
Exactly 250 years ago, in February 1776, independence was uncertain. Although the war
had begun, the colonies were not unanimous about formally separating from Britain, and
the road to July 4, 1776, was neither direct nor inevitable. Some delegates, like John
Adams, believed the moment for decisive action had arrived while others, like John
Dickinson, urged caution and deliberation, believing the colonies were not yet fully
prepared for a breakaway.

These debates remind us that even ideas we now consider “self-evident” were once
uncertain and controversial. Our history did not progress through unanimous agreement
but through sustained disagreement, negotiation, persuasion, and ultimately decisive
action.

The following primary sources from February 1776 highlight the challenges, strategies,
and ideas shaping the colonies in the months leading to the Declaration of Independence. 

As we approach our national milestone in July 2026, we can ask:
What principles should guide action in moments of uncertainty?
How do leaders balance caution and courage?
How do ideas become movements?

We invite you to ask your students: What questions would you ask to understand this
pivotal moment in history? How might exploring those questions help us make sense of the
debates, decisions, and ideas that shaped the path to independence and inform our
reflection on America@250?
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Source 1: Journals of the Second Continental Congress.
Excerpt. 

In our present Situation, in which we are called to oppose an Attack upon your Liberties…
every Mode of Resistance, though directed by Necessity and Prudence, will be exposed to
plausible Objections.

It will not discourage us to find ourselves represented as “labouring to enflame the Minds of
the People… and openly avowing Revolt.” We deem it an Honour to have raised Troops and
collected a naval Force; and, clothed with the sacred Authority of the People, from whom all
legitimate Authority proceeds, to have exercised legislative, executive, and judicial Powers.

For what Purposes were those Powers instituted? For your Safety and Happiness.

We are accused of aiming at Independence. But how is this Accusation supported? By the
Allegations of Ministers, not by our Actions. We most solemnly assure you that we have not
yet lost sight of the object we have ever had in view: a Reconciliation on constitutional
Principles…

If any equitable Terms of Accommodation had been offered us, and we had rejected them,
there would have been some Foundation for the Charge that we endeavoured to establish an
independent Empire.
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Historical Context: The Second Continental Congress was the governing body of the
American colonies during the early part of the Revolutionary War. It coordinated the war
effort, managed diplomacy, and debated the question of independence from Britain.

Discussion Questions:

1. What argument is being made about the Patriots’ cause?
2. How do they argue that they are not the aggressors?
3. What wrongs do they cite against Britain?
4. Do they sound ready for independence? Why or why not?
5. How do they define legitimate authority?
6. Comparison: Where do we see these ideas adopted into the Declaration of

Independence? 
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Source 2: John Adams to James Warren, 18 February 1776.
Excerpt. 

My dear Sir,

We have at last hit upon a Plan which promises fair for Success...Dr. Franklin, and Mr.
Chase of Maryland, and Mr. Charles Carroll of Carrollton, are chosen a Committee to go to
Canada...I must confess I have very great Confidence, in the Abilities and Integrity...

Franklins Character you know...His masterly Acquaintance with the French Language, his
extensive Correspondence in France...and his unshaken Firmness in the present American
system of Politicks and War, point him out as the fittest Character, for this momentous
Undertaking.

Chase...deeply impressed with a sense of the Importance of securing Canada, very active,
eloquent, Spirited, and capable...

Carroll’s Name and Character...I was introduced to him... and was much pleased with his
Conversation...He had a liberal Education in France...he was educated in the Roman
Catholic Religion...In the Cause of American Liberty, his Zeal Fortitude and Perseverance
have been So conspicuous...

These three Gentlemen compose a Committee, which I think promises great Things...

But We have done more...another Gentleman of Maryland Mr. John Carroll, a Roman
Catholic Priest...will administer Baptism to the Canadian Children...

In Addition...General Lee is ordered into Canada, to take upon him the Command of the
whole Expedition...His address, his Fluency in French, his Activity, his great Experience and
Skill, We hope will Succeed...

The Unanimous Voice of the Continent is Canada must be ours; Quebec must be taken...

I think the most prudent Measures...have now been adopted...If We fail now, I shall be easy
because I know of nothing more or better that We can do...
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Historical Context: In February 1776, John Adams, a leading voice in the Continental
Congress and an early advocate for independence, wrote to Massachusetts patriot James
Warren about a strategic effort to secure Canada for the American cause. The letter reveals
how revolutionary leaders coordinated diplomacy, religion, and military action as they
prepared for the possibility of independence.
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It is true that We want Lee both at Cambridge and New York...and Canada Seems to me, the
most dangerous Post...Schuyler is to command in N. York, with Lord Sterling under him...
The Importance of Canada...occasions our remarkable Unanimity...In the Hands of our
Enemies, it would enable them to influence all the Indians upon the Continent...

I am, my dear Sir, unfeignedly your Friend.
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Discussion Questions:

1. How does Adams show that an effective leader recognizes and values the unique
strengths each person brings to a mission?

2. Of the leadership qualities that Adams mentions, which do you think are most important
in different situations and why? 

3. Why does Adams want Canada on the side of the Patriots?
4. How do diplomacy, religion, and military action work together in this plan?
5. What does this tell us about how leaders think strategically about foreign populations

and alliances?
6. Where in U.S. history has the country sought alliances for strategic reasons? What other

motivating reasons might nations have for forming alliances?

Mapping US Alliances from 1776 to Today
Create a timeline of major U.S. foreign alliances, including:

Identify when each alliance was formed.
Why was it formed? Was it ideological, strategic, political?
Evaluate the extent of its success. Did it achieve its goals?
 Compare these historical alliances to Adams’ plan to involve Canada — how are the
motivations and strategies similar or different?
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Source 3: William Tudor to John Adams, 29 February 1776.
Excerpt. 

We have Nothing here sufficiently important to communicate, As it is hardly worthwhile to
tell you that a Vessel was last Sunday taken by one of our Privateers loaded with coals and
Potatoes; or that a Night or two ago we had one or more Deserters, from the Enemy.
Preparations have been for some Time silently making for an important Manoevre, and from
the Contents of General Orders for several Days back the Army are in hourly Expectations
of being call’d to Action. The Season is certainly precious and I hope in God will be
improved and that I shall be enabled within 10 Days to acquaint You with News as
satisfactory as Interesting. I cannot think of the Destruction of my native Town without Pain,
yet if it might serve for the General funeral Pile of the Paricides who infest it I could view
the Conflagration without much Regret.

The Pamphlet called Common Sense is read with great Avidity. The Doctrine it holds up is
calculated for the Climate of N. England and though some timid pidling Souls shrink at the
Idea 99 in 100 wish for a Declaration of Independence from the Congress. This Peice has
been attributed to You, some make Dr. Franklin the Author and others suppose it the
Product of a Triumverate; be this as it may, the bold Conceptions of the Author who has
convey’d them in the most energetic Language, at once astonish, convince and please Us.
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Historical Context: William Tudor, a young Massachusetts lawyer and patriot, reported from
Cambridge in 1776 on military preparations, public sentiment, and the influence of Common
Sense, providing revolutionary leaders in Philadelphia insight into colonial morale and
opinion.

Discussion Questions:

1. What physical and psychological challenges are the Patriots facing?
2. How is public opinion shifting, and who is influencing it?
3. How does propaganda or persuasive writing shape political action?
4. What is the modern equivalent of persuasive writing that influences political ideas and

action?
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