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The Whiskey Rebellion
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Background:
The new government depended for its income almost entirely on import taxes on goods coming into the country and excise taxes on goods sold within the country.  We still pay excise taxes today on many products, like whiskey, cigarettes, luxury goods and even gasoline.  
The question always is, “What should be taxed?” Generally it is believed that necessities like food should not be taxed, but nonessential goods, like cigarettes and perfumes, can be.  People thought the same way in George Washington’s time, and he and Alexander Hamilton, his Secretary of the Treasury, decided to put an excise tax on whiskey to raise money for the new government.  
The people most affected by the tax on whiskey were the western farmers in the areas lying across the Appalachian Mountain chain – western New York, Pennsylvania, and some southern states.  The farmers of western Pennsylvania were particularly hard hit by the whiskey tax.  Their primary export crop was grain, which is used to make whiskey.  It was very difficult to cart huge wagonloads of grain a hundred or more miles over rough dirt roads, and even worse across the Appalachians to eastern seaports, like Philadelphia, where it could be sold.  It was far easier to distill the grain into whiskey, reducing the weight of the wagon-load.  The people of western PA felt they had no choice but to reduce their grain to whiskey and therefore they felt the tax was unfair. 
The Whiskey Tax was passed in 1791 and immediately there were protests.  The Pennsylvania state congress signed a petition against it and there were noisy angry town meetings across the state.
But Washington, Hamilton and the majority of the US government were determined to collect the tax, and the government officials went to these areas to collect the money. The Pennsylvania farmers responded harshly to these tax collectors.  They tarred and feathered some of the men and when that did not work, they beat up their neighbors who were obeying the law and paying their taxes and shot holes in their barrels of whiskey.   
Washington ordered the rebels to obey the law.  In July 1794, a mob of five hundred angry farmers gathered at the house of the main tax collector in Allegheny County, PA.  A few soldiers defended the tax collector and a few members of the mob were killed.  
Two weeks later, in Pittsburgh, six thousand protesters gathered to threaten a rebellion. 
President Washington Responds:
President Washington met with his Cabinet and the governor of Pennsylvania to consider the situation. The President issued a proclamation on August 7th calling on the rebels "to disperse and retire peaceably to their respective abodes."  The proclamation also invoked the Militia Act of 1792, which, after Federal court approval, allowed the President to use State militiamen to put down internal rebellions and "cause the laws to be duly executed."  The same day, Secretary of War Henry Knox sent a letter to the governors of Maryland, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Virginia requesting a total of 12,950 militiamen to put down the rebellion.

	

	President Washington, astride a white horse, reviews his troops at Carlisle, Pennsylvania in September 1794.


In the mean time, almost 13,000 militiamen had gathered at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and prepared to march west to end the rebellion. On September 19, 1794, George Washington became the only sitting U.S. President to personally lead troops in the field when he led the militia on a nearly month-long march west over the Allegheny Mountains to the town of Bedford, stating that he would not allow "a small portion of the United States [to] dictate to the whole union…"
The End of the Whiskey Rebellion:

In late October 1794, the Federalized militia entered the western counties of Pennsylvania and sought out the whiskey rebels. By mid-November, the militia had arrested 150 rebels, including 20 prominent leaders of the insurrection. Under the President's authority, a general pardon was issued on November 29th for all those who had taken part "in the wicked and unhappy tumults and disturbances lately existing" with the exception of 33 men.  
While most of the militia returned home, a regiment occupied the area until the following spring, and organized opposition to the tax evaporated.
In the end, the Whiskey Rebellion served as one of the first tests of the new Constitution and the Federal government's authority. It was also the greatest domestic crisis of President Washington's administration. The successful suppression of the Whiskey Rebellion helped to confirm the supremacy of Federal law in the early United States and the right of Congress to levy and collect taxes on a nation-wide basis.
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