Fries Rebellion Teacher’s Guide

SUBJECTS:

United States History, Pennsylvania History, Taxation,
Immigration, Government, Constitution

CROSS TOPIC INTEGRATION:

Shays’ Rebellion, Whiskey Rebellion, Early Constitution,
Formation of US Government following Revolutionary War

PENNSYLVANIA STATE STANDARDS:

Historical Analysis (8.1), United States History (8.2),
PA History (8.3); Grades 3-12

MOVIE RATING:
PG

CHARACTER THEMES:
Leadership, Courage, Human Rights, Citizenship

INSTRUCTIONAL BENEFITS of UTILIZING FRIES REBELLION:

The movie will encourage critical thinking and discussion around the following
historical lessons:

1. The implementation and interpretation of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights was
an arduous process historically as it still is today. The United States is governed by
the rule of law.

2. The role of government in the lives of ordinary citizens has always been relevant in
historical politics and is today.

3. Protest for human rights is woven into the fabric of the United States of America,
since the inception of our nation.

4. The United States started as diverse ethnic groups, who historically navigated the
process of figuring out how to come together as one country under common values.

5. The United States is a representative democracy, where the citizens vote for officials
to represent their concerns and ideas. Our elected officials hold an obligation to
represent the people they represent. Historically and today, citizens strive to be
heard by our elected officials.

(€)2024 Lower Macungie Township Historical Society.
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Helpful Background

WHEN

The American Revolution formally ended in 1783, the Constitution was
ratified in 1788, and the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the
Constitution, was adopted in late 1791.

Competing interests and philosophies achieved these remarkable
documents, but by the late 1790s it had become clear to many that
implementing the grand words was not going to be easy. The
Federalists were in power, with John Adams as president. Opportunities
to object to government policies by petition were rejected, therefore
unsuccessful.

WHAT/WHY

Fries’s Rebellion was a short-lived but intense protest against a new
federal tax on houses, land, and slaves. It was known as the “Direct
House Tax” of 1798.

While the amount of money involved was not especially onerous, the
Pennsylvania Germans of eastern Pennsylvania disputed the legality of
the tax, and many refused to allow assessors on their property.

What made the protesters angry enough to become violent? Many of
them had fought in the war for independence during the 1770s, and
believed the new nation was not going in the right direction. The new
United States was an experiment in a new and untried form of
government, a democratic republic.

The people involved in Fries’s Rebellion believed that the Federalist
majority in the national government were acting in an undemocratic
manner by not listening to voices of opposition, which was contrary to
what they had expected in the newly created United States.




The German people in southeastern Pennsylvania were particularly
hostile to the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, which they believed to
be directed at them and other recent immigrants, although many of
them were third-generation immigrants. The Alien and Sedition Acts
restricted immigration and speech in the new nation.

The issue that precipitated the rebellion was the Direct House Tax,
which was being levied to raise money for an army and navy in
preparation for a war with France.

The veterans of the War for Independence, most of them by the end of
the century hard-working and relatively prosperous farmers, still
thought of the French as their friends and allies because of their
support during the war. The idea that the Federalist government could
be planning a war with France was offensive to them, and

particularly so since no popular assent had been sought.

Those who objected to the new federal tax were not opposed to all
taxation. They accepted their responsibility to pay local taxes.

Few citizens had a cash income at that time, so taxes were generally
assessed on property or products. The tax is often called the “window
tax” because some of the first assessments included counting
windows, considered a measure of wealth. In fact, this item was
quickly removed from the forms the assessors had to complete as they
visited, or tried to visit, every property within their district.

Another nickname for the Fries Rebellion is the “hot water war,”
because Pennsylvania-German housewives would pour hot water over
the heads of assessors who had not already been chased away.

The rebellion can be viewed as growing pains for the United States as
it was establishing its democracy, the first of its kind in the world.
Despite the notable thought that went into writing the Constitution,
there was no rule book on how this should be done. Should the federal
government be similar to the autocratic forms of government in
Europe, except with men elected instead of being born into power? Or,
should it be a full democracy involving all men who were eligible to be
voters?




e The elections of 1800 at least partially resolved these competing
concepts, when Federalists, who favored strong central government,
were defeated. Republicans, who favored a strong local government,
took control of the presidency and the federal legislature.

WHO

« Who was John Fries? The rebellion of 1798-99 was named “Fries’s
Rebellion,” after John Fries, an itinerant auctioneer. (It's a German
name, pronounced “Frees.”) In his job of “crying vendues” or calling
auctions, he met a lot of people, and found that most held similar
opinions to his own ones regarding how the new nation was
developing. He was energetic, and considered charismatic and a
natural Leader.

« Who were the protesters in the rebellion? Almost all of them were
Pennsylvania-German farmers who were members of the Lutheran and
Reformed churches that had been established by early settlers.
Participants in the rallies to protest the house tax would wear their
military uniforms, and carry a rifle or a pitchfork.

e As agroup the Lutheran and Reformed Pennsylvania Germans in
southeastern Pennsylvania were known as the “Kirchenleute,” or
church people. Some families had immigrated for religious freedom,
but most came for economic opportunity, the ability to own their own
farmland, and the opportunity to get away from the perpetual wars
fought by petty princes in the Rhineland.

« Neighboring German immigrants belonged to one or another of the
many sects that settled in eastern Pennsylvania, for whom freedom to
practice their religious beliefs was paramount. Some of these
“Sektenleute” were the Moravians, the Amish, the Mennonites, and the
Schwenkfelders. They were not followers of John Fries, and many
Moravians and Quakers were selected to be assessors.

« Some of the Kirchenleute spoke English as needed, but their everyday
language was the dialect they or their forebears had brought with
them from Germany. (A very similar dialect is still spoken today in the
Rhineland parts of Germany they came from.) They were mostly
farmers, with some tradesmen and tavern keepers among them.




WHERE

e John Fries traveled around the area of today’s counties of northern
Bucks, what is now Lehigh, Northampton, and eastern Berks for his
work as an auctioneer. (A map is included with this guide.) Some of the
towns we know today did not exist in the 1790s.

e« Taverns along major roadways were meeting places for working people
as well as travelers. They are where men would read newspapers, or
commonly where the news would be read aloud to all who were there.

o At this time period, the political reporting in newspapers was
exceedingly partisan. In Philadelphia, then the seat of the federal
government, the Aurora was the leading Democratic-Republican
newspaper and the Gazette of the United States favored Federalist
positions. The trials in Philadelphia following Fries’s Rebellion were
covered by all major newspapers in the nation.

o« Crowds tended to get rowdy in the taverns when political issues were
discussed, and there are many accounts of assessors and others who
were trying to explain the House Tax being molested and forced
outside.




THE CONCLUSION

Activity among the protestors increased as 1798 drew to a close
and continued into March of 1799. Under orders from President
Adams, efforts to quell the rebellion intensified. Arrests were
made and prisoners were taken to Bethlehem, where they were
secured in the Sun Inn.

Several leaders of the rebellion gathered their men, and they
marched to Bethlehem to free the prisoners. After some very
tense hours, Federal Marshall William Nichols offered to release
the prisoners to John Fries, and a potentially explosive situation
resolved itself.

Thirty prisoners were tried in federal court in Philadelphia.
Three died of yellow fever while serving their terms in prison.
Fries and two others were sentenced to be hanged in
Quakertown, but were pardoned by President Adams, who also
granted a general amnesty to participants in the rebellion.

Opposition to the House Tax died, and people reluctantly paid
the tax and went back to work.

The direction of the nation changed after the election of 1800,
when Republicans became the majority party. By the War of 1812,
the measures that were so strongly opposed by John Fries and
his followers — a federal standing army and a navy — were in
place as the United States fought a new war with England.



Vocabulary

ancestor — a person who was in someone’s family in
past times

rebellion - when people refuse to obey orders, and
fight against people in authority

resources — a usable stock or supply

patriot - one who loves or is devoted to one’s country
immigrants - people who move to a new country
standing army - a permanent, often professional army

federalists - people who supported a strong national
government

representation - the act of speaking or acting on behalf of
someone

assessor — a person who estimates the value of something
epicenter (of resistance) - the focal point of activity

grievance - a real or imagined wrong or other cause for
complaint

harass — to annoy or bother someone in a constant or
repeated way

militia - a group of citizens who have limited military
training



Tory - someone who supported the British during the
Revolutionary War

saber - a type of sword

democracy - a system of government in which the power is
vested in the people and is exercised through elected
representatives

acquiesce - accept something reluctantly, but without
protest

ethnic minority - group that has different cultural
traditions from the main population

ideology - a system of ideas and ideals, particularly
pertaining to politics.

misinformation - false or inaccurate information that is
deliberately intended to deceive

rendezvous - a meeting at an agreed time or place

resonance - a deep quality in a sound

traitor - person who betrays a friend, country or principle

pardon - the action of forgiving or being forgiven for an
offense



Depending on the age and grade of the students,
teachers may want to:

A. Determine students’ prior knowledge of certain topics.
Prior knowledge varies greatly with age and grade level.

B. Help students make connections to vocabulary, terms,
geography/locations, and historical figures.

C. Offer prompts that create a base for comprehension and
evaluation of this time and these actions.
Prompts for Active Discussion Before Showing Movie

Prompts to help determine students’
prior knowledge about taxes:

1. Do you know what a tax is?

2. Do your parents pay taxes? To whom? Why?
3. Are most people glad to pay their taxes? Why or why not?

4. What are some of the benefits citizens receive from paying
taxes to the government?

5. How does the government determine how much tax money a
person must pay?



Prompts to help determine students’ prior knowledge of
historical rebellion in the colonies/new United States:

What does it mean to rebel against someone or something? Can
you give me an example?

Have you ever rebelled against some rule or punishment your
parents created?

In your opinion are all rules that your parents make for you fair?
Why or why not?

What about our current government? Do you think all of their
rules are fair to everyone? Why or why not?

Can decisions made by one group of people affect the
livelihood and safety of others?

Do you think it would be important to speak and understand
the same language as the people who are making laws that
affect you? Why?

Prompts to help with understanding of the geography
(when needed):

What state do we live in? (Use a map of PA)
Was it always called Pennsylvania?

Where is Quakertown? Philadelphia? Trexlertown? Shimerville?
(See list of locations.)

If we draw a circle around these locations, what do you notice?

Compare the current map with the map included with this
guide (at end).



Prompts to help with comprehension of historical figures:

Who makes the laws for our state and country today? Can you
name any of them?

Can you think of any people who don’t like current laws of
today?

What do they do to make their opinions known?

Who made the laws for the people who lived here back in the
early days of our state and country?

What could people do to make their opinions known if they
didn’t agree with laws made back then?

Can you name any of the people who rebelled against laws
back in the early days of our country?

PA Standards Based Questions for After Viewing Movie

Grade 3
Describe the beliefs of Federalists about government. (8.2.3A)

Who were the Kirchenleute? Why did they oppose the
Federalists? (8.2.3D)

List three characteristics of John Fries. What is an action he did
that made him a strong leader of the Kirchenleute? (8.2.3A)

What was the role of an assessor? What is an action that
Kirchenleute citizens took to make assessors feel unwelcome?
(8.2.3D)



Explain how President John Adams responded to the Fries
protest of the tax law. (8.2.3D)

What was John Fries’ consequence for protesting taxation?
(8.3.30)

Grade 4

What was the Federalist viewpoint of taxation? (8.2.4A) Why was
this opposed by the Kirchenleute, a group of German settlers
that had settled in Pennsylvania? (8.2.4D)

Describe John Fries using character traits and evidence. Do you
think he was a strong leader? Why or why not? (8.2.3A)

Describe the Direct Tax. How did the Kirchenleute citizens
respond to the tax? (8.4.3C)

Explain how President John Adams responded to the Direct Tax
Law protest. (8.2.4D)

Do you think President John Adams was right to pardon John
Fries from hanging? Support your viewpoint. (8.3.4C)

Grade 5

Compare and contrast the Federalist viewpoint on taxation to
the Kirchenleute viewpoint of taxation. (8.2.5A)

What motivated John Fries to oppose the Federalists? Explain
why he led the Kirchenleutes to oppose the Direct Tax Act.
(8.2.5D)

What happened in the history of the Kirchenleute citizens that
might have led to their resistance to the Direct Tax? (8.3.5C)



What is an assessor? Explain the strategies used by John Fries’
Kirchenleute citizens to oppose the assessors. (8.2.5D)

Explain how President John Adams responded to the Direct Tax
Law protest? Was that effective? Why or why not? (8.3.5C)

What do you think were the motivations of President John
Adams to pardon John Fries? Would you have done the same?
(8.3.50)

How do the events of the Fries Rebellion connect to current
politics today? (8.3.5C)

Secondary Questions

The Fries Rebellion protested a direct tax imposed by the new
Federal government on slaves and property. How did the
participants in the Fries Rebellion view the rule of law in terms
of individual rights and the common good? (8.1.U.A)

How was the Fries Rebellion reflective of the belief systems and
politics of the Kirchenleute? (8.3.U)

What were John Fries’ and the Kirchenleute’s political and
cultural contributions to the history of Pennsylvania and the
United States? (8.2.9 A)

How did the participants in the Fries Rebellion demonstrate
both cooperation and conflict among new American citizens?
(8.2.9 D)

President John Adams called Fries Rebellion participants
“obscure, miserable Germans, as ignorant of our language as
they were of our laws.” Why did Adams eventually pardon them?
(8.2.9 Q)



Townships of Tax Resistance during the Rebellion of 1798-99

.......... Principal transportation routes in
Eastern Pennsylvania

e County boundaries
Township boundaries

NORTHAMPTON

NEW JERSEY

Townships of Tax Resistance

1. Williams 11. Penn

2. Lower Saucon 12. Heidelberg *

3. Upper Saucon 13. Lehigh *

4. Lower Milford * 14. Chestnuthill

5. Upper Milford * 15. Moore

6. Macungie * 16. Plainfield

7. Whitehall 17. Lower Mount Bethel

8. Lowhill 18. Forks

9. Weisenberg 19. Allen 0
10. Linn 20. Salisbury

* The five townships of greatest tax resistance

Based on the map by Monica Kovacic and Christine Herchelroath, University of Pittsburgh at
lohnstown Cartography Laboratory. Fries’s Rebellion: The Enduring Struggle for the American
Revolution, Paul Douglas Newman, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004, page 88.

This map shows graphically that tax resistance was widespread in southeastern Pennsylvania. The shad-
ed area shows the extent of the resistance movement. The townships marked with a star are where the

strongest opposition to the house tax developed.

The county lines shown here depict the political geography at the time of the Fries Rebellion. Bucks is
one of the three original counties of 1682. Northampton County dates from 1752, and Montgomery
County from 1784. Lehigh County was created later, in 1812. The earliest township in the area of the pro-

test was Upper Milford {then in Bucks County), established in 1738.
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