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September 21 1780 Benedict Arnold commits treason

On September 21, 1780, during the American Revolution, American General Benedict Arnold meets with British Major
John Andre to discuss handing over West Point to the British, in return for the promise of a large sum of money and a
high position in the British army. The plot was foiled and Arnold, a former American hero, became synonymous with
the word “traitor.”

Arnold was born into a well-respected family in Norwich, Connecticut, on January 14, 1741. He apprenticed with an
apothecary and was a member of the militia during the French and Indian War (1754-1763). He later became a success-
ful trader and joined the Continental Army when the Revolutionary War broke out between Great Britain and its 13
American colonies in 1775. When the war ended in 1783, the colonies had won their independence from Britain and
formed a new nation, the United States.

During the war, Benedict Arnold proved himself a brave and skillful leader, helping Ethan Allen’s troops capture Fort
Ticonderoga in 1775 and then participating in the unsuccessful attack on British Quebec later that year, which earned
him a promotion to brigadier general. Arnold distinguished himself in campaigns at Lake Champlain, Ridgefield and
Saratoga, and gained the support of George Washington. However, Arnold had enemies within the military and in 1777,
five men of lesser rank were promoted over him. Over the course of the next few years, Arnold married for a second
time and he and his new wife lived a lavish lifestyle in Philadelphia, accumulating substantial debt. The debt and the
resentment Arnold felt over not being promoted faster were motivating factors in his choice to become a turncoat.

In 1780, Arnold was given command of West Point, an American fort on the Hudson River in New York (and future
home of the U.S. military academy, established in 1802). Arnold contacted Sir Henry Clinton, head of the British forces,
and proposed handing over West Point and his men. On September 21 of that year, Armold met with Major John Andre
and made his traitorous pact. However, the conspiracy was uncovered and Andre was captured and executed. Arnold,
the former American patriot, fled to the enemy side and went on to lead British troops in Virginia and Connecticut. He
later moved to England, though he never received all of what he’d been promised by the British. He died in London on
June 14, 1801.

September 22 1862 Lincoln issues Emancipation Proclamation

On September 22, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln issues a preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, which sets a date
for the freedom of more than 3 million enslaved in the United States and recasts the Civil War as a fight against slavery.

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, shortly after Lincoln’s inauguration as America’s 16th president, he maintained
that the war was about restoring the Union and not about slavery. He avoided issuing an anti-slavery proclamation im-
mediately, despite the urgings of abolitionists and radical Republicans, as well as his personal belief that slavery was
morally repugnant. Instead, Lincoln chose to move cautiously until he could gain wide support from the public for such
a measure.

In July 1862, Lincoln informed his cabinet that he would issue an emancipation proclamation but that it would exempt
the so-called border states, which had slaveholders but remained loyal to the Union. His cabinet persuaded him not to
make the announcement until after a Union victory. Lincoln’s opportunity came following the Union win at the Battle of
Antietam in September 1862. On September 22, the president announced that enslaved people in areas still in rebellion
within 100 days would be free.

On January 1, 1863, Lincoln issued the final Emancipation Proclamation, which declared “that all persons held as
slaves” within the rebel states “are, and henceforward shall be free.” The proclamation also called for the recruitment
and establishment of Black military units among the Union forces. An estimated 180,000 African Americans went on to
serve in the army, while another 18,000 served in the navy.

After the Emancipation Proclamation, backing the Confederacy was seen as favoring slavery. It became impossible for
anti-slavery nations such as Great Britain and France, who had been friendly to the Confederacy, to get involved on be-
half of the South. The proclamation also unified and strengthened Lincoln’s party, the Republicans, helping them stay in
power for the next two decades.

The proclamation was a presidential order and not a law passed by Congress, so Lincoln then pushed for an antislavery
amendment to the U.S. Constitution to ensure its permanence. With the passage of the 13th Amendment in 1865, slavery
was eliminated throughout America (although Black people would face another century of struggle before they began to
gain equal rights in the U.S.A. a century after the passage of the 13th Amendment).

Lincoln’s handwritten draft of the final Emancipation Proclamation was destroyed in the Chicago Fire of 1871. Today,
the original official version of the document is housed in the National Archives in Washington, D.C.



September 20, 1565 First European battle on American soil

Spanish forces under Pedro Menéndez de Avilés capture the French Huguenot settlement of Fort Caroline, near
present-day Jacksonville, Florida. The French, commanded by Rene Goulaine de Laudonniere, lost 135 men in
the first instance of colonial warfare between European powers in America. Most of those killed were massacred
on the order of Aviles, who allegedly had the slain hanged on trees beside the inscription “Not as Frenchmen, but
as heretics.” Laudonniere and some 40 other Huguenots escaped.

In 1564, the French Huguenots (Protestants) had settled on the Banks of May, a strategic point on the Florida
coast. King Philip II of Spain was disturbed by this challenge to Spanish authority in the New World and sent
Pedro Menéndez de Avilés to Florida to expel the French heretics and establish a Spanish colony there. In early
September 1565, Aviles founded San Augustin on the Florida coast, which would later grow into Saint Augus-
tine—the oldest European-founded city in North America. Two weeks later, on September 20, he attacked and
destroyed the French settlement of Fort Caroline.

The decisive French defeat encouraged France to refocus its colonial efforts in America far to the north, in what
is now Quebec and Nova Scotia in Canada.

September 23, 1846 Planet Neptune is discovered

German astronomer Johann Gottfried Galle discovers the planet Neptune at the Berlin Observatory.

Neptune, generally the eighth planet from the sun, was postulated by the French astronomer Urbain-Jean-Joseph
Le Verrier, who calculated the approximate location of the
planet by studying gravity-induced disturbances in the mo-
tions of Uranus. On September 23, 1846, Le Verrier informed
Galle of his findings, and the same night Galle and his assis-
tant Heinrich Louis d’Arrest identified Neptune at their obser-
vatory in Berlin. Noting its movement relative to background
stars over 24 hours confirmed that it was a planet.

The blue gas giant, which has a diameter four times that of

Earth, was named for the Roman god of the sea. It has eight
known moons, of which Triton is the largest, and a ring sys-
tem containing three bright and two dim rings. It completes an
orbit of the sun once every 165 years. In 1989, the U.S. plane-
tary spacecraft Voyager 2 was the first human spacecraft to visit Neptune.

September 24, 1789 The first Supreme Court is established

The Judiciary Act of 1789 is passed by Congress and signed by President George Washington, establishing the
Supreme Court of the United States as a tribunal made up of six justices who were to serve on the court until
death or retirement. That day, President Washington nominated John Jay to preside as chief justice, and John
Rutledge, William Cushing, John Blair, Robert Harrison and James Wilson to be associate justices. On Septem-
ber 26, all six appointments were confirmed by the U.S. Senate.

The U.S. Supreme Court was established by Article 3 of the U.S. Constitution. The Constitution granted the Su-
preme Court ultimate jurisdiction over all laws, especially those in which their constitutionality was at issue. The
high court was also designated to oversee cases concerning treaties of the United States, foreign diplomats, admi-
ralty practice and maritime jurisdiction. On February 1, 1790, the first session of the U.S. Supreme Court was
held in New York City’s Royal Exchange Building.

The U.S. Supreme Court grew into the most important judicial body in the
world in terms of its central place in the American political order. According to
the Constitution, the size of the court is set by Congress, and the number of jus-
tices varied during the 19th century before stabilizing in 1869 at nine. This
number, however, can be changed at any time by Congress. In times of consti-
tutional crisis, the nation’s highest court has always played a definitive role in
resolving, for better or worse, the great issues of the time.




