There’s More to July 4, 1776 Than the Declaration
By SMJC Chapter Historian David A. Welker
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July 4th 1776 was a turning point day in American history and as we celebrate the 250th anniversary of our Declaration of Independence, all eyes will be on Philadelphia.  Yet in 1776, given the slow spread of news across the colonies, few people beyond the Founding Fathers and their supporters and families were paying much attention to the affairs in Philadelphia.  So what other events were happening while the Second Continental Congress was making history?
In New York City, General George Washington and the Continental Army had three days earlier watched the first of a massive 110-ship British fleet sail into New York harbor.  On July 2nd, while Congress was adopting the Lee Resolution proposing independence, Washington was watching that British fleet land troops on nearby Staten Island, an action the Continental Army could do nothing to stop.  By the end of the month British General Howe had 32,000 British and Hessian troops and 400 hundred ships ready to contest American possession of New York City.  On July 6th Washington received a letter from Continental Congress President John Hancock notifying him of the Declaration’s adoption.  Whatever Washington thought about events in Philadelphia, he was certainly more focused on the military firestorm heading his way, which would break open in late August in Long Island at the Battle of Brooklyn Heights.
Citizens of New York City too were focused locally on July 4, 1776.  Its 25,000 residents were busy packing to flee the city, recognizing that the British fleet’s arrival represented coming chaos and destruction.  Whether Patriot or Loyalist, they were leaving the city by boat, cart, and foot seeking safety.
In London, King George III was, of course, completely unaware of what had happened that day in Philadelphia and in his journal remarked only on the weather and his routine royal duties.  
Nearby, in Plymouth, Captain James Cook was preparing the HMS Resolution to depart on July 12, launching his third voyage to the Pacific Ocean and the Arctic.  Unknown to Cook, upon reaching the Sandwich Islands (today’s Hawaii) it was to be his last voyage.
In Salzburg, Austria, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was preparing to premier his Serenade No. 7 (the "Haffner") on July 21st.
In Santa Fe (in today’s New Mexico), Spanish explorers Francisco Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, Francisco Atanasio Domínguez, and eight others were preparing to launch their 1800-mile trek on July 29th, becoming the first Europeans to explore the vast region between the Rockies and the Sierras in the American Southwest.
In Virginia and throughout most of the rest of the 13 Colonies, people on July 4th, 1776 went about their regular daily life, unaware that in Philadelphia their world had shifted.  Unleashing initially forces of change, risk, and conflict, eventually the Founders’ action that day brought the world a promise of liberty and freedom that 250 years later continues shining and evolving.  
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