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JOHN HART

John Hart was a New Jersey country 
squire t i l l  as a man of 50 he threw him­
s e l f  furiously into the battle  for Amer­
ican independence. "Honest John Hart" 
his neighbors called him, and by his un­
compromising atti tude lie strengthened 
his claim to that t i t l e .  There were few 
of the p o l i t i c a l  leaders in the state  
who suffered as he did for his princi­
ples; no one more than he deserved the 
honor of signing the Declaration of In­
dependence .

Born in 1713 or early in 1714, Hart 
was the son of a farmer who had moved to 
Hopewell with a group of friends.  Prac­
t i c a l ly  nothing is  known of his early 
l i f e .  From the misspellings and unprac­
t ised handwriting of his few l e t t e r s ,  i t  
i s  apparent that his education was meagre.
I t  has even been suggested that someone 
else  had to sign his name to the Declar­
ation of Independence. J o h n  H a r t

Hart was married in 1740 to Deborah Scudder of nearby Ewing. He prospered 
in business and by the time the older ones of his 12 children were grown he l e f t  
tne care of his large farm to them and devoted his time to the management of 
two m i l l s ,  his brokerage in Philadelphia and the minor o f f ice  of Just ice of the 
Peace of Hunterdon County. By 1761 Hart had become an in f luent ia l  member of 
his community and was elected to his f i r s t  term in the Colonial Assembly.

Not once in his career would Hart come to terms with the opponents of l i ­
berty. He voted against the Stamp Act in 1765, and three years later voted for 
a resolution that ins is ted  that only the co lonists  had the right to levy taxes 
in America. Hart's s t i f f e s t  f ight  came in 1770 , after he had been elected to 
the leg is lature  a second time. The assembly had voted not to support the King's 
troops in New Jersey, a very serious decision.  The la s t  royal governor, William 
Franklin, demanded that the enactment be withdrawn, and the assembly f e l l  in 
with his  wishes. But on this  second te s t  Hart was one of f ive  men who would 
not back down. The next year he was v ictor ious ,  and the resolution was passed 
over tne governor's objections.

Despite Hart's opposition to "taxation without representation" and to sup­
porting the royal army, Governor Franklin in 1774 appointed him Judge of the 
Court of Common Pleas of Hunterdon County. That same year Hart accepted an­
other, more important duty—he became a member of the f i r s t  Provinciai Congress 
of New Jersey which at length deposed William Franklin. Hart was entrusted 
with preparing a budget for the defense of the colony, se t t ing  up the m il i t ia ,  
founding the Court of Admiralty and raising money. When the Congress was re­
cessed, important tasks were performed by the committee of safety ,  and of this  
s e le c t  group John Hart was also a member.

Honors and additional duties were piled upon him. As one of New Jersey's  
f ive  delegates to the Continental Congress Hart signed the Declaration of Inde­
pendence. The following August he was elected speaker of New Jersey's Provin­
c ia l  Congress under the f i r s t  State Constitution.


