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January 14, 1639 The first colonial constitution 
 
In Hartford, Connecticut, the first constitution in the 
American colonies, the “Fundamental Orders,” is 
adopted by representatives of Wethersfield, Windsor, 
and Hartford. 
 
The Dutch discovered the Connecticut River in 1614, 
but English Puritans from Massachusetts largely ac-
complished European settlement of the region. During 
the 1630s, they flocked to the Connecticut valley from 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, and in 1638 representa-
tives from the three major Puritan settlements in Con-
necticut met to set up a unified government for the new 
colony. 
 
Roger Ludlow, a law-
yer, wrote much of the 
Fundamental Orders, 
and presented a bind-
ing and compact frame 
of government that put 
the welfare of the 
community above that of individuals. It was also the 
first written constitution in the world to declare the 
modern idea that “the foundation of authority is in the 
free consent of the people.” In 1662, the Charter of 
Connecticut superseded the Fundamental Orders; 
though the majority of the original document’s laws 
and statutes remained in force until 1818. 
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Top 10 New 
Year's Resolu-
tions 
1.Spend More Time with 
Family & Friends 
2. Fit in Fitness 
3. Tame the Bulge 
4. Quit Smoking 
5. Enjoy Life More 
6. Quit Drinking 
7. Get Out of Debt 
8. Learn Something New 
9. Help Others 



January 5, 1781 Benedict Arnold captures and destroys Richmond 
 
American traitor and British Brigadier General Benedict Arnold enjoys his greatest success as a British command-
er on January 5, 1781. Arnold’s 1,600 largely Loyalist troops sailed up the James River at the beginning of Janu-
ary, eventually landing in Westover, Virginia. Leaving Westover on the afternoon of January 4, Ar-
nold and his men arrived at the virtually undefended capital city of Richmond the next afternoon. 
 
Only 200 militiamen responded to Governor Jefferson’s call to defend the capital–most Virginians 
had already served and therefore thought they were under no further obligation to answer such calls. 
Despite this untenable military position, the author of the Declaration of Independence was criticized by some for 
fleeing Richmond during the crisis. Later, two months after Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, he was cleared 
of any wrongdoing during his term as governor. Jefferson went on to become the leader of the Democratic-
Republican Party, and his presidential victory over the Federalists is remembered as The Revolution of 1800. 
 
After the war, Benedict Arnold attempted and failed to establish businesses in Canada and London. He died a pau-
per on June 14, 1801, and lays buried in his Continental Army uniform at St. Mary’s Church, Middlesex, London. 
To this day, his name remains synonymous with the word “traitor” in the United States. 
 

January 6, 1838 Samuel Morse unveils the telegraph, revolutionizing 
communication 
 
On January 6, 1838, Samuel Morse’s telegraph system is demonstrated for the first time at the Speedwell Iron 
Works in Morristown, New Jersey. The telegraph, a device which used electric impulses to transmit encoded mes-
sages over a wire, would eventually revolutionize long-distance communication, reaching the height of its popu-
larity in the 1920s and 1930s. 
 
Samuel Finley Breese Morse was born April 27, 1791, in Charlestown, Massachusetts. He attended Yale Univer-
sity, where he was interested in art, as well as electricity, still in its infancy at the time. After college, Morse be-
came a painter. In 1832, while sailing home from Europe, he heard about the newly discovered electromagnet and 
came up with an idea for an electric telegraph. He had no idea that other inventors were already at work on the 
concept. 
 
Morse spent the next several years developing a prototype and took on two partners, Leonard Gale and Alfred 
Vail, to help him. In 1838, he demonstrated his invention using Morse code, in which dots and dashes represented 
letters and numbers. In 1843, Morse finally convinced a skeptical Congress to fund the construction of the first 
telegraph line in the United States, from Washington, D.C., to Baltimore. In May 1844, Morse sent the first offi-
cial telegram over the line, with the message: “What hath God wrought!” 
 
Over the next few years, private companies, using Morse’s patent, set up telegraph lines around 
the Northeast. In 1851, the New York and Mississippi Valley Printing Telegraph Company was 
founded; it would later change its name to Western Union. In 1861, Western Union finished the 
first transcontinental line across the United States. Five years later, the first successful perma-
nent line across the Atlantic Ocean was constructed and by the end of the century telegraph sys-
tems were in place in Africa, Asia and Australia. 
 
Because telegraph companies typically charged by the word, telegrams became known for their succinct prose–
whether they contained happy or sad news. The word “stop,” which was free, was used in place of a period, for 
which there was a charge. In 1933, Western Union introduced singing telegrams. During World War II, Ameri-
cans came to dread the sight of Western Union couriers because the military used telegrams to inform families 
about soldiers’ deaths. 
 
Over the course of the 20th century, telegraph messages were largely replaced by cheap long-distance phone ser-
vice, faxes and email. Western Union delivered its final telegram in January 2006. 
 
Samuel Morse died wealthy and famous in New York City on April 2, 1872, at age 80. 



January 8, 1790 President George Washington delivers first State of the Union 
 
On January 8, 1790, President George Washington delivers the first State of the Union address to the assembled Con-
gress in New York City. 
 
Washington began by congratulating North Carolina’s recent decision to join the federal republic. North Carolina had 
rejected the Constitution in July 1788 because it lacked a bill of rights. Under the terms of the Constitution, the new 
government acceded to power after only 11 of the 13 states accepted the document. By the time North Carolina rati-
fied in November 1789, the first Congress had met, written the Bill of Rights and dispatched them for review by the 
states.  
 
Washington’s address gave a brief outline of his administration’s policies as designed by Alexander Hamilton. The 
former commander in chief of the Continental Army argued "in favor of securing the common defence [sic]," as he 
believed preparedness for war to be one of the most effectual means of preserving peace. Washington’s guarded lan-
guage allowed him to hint at his support for the controversial idea of creating a standing army without making an 
overt request. 
 
After covering the clearly federal issues of national defense and foreign affairs, Washington urged federal influence 
over domestic issues as well. The strongly Hamilton-influenced administration desired money for and some measure 
of control over Agriculture, Commerce and Manufactures as well as Science and Literature. These national goals re-
quired a Federal Post Office and Post-Roads and a means of public education, which the president justified as a means 
to secure the Constitution, by educating future public servants in the republican principles of representative govern-
ment. 
 
1893 Americans overthrow Hawaiian monarchy 
 
On the Hawaiian Islands, a group of American sugar planters under Sanford Ballard Dole overthrow Queen Liliuoka-
lani, the Hawaiian monarch, and establish a new provincial government with Dole as president. The coup occurred 
with the foreknowledge of John L. Stevens, the U.S. minister to Hawaii, and 300 U.S. Marines from the U.S. cruiser 
Boston were called to Hawaii, allegedly to protect American lives. 
 
The first known settlers of the Hawaiian Islands were Polynesian voyagers who arrived sometime in the eighth centu-
ry, and in the early 18th century the first American traders came to Hawaii to exploit the islands’ sandalwood, which 
was much valued in China at the time. In the 1830s, the sugar industry was introduced to Hawaii and by the mid-19th 
century had become well established. American missionaries and planters brought about great changes in Hawaiian 
political, cultural, economic, and religious life, and in 1840 a constitutional monarchy was established, stripping the 
Hawaiian monarch of much of his authority. Four years later, Sanford B. Dole was born in Honolulu, Hawaii, to 
American parents. 
 
During the next four decades, Hawaii entered into a number of political and economic treaties with the United States, 
and in 1887 a U.S. naval base was established at Pearl Harbor as part of a new Hawaiian constitution. Sugar exports to 
the United States expanded greatly during the next four years, and U.S. investors and American sugar planters on the 
islands broadened their domination over Hawaiian affairs. However, in 1891 Liliuokalani, the sister of the late King 
Kalakaua, ascended to the throne, refusing to recognize the constitution of 1887 and replacing it with a constitution 
increasing her personal authority. 
 
In January 1893, a revolutionary “Committee of Safety,” organized by Sanford B. Dole, staged a coup against Queen 
Liliuokalani with the tacit support of the United States. On February 1, Minister John Stevens recognized Dole’s new 
government on his own authority and proclaimed Hawaii a U.S. protectorate. Dole submitted a treaty of annexation to 
the U.S. Senate, but most Democrats opposed it, especially after it was revealed that most Hawaiians did not want an-
nexation. 
 
President Grover Cleveland sent a new U.S. minister to Hawaii to restore Queen Liliuokalani to the throne under the 
1887 constitution, but Dole refused to step aside and instead proclaimed the independent Republic of Hawaii. Cleve-
land was unwilling to overthrow the government by force, and his successor, President William McKinley, negotiated 
a treaty with the Republic of Hawaii in 1897. In 1898, the Spanish-American War broke out, and the strategic use of 
the naval base at Pearl Harbor during the war convinced Congress to approve formal annexation. Two years later, Ha-
waii was organized into a formal U.S. territory and in 1959 entered the United States as the 50th state. 


