Chapter 8 – Section 2 

Early Challenges                                          


NARRATOR: THE WHISKEY REBELLION WAS ONE OF THE FIRST TESTS OF FEDERAL AUTHORITY IN THE UNITED STATES AND ONE OF THE NEW NATION’S EARLIEST EXPRESSIONS OF ITS COMMITMENT TO THE RULE OF LAW. 

THE REBELLION ERUPTED IN 1794 WHEN THE EXCISE ACT WAS PUT INTO EFFECT.  THIS ACT PLACED A RELATIVELY LARGE TAX ON HOMEMADE WHISKEY. 

THE ACT WAS ESPECIALLY UNPOPULAR AMONG SETTLERS OF THE WESTERN FRONTIER AS IT TAXED THEIR MOST IMPORTANT PRODUCT FOR SALE AND TRADE.
BY THE SUMMER OF 1794 CIVIL PROTESTS HAD BECOME ARMED REBELLION. THE FIRST SHOTS WERE FIRED NEAR PITTSBURGH AND ORGANIZED RESISTANCE, INCLUDING ROBBING THE MAIL AND STOPPING COURT PROCEEDINGS, SPREAD FROM THERE. 

PRESIDENT WASHINGTON AND MEMBERS OF HIS CABINET MET WITH PENNSYLVANIA OFFICIALS TO CONSIDER CALLING OUT THE MILITIA TO PUT DOWN THE UPRISING, A STEP STATE OFFICIALS OPPOSED. BUT AS INCIDENTS OF VIOLENCE INCREASED AND RESISTANCE SPREAD TO VIRGINIA AND MARYLAND, WASHINGTON DECIDED TO ACT.

THE PRESIDENT HIMSELF LED A MILITIA FORCE OF 13,000, ROUGHLY THE SIZE OF THE CONTINENTAL ARMY DURING THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR, TO PUT DOWN THE REBELLION. IT WAS THE FIRST OF ONLY TWO TIMES IN U.S. HISTORY THAT A SITTING PRESIDENT PERSONALLY COMMANDED THE MILITARY IN THE FIELD. 

THE FORCE MARCHED INTO WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA IN OCTOBER 1794 AND ROUNDED UP A SMALL NUMBER OF PRISONERS. IN SO DOING, THEY CLEARLY DEMONSTRATED FEDERAL AUTHORITY AND SET AN EXAMPLE THAT CITIZENS WHO WISHED TO CHANGE THE LAW HAD TO DO SO PEACEFULLY AND THROUGH CONSTITUTIONAL MEANS. OTHERWISE, THE GOVERNMENT WOULD MEET ANY THREAT WITH FORCE. THE WHISKEY TAX WAS REPEALED IN 1803, HAVING BEEN MOSTLY UNENFORCEABLE.
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