the rights of a rovince and its mem as 
subjec of a. overnmen cou not be verv consistently stated 
by an ext1'8.-legal y composed of men w o were acting as 
ao

J
,,,,,�-e but subjects, with no vestig�f pl'oviocial or gov­

ernmental authority, a bod· which "sted in direct contra-
-

dictio t e rmciples and well underst desires of t e 
establi government. Yet t 1s unc 10n was a most impor-

n one, for in it lay the key to concerted action and to 
union. 

This function, therefore, developed a new necessity in the 
committee organism, namely, ROmebody to speak officialJy for 
the colony as a unit; and the organism promptly evolved a 
new arm to n.'4Sume this function in the choice of committees 
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of i� development, hnd written to Lord Dartmouth in 1773, 
July 10, on this very point: 

The IIS8embliee of Virginia, this _province, Rhode I11land, and Connecti­
cut have appointed their respective committees of correspondence, who act 
in the recess of the coum; and the like commitleei! are ex1x.--cted from the 
other assemblie11 when they shall be convened. This in some measure 
defeat.a and counteract.a the powers reserved to the governors, in what are 
called the loyal government.a, of proroguing or dissolving the llBSembly at 
pleasure. 

NEW JERSEY PERFECTS A TYPE OF COMPLETE REVOLlITIONARY 

GOVERNMENT. 

Tho committee o corresP:9ndence was essentiall a local 
institution, and local conditions created its characteristic 
ea.tu 

· 
n tho different co onial commumties. e may leave 

t e assembly committees, therefore, at this point, as highly 
perfected but not very highly effective arms of the system, 
and turn to the development of certain features in other quar­
ters that were to prove not only highly perfected but highly 
efficient as well. This leads us to the evolution of th county 
committee of corrc:;pondencc. the best type of which is e 
seen in New Jersey. 

This part of the system wa.'! evolved to meet particular needs, 
just as the first town committee of correz;pondence had been. 
The holding of a congr�s had already been projected, and to 
take the initiative in actually convening it what better agent 
could have been fallen upon than that which had suggested it, 
which was wholly irresponsible to royll.l government, but im­
mediately amenable to public opinion .and responsive to local 
needs i Some one writing from Philadelphia on the 22d of 

__ J�ne, 11-U, outlined a plan which was essentially that on which (_/4.,6�1) 
the New Jersey committees of correspondence were con- Y? � 5 
structed. This writer th gbt that the best m tbod of boos-......-- ·7-

ing deputies for a congress would be through..their nomination 
By repr08ent.atives in the assembly. Another plan, the next 

, wou d .be for freemen qualified to vote for members of 
assembly to choose delegates to a_provincial convention in each 
colony, this convention to no in hi lony. epw s a -
con ress. An additional advantl:l.ge of this plan would be 
that-

The representatives for each county will naturally form a standing com• 
mi� for that county to correspond with the standing provincial commit-
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tee appointed by the provincial convention to act in their behalfs, as the 
convention can not be kept continually &88embled. The busine&B of tbe 
provincial committee, then, will be to correspond with the other colonies 
and with the county committees. The county committees may request 
every email district within the county, whether called township, hundred, 
etc., to chooee one person to represent that township, hundred, etc., and 
may convey intelligence to each of theee persons by letter or by stated 
meetings. Thus a most regular plan might be solidly established through­
out this continent for communicating need�ul information to the individ­
uals of the smallest districts in every county ( a point abeolutely nece881lry), 
and of receiving their sentiment; aDll both these offices would be per­
formed by pereons the most acceptable to them. Unlees some such plan 
88 this is framed it requires not the spirit of prophecy to foresee that the 
affairs of this continent will inevitably be confusedly conducted to an un­
fortunate issue. a 

The letter rfveals political sagacity. 

We are now entering upon a contest tha� may be continued for a long 
time, and we can not be too early in giving all regularity and stability to 
our proceedings. The whole le are o reased; therefore the mUBt 
� Nothin should be taken for ranted in a cause of such nitude. 
It is not to be presumed that the body of the people in any colony wil 
give their full and free aseent to a single measure of their representatives 
aaeembled 88 private men. Met in legislation, they form a constitutional 
body. Ceasing to be that, their authority reverts to the people. In 
emergencies demanding public exertions, a euppoeed or implied assent of 
the people is not an assent to be regarded or depended upon. They must 
be represented actually, not "virtually." Can not an appeal be made to 
the peopl�? Their sentiments taken, be from themselves, and not gueased 
at? If they have not wisdom and virtue enough to become agents in pro­
moting their own temporal salvation it is in vain for others to attempt it. 

The committee of correspondence was such an appeal to the 
people; it actua11y represented them; it made them agents in 
their own salvation; it gave st.ability to their proceedings. 

The plan outlined in the Philadelphia letter had been already 
acted upon in New Jersey. The freeholders of Essex County 
met June 11, 1774, and appointed a committee of correspond­
ence, whose particular duty was to meet with other county 
committees u in Order to nominate and appoint deputies to 
represent this Province in General congress.''b During the 
summer months the other counties of New Jersey took similar 
action.c The convention thus anticipated met st New Bruns­
wick, July 21, and nominated delegates to the continental 
congress which was to meet at Philadelphia in the following 

aForce, American Archives, 4th ser., I, 441-4i2. 
l>New Jeraey Archives, fll'llt aeries, X, 467. 
olillnntell of the Provincial Ooqre•and Council o! Bafety, New Jeney, �ff. 
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sis of event'! difficult, to say nothing of analysis of motives. 
The most pregnant action proceed� apparently from the strug­
gles of local factions, from the attempted settlement of local 
issues, or from personal considerations, rather than from any 
well-conceived design to lay the basis for permanent local or 
national institutions. 

New York, like Massachusetts, at the time of the stamp act 
trouble had a committee of correspondence. When the act 
was repealed this committee's nominal existence ceased, but 
its members, perhaps not unnaturally from their previous 
service, took an active part in the choice of the new commit­
tee. We have seen that New York did not quickly respond 
to the example and imggetition of Virginia in choosing an 
assembly committee. An interesting commentary on the 
local situation is the fact that she was even more dilatory in 
choosing her local committee. 

This committee was formed between the 16th and the 19th 
of May, 1774-.a In the choice of the committee two distinct 
influences appear-merchants and mechanics. The merchants, 
the leading element, called the first meeting, held on the 16th, 
which · fii"St nominated the committee. The mechanics did 
little but concur afterwards in the appointment. Dawson says 
that the committee thus formed represented the aristocratic, 
antirevolutionary party, who were nevertheless oppo�ing 

�<--,_L_ England's colonial policy. Their attitude wa:s perfectly [.,,v"-4-5.L. 1 Tf 
rational. As merchants it was their interest to continue/ /J ' �;{ · 

1 buainess, so e were antirevolutionary. But it was just 
1/ T 

,-,-c, 
as muc their interest to continue it without restrictions, so • , /
they were opponents of the colonial policy. This attitude, c>p, 1..,� /J •however, brought them between two fires. On the one side � k::was the mother country, on the other the revolutionary ele- Co/. � J- I 

Io/ 
ment in the city, the uhfranchised workingmen and mechanics. -Y a ;; To preserve their in erests they had adopted exactly the .:iRIDe f u ;� 
instrument that in the other colonies was a tool of revolution. { 

. To have any efficiency their committee mm1t act with the 
others. It also happened that they had chosen a committee so 
large as to split readily into factions. ThEl moment any such 
split occurred the unfra.nchised mass, strong enough to be 
deferred to in the appointment of the committee, would not 
unlikely hold the balance of power. Thus it might happen 

a Force, I, 294. 
























