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Whiskey Rebellion

ALEXANDER HAMILTON
Secretary of Treasury

Met Washington in 1777, remained close 
throughout the remainder of Washington’s life.

Served as Washington’s Aide-de-Camp in the American Revolutionary War.
Hamilton proposed the whiskey tax to raise money for the U.S. government.

Alexander Hamilton

As the designer of this tax, which is vital to servicing our 

national debt, “the immediate question is whether the 

government of the United States shall ever raise revenue 

by an internal tax.”1 “The Opposition has continued and 

matured, till it has at length broke out in Acts which are 

presumed to amount to Treason.”2 The army should be 

called forth and employed to suppress the insurrection.3 

“Whenever the government appears in arms, it ought to 

appear like a Hercules and inspire respect by the display 

of strength.”4

VOCABULARY
revenue: income of a state or country that is spent on public expenses
internal tax: taxes that are for people within a country
insurrection: violent uprising against a power

1 The Whiskey Rebellion: Frontier Epilogue to the American Revolution, 

 Thomas P. Slaughter, p.193.

2 Letter to George Washington from Alexander Hamilton, 2 August 1794.

3 Ibid.

4 Alexander Hamilton, Ron Chernow, p. 47.



Whiskey Rebellion

THOMAS MIFFLIN
Governor of Pennsylvania

Major General in the Continental Army
Governor of Pennsylvania

Thomas Mifflin

“Military force should only be a last resort … experience 

encourages us to persevere in a lenient course ... If a riot 

is committed, the rioters can be prosecuted.” The judicial 

power of Pennsylvania is capable of prosecuting these 

violators. “Every time riots have occurred in past, the 

offenders have been indicted, convicted, and punished 

before the tribunals of the state.”1 I beg you—allow the 

state to prosecute these men.

VOCABULARY
prosecute: bring legal charges against someone or an organization

indicted: formally accuse of a crime

convicted: found guilty of a crime

1 Letter to George Washington from Thomas Mifflin, 5 August 1794.



Whiskey Rebellion

CUMBERLAND COUNTY
Pennsylvania

Located in south central Pennsylvania.
Borders Harrisburg.

Opposition to the whiskey tax was high.

Citizen of Cumberland County, Pennsylvania

The excise law is the creation of sycophants and 

aristocrats. Our lands are settled by speculators who use 

the government to raise taxes to pay for their financial 

schemes. Rich men corrupt the government while 

poor men starve. Our hard work pays for their luxury. 

An excise is an unfair tax on our labor—“it is unjust in 

principle, oppressive in its operation, and impracticable 

in execution.” As a tyrannical tax it must be immediately 

suspended.

VOCABULARY
sycophant: someone who tries to gain an advantage by being a “brown-noser”

aristocrat: The highest class of society, often the holders of titles or offices 

based on heredity (birth)

speculators: a person that uses stocks, property, land, or business to make a profit

tyrannical: abuse of power; oppressive and controlling 

1 Citizens of Cumberland County: Article in Kline’s Carlisle Weekly Gazette, Wednesday, 

August 20, 1794, by Robert Shannon and Jon Mitchel.



Whiskey Rebellion

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN BACHE
American Journalist and founder of 

the Philadelphia Aurora newspaper

Grandson of Benjamin Franklin
Critic of Federalists and George Washington

Lived in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Benjamin Franklin Bache

It is the very creators of this tax who have secretly 

stoked the fires of rebellion to advance their own power-

hungry agenda for increasing the oversight of the federal 

government. These riots could have been avoided. This 

whiskey tax is unpopular in many parts of the Union and 

you should not attempt to enforce it by rigorous means.1 

Sir, suspend this unpopular tax.

VOCABULARY
insurrection: violent uprising

nefarious: wicked, criminal 

excise tax: a tax on a particular good, such as whiskey

1 The Whiskey Rebellion: Frontier Epilogue to the American Revolution by 

Thomas P. Slaughter, p. 221.



Whiskey Rebellion

EDMOND RANDOLPH
Secretary of State

Governor of Virginia (1786–1788) 
Attorney General (1789–1794) & Secretary of State (1794–1795)

in George Washington’s administration
Key role in the ratification of the Constitution of Virginia

Edmond Randolph

We may have the right to send the army, but doing so 

could make the situation worse. The backcountry of 

Pennsylvania is a long way to take an army of militia— 

and there are tens of thousands of armed men in the 

mountains who have promised to resist. A resort to force 

will turn the local population against us and start a war. 

“I prefer the compliment of peace by every experiment 

of moderation” … let the local judicial authority run its 

course.

VOCABULARY
judicial authority: the courts should hear and decide the case

1 Letter to George Washington from Alexander Hamilton, 5 August 1794.
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DAVID RAMSAY
American physician, public official, and historian

Captured by the British in South Carolina 
during the Revolutionary War

From Pennsylvania but moved to South Carolina and 
became the President of the South Carolina State Senate

David Ramsay

On April 19th, 1775, British General Thomas Gage sent a 

small army into the Massachusetts countryside to enforce 

the king’s law. “Great bodies not only from Massachusetts 

but the adjacent colonies, grasped their arms and marched 

to oppose them. The colonies were in such a state of 

irritability, martial rage took possession of the breasts 

of thousands.” Gage’s army stirred a hornet’s nest and 

sparked the American Revolution. Take heed the lessons 

from history. Our militia should not get involved.

VOCABULARY
martial rage: soldier-like anger

1 The History of the American Revolution in Two Volumes by David Ramsay, M.D.
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DANIEL MORGAN
Congressman from Virginia

Fought alongside George Washington during the Revolutionary War
Achieved the rank of Brigadier General

Known as a great military tactician

Daniel Morgan

Sir: The State of Virginia seems to be unanimous and 

determined to suppress that horrid insurrection in the 

State of Pennsylvania. A young man, at Braddock’s Field, 

“says there were not four thousand men assembled there; 

that there were not more than one thousand guns among 

them; and if the ammunition had been divided among 

them, he does not suppose there would be more than 

one round a man. For my own part, I think it a very easy 

matter to bring these people into order. I don’t wish to 

spill the blood of a citizen; but I wish to march against 

these people, to show them our determination to bring 

them to order and to support the laws.”1

1 Letter to George Washington from Daniel Morgan, 24 September 1794.
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HUGH HENRY BRACKENRIDGE
American writer, lawyer, and judge

Involved in the mediation talks of the Whiskey Rebellion
Frontier citizen of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

and served in the state assembly
Established the Pittsburgh Gazette

Hugh Henry Brackenridge

“The Excise Law is a branch of the Funding System, 

detested and abhorred by all small farmers Should an 

attempt be made to suppress these people, I am afraid 

the question will not be, whether you will March to 

Pittsburgh, but whether they will March to [the nation’s 

capital in] Philadelphia? I deplore the situation of this 

Country, should a Civil War ensue ... I earnestly and 

anxiously wish that a delay on the part of the government 

may give time to bring about, if practicable, good Order 

and Subordination.”1 Stop the enforcement of this tax and 

consider repealing it.

VOCABULARY
funding system: a way of getting revenue to pay the interest or principle of a public debt

public debt: government debt to other lenders, countries

abhorred: with disgust and hatred

subordinate: a person under the authority or control of someone else

1 H.H. Brackenridge to Tench Coxe, Pittsburgh, 8 August 1794. 

2 Letter to Tench Coxe from Henry Hugh Brackenridge, 8 August 1794.
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PRESIDENT
GEORGE WASHINGTON 
had to decide between three options:

Suspend the unpopular tax

Let local officials handle enforcement

Use military force

“The moment has now come when the overtures of 

forgiveness, with no other condition than a submission 

to law, have been only partially accepted.”1 “If the Laws 

are to be so trampled upon—with impunity—there is an 

end put at one stroke, to republican government; and 

nothing but anarchy and confusion is to be expected 

thereafter.”2 In obedience to that duty consigned to me 

by the Constitution to take care that the laws be faithfully 

executed, I do hereby declare and make known that I have 

summoned the militias from the states of New Jersey, 

Pennsylvania, Maryland and Virginia. They are already 

in motion to the scene of the rebellion. I warn all citizens 

who aid or abet the insurgents, that they do so at their 

own peril.3 

1  Proclamation of September 25, 1794 by the President of the United States of America.

2  Letter from George Washington to Charles Mynn Thruston, 10 August 1794.

3  Proclamation of September 25, 1794 by the President of the United States of America.


