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by Gordon Browne

ﬁ frer years as military tax refusers, during which we

experienced the usual seizures of assets by the
Internal Revenue Service, Edith Browne and 1
fele that the 1993 passage of the Restoration of Relig-
ious Freedom Act might provide us some relief. Past
court decisions had made clear that exemptions from
such taxes on the grounds of conscientious objection to
participation in war or in preparation for war would be
denied. The new act, however, suggested that we might
be exempted from the interest and penalties routinely
added to whatever the IRS claimed we owed. We filed
for refunds, therefore, for the interest and penalties for
the years 1993-95, and, when the refunds were denied,
brought suit in Federal District Court in Vermont for
their recovery.

Though we had filed our case independently of any
others, we soon learned that Priscilla Adams in Pennsyl-
vania and Rosa Packard in New York, both, like us,
Quakers, had filed similar suits in their areas. In re-
sponding to the three suits, the attorneys for the IRS
linked them, responding, for example, to our suit by
alleging to the court that we had followed a practice in
our tax refusal which was Rosa Packard’s method, not
ours. The government moved
for dismissal withour a hear-
ing, and our case was dismissed,
as Priscilla Adams’ case had
been earlier in Tax Courr and
as Rosa Packard’s was subse-
quently in District Court. Feel-
ing that we had not been heard,
we have filed an appeal.

A relative novice in legal pro-
5 ceedings, 1 was struck by the
£ fact that the legitimate require-
ment of objectivity in dealing
with legal marters risks the de-
personalization of the search
for justice, which is, after all,
about human beings, both as
individuals and in community.
With our case decided in Ver-
mont (the Appeals Courr isin New York), [ felca strong
need to write to our Vermont judge as a person. I did so
but have received no response. For those who might be
interested, I offer below what my letter said. I omit the
judge’s name and address, lest some generous Friends
be tempted to write to him on our behalf. I did not
write with the purpose of applying political pressure
but to try to establish a personal link.

Quakers and other “here
whippings in mid-eighteen
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“I Did It From Principle”

During the American War of Independence, the Quaker whaling
community on the island of Nantucket suffered from both sides for
their neutrality. William Rotch (1734—1828), one of their lead-
ers, had in a disused warehouse a consignment of bayonets which
had been taken from muskets which he had accepted twelve years
earlier in payment of a debt, and sold as hunting pieces. In 1776
the bayonets were demanded from him by the Americans:

e time was now come to endeavor to support our
Testimony against War, or abandon it, as this very
instrument was a severe test. | could not hesitate

which to choose, and therefore denied the applicant. My
reason for not furnishing them was demanded, to which I
readily answered, “As this instrument is purposely made and
used for the destruction of mankind, I can put no weapon
into a man’s hand to destroy another, that I cannot use
myself in the same way.” The person left me much
dissatisfied. Others came, and received the same denial. It
made a great noise in the Country, and my life was
threatened. I would gladly have beaten them into “pruning
hooks,” but I took an early opportunity of throwing them
into the sea.

A short rime after [ was called before a Committee
appointed by the Court then held at Watertown near
Boston, and questioned amongst other things respecting my
bayonets. y

I gave a full account of my proceedings, and closed it with
saying, “I sunk them in the bottom of the sea, I did it from
principle, [ have ever been glad that I had done it, and if I
am wrong I am to be pitied.” The chairman of the
Committee Major Hawley (a worthy character) then
addressed the Committee, and said “I believe Mr. Rotch has
given us a candid account, and every man has a right to act
consistently with his religious principle, but I am sorry that
we could not have the bayonets, for we want them very
much.” The Major was desirous of knowing more of our
principles on which I informed him as far as he enquired.
One of the Committee in a pert manner observed “then
your principles are passive Obedience and non-resistance.” [
replied, “No, my friend, our principles are active Obedience
or passive suffering.”

—William Rotch: Memorandum written in the 80th year
of his age, 1814. New England Yearly Meeting
Faith and Practice, pp. 184-185
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