Revolt in the Great Swamp


by Jack H. Schick
The John Fries Rebellion against the House Tax Law, which was passed by the United States Congress in July of 1798, caused a significant disruption to life in the Upper Bucks and Northampton districts of Pennsylvania and provoked ‘intestinal distress’ across the entire United States. The “Quakers’ Town” region (Quakertown was not officially named until 1803), was a center of treasonous activity and revolution against the Federal Government. The town was captured by armed insurgents who marched up Main Street, occupied buildings and kidnapped citizens then suffered a brutal occupation by Federal troops. Doors were kicked in; citizens were dragged off, arrested, tried, sentenced to hang, and then pardoned by the President. For nearly a year, the old Great Swamp and adjoining areas were the focus of national attention.
President John Adams believed that the United States would soon be at war with France.  He was worried about France’s disregard of our nation’s neutrality and freedom of commerce during the conflicts that were raging in Europe (young General Bonaparte was fighting in Italy at that time and a coalition of Monarchs had formed an alliance against the French Republic).  In response to Adam’s concern, the military and naval forces of the U.S. were increased. Retired General/President George Washington was called back to duty, in that last year of his life and was appointed to command the United States combined military forces.

Congress agreed with the president’s assessment of the situation and enacted almost anything he requested, including the extremely unpopular Alien and Sedition Laws.  These laws made Adams appear to be a despot to many citizens, particularly to residents in the rural areas north of Philadelphia. The sedition laws permitted any person “deemed obnoxious” to be exiled from the country and allowed any person to be arrested for speaking or writing anything that was disrespectful to the government.  Funding for the war that seemed imminent was to be raised by assessing a new tax on people’s homes and land.  

A law was enacted on July 9, 1798, which provided “for the valuation of lands and dwelling houses and the enumeration of slaves within the United States.”  Some dubbed it “the window tax” because many homes’ values were determined by the number of windows they had.  A commissioner was appointed by the President.  He divided the States into regions and appointed primary and assistant assessors to compile a list of properties.  They were then to value and assess them.  On July 14th, the “Act to lay and collect a direct tax within the United States,” with the goal of collecting $2,000,000 was passed. It was determined that $237,177.72 was due from Pennsylvania.

For collection purposes, Pennsylvania was divided into nine districts.  The third district included Bucks and Montgomery Counties.  Bucks County was further divided by local officials into two smaller districts.  One of them was composed of the twelve northern townships, including Milford and Richland.  James Chapman, who lived a mile west of Quakertown on the road to Milford Square, was chosen as the Principal Assessor for the area.  He selected as his assistants John Rodrock of Plumstead, Quaker Cephas Childs from Plumstead, Samuel Clark of Milford and Everard Foulke, another Quaker from Richland Township.
Resistance to the assessments arose in many areas but no where was it as intense as among the “Germans” of Milford Township in Bucks County and the adjoining areas of Northampton County (which now includes Lehigh).  It was the topic of discussion in every social environment. Much hostility was inflamed, to no surprise, at the local taverns.  In those townships, the residents participated in open demonstrations against the new tax. One of the most actively rebellious persons, one who stirred up intense opposition toward federal authorities, was local auctioneer John Fries, for whom the revolt would eventually be named.

The Fries Rebellion was not the first popular insurrection the United States government faced in the first years of its existence.  Two previous rebellions had threatened the new republic.  First was the (Daniel) Shays’ Rebellion in western Massachusetts in 1786.  Rural residents, farmers and former soldiers revolted against heavy taxes levied to help pay Revolutionary War debts.  Many people had their property and homes confiscated, or were put into “debtors’ prison” for their inability to pay.  Over 1000 citizens were arrested.  Finally, arms were taken up against the State. Insurgents were killed when the Massachusetts State militia fired several cannon shots into their ranks as they approached the armory at Springfield.  The rebels quickly dispersed and the taxes continued to be imposed, property continued to be confiscated and more citizens were put into prison for being too poor to pay.

The second ‘disturbance’ was the Whiskey Rebellion in southwest Pennsylvania in 1794.  Westerners did not believe that the ‘eastern’ government was looking out for their welfare.  The Northwest Indian War was not going well, and the Spanish had denied use of the Mississippi River to all Americans.  It had been a major commerce route for the ‘westerners’.  When Alexander Hamilton, Treasury Secretary, put a tax on all spirituous liquors to help pay national debts, citizens in the area revolted.  They took up arms, burned tax collectors homes and threatened to march on Pittsburgh.  In response, an army that was larger than any usually led by Washington during the Revolution was sent to the region.  President Washington, himself, rode to Bedford, PA as Commander in Chief. Under the immediate command of “Light Horse Harry” Lee, the Federal troops brutally suppressed the insurgency. 

This action during the Whiskey Rebellion was the first time the Federal government had used military force against its own citizens (Shay’s Rebellion faced State militia).  It also was the first of only two times that a sitting president commanded troops in the field (James Madison was at the Battle of Bladensburg during the War of 1812).
The Whiskey Tax was finally repealed in 1803, having so enraged the people that the Federalist Party was swept from power in the election of 1800. The tax also encouraged small-time whiskey distillers to move to Kentucky and Tennessee, which were outside Federal jurisdiction.  Those pioneers found good corn growing soils and limestone filtered water. They developed a new distilled drink that we now call Bourbon.

The revolt against the Windows Tax, or House Tax, was the third civil confrontation Federal authorities faced.  The insurgency was limited to Bucks and Northampton Counties in Pennsylvania.  No one in the nation liked the tax, but nowhere else was it so severely resisted as among the “Dutch” of Milford Township, formerly know as Penn’s Manor of Richland or the Great Swamp.  Tax officers were completely stymied in their efforts to enforce the law.  It was the last area of the District, in fact of the nation, to have homes assessed.  John Fries may have been the boldest and most active man in the resistance, but he had support from many of his neighbors, including John Getman, Fredrick Heany and Conrad Marks.

John Fries was born in Hatfield in about 1750, into a family considered “the lower walks of life.”  He was an apprentice in the coopering trade (making wooden tubs and casks).  At twenty, he married Margaret Brunner of Whitemarsh.  When he was twenty-five, in about 1775, he and his wife and two children moved to Milford Township. They settled on property on Boggy Creek (probably the upper reaches of Morgan Creek). At the time of the rebellion, John Fries lived in a small log house near the Sumneytown Road about two miles from Charlestown, as Trumbauersville was then called.  The lot on which they resided was previously owned by William Edwards, descendent of a Richland founding father, John Edwards.

If John Fries worked as a cooper at all in Milford it was not for long.  Records show that he soon became a “vendue crier,” (a traveling auctioneer), and continued in that profession the rest of his life.  Fries was constantly accompanied by a small black dog that yipped and snarled at horses and people.  In that profession, Fries was known to everyone in Milford and the surrounding townships. Consequently, he learned the moods and attitudes of the people. He carried news and information across the rural areas and was a welcome sight at isolated farm auctions, hamlets and every at inn and tavern across the region.

Fries had military experience.  In 1777, he was in command of a militia company from Milford that re-enforced the Continental Army at Camp Hill in Whitemarsh after the British captured Philadelphia.  His company participated in the one-sided defeat at the Battle of Crooked Billet in Horsham in 1778.  Almost twenty years later, Fries again served as a militia company leader when he commanded some of the troops Bucks County provided to help suppress the Whiskey Rebellion.

At the time of the House Tax ‘problem,’ John Fries was about 50 years old.  He had no formal education. He could write and read and knew simple arithmetic, but little more.  However, it is said he was endowed with natural intelligence and a shrewd mind.  He had the ‘gift for gab’, was noted as a fluent talker.  He’d been able to hone a “crude eloquence” that could captivate and motivate audiences.  He was said to be personally brave and fearless.  He was generally well liked by all, and until his dander was roused, he was thought of as a gentle, inoffensive person.  

Fries used his position and skills to inspire and persuade people to his point of view. He actively raised opposition to the House Tax.  By the end of 1798 Fries (and others) had aroused a fierce defiance across the countryside he and his little black dog traveled.  During the autumn of 1798, Fries held several meetings at his home to organize resistance to the law and to decide how to respond to it.  

When assessments in Upper Bucks began, notices were posted throughout the township by Fries and others. A public meeting was scheduled at Gary’s Tavern, two miles south of Charlestown (Trumbauersville).  There was confusion among some citizens as to if the law had even been enacted yet.  As a result of the meeting, a ‘paper’ was issued demanding that the assessors meet with the people to explain the law more clearly before they began assessments in the township.

In December, 1798, James Chapman met with his subordinate assessors to organize procedures for valuing and assessing properties in their district.  All went well and the job was soon nearly completed--in all areas but Milford Township.  Due to the feverish mood of the citizenry there, encouraged by the rhetoric of John Fries and his friends, Chapman’s men were hesitant to even enter the township--where “threats of injury” had been made against the assessors.  In parts of Milford the populous was so inflamed they were ready to take up arms. Jacob Eyerley, Commissioner in Northampton County, had the same problem in the southwest corner of his district, which adjoined Milford.

Chapman decided to take steps to ease the unsettled conditions by agreeing to Fries’ requests.  On February 11, 1799, he met with tavern owner George Mitchel of (Trumbauersville).  Mitchel and Jacob Hoover, who ran the mill on Swamp (Unami) Creek, agreed to help organize a public meeting where Chapman and his assistants would try to better explain the tax law.  Supporters of the President, who included Israel Roberts of Richland and Samuel Clark, who was the assessor from Milford, also made efforts to publicize the meeting. However, most citizens were disinclined to participate.  The meeting was finally scheduled to be held at Mitchel’s Tavern in late February, 1799.

On February 16th, at a meeting at John Rodrock’s in Plumstead, all the assessors were in attendance.  Clark of Milford was the only one who had not been able to complete his assessments.  In fact, nothing at all had been done yet.  Clark had suffered so much intimidation and so many threats that he was afraid to even attempt to perform his duties. Everard Foulke admitted that he, too, had been threatened and was afraid to enter Milford.  Chapman was previously not inclined to do so, but now he considered allowing the Milford residents to select their own assessors, as some had demanded.  
The scheduled public meeting at Mitchel’s tavern was well attended.  Chapman and Foulke represented the assessment commission.  Israel Roberts was also there.  John Fries was not present, which seemed odd to Chapman.  The purpose of the gathering and the reason for the Window Tax was explained.  The citizens were angry and expressed fear and distrust of the federal government.  Efforts were made to calm them.  Roberts attempted to read the law aloud but was shouted down and drowned out by the crowd.

Later, at the John Fries trial, testimony indicated the dangerous situation the officials found themselves in at Mitchel’s Tavern that evening. Chapman reported:


Just as I got to the house,  before I went in, I saw ten or twelve 
people coming from toward Hoover’s mill; about half of them were 
armed and the others with sticks.  I went into the house and twenty or 
thirty were there….Conrad Marks talked a great deal in German; how 
oppressive it (the law), was, and much in opposition to it, seeming 
much enraged. His sons, and those who came in with them, seemed to 
be very noisy and rude; they talked in German…They were making a 
great noise; huzzaing for liberty and Democracy, damning the Tories 
and the like….
(Davis, page 16)

Israel Roberts testified of an even more frightening possibility:

[T]here appeared a disposition to wait till they should have 
assistance from some other place. It was said that a letter had arrived 
to George Mitchel, from Virginia, stating there were a number of 
men, I think 
ten thousand, on their way to join them…some of the 
company at the time were armed and in uniform…they appeared to be 
more opposed to the law than they were before….about twelve came 
up in uniform carrying a flag with “Liberty” on it.  (A man) looked 
me in the face and said, ‘We don’t want any of your damned laws, we 
have laws of our own,’ and he shook the muzzle of his musket in my 
face, saying, ‘This 
is our law and we will let you know it.’ 









 (Davis, page 16 & 17)

On the way home from the disconcerting meeting, Chapman and Foulke met Samuel Clark at the tavern on the east end of (Trumbauersville).  Clark immediately resigned his commission as assessor.  He would have nothing more to do with it. Chapman and Foulke realized that they would have to get help from the other districts if the assessments were to be made at all.  A request was sent out for everyone to meet at Quakertown on March 4, 1799.  However, on that date, only the four local assessors showed up. No outside help was to be had.

Chapman, Foulke, Rodrock and Childs met the following morning, March 5, 1799.  They rode into Milford and began to make their assessments.  It was thought a good idea to hunt down Clark to let him know what was happening and to give him a chance to ‘do his duty.’  Chapman went to find him while the others continued with their work.

Finding Clark at the (Trumbauersville) tavern, Chapman was unable to persuade him to rejoin them. Childs said he would rather pay his fine and have all his property confiscated than be burned out and killed by the rebels. While Chapman was still there, John Fries came in. They had a heated conversation.  As Chapman relates it:


I told (Fries) I thought they were very wrong in opposing the 
law…He signified that he thought they were not, and that the rates 
should not be taken by the assessors.  I told him…that the assessors 
were then in the township taking them….He answered ‘My God! If I 
were only to send that man (pointing to one standing nearby)…there 

Would be five or seven hundred men underarms here tomorrow 
morning by 
sunrise.’…He mentioned to me the troop of horse in 
Montgomery County, and the people of lower and upper Milford (in 
Northampton County)...who were ready to join them….He then said, 
‘Huzza! It shall be as it is in France!’ 
(Davis, page 20 & 21)

The four assessors joined up that evening at the (Trunbauersville), tavern.  While they were dining, John Fries came up to them.  Addressing specifically Chapman and Foulke, he lauded them as esteemed men and said that he was sorry they had put themselves in the position they had.  He warned them that if they tried to assess another house they would be hurt, and promptly left.  The assessors conferred and decided to pay him no mind and to continue with their job.

The next day Childes was sent alone to assess the homes of people known to be less agitated about the law.  Rodrock and Foulke rode together.  They had few problems, and found a distinct difference in attitude between the ‘English’ and ‘German’ residents.  The only ‘English’ family that protested did so because of what the neighbors might do if they did not resist.

As Rodrock and Foulke approached the home of Phillip Singmaster someone called out to them from up his lane.  It was John Fries with five other men on horseback.  Fries approached and said that since they had chosen to ignore his warning he was going to take them prisoner. Rodrock demanded to know on whose authority he would do so.  Fries tried to grab Rodrock’s bridle, but missed.  Rodrock quickly rode off, with Fries in hot pursuit but on a slower horse.

Everard Foulke, a Quaker prone to passivity, offered no resistance and was captured.  The men did not harm or overtly intimidate him. When Fries returned from his unsuccessful attempt to catch Rodrock, he ordered his men to release Foulke, since they had been unable to capture both men.  Fries warned Foulke “I will have seven hundred men together tomorrow, and I will come to your house, and let you know we are opposed to the law.” (Davis, page 22)

The four assessors met up later in (Trumbauersville), as arranged.  They conferred, considering the incident at Singlemaster’s and the threats of violence made. They decided it would be unsafe to continue with the assessments in Milford.  Chapman was asked to give notice to the Commission of their decision. They gave up their task and headed home on the evening of March 6, 1799.  

Meanwhile, on the morning of March 6th, when it had become know that the assessments were being made, Captain Kuyder of Milford Center (Square), called up his militia unit to assist in driving the assessors out of the township. The dozen or so troops were joined by stragglers as they marched down the main road to (Trumbauersville).  Kuyder sent out riders to look for the assessors who were known to be somewhere in the township.  Their instructions were to capture the officials and either bring them back to (Trumbauersville) Tavern or take them to Quakertown.

Waiting for word on the assessors at (Trumbauersville), the militia troop and gathered civilians soon grew restless and decided to march to Quakertown.  Though quite irregular, they appeared to be a serious military band.  Most were armed with guns or clubs.  Some were in their old Continental Army uniforms and were accompanied by a drum and fife corps.  Their procession was heard “far o’er hill and dale.”  Spectators lined the road to watch them pass, many joined them.  By the time the rebel militia force reached Quakertown they numbered over a hundred men.

The citizens of Milford had taken up arms against the government of the United States.  Their rebel ‘army’ militarily occupied the largest town in Upper Bucks County. Their treasonous, insurgent acts against the federal government raised the “trouble” to a new level.  It was now an armed revolution.  
The ‘troops’ under Captain Kuyder arrived in Quakertown at about noon on March 6, 1799.  They halted at Enoch Robert’s tavern, (Red Lion Inn), disrupting and frightening the entire community. Roberts, however, was a successful businessman and accepted the economic opportunity. Liquor flowed freely. After the confrontation with Rodrock and Foulke, John Fries and his men joined the militia at the Red Lion shortly before dark.

The scene around the Red Lion was, expectedly, rowdy and noisy.  There was cursing and swearing and vicious denunciations of President Adams and “his laws.”  There was drumming and fifing and the singing of martial tunes.  As the liquor flowed, the excitement and confusion increased.  Fries knew the assessors had to come that way and made plans to arrest them when they arrived.

On the assessors’ way home that evening, Childs rode ahead of Foulke and Rodrock, who were still somewhat shaken from their encounter at Singmaster’s.  Their route took them directly through Quakertown. They were alerted to trouble by the noise and ado well in advance.  When they entered town they found the rowdy throng under the control of John Fries and Conrad Marks.

Childs stopped and hid at a friend’s house on the edge of town.  Foulke and Rodrock separated as they approached the Red Lion.  When the crowd saw Rodrock coming they rushed forward with a roar and surrounded him. They demanded that he stop.  He refused to, and as he forced his horse through the mob, men threatened to club him to the ground, several pointed their muskets at him.

Rodrock wheeled his horse and demanded of John Fries, who stood on the porch of the Red Lion, what he wanted.  This aroused the crowd even more.  An order was given from the mob to shoot him.  Several muskets were leveled, but no one fired. Rodrock spun his horse and rode off down Swamp Road (Broad Street).  
On the other side of town (near 8th St.), witnesses said Rodrock was very ‘alarmed and upset.’  He declared to resident John Jamison and others that the other assessors were in the hands of the insurgents.  Rodrock finally persuaded Jamison to return to the Red Lion with him to try to save the Childs and Foulke from harm.

Everard Foulke, riding somewhat behind Rodrock when they approached the Red Lion, was surrounded and captured.  Men, including Captain Kuyder, grabbed him and threatened to pull him off of his horse.  Foulke was convinced the rowdy mob was going to kill him.  Fortunately, John and Jacob Hoover rushed in and shouted them down, averting violence. The Hoovers convinced Foulke to dismount and come into the tavern, which he did.

The bar-room soon filled. John Fries reminded Foulke that he had been warned what would happen if he continued with the assessments.  Fries took Foulke’s assessment book and read through it, but returned it to him.  Fries then escorted Foulke through the crowd to his horse.  Fries said he realized that he had violated the law to the point his life might be jeopardized for treason, and then permitted Foulke to ride off.

Childs had been alerted and while the mob was focused on Foulke he temporarily hid in the house of Esquire Griffith (on West Broad St. above Main), from where he witnessed Foulke’s capture. He considered trying to help but Mrs. Griffith would not let him leave the house. Fries soon came to Griffith’s to arrest Childs, who saw no recourse but to accompany him.  They also took him into the Red Lion. Childs describes his experience:


They damned the House Tax and the Stamp Act, and called me a 
‘stampler’ repeatedly; they damned the Alien and Sedition laws, and 
finally all the laws; the government and all the laws the present 
government had made. They damned the Constitution also. They did 
not mention what constitution, whether of this State or of the United 
States. They damned the Congress, and damned the President, and all 
friends to government, because they were all Tories. They said they 
would not have the government, nor President, and they would not 
live under such a damned government; ‘we will have (George) 
Washington;’ others said, ‘No, we will have Jefferson, he is a better 
man than Adams; huzzah for Jefferson’ (Davis, page 25)

Fries took Childs to an inner room and took his assessment papers.  Announcing to his men that he’d gotten what he wanted, he left.  Fries’ men took hold of Childs. Some were armed with clubs, guns and swords.  They shook him severely. They butted him with knees and elbows. Fries came back, returned the assessment papers and warned Childs to never again come into Milford Township or he would be shot. Fries told Childs to report to the government what had happened to him and Foulke, so they would realize the seriousness of the situation.  Childes agreed to do so and was set free.

The above ‘story’ of what happened that night is derived from the testimony at John Fries’ trial.  There are several other versions of the occurrences.  Everard Foulke was a Quaker. Previous generations of Quakers were brave people. They’d ‘spoken truth to power,’ regardless of the circumstances, for generations.  We can only guess at the character of this man, but some versions of that night’s happenings seem unlikely.

One version is that Fries and his gang from the Singmaster incident, chased 
Foulke into Quakertown at gun point, and when he arrived at the Red Lion Inn, he leaped off his horse, ran inside, and hid in the basement where he stayed until ten o’clock that night. Another version says that Foulke hid under the counter in the bar-room; that Fries searched the premises but was unable to find him. Then, Foulke remained there until Fries, Getman and Haney got drunk and he was able to sneak out.  A third version says Foulke never entered the Red Lion, but was confined in the stable.  
We must refer to a letter written by James Chapman’s grandson to know what happened to the Principal Assessor of Upper Bucks County on March 6, 1799.  James C. Iden of Buckingham wrote a letter to W.W.H. Davis while he was writing his book about the Fries Rebellion in 1859.  Excerpts from the letter follow:


I remember of hearing my mother say, that on the afternoon on which 
the insurgents marched to Quakertown, and took the assessors 
prisoners, her father, James Chapman, managing to elude them, 
arrived unmolested at his home, one mile west of Quakertown…on 
the road to Milford Square. But, apprehending an attack from 
Captain Fries and his party, he sent his family to pass the 
night at one 
of his neighbors, and then proceeded to barricade the doors and 
windows of his dwelling, having armed himself with guns, pistols, 
axes, etc., to repel an attack, should one be made….[N]o 
attack was 
attempted. 
(Davis, page 81)

The insurrection was not isolated to Milford Township.  The western parts of Northampton County and various areas between Bethlehem and Reading were resistant to the House Tax, as well.

In Northampton County tax commissioner, Jacob Eyerley had almost as much difficulty in his district as Chapman did in his. His assessors were afraid to enter Upper Milford which adjoined John Fries’ township. Eyerley requested assistance from Federal authorities. United States Marshal Colonel Samuel Nichols received orders in Philadelphia to proceed to the area to make arrests. On the first day he served warrants, Nichols arrested over a dozen rebels in Lehigh Township. They were taken to Bethlehem jail and charged with resistance to the execution of the House Tax.

Next, the marshal and his posse rode to Emmaus where they were shouted and jeered at by citizens.  In Millarstown (Macunge), they were unable to find the man for whom they had a warrant and stopped for lunch at a local tavern.  

A major scuffle soon ensued with an outspoken man named Shankwyler who accosted them about the House Tax. The marshal and his men tried to arrest Shankwyler, but the other patrons helped him to escape. A large crowd of citizens gathered and surrounded the marshal and his men. Many of the citizens were armed. They chanted in German “Strike! Strike!”  Marshal Nichols and his deputies were forced to pull out their pistols to keep the mob at bay. As the authorities hastily mounted their horses and rode off, the people “set up a shout and hurrahed for ‘Liberty!’” Nichols said. The posse returned to Bethlehem severely shaken from their close encounter with the insurgent population of Upper Milford.

In response to the hostile actions Nichols decided to transport his prisoners from Bethlehem to Philadelphia. The insurgents got the news and, at 10 o’clock on the morning of March 7th, the day after the kidnappings at Quakertown, and a general call to arms was made across all the rebellious townships. Militia and cavalry troops formed and joined up at Martin Ritter’s tavern near (Macunge), and at Conrad Marks’ tavern on the Bucks County line in Milford.  Captain Jarrett assumed command of the Northampton units. He led a well organized volunteer unit that was joined by the irregular militia forces. They quickly set off for Bethlehem with the intent of freeing the prisoners before they could be moved out of the county.

In Bucks County that morning, John Fries was elected to lead the Milford rebel contingent. He headed a troop of several dozen men armed with guns, swords and clubs. They quickly rode to Conrad Marks’ tavern, then on to (Macungie). When they arrived they found that the Northampton men had already marched. The Milford boys decided go on to Bethlehem to at least “see what was going on.” (Davis, pg 45)

The (Macunge) troops under Jarrett halted at the Lehigh River Bridge at Bethlehem. They were met there by representatives of the City, the marshal, and the tax assessor. A parley was arranged and rebel negotiators proceeded to the Sun Hotel in the city, where the prisoners had been moved. There were about 140 armed rebels at the bridge, the marshal reported. Though the majority were ragged and irregular, the insurgents seemed to be well organized and under the control of Jarrett and his officers.

Soon, John Fries’ Milford troop arrived.  Fries was on foot because his horse had split a hoof on the ride from (Macunge).  He would not submit to Jarrett’s overall command and did not stop his men at the bridge. He announced to the Northampton contingent that he was intent on freeing the prisoners no matter what the consequences.  Fries realized that his activities in Quakertown and Milford the day before had already placed his life at risk for treason. There was no sense turning back now.  The enthusiasm of his men was high. He marched them across the bridge and up the streets through the city. They halted just out of musket shot from the Sun Hotel and set their plan of attack.

Marshal Nichols and the mayor had called for armed support when they learned rebels were organizing at (Macungie).  However, only a few citizens had responded to the muster.  There were but a dozen musket men on hand. It would not be nearly enough to repel a determined attack by the Milford troop. The prisoners were quickly secured on the upper floors of the hotel.  Armed guards were placed in the halls and on the stairway. The authorities debated what actions to take, convinced that shooting would soon begin.

Fries told his troops to expect casualties.  He put half dozen skirmishers to the front and led them himself.  He instructed his men to not fire the first shot. Convinced he would take the first bullet from the defenders, he ordered his men to open fire and rush the defenses when he did. Then, with a hurrah and shouts of “Liberty,” the Milford gang charged the Sun Hotel.

The defenders did not open fire, but retreated into the tavern.  The insurgents burst in and a noisy fight ensued. Had it not been such a serious confrontation, a witnessing guard reported, it would have been a comical bar room brawl scene.  Finally, the government men were subdued. Fries shouted up the stairs for the prisoners to be released. The marshal, assessor and several armed guards still held the upper floors of the hotel. Fries gave them a few minutes to decide what they would do. He steeled his men for a rush up the stairs with knives and pistols. However, common sense prevailed. The prisoners were released. Several chose to remain in custody and not exacerbate the charges against them.

Triumphantly marching back down through the city to the Lehigh Bridge with the freed prisoners, the Milford boys were hurrahed and backslapped by Captain Jarrett’s Northampton men. The rebel band, mission accomplished, then marched off in good order. The ‘citizen army’ soon dissolved as the rebels returned to their homes. Though they still had popular support, the insurgents began to realize the seriousness of their crimes. They expected sever repercussions to soon befall them. They did.
John Fries returned to Milford and resumed his life as vendue crier, auctioneer. He became quiet and discreet. Conversations with others indicated that he was remorseful of his activities and well expected the Federal authorities to come after him and hang him. He attended no more meetings about the House Tax.  He did not discuss the assessments with others, as he’d done for months.

The Federal government had no choice but to act. Government agents had been kidnapped, criminals had been broken out of jail, armed rebels had invaded a city and occupied a town. On March 12, 1799, at Philadelphia, in response to the rebellious activities in Bucks and Northampton Counties, President Adams issued a Proclamation, part of which follows:


Whereas, combination, to defeat the execution of the laws for the 
valuation of lands and dwelling houses within the United States, have 
existed within the counties of Northampton, Montgomery and Bucks, 
in the State of Pennsylvania, have proceeded in a manner subversive 
of the just authority of the government, by misrepresentations to 
render the laws odious, by deterring the officers of the United States 
to forbear the execution of their functions, and by openly threatening 
their lives….certain acts, I am advised, amount to treason, being overt 
acts of levying war against the United States….[B]y the Constitution 
and laws of the United States, I am authorized, whenever the 
laws…shall be opposed, or…obstructed in any State, by combinations 
too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course of judicial 
proceedings…to call forth military force to suppress such 
combinations…and I have accordingly determined to do so….


Therefore, I, John Adams, President of the United States, do hereby 
command all persons, being insurgents as aforesaid…to disperse and 
retire peaceably to their respective abodes….Done at the city of 
Philadelphia, the twelfth day of March, in the year of our Lord, 1799, 
and of the Independence of the said Untied States, the twenty-third.




By the President





(Signed) John Adams





(Signed) Timothy Pickering






Secretary of State (Davis, page 55 & 56)

Pennsylvania Governor Thomas Mifflin and the State legislature reviewed the Proclamation, but chose to take no action, assuming the Federal government would “handle it.” Officials in Northampton County claimed they saw nothing that “looks like an insurrection.” Local people, and the State in general, were seriously indignant over the Proclamation, considering it a usurpation of State’s Rights.
On March 20, 1799, the Secretary of War, James McHenry, issued ‘official instructions’ to Governor Mifflin to have State militia troops, including several cavalry troops from the offending counties, ready to move by March 28th.  The legislature was informed of the “order” and complied.  On the same day, Peter Baynton, Adjutant-General of the Militia of Pennsylvania, issued a General Order at Philadelphia for the units to be mustered.  The Federal Government placed Brigadier-General William McPherson in command.

The War Department did not consider the militia force strong enough to quell the disturbance and ordered all regular troops that could be spared to join the Pennsylvania units at Bristol and Newtown.  Regular troops were gathered from New York, Carlisle, and Harrisburg.  They numbered over 500 men. The President also ordered New Jersey to have 2,000 additional militiamen ready to march.

When McPherson’s troops set out from Bristol for the ‘war zone’ on April 4, 1799, it was a glittering pageant. There were flying colors and music, twirling hats and waving handkerchiefs. The streets and roads were lined with people to see off the largest body of troops to pass through that area since the Revolution. However, since the entire operation was disapproved of by the general population, few ‘refreshments’ were offered as the marchers passed.
The troops camped at Springhouse in Montgomery County that first evening.  Before continuing into Bucks County, General McPherson issued an address to the public in the rebellious districts. The document was published in German and distributed.  Below are excerpts from that document:


Fellow Citizens--Being ordered by the President of the United States 
to employ the troops under my command…to procure submission to 
the laws of the United States and suppress and disperse all unlawful 
combinations, which have been made to obstruct...the aforesaid laws, 
by main force and power…I, therefore, have thought it proper to 
inform the people…of the danger to which they expose themselves….









(Davis, page 65)

In the lengthy document, McPherson went on to point out the duty and requirement of all citizens to follow all laws constitutionally passed. He briefly explained ‘majority rule’ in a republic, and how all citizens must comply and support the government, even if they disagree with the law. He also discussed the Constitutional power Congress had to institute the House Tax. He explained how the government needed the money because of the threat France posed to the nation. He further explained in detail how the assessment would work, and how it would be less of a burden on the poor than on the rich. 

While he vowed to accomplish his duty to suppress the revolt using whatever force was necessary, he went on to say that “…all those who quietly return to their homes will obtain the utmost protection to their persons and property….Therefore, I forewarn you not to aid or abet those violators of the law in any manner so you may avoid a participation of their crimes, and the consequent punishment.” (Davis, page 65, 66, & 67)

The next morning, April 5, 1799, several cavalry companies continued their march up Bethlehem Road to Seller’s tavern in Rockhill Township (now Sellersville). General McPherson and the main body of the army arrived the following day and set up camp on Andrew Schlichter’s farm. Headquarters were established at the tavern. Judge Peters soon arrived to be on hand to official ‘bind over’ any persons arrested by the troops. The capture of John Fries was their primary objective.

After preparing the units for battle, four cavalry troops were sent up Bethlehem Road about noon the following day.  They were guided by resident David Penrose of Bunker Hill (Rocky Ridge/Rich Hill). Informants had told McPherson that Fries was scheduled to do an auction at the hamlet on hat day, and they intended to capture him there. 

That morning, as he headed for the auction with his dog, John Fries was warned by William Edwards, that ‘they’ were coming for him and he’d better stay away. Fries said he was not afraid; that a couple men would not ‘take’ him. Edwards alerted him to the fact it was troops of cavalry, “not a couple of men.” Fries went ahead anyway.

John Fries was standing atop a barrel with his bell, calling out the auction when Federal cavalry was seen coming up the road. He ran away and hid in a nearby swamp. He was soon betrayed by his little, yipping, black dog, and was captured. He was taken first to Seller’s Tavern where Judge Peters charged him with treason, and then was escorted to a Philadelphia prison. 

The cavalry troops next rode to Quakertown where McPherson declared martial law. The main body of troops joined them the following day and encamped in a vacant lot between Main and 10th Street near Juniper St. Over the next several days, McPherson’s troops scoured Milford Township for rebels with much vigor and some brutality.  They invaded homes, man-handled suspects and took about a hundred citizens into custody. A half dozen were charged with treason.

On of McPherson’s officer wrote to a friend in Philadelphia from his camp at Quakertown: 


The system of terror here, I am sorry to say, is carried far beyond 
what, in my opinion, the public good requires….The scenes of distress 
which I have witnessed among these poor people, I cannot describe, 
when we have entered houses. Conceive your home entered at the 
dead of night by a body of armed men, and yourself dragged from 
your wife and screaming children….I am sorry to say there have 
been instances of an inhuman disposition exhibited. (Davis, page 79)
Having quickly subdued the rebellion in Milford, McPherson’s army marched from Quakertown to Millarstown (Macungie) and next, on to Northamptontown (Allentown). In the next few weeks, they proceeded through western Northampton County and on to Reading. MacPherson’s troops, their duty done, finally returned to Philadelphia in mid-May. 

Within only a few weeks, by using brutal tactics which included kicking in doors, dragging off suspects in the middle of the night, and a public whipping of the editor of the Reading Adler newspaper for his sympathy toward the rebellion, the insurrection against the House Tax had been totally, permanently suppressed.  

The insurgents’ trials proceeded quickly at Philadelphia. John Fries was found guilty of treason on May 9th, but his attorney proved prejudice among the jurors. His appeal was upheld in the autumn. At a second trial, held in April, 1800, Fries was again found guilty, and on May 2, 1800, Judge Chase said:


What remains for me is a very necessary but a very painful part of my 
duty; it is to pronounce that judgment which the law has appointed for 
crimes of this magnitude. The judgment of the law is, and this Court 
does award, that you be hanged by the neck until dead; and I pray God 
Almighty to be merciful to your soul. 

(Davis, page 97)

There was much debate about the occurrences among the citizenry, in Congress, in the President’s Cabinet and in the political parties. On May 21, 1800, President Adams issued pardons for Fries and the others found guilty of treason.  They were set free more to ease the ill feeling among Pennsylvanians and others about the administration’s perceived despotic behavior than for any other reason. It is clear from testimony at the trials that these men were absolutely guilty of treason and insurrection. 
John Adams was not re-elected. The Federalist Party was ‘booted’ out of power across the board and Thomas Jefferson (Huzzah!), became the third president of the United States in the election of 1800.

The lives of many people in the Richland and Milford area were severely disrupted by activities in the autumn of 1798 and the winter of 1799. For a few months, the eyes of the nation were focused on a village called The Quaker’s Town in Upper Bucks County, Pennsylvania--on the region once called the Great Swamp. The revolt, the military response, and the ensuing trials and pardons were closely followed news throughout all of the newly formed United States.




*


*


*
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