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MECKLENBLIRG COLUNTY
— The impatient pa-
triots here had splen-
didly short fuses in
1775. Those who tilled
the startfingly red
clay or who lived in
the iown nnmed for Geosge 11I's
wife Charlotte might have been be-
mused had they foreseen the annu-
al hoopla that commemorates July
4,77, -

‘What occurred that day in Phila-
delphia might have been a Declara-
tion of Independence, but the first
such was enacted here on May 20,
1773. Presbyterians, meaning most
Mecklenburgers, wercincensed by
Anglican meddling from London,
such as the Vestry and Marriage
Acts of 1769, which imposed fines
on Presbyterian ministers who
conducted masriage ceremonies.
Marriage as a political issue is not
just a recent phenomenon.

‘Free and independent’

On May 19, 1775, the day before
the Meckienburg convention met
to act en such grievances, a rider
arrived with news from Massachu-
setts about the April bloodshed at
Lexington and Concord. The next
day, Meckienburg's coavention de-
clared:

“We the citizens of Mecklen-
burg County do hercby dissolve
the political bands which have
connected us to the mother coun-
try. ... We do hereby declare our-
selves a free and independent peo-
ple ... to the maintenance of which
independence, we  solemnly

[0

pledge to each other our mutual coop-
eration, our lives, our fortunes, and
our most sacred honor”

Thus did a setttement on the frmgc
of the British Empire declare war on
that empire. It used language — note,
especially, the last nine words - that is
echoed in the1776 declaration, for rea-
sons explained in a new book, “The
4th of July and the Founding of Amer-
ica,” by Peter de Bolla of King's Col-

- lege, Cambridge. He is fascinated by
- Americans’ fascination with the fact,

such as it is, that their couniry had, as
few nations can claim, an “originative
moment." But what, and when, was it?

The Declaration of Independence
was nat signed that day by the 56 per-
song whose signatures would eventu-
ally adarn it. Perhaps no one signed it
that day; the evidenace is murley. 5til],
uncountable millions believe other-
wise because they have seen John
Trumbull's painting, in the U.S. Capi-
tol's rotunda, depicting Thomas Jef-
ferson, at the center of six colleagues,
holding “his" Dr:daratlonon]uly-l as
though for signing.

Capt. James
Jack delivers the
Mecklenburg
Declaration of
Independence to
the Continental
Congress in this
painting.

What Congress actually did that
day was agrec to print and publish the
Declaration authorized two days ear-
lier. So, was July 2 what de Bolla calls
the “punctual moment"? John Adams
thought that day “will be the most
memorable Epocha, in the History of
America.” '

‘What was voted on July 2 was, how-
ever, reafly decided on July 1. But on
June 28, Congress considered Jeffer-
son’s draft of the Declaration, so was
the die then cast? Or was it cast on
June 10, when Congress voted that “a
commitiee bé appointed to prepare a
declaration™? The Declaration was
first actually declared — read aloud to
a crowd (at the State House, now In-
dependence Hall) - on July 8.

De Bolla says that unlike certain
events, such as an earthquake or the
beheading of 2 monarch, the birth ofa
nation has “a different lind of tempo-
rality,” one constructed as a tradition,
This is true even of the United States,
which did not, like Germany and

Fraace, emerge over millennia from

history's mists.

erica’s self-validating tradition

Flfty years later, less than two
months before his (and John Adams?)
death on July 4,1826, Jefferson was de-
terminedly protective of his reputa-
tion as (he_dirccted his tombstone to
declare this) “author” of the Declara-
tion. Seill, he candidly acknowicdged
that it "was intended to be an expres-
sion of the American mind,” not “aim-

" ing at originality of principle or senti-

ment.” Hence, “all its 1L1th0rity rests
then on the harmonizing scﬁtjmcnts
of the day."

‘We hold these truths’

Certain politically charped thetori-
cal tropes were then society’s com-
mon property. Writing shortly before
his death, Jeffersan affirmed his belief
that “the mass of mankind has not
been born with saddles on their
backs, nor a favored few booted and
spurred, ready to ride them legiti-
mately, by the grace of God.” Those
words were as stirring then as they
had been when one of Oliver Crom-
well’s soldiers declared from the scaf-
fold, “T never could believe that Provi-

" dence had sent a few men into the

world; ready booted and spurred to
ride, and millions. ready saddled and’
bridled to be ridden.”

What de Bolla calls “the intricate
history of the nation’s founding docu-
ment” does not and should not inhibit .
Americans [rom asserting the truth
that their nation originated on July 4,
1776. They hold that to be a self-evi-
dent truth, which means they have de-
cided to believe it, thereby making ita
selfvalidating ¢radition,

So there.
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