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Introduction


Most Americans were still celebrating their Revolutionary War victory when fresh sparks of rebellion flared in Philadelphia. By 1786, they had burst into flames and spread northward to New York and Massachusetts, then southward into Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. By 1791, they lapped onto the Blue Ridge, across the Shenandoah, and over the Appalachians, where they engulfed the entire frontier, as angry mobs swelled into an army ready to fight for independence . . . and not from Britain—but from the United States!


Goaded by the press, foreign agents, and ambitious home-grown demagogues, tens of thousands of American farmers vilified President George Washington, his government, Congress, the courts, and the army—much as they had vilified King George III, the British Parliament, and the Redcoats two decades earlier in 1776.


“If ever a nation was debauched by a man,” growled a correspondent in Philadelphia’s Aurora, “the American nation has been debauched by WASHINGTON! Let the history of the federal government instruct mankind that the masque of patriotism may be worn to conceal the foulest designs against the liberties of a people.” Another writer urged the President to “retire immediately; let no flatterer persuade you to rest one hour longer at the helm of state.”1


Only two decades earlier, Washington and members of Congress had led Americans in rebellion against British taxation, calling it “the horror of all free states, wresting your property from you . . . and laying open to insolent tax-gatherers, [your] houses, the scenes of domestic peace and comfort.”2 Washington growled to a British friend at the time, “I think the Parliament of Great Britain hath no more right to put their hands in my pocket, without my consent, than I have to put my hands into yours for money.”3


Now, Congress was sending its own “insolent tax-gatherers” across the nation to wrest properties from those who wouldn’t or couldn’t pay taxes. Even more appalling: George Washington, “the father of our country,” was ready to lead an army to enforce American tax laws, assailing his fellow citizens “for creating discord”—just as the British government had assailed him “for creating discord” after Parliament had passed the Stamp Act in 1765.


“The Constitution and laws must strictly govern,” Washington thundered as he prepared to call up troops to crush farmer opposition to taxes in western Pennsylvania. It was every American patriot’s worst nightmare come true—George Washington turned tyrant—a George IV.4


Only four years earlier, in 1788, Virginia governor Edmund Randolph, who had been Washington’s aide-de-camp at the beginning of the Revolutionary War, warned that the new American Constitution was a “fetus of monarchy.”5 His fellow Virginian Patrick Henry agreed, insisting that the Constitution would simply replace Britain’s parliamentary and royal tyranny with homegrown congressional and presidential tyranny. “Liberty will be lost and tyranny must and will arise,” Henry protested. “As this government stands, I despise and abhor it.”6


But President Washington remained firm in his determination to preserve the government and the Union, insisting that “the daring and factious spirit which has arisen to overturn the laws and to subvert the Constitution ought to be subdued. If that is not done . . . we may bid adieu to all government in this country. . . . Nothing but anarchy and confusion can ensue. . . . If the minority . . . are suffered to dictate to the majority . . . there can be no security for life, liberty or property.”7


Then, in one of the defining events in the creation of the U.S. presidency, Washington startled his countrymen by ignoring constitutional limits on presidential powers and ordering troops to crush tax protests by American citizens—much as the British government had tried, and failed, to do in the years leading up to the American Revolution.


It was not the first time—nor would it be the last—that Washington would assume—or as critics charged, “usurp”—powers not granted by the Constitution. Indeed, from the moment he took office in the spring of 1789, Washington had been obsessed with establishing the President as “a supreme power to govern the general concerns of a confederated republic.”8 Fearing anarchy, disunion, and an end to American freedom if he failed to act decisively, he transformed himself—and the presidency—from a relatively impotent figurehead into America’s most powerful leader, creating what modern scholars have called the “imperial presidency.”9 Although often associated with twentieth-and twenty-first-century presidents, the imperial presidency was George Washington’s creation over eight tumultuous years, as one by one, he raised seven pillars of power that sustain the mighty American presidential edifice today—the power to control executive appointments, foreign policy, military affairs, government finances, and federal law enforcement, along with the power to legislate by presidential proclamation and to issue secret fiats under the cloak of executive privilege.


Washington’s steady assumption of ever more extra-constitutional powers during his years in office came as no surprise to tens of thousands of Patrick Henry’s followers. After the Constitutional Convention, Henry—and at least five delegates to the convention itself—condemned the secret proceedings and the Constitution they produced as nothing less than a bloodless coup d’état.


The Confederation Congress had called the convention “for the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation . . . [to] render the federal constitution, adequate to the exigencies of government and the preservation of the union.”10 Instead, convention delegates—the so-called framers—ignored the instructions. “That they exceeded their power is perfectly clear,” Patrick Henry roared. “The federal convention ought to have amended the old system. For this purpose they were solely delegated. The object of their mission extended to no other consideration.”11


With George Washington presiding, the Constitutional Convention voted not only to proceed in secret, but to discard the Articles of Confederation and overthrow the old U.S. government. Still operating in secret, they then wrote a new constitution that established a new form of government, with a legislature armed with most of the powers of the British Parliament that Americans had struggled to destroy during eight torturous years of rebellion. Only thirty-nine of the fifty-five delegates who came to the convention stayed to the end, and three of them refused to sign the document. Virginia planter George Mason, a neighbor of George Washington, raged that the document gave the government “dangerous power” and that it would end “in monarchy or a tyrannical aristocracy.” He affirmed that he “would sooner chop off my right hand than put it to the Constitution as it now stands.”12


The framers made a tacit recognition of republicanism with a disingenuous assertion in the preamble that “We the people” had ordained and established “this Constitution for the United States of America,” but Mason, Henry, and other “antifederalists” saw through the ruse. “The Constitution has been formed without the knowledge or idea of the people,”13 Mason growled. Patrick Henry was equally furious: “Who authorized them to speak the language of We, the People? The people gave them no power to use their name.


“The new form of government,” Henry argued, “will oppress and ruin the people. Our rights and privileges are endangered . . . the rights of conscience, trial by jury, liberty of the press, all your immunities and franchises, all pretensions to human rights and privileges are rendered insecure, if not lost.”14.


Within a year after Washington’s new government had assumed power, Virginia Governor Henry (“Light-Horse Harry”) Lee declared Patrick Henry a prophet: “His predictions are daily verified. His declarations . . . on all the doings of government already have been undeniably proved . . . we can be relieved, I fear, only by disunion.”15


Those were not words Washington had hoped to hear. After leading the war of independence for eight years, then struggling for six years to unite the states into a republic, Washington believed that “no morn ever dawned more favorably than ours.” With chaos and anarchy abounding about him, however, Washington proclaimed, “Wisdom and good examples are necessary at this time to rescue the political machine from the impending storm.”16
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Prologue


“My country,” John Adams barked, “has in its wisdom contrived for me the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived or his imagination conceived.”1


Adams had won election as the nation’s first vice president, but within days of taking office, the hyperactive little lawyer from Quincy, Massachusetts, found himself with so little to do of any consequence that he grew furious. George Washington, however, was even more furious. Having slain the British lion, he had won election unanimously as the new nation’s first president and had even less to do than the vice president. To his consternation, the Constitution he himself had helped write had given the vice president specific obligations, but not the president.


Although they were an incongruous pair, the two men were better friends than most historians seem to think. As farmers, they had much in common, enjoyed each other’s company, and trusted each other. They had met for the first time at the First Continental Congress in the fall of 1774 and dined together—even went to church together—several times. A brilliant attorney, the serious-faced Adams did most of the talking when they were together, and Washington, true to form, listened—to the intense pleasure of both. Five feet, six inches tall—admittedly “short, thick, fat”2—Adams invariably tilted his head back to look up and bark at the huge, soft-spoken Virginian, who looked down quizzically.


Onlookers sometimes held their breaths, fearing the two were arguing, when in fact it was Adams’s stature—or lack thereof—that made him bend his head back uncomfortably and grimace as he talked to his tall friend. As experienced farmers, however, they were completely at ease talking weather, soil, crops, and livestock with each other. Adams had some difficulty relating his 40 acres to Washington’s 20,000, and Washington puzzled over the viability of a 40-acre vegetable plot. Both loved horses, hunting, and “ducking.” Washington admired men of learning—Adams was a Harvard man—and Adams admired soldiers and deeply regretted not having served in either the French and Indian War or Revolutionary War.


“Oh that I was a soldier!” he had wailed to his wife, Abigail, after learning of the slaughter at Bunker Hill. “I will be,” he pledged, not realizing he was far more valuable to the nation in the Continental Congress than on the battlefield.3 It was Adams who would engineer the critical congressional decision that united northern and southern colonies in war by naming the southerner Washington to command the largely northern troops of the Continental Army. Next to Washington himself, Adams had garnered the most votes for the presidency and the two joined to form the nation’s—indeed, the world’s—first freely elected government. Both quickly realized, however, that neither had any powers to act effectively. Indeed, the Vice President seemed to have more power than the President.


The Vice President presided over the Senate and could cast a vote to break ties. Adams, therefore, could amble into the Senate every day when it was in session, mingle with a few garrulous senators, then display his authority by pounding his gavel, clearing his throat ostentatiously, and calling out to the twenty-two senators, “Gentlemen, please! Please, gentlemen!”


Washington, on the other hand, presided over no one but himself, sitting alone at his empty desk each day, staring at walls or out the windows of an otherwise empty office. He was a man of action—a superb horseman, hunter, and soldier who spurred his huge steed over tall fences in the chase, dodged arrows and bullets in battle. Now he sat at an empty desk, idle, bored. Having answered every letter, he stared at the walls, wondering how to spend the rest of the day.


He often wrote to his nephew George Augustine Washington, who had agreed to supervise the farms at Mount Vernon in his uncle’s absence. What often followed were pages—sometimes ten at a time—of detailed instructions on virtually every aspect of the enterprise: fish, timothy seed, rents, use of the mules, brick work, harvesting, cow pens, sheepfolds, stables, gullies, tobacco, rum, flour, barley . . . the list ran on and on, before concluding in typical Washington understatement: “The general superintendence of my affairs is all I require of you, for it is neither my desire nor wish that you should become a drudge to it—or that you should refrain from any amusements, or visitings which may be agreeable . . . I am ever your warm friend and affectionate uncle.”4


After writing to his nephew, however, Washington had nothing better to do than wander through the house to find his wife, Martha. As often as not, his diary detailed his having “exercised with Mrs. Washington in the coach the 14 miles round,” referring to a popular dirt carriage road that rambled northwards through the woods to Harlem Heights and back along the eastern edge of Manhattan island.


“Walked around the Battery in the afternoon,” read another diary entry, referring to the decaying fortress guarding the harbor entrance at the southern tip of Manhattan.


“Exercised with Mrs. Washington and the [grand] children,” he wrote on another page.


“Went to St. Paul’s Chapel in the forenoon,” he wrote one Sunday.


“Wrote private letters in the afternoon.”


On several days, Washington rode his horse in the morning before the family’s midday meal, then spent afternoons walking from the presidential mansion to the Battery. After exploring the battlements, he returned home to read. One morning he accompanied Martha to an exhibition of John Trumbull paintings, and on the next they rode off in the coach with the grandchildren again—this time for a picnic in the country.


Nor was the Constitution of any help. In creating the presidency, the framers had made every effort to prevent him from metamorphosing into another British-style monarch.


“The executive power shall be vested in a president of the United States of America,” said the Constitution—without defining or identifying “executive power” or indicating what the President was to do with it other than “execute the office of president.”


It mentioned how long he could serve, how he’d be elected, how he could be removed; it said he had to be “a natural born citizen” and that he’d be paid for his services. It even specified, word for word, the oath he had to take—but it gave him almost nothing to do. He was to be commander in chief of the armed forces “when called into action,” but only Congress could call the armed forces into action—which left Washington commander in chief of nothing and no one when the nation was at peace. And the nation was now at peace, with no navy and a minuscule army of only 560 men and officers.


Other presidential powers—making treaties, appointing judges, executive department heads, and so forth—were similarly limited. The Constitutional Convention—and Washington himself—had made it clear that “the powers vested in the federal government are particularly defined,” and that no federal official could exercise any power “not particularly delegated to the government of the United States.” Thus, the Constitution ordered the President to “take care that the laws be faithfully executed” and to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States,” but when he took office, there were no federal laws to execute—“faithfully” or otherwise—and had there been any to execute, the Constitution gave him no law-enforcement arm or powers to do so—or to arrest or punish miscreants.


In fact, the Constitution that he had been first to sign in Philadelphia two years earlier, in 1787, failed to give the president any measurable executive functions or aides to help him. He stood—or sat—alone as the entire executive branch of the new government. That had not been his intention. Indeed, his eight years leading the Continental Army had taught him that he needed more, not less power to govern and that he had come perilously close to losing the Revolutionary War because of his impotence as commander in chief. The Articles of Confederation—a constitution of sorts in effect during the Revolution and six years thereafter—gave him no powers to raise troops—or money to pay them. He could not deal with foreign powers to seek military or financial aid—or war against Indian tribes if they attacked his troops. He could not even appoint an aide, issue an order, or take a breath that was not subject to congressional oversight—and the result had been near-chaos that often left him flirting with defeat in the war for the nation’s independence.



CHAPTER ONE
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A Mutiny over Bounties


High winds and bitter cold had paralyzed the nation; solid ice encased the island of Manhattan for the first time since white men had landed, while Chesapeake Bay froze from its head to the mouth of the Potomac. Washington’s army was close to “dissolution or starving. . . .


“The soldiers eat every kind of horse food but hay,” Washington had complained bitterly from his Morristown, New Jersey, quarters in January 1780. “Sometimes it has been five or six days together without bread . . . at other times as many days without meat, and once or twice two or three days without either.”1


His appeals for relief from the Confederation Congress went unheeded. Washington—as furious as his troops—found it useless to explain to them that the Articles of Confederation the states had approved in 1777 for their “common defense” had failed to give the Continental Congress powers to tax the people for the moneys to feed the armies it put into the field. And the Articles left him, as commander in chief, powerless to do anything about it. Far from creating the “perpetual union” of its preamble, the Articles asserted that each state retained “its sovereignty, freedom and independence and every power, jurisdiction and right . . . not delegated to the United States”—including collection of import duties, the largest single source of revenues in the Americas. States with the best port facilities, however, had a virtual monopoly on those revenues, and they vetoed every effort to force them to share their revenues with the Confederation—even if it meant starving the troops in the Continental Army. Virginia proposed a compromise with a federal tariff on imports limited to 5 percent and lasting only twenty-five years, with all federal receipts earmarked for wartime expenses. New York, however, rejected it, arguing that its effects would be patently unfair: States that bought the most imports would pay the most taxes, regardless of actual war debts, while states with the greatest war debts could pay the least taxes by simply reducing imports.


In the field, however, the army had little patience for the arguments of posturing politicians in Congress. After languishing for months with no pay and too little food and clothing, troops in Pennsylvania and New Jersey mutinied. “Officers and men have been almost perishing for want,” Washington explained to New Jersey officials. “Their distress has in some instances prompted the men to commit depredations on the property of the inhabitants.”2


With powers bordering on the mystical at times, Washington was able to calm the mutineers, appealing to them not to discard the “time, blood, and treasure” they had invested in the war. The British, he said, had “distressed millions, involved thousands in ruin, and plunged numberless families in inextricable woe.” Calling the enemy “wantonly wicked and cruel,” he rallied the army behind him and marched them southward to Virginia, where they joined a French army under General Rochambeau and encircled British forces at Yorktown. With a French fleet lurking offshore to block British escape by sea, the allied army, about 9,000 Americans and 7,800 Frenchmen, laid siege to the British fortifications. After an eight-day storm of shells had reduced Yorktown to rubble, the allied troops penetrated the outer British works. Two days later, on October 17, 1781, British commander Lord Charles Cornwallis sent a message to Washington under a flag of truce: “Sir,—I propose a cessation of hostilities.” And two days after that nearly 8,000 humiliated British soldiers laid down their arms as “prisoners of Congress.”3


Although victory at Yorktown ended major fighting in America and forced British diplomats to the negotiating table, the peace talks dragged on for more than a year. Unable to disband until the British signed articles of peace, thousands of American troops remained in encampments, at the ready to resume fighting, but overwhelmed by boredom as diplomats in Paris tried working out acceptable peace arrangements.


Without money for adequate food or clothing, let alone amusement, they were as much “prisoners of Congress” as the British troops who had surrendered at Yorktown. When Congress failed to respond to an army ultimatum for overdue pay and adequate pensions, the troops resumed their mutiny—this time with the support of outraged officers, including General Horatio Gates, the celebrated commander at the Battle of Saratoga.


In Newburgh, New York, where most of Washington’s Continental Army lay encamped, an unsigned leaflet appealed to officers to take up arms and lead the troops against Congress if and when Britain signed a peace agreement ending the war. If, on the other hand, Britain resumed fighting, the leaflet urged officers to abandon their posts and “set up a new state in the wilderness,” thus leaving Congress and the coastal states defenseless.


“My God,” Washington shuddered at what he saw as a call to treason. He ordered officers to assemble immediately, and, in a rare appearance by any commander in chief, he addressed them personally. After reading the letter aloud, he acknowledged the hardships officers and troops had faced, but called the contents of the letter “something so shocking that humanity revolts at the idea.” He reminded officers that “I have never left your side one moment” and then pledged his name and honor that “you may command my services . . . in the attainment of complete justice for all your toils and dangers.”


Washington knew he commanded the love and respect of his troops. He had, after all, served without pay and remained with them in camp through the most severe winters. Most officers in the world’s armies routinely left their men in winter quarters and returned to the comforts of their own homes or suitably comfortable rented quarters. On March 15, 1783, he pleaded with them “to express your utmost horror and detestation of the man . . . who wickedly attempts to open the flood gates of civil discord and deluge our rising empire in blood.”4


Washington paused, his eyes evidently faltering. He laid his paper down and fumbled in his pocket for a pair of glasses that evoked murmurs of surprise from his men. They had never seen him use an aid of any sort.


“Gentlemen,” Washington’s voice quavered. “You will permit me to put on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray, but almost blind, in the service of my country.”5 All remembered the great warrior who had soared unscathed through storms of British shells on winged steed and inspired them to impossible acts of valor. In their minds, they could still hear his commands above the fray at Monmouth in June of ’78: “Stand fast, my boys! Stand fast!” Shifting his horse to the right, the left, and rearing back, he charged at the British Redcoats—a vengeful titan risen from some netherworld.


“General Washington was never greater in battle,” the French Major General Lafayette marveled as he rode back from battle. “His stately appearance on horseback, his calm, dignified courage . . . secured the victory.”6


Almost five years had passed since Monmouth; the perils and privations of war had aged Washington noticeably as he stood before his officers in Newburgh. With his health apparently failing, a sadness crept into his voice, which captured their hearts. His address, said one officer, “with the mode and manner of delivering it, drew tears from [many] of the officers.”7 “He spoke,” said another, “and the tide of patriotism rolled again in its wonted course.” The mutiny ended with a unanimous resolution of confidence in Congress and an appeal to Washington that he represent the interests of all army officers in peace as he had in war.8


There was, however, little that Washington or Congress could do to ease the army’s plight. In June 1783, a month after Congress ratified the provisional treaty of peace with Britain, soldiers in and around Philadelphia mutinied and, bayonets fixed, they marched to the doors of Philadelphia’s Independence Hall. Unable to address the soldiers’ demands, Congress fled to Princeton, New Jersey.


Washington fulfilled his promise to his officers with a blistering condemnation of Congress and the states for mismanaging the nation’s finances during the war. In what was called “Washington’s Legacy,” he issued a 4,000-word “Circular to the States” demanding full payment of all debts to soldiers and officers, pensions equal to five years’ pay for officers, and lifelong pensions for those “who have shed their blood or lost their limbs in the service of their country. . . .


“Nothing,” he declared, “but a punctual payment of their annual allowance can rescue them from the most complicated misery . . . without a shelter, without a friend, and without the means of obtaining any of the necessaries or comforts of life; compelled to beg their daily bread from door to door.” Warning that “the eyes of the whole world” were watching the United States, he also called on Congress to repay foreign and domestic creditors, declaring,


This is the moment to establish or ruin our national character forever. This is the favorable moment to give such a tone to our Federal Government as will enable it to answer the ends of its institution or this may be the ill-fated moment for relaxing the powers of the Union, annihilating the cement of the Confederation, and exposing us to become the sport of European politics, which may play one state against another . . . to serve their own interested purposes.


Washington went on to demand that Congress and the states reform the Confederation, with the states ceding “a larger proportion of power to Congress” and creating “an indissoluble union of the states under one federal head.” Failure to do so, he predicted, would “very rapidly tend to anarchy and confusion.


It is indispensable . . . that there should be lodged somewhere a Supreme Power to regulate and govern the general concerns of the confederated republic, without which the Union cannot be of long duration. . . . There must be a faithful and pointed compliance on the part of every state with the demands of Congress, or the most fatal consequences will ensue. Whatever measures have a tendency to dissolve the Union, or contribute to violate or lessen the Sovereign Authority, ought to be considered as hostile to the liberty and independency of America, and the authors of them treated accordingly.9


As commander in chief of the Continental Army, Washington had near-dictatorial powers at the end of the Revolution. He could have seized control of government—with the support of many in Congress and most of the military. He chose instead to retire and trust in America’s elected leaders to reform the government of the Confederation. He himself had tired of command and of governing others and longed to return home to his farm and family. Indeed he had promised his wife, Martha, he would be home for Christmas dinner—their first at home in nine years. Washington had remained with his troops during the winter cessation of hostilities since the first year of the war, and Martha—like the wives and sweethearts of the lowest-ranking soldiers—had dutifully appeared at winter encampments to bring a measure of comfort to her husband during the cold, lonely days of nonengagement—at Valley Forge, Morristown, and other ice-bound northern camps.


“I never in my life knew a woman so busy from early morning until late at night as was Lady Washington, providing comforts for the sick soldiers,” one camp follower wrote. “Every day, excepting Sunday . . . knitting socks, patching garments and making shirts for the poor soldiers. . . . Every fair day she might be seen, with basket in hand, and with a single attendant, going among the . . . most needy sufferers, and giving all the comforts to them in her power.”10
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General George Washington, commander of the Continental Army. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)


At noon on December 23, 1783, Washington strode into the Maryland State House in Annapolis to surrender his commission as commander in chief to Congress before a gallery packed with former officers, public servants, relatives, and friends. Mutinous soldiers had chased Congress form Philadelphia, and it had found a temporary refuge in Annapolis.


“Sir,” intoned President Thomas Mifflin, a prominent Philadelphia merchant who had been a major general in the war, “the United States in Congress assembled are prepared to receive your communications.”


“Mr. President,” Washington replied, “the great events on which my resignation depended having at length taken place; I have now the honor of offering my sincere Congratulations to Congress and of presenting myself before them to surrender into their hands the trust committed to me, and to claim the indulgence of retiring from the service of my country.” As he recalled the “services and distinguished merits” of his officers and “the Gentlemen who have been attached to my person during the War,” he choked with emotion and paused. Spectators held back their tears.


Having now finished the work assigned me, I retire from the great theater of action; and bidding an affectionate farewell to this August body under whose orders I have so long acted, I here offer my commission, and take my leave of all employments of public life.11


Washington then “drew his commission from his bosom and handed it to the president.” After Mifflin had replied, “the general bowed again to Congress . . . and retired. After a little pause . . . Congress adjourned. The general . . . bid every member farewell and rode off from the door, intent upon eating Christmas dinner at home.”12


A few days later, Washington wrote to his friend Lafayette: “At last, my dear Marquis, I am become a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac and under the shadow of my own vine and fig tree, free from the bustle of camp and the busy scenes of public life. I am solacing myself with those tranquil enjoyments of which the soldier who is ever in pursuit of fame . . . can have very little conception. . . . Envious of none . . . I will move gently down the stream of life until I sleep with my fathers.”13


As passionate as he was in his devotion to his family and farm, however, Washington’s fear and abhorrence of social disorder would not let him ignore the turmoil and chaos engulfing the nation beyond the idyllic fields and forests of Mount Vernon. Neither Congress nor the states had been able or willing to respond to his “Circular to the States,” and their failure became evident in the growing national unrest.


By emasculating Congress, the Articles of Confederation not only left the national government without funds, they all but bankrupted the nation by crippling foreign trade and the economy. Foreign nations that tried negotiating trade agreements with the “united” states found any agreement with Congress meaningless without agreements from each of the individual states through whose territory the goods would have to travel. Rather than negotiate so many separate agreements, overseas merchants simply stopped trading with the United States. America’s foreign trade plunged 25 percent, while farm income, which depended on exports, dropped 20 percent.


“Persuaded I am that the primary cause of all our disorders lies in the different state governments,” Washington wrote to his son-in-law David Stuart.


Whilst independent sovereignty is so ardently contended for . . . incompatibility in the laws of different states and disrespect for those of the general government must render the situation of this great country weak, inefficient, and disgraceful. It has already done so, almost to the final dissolution of it—weak at home and disregarded abroad is our present condition, and contemptible enough it is.14


Britain compounded the young nation’s economic woes by closing the British West Indies to American vessels, and blocking exports of lumber and foodstuffs to one of America’s most lucrative markets. Spain strangled trade still more by banning American shipping on the Mississippi River, which had been the primary route for farmers and merchants west of the impenetrable Appalachian Mountains to ship goods to market.


Unlike Congress, individual states could levy import duties and property taxes—and send small armies of sheriffs to collect them. Indeed, political leaders in almost every state capital had quickly transformed the former colonies into independent fiefdoms after the Revolution, often enriching their own business interests and amassing personal fortunes from the flow of government revenues.


To retain control of government, they set excessively high property qualifications for voting and for holding office. South Carolina, for example, required assets of at least £10,000 (about $750,000 today)15 to vote or stand for election. In the end, a small group of the most powerful northern merchant-bankers and southern plantation owners held a tight collective grip on the reins of their respective state governments. Their powers to tax and appoint sheriffs and judges gave state governors and their cronies in the legislatures control of trade, market prices, and lending rates—in effect, an economic stranglehold over shopkeepers, craftsmen, farmers, and every other group of working-class citizens.


Making matters worse—indeed, tragic for tens of thousands of the least affluent Americans—was the near-absence of money. The national government and state governments, along with most merchants, had exhausted their supplies of specie, or “hard” money—silver and gold coins, ingots, and so on—by the end of the war. They had spent most of it to buy arms and ammunition during the war and used up the rest buying badly needed imports immediately after. Forced to rely on barter, small farmers, craftsmen, and workers found themselves at an enormous disadvantage with merchants and other employers who bargained from a position of strength. The small farmer had to sell his perishables on market day for whatever price (or merchandise) he could get or watch his produce spoil.


Major merchants, on the other hand, could not only determine market prices at home, they could accumulate enough quantities of any given commodity to export by the shipload overseas and obtain specie in payment. The net result was to leave American farmers, who made up the vast majority of the population, with no money and a relatively small clique of wealthy merchants with hordes of gold and silver in their vaults.


Farmers, craftsmen, and other economically disenfranchised Americans—almost all debtors—demanded that their state governments print paper money for farmers to pay their taxes and debts. Merchants—almost all of them creditors—opposed issuance of paper money and, in Rhode Island, many closed their shops rather than accept paper money that the state began issuing in the spring of 1786. When the legislature responded by making it illegal not to accept paper money, some merchants fled the state. Debtors rioted and broke into shops to force shopkeepers to accept paper money—all to no avail.


It was not long before discontent with state governments threatened to erupt into rebellion. Promised individual liberty and representative government when they went to war, war’s end left many without money to pay their debts and often barred from voting and holding office by the same property qualifications that had disqualified them under British rule. Even more distressing, independent state governments levied far higher taxes than those of British colonial governments, which could count on British crown subsidies to cover many expenses.


Farmers—thousands of them veterans who had yet to be paid for wartime services—were first to rebel. Out of money, with no way of paying their assessments, most had no protection against government seizures of their properties for nonpayment of debts or taxes—and few ways to appeal. Indeed, most of the courts where lien holders filed claims were usually in far-off cities along the Atlantic Coast; by the time most farmers inland could appear, the courts had already declared them in default and sent sheriffs to seize their properties.


Hundreds of farmers saw their lands and homes confiscated and their livestock and personal possessions—including tools of their trade—auctioned at prices too low to clear their debts. Hysterical wives and terrified children watched helplessly as sheriffs’ deputies dragged farmers off to debtors’ prisons, where they languished indefinitely—unable to earn money to pay their debts and without the tools to do so even if they obtained release. Printer Isaiah Thomas, who had fought as a Minuteman at Lexington and Concord before starting the Massachusetts Spy, reported prisoners dying in small, damp, moldy cells of a Massachusetts debtors’ prison—“a place which disgraces humanity.” Samuel Ely, a Massachusetts farmer, testified of his suffering “boils and putrefied sores all over my body and they make me stink alive, besides having some of my feet froze which makes it difficult to walk.”16


Enraged farmers across the nation took up rifles and pitchforks to protect their properties, firing at sheriffs and others who ventured too near. Reassembling their wartime companies, they set fire to prisons, courthouses, and offices of county clerks. New Hampshire farmers marched to the state capital at Exeter, surrounded the legislature, and demanded forgiveness of all debts, return of all seized properties to former owners, and equitable distribution of property. A mob of farmers in Maryland burned down the Charles County courthouse, while farmers in Virginia burned down the King William and New Kent county courthouses.


In western Massachusetts, former captain Daniel Shays, a destitute farmer struggling to hold onto his property, convinced his neighbors that local lawyers and judges had conspired with Boston merchants, bankers, and state legislators to raise taxes and seize farms for nonpayment. Calling on farmers to “close down the courts!” Shays led a force of five hundred men to Springfield to shut the state supreme court and seize the federal arsenal. As his cry echoed across the state, farmers marched to courthouses in Cambridge, Concord, Worcester, Northampton, Taunton, and Great Barrington—and shut them all down.


“The commotions . . . have risen in Massachusetts to an alarming height,” Virginia’s congressional delegate Henry (“Light-Horse Harry”) Lee wrote to Washington from the Confederation capital in New York. “After various insults to government, by stopping the courts of justice etc., the insurgents have taken possession of the town of Springfield. . . . This event produces much suggestion as to its causes. Some attribute it to the weight of taxes and the decay of commerce . . . others, to British councils.”17


As rumors spread that British spies and provocateurs were behind the farmer uprisings, Congress grew alarmed and urged Lee to seek help from Washington, who remained the living symbol of national unity. As Lee explained to the former commander in chief,


A majority of the people of Massachusetts are in opposition to the government and their leaders avow the subversion of it to be their object together with the abolition of debts, the division of property and reunion with Great Britain. In all the eastern states, the same temper prevails. . . . The malcontents are in close connection with Vermont, and that district . . . is in negotiation with the Governor of Canada. My dear General, we are all in dire apprehension that a beginning of anarchy . . . has approached and have no means to stop the dreadful work.18


Lee proposed calling a convention of state leaders “for the sole purpose of revising the Confederation” to permit Congress to act “with more energy, effect, and vigor.”19 To everyone’s amazement, even Patrick Henry, Virginia’s first governor and patron saint of state sovereignty, agreed. Henry now predicted that “ruin is inevitable unless something is done to give Congress a compulsory process on delinquent states.”20


Learning of Henry’s declaration, Washington grew optimistic: “Notwithstanding the jealous and contracted temper which seems to prevail in some of the states, I cannot but hope and believe that the good sense of the people will ultimately get the better of their prejudices.”21


As popular dissatisfaction with government swelled, a surge in land speculation added to the national disarray by provoking territorial disputes between the states. New York and New Hampshire were ready to go to war over conflicting claims to lands in Vermont; Virginia and Pennsylvania both claimed sovereignty over lands in present-day western Pennsylvania and Kentucky; Massachusetts claimed all of western New York; and Connecticut prepared to send its militia into Pennsylvania after Pennsylvania militiamen fired on Connecticut farmers who had claimed vacant lands in the Wyoming Valley of northeastern Pennsylvania.


In addition to territorial disputes, six states were involved in fierce economic disputes over international trade. Maryland and Virginia each claimed their borders lay across the Potomac River on the opposite shoreline, thus giving each the right to collect fees and duties from ships traveling the waterway.


Farther north, states with deep-water ports such as Philadelphia, New York, and Boston were bleeding the economies of neighboring states with heavy duties on imports that passed through their harbors on their way to inland destinations. “New Jersey, placed between Philadelphia and New York, is like a cask tapped at both ends,” complained James Madison, another Virginia delegate in Congress, “and North Carolina, between Virginia and South Carolina seems a patient bleeding at both arms.”22
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