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One of the best things about the American Revolution is that it wasn't all that revolutionary. Compared with the chaos, slaughter and dictatorships that emerged from the later French, Russian and Latin American revolutions, ours was, to borrow a tag from today's headlines, a tea party.

True enough, we fought a small-scale war in which a tiny fraction of our population ventured their lives, fortunes and sacred honor for the sake of independence from what they saw as King George III's tyranny. And, with indispensable French naval support, the relative handful of rebels won independence, even if almost as many colonists enlisted in pro-British loyalist units as served in George Washington's Continental Army. Many lives were lost in battle, of course, and much hardship was endured, but as revolutions go it was a civilized affair. And the outcome produced, we should remind ourselves on this weekend, the world's longest-running free society.

The war could have easily ended otherwise if—as the Continental Congress met in the sweltering Philadelphia summer of 1776—a dramatic clash of personalities, principles and power politics had not resulted in the Declaration of Independence. The military and diplomatic struggle would go on until 1783, but after July 1776 there would be no room left for compromise with the British Crown: The 13 American colonies would be either crushed in the field or free.

In "Declaration," William Hogeland, a talented historian with a strong narrative gift, tells the engrossing story of what he calls the "nine tumultuous weeks" leading up to the Declaration of Independence. He does so with insight, verve and an eye for the telling detail. He brings to life not only the usual heroic figures from this period but also a supporting cast of scoundrels, idealists and cranks who might be called the Founding Foster-Parents. They played key roles in the behind-the-scenes—and not always edifying—struggle to decide the fate of the unhappy colonies.

We all remember Thomas Jefferson and Ben Franklin. But how many of us are familiar with James Cannon? This taciturn math teacher with radical views engineered the crucial political alliance between Philadelphia slum dwellers and Pennsylvania frontiersmen that transformed the future Keystone State from a bastion of moderation to the swing colony supporting independence.

And what about Christopher Marshall? A Quaker apothecary who may have dabbled in alchemy and forgery, he helped overthrow the duly elected Pennsylvania assembly with a carefully organized pro-independence mob. Another pro-independence militant: Richard Henry Lee. He was a tall, hard-drinking Virginia aristocrat with a gift for debate and melodrama. When he gesticulated to crowds, Mr. Hogeland says, "the effect was hypnotic," not least because Lee, who had lost the fingers of his left hand in a hunting accident, wrapped his maimed appendage "in black silk to make a single glove."

The memory of these and other forgotten patriots is revived by Mr. Hogeland's facile pen. But he also offers a complex reading of the minds and motivations of the better-known players. John Adams, for example, was a buttoned-down legalist with a strong sense of civil order and social hierarchy—as long as he was on the upper end. But he was not above working in secret with a rowdy populist pamphleteer like Tom Paine; both men recognized the need for an irrevocable break with the Mother Country.

If there is any fault to be found in Mr. Hogeland's chronicle, it is in his tendency to lean left and moralize. Thus "Paine wanted judges elected locally and democratically, answerable to working people, the debtor class, not to wealthy creditors. But the appeal to economic justice didn't move Adams." One might have thought—and the framers of the Constitution certainly did think—that "economic justice," like justice of any kind, is not a matter of pandering to populist sentiment but of finding a fair interpretation of the laws enacted and enforced through democratic due process.

When ideology is given a rest, Mr. Hogeland steers a straight course. Consider his wry insight into John Adams's role in choosing the commander of the Continental Army, a position coveted by the vain, totally unqualified John Hancock. Adams, who had a few unrelated scores to settle with Hancock, "took pleasure in rising in the Congress, speaking fulsomely and at length of the man who so richly deserved the job of commander, then watching Hancock's face fall when he nominated Washington."

And then there is Mr. Hogeland's model treatment of two polar opposites in the lead-up to independence: Samuel Adams of Massachusetts and John Dickinson of Pennsylvania.

First, let's look at the author's depiction of Samuel Adams, who was a mix of old Bay State Puritan and political zealot. Adams could be judged as a personal failure—a bad businessman and an indifferent tax collector who was liable for the considerable sums he didn't collect—but he proved to be a brilliant and unscrupulous propagandist. Thanks to his campaign of deliberate falsehoods, a small-scale riot in which a handful of British soldiers were provoked into firing on a threatening, stone-throwing mob would go down in history as the "Boston Massacre." By contrast, Samuel's cousin John Adams, despite his anti-British views, would honorably act as defense counsel to the arrested British soldiers.

Mr. Hogeland accuses John Adams of acting as "Samuel Adams's secret agent in the Boston Massacre trials" because Samuel approved of John's appointment. But Mr. Hogeland concedes that Samuel did so only because he thought that the British were bound to be found guilty and wanted the show trial to look as legitimate as possible. No one was more shocked and annoyed than Samuel when his cousin's skilled defense resulted in more acquittals than convictions.

Propaganda aside, Samuel Adams was also a brilliant organizer. By using town meetings to launch a para-legal network of "committees of correspondence," he managed to circumvent moderate colonial assemblies. This strategy ultimately led to the creation of an inter-colony organization, the Continental Congress.

As a member from Massachusetts, Adams continued to play his most important role off-stage, organizing cabals and brokering sub rosa alliances. While Mr. Hogeland may over-dramatize the importance of Adams's activities, they were indeed valued. When asked in later years who was most responsible for the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson replied: "Samuel Adams was the man." In Mr. Hogeland's pages, this semi-forgotten founder—known these days primarily as a beer company's namesake—emerges from the shadows in all his complexity, a Spartan New Englander who loathed the very mobs he mobilized.

At the other end of the spectrum from Samuel Adams was John Dickinson, an affluent landowner who thought Anglo-American differences could be settled without an irrevocable rupture. Dickinson had studied law in England and had distinguished himself as an early critic of royal abuses. He was one of the first to advocate armed colonial resistance, but he envisioned a struggle to remedy Crown abuses, not to sever all ties with England. Both in congressional debate and before threatening mobs Dickinson remained articulate and unruffled. Yet virtually "the moment he'd failed in his last effort to stop independence, he'd led his militia to fight the British." Later, as Mr. Hogeland tells us, when the men elected generals who outranked him, "Dickinson resigned his commission. He volunteered as a private and carried a musket in the Battle of Brandywine."

In his summation, Mr. Hogeland would have us think that, as iconic as the Declaration of Independence is today, it was "largely forgotten" by its immediate contemporaries. Not all of them would have agreed with that claim. The day after the Declaration was voted through, one delegate wrote that it would mark "the most memorable epoch in the history of America." He believed that the Declaration would be "celebrated by succeeding generations . . . with pomp and parade . . . guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations."

Chalk up another shrewd insight to John Adams, who saw it all coming 234 years ago in a letter to his loving wife, Abigail. 
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