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Chronology


April 28, 1758—Born, Westmoreland County, Virginia.


1774-1776—Attends William and Mary College, Williamsburg, Virginia.


1776-1777—Lieutenant in Third Virginia, Continental Army; in battle at Harlem Heights; wounded in heroic action at Trenton; promoted to captain; sees further action at Brandywine; promoted to major; aide de camp to General Lord Stirling; at Valley Forge; Battle of Monmouth.


1780—Returns to William and Mary; studies law with Governor Thomas Jefferson.


1782—Elected to Virginia legislature; member, Executive Council; admitted to bar.


1783—Elected to Confederation Congress.


1786—Marries Elizabeth Kortright in New York City; moves to Fredericksburg, Virginia; opens law office; daughter Eliza born in December.


1788—Elected to Virginia’s Constitutional Ratification Convention; votes against ratification; purchases farm in Charlottesville, Virginia.


1790—Elected to U.S. Senate.


1793—Purchases second farm, 3,500-acre Highland plantation, adjacent to Jefferson’s Monticello.


1794—Appointed minister to France; resigns Senate seat; Elizabeth Monroe wins Mme. Lafayette’s release from prison; Monroe helps Lafayette family escape France; gains Thomas Paine’s release.


1796—Recalled from France.


1799—Son, James Spence Monroe, born; moves to Highland; elected governor of Virginia.


1800—Crushes Gabriel’s rebellion; son James dies.


1802—Daughter Maria Hester born; ends third one-year term as governor; resumes law practice.


1803—Appointed minister to France and Spain; engineers Louisiana Purchase; named minister to England.


1806—Signs treaty with Britain; Jefferson rejects it.


1807—Returns from London.


1808—Nominated for president; breaks with Madison; daughter Eliza marries attorney George Hay; acquires Oak Hill.


1810—Elected to Virginia legislature a third time.


1811—Elected governor of Virginia a fourth time; resigns to be U.S. secretary of state.


1812—U.S. declares war on Britain.


1812-1813—Named acting secretary of war.


1814—British capture Washington, burn public buildings; Monroe named secretary of war; retains post as secretary of state.


1815—Treaty of Ghent; Battle of New Orleans; resigns as secretary of war.


1816—Elected president of the United States.


1817—Inaugurated as president; tours northeastern and western states; receives doctorate from Harvard.


1818—Jackson seizes Florida from Spain; president tours Chesapeake Bay.


1820—Re-elected president without opposition; daughter Maria Hester marries presidential aide Samuel L. Gouverneur in first-ever White House marriage.


1823—Enunciates Monroe Doctrine in seventh annual message to Congress.


1824—Receives Lafayette at White House.


1825—Retires to Oak Hill.


1829—Elected president of Virginia Constitutional Convention.


1830—Elizabeth Monroe dies.; Monroe moves to daughter’s home in New York City.


July 4, 1831—James Monroe dies in New York.






Prologue

“You infernal scoundrel,” Crawford shook his cane menacingly at the president. James Monroe reached for the tongs by the fireplace to defend himself, as Navy Secretary Samuel Southard leaped from his seat and intercepted Crawford, pushing him away from the president’s desk and out the door. It was a terrifying scene: the president—the presidency itself—under attack for the first time in American history.

Twenty years younger than the president, South Carolina’s William H. Crawford had emerged from a new generation of politician—ready to plunge the nation into civil war to promote sectional interests and personal ambitions. Unlike Monroe and the other Founding Fathers, Crawford’s generation had not lived under British rule; had not battled or shed blood in the Revolution; had not linked arms with men of differing views to lay the foundation of constitutional rule.

James Monroe was the last of the Founding Fathers—dressed in outmoded knee breeches and buckled shoes, protecting the fragile structure of republican government from disunion. Born and raised on a small Virginia farm, Monroe had fought and bled at Trenton as a youth, suffered the pangs of hunger and the bite of winter at Valley Forge, galloped beside Washington at Monmouth. And when the Revolution ended, he gave himself to the nation, devoting the next forty years to public service, assuming more public posts than any American in history: state legislator, U.S.  congressman, U.S. senator, ambassador to France and Britain, minister to Spain, four-term governor of Virginia, U.S. secretary of state, U.S. secretary of war, and finally, America’s fifth president, for two successive terms.

Recognized by friends and foes alike for his “plain and gentle manners” in the privacy of his home or office, Monroe proved a fearless and bold leader in war and peace. A champion of the Bill of Rights, Monroe fought the secrecy rule in the U.S. Senate, opening the halls of government to the eyes, ears, and voices of the people for the first time in history. As governor of Virginia, Monroe brought education to illiterate children by establishing the first state-supported public schools, and he enriched their parents with a network of publicly built roads that let them speed the products of their labor to market.

Sent to France as George Washington’s minister during the French Revolution, Monroe saved Tom Paine’s life, then risked his life smuggling the Lafayette family out of France. A decade later, as President Jefferson’s minister to France, Monroe engineered the Louisiana Purchase, doubling the size of the United States without firing a shot and extending American territory from the Atlantic Ocean to the Rocky Mountains. As secretary of war in the War of 1812, he all but charged into battle to prevent the British from burning the Capitol and the White House.

Elected fifth president of the United States, Monroe transformed a fragile little nation—“a savage wilderness,” as Edmund Burke put it—into “a glorious empire.” Although George Washington had won the nation’s independence, he bequeathed a relatively small country, rent by political factions, beset by foreign enemies, populated by a largely unskilled, un-propertied people, and ruled by oligarchs who controlled most of the nation’s land and wealth.

Washington’s three successors—John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison—were mere caretaker presidents who left the nation bankrupt, its people deeply divided, its borders under attack, its capital city in ashes. Monroe took office determined to lead the nation to greatness by making the United States impregnable to foreign attack and ensuring the safety of Americans across the face of the continent. He expanded the nation’s military and naval power, then sent American troops to rip Florida and parts of the West from the Spanish, extending the nation’s borders to the natural defenses of the Rocky Mountains in the West and the rivers, lakes, and oceans of the nation’s other borders.

Secure that they and their families and properties would be safe, Americans streamed westward to claim their share of America, carving farms out of virgin plains, harvesting furs and pelts from superabundant wildlife, culling timber from vast forests, and chiseling ore from rich mountainsides. In an era when land—not money—was wealth, the land rush added six states and scores of towns and villages to the Union and produced the largest redistribution of wealth in the annals of man. Never before had a sovereign state transferred ownership of so much land—and so much political power—to so many people not of noble rank. For with land ownership Americans gained the right to vote, stand for office, and govern themselves, their communities, their states, and their nation.

To ensure the success of the land rush and perpetuate economic growth, Monroe promoted construction of roads, turnpikes, bridges, and canals that linked every region of the nation with outlets to the sea and to shipping routes to other continents. The massive building programs transformed the American wilderness into the most prosperous and productive nation in history, generating enough wealth to convert U.S. government deficits into large surpluses that allowed Monroe to abolish all personal taxes in America.

Monroe’s presidency made poor men rich, turned political allies into friends, and united a divided people as no president had done since Washington. The most beloved president after Washington, Monroe was the only president other than Washington to win reelection unopposed. Political parties dissolved and disappeared. Americans of all political persuasions rallied around him under a single “Star-Spangled Banner.” He created an era never seen before or since in American history—an “Era of Good Feelings” that propelled the nation and its people to greatness. Secure about America’s military and naval power, Monroe climaxed his presidency—and startled the world—by issuing the most important political manifesto in  American history after the Declaration of Independence: the Monroe Doctrine. In it, Monroe unilaterally declared an end to foreign colonization in the New World and warned the Old World that the United States would no longer tolerate foreign incursions in the Americas. In effect, he used diplomatic terms to paraphrase the rattlesnake’s stark warning on the flag of his Virginia regiment in the Revolutionary War: Don’t Tread on Me!

Although fierce in the face of enemies, Monroe hid what one congressman called a “good heart and amiable disposition” behind his stony facial expression. His courtship of the stunningly beautiful Elizabeth Kortright is one of the great—yet little known—love stories in early American history. All but unknown to most Americans, Elizabeth Monroe was America’s most beautiful and most courageous First Lady. All but inseparable from her husband, she traveled with him to France during the Terror of the French Revolution, then braved Paris mobs by herself to free Lafayette’s wife from prison and the guillotine. A New York sophisticate with exquisite taste, Elizabeth Monroe filled the White House with priceless French and American furnishings and set standards of elegance that transformed it into the glittering showplace it remains today. The wedding of the younger Monroe daughter was the first ever held in the White House.

Eventually, James Monroe became a victim of his own patriotism, optimism, and generosity, however. Like his idol George Washington, Monroe ignored the costs of his service to the nation. He refused any pay in the Revolutionary War and later spent tens of thousands of dollars of his own funds to promote the nation’s interests during his years as a diplomat, cabinet officer, and president. No longer peopled by men of honor, Congress delayed repaying him for so long that he, like Jefferson, had to sell his beautiful Virginia plantation to pay his debtors. Failing health and the death of his beloved wife in 1830 left him a broken man—emotionally and financially. He went to live with his younger daughter in New York City, where he died a year later, all but penniless—a tragic victim of his love of country.

Thirty years after he died, Monroe’s successors—sectarian politicians like South Carolina’s vicious cane-wielding Crawford—rent the nation’s  fabric in a Civil War that all but destroyed the governmental masterpiece the Founding Fathers had created. But as the wounds of war healed, Americans could still look to the vast western wilderness that James Monroe had opened for his countrymen to build new homes, new towns, and a new, stronger, united nation. The spirit of America’s last Founding Father still beckoned to them to join the nation’s march to greatness.






CHAPTER 1

“To Be Free . . . We Must Fight”

The world was awash with war when James Monroe was born in the spring of 1758. A dozen nations were spilling the blood of millions across four continents, and the seas between them, in what was then called the “Great War for Empire.” The war had started inconspicuously in 1754—in the forgotten western wilderness of Pennsylvania, where George Washington, a zealous young lieutenant colonel in the Virginia Militia, fired on French soldiers and ignited what became the planet’s first world war.

The seeds of the war, however, were rooted in centuries of overcultivation, overhunting, and overfishing that had depleted Europe’s food supplies and spread famine across the continent. Conflict became inevitable as nation after nation sent troops to distant continents to seize virgin lands and untapped natural resources. The French and British both claimed fertile valleys along the Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio rivers in North America, and when a few French troops and Indians arrived to defend their claims, Britain’s colonial governor in Virginia ordered Washington and his militiamen to confront them and defend Britain’s claims.

What began as a thirty-minute exchange of fire between eighty American troops and fifty French soldiers quickly exploded into a brutal seven-year struggle around the globe involving England, France, Austria, Prussia, Russia, and a kaleidoscope of allies and enemies for control of colonies in North America, Africa, and Asia, and the sea lanes in between. The bloody  slaughter changed the map of the world, shifting national borders beyond recognition, leveling thousands of towns and villages, killing or maiming more than a million soldiers and civilians, and bankrupting a dozen nations, including England and France.

Within weeks of the first shots, French troops and their Indian allies streamed across the Ohio River valley into English territory in western New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia—burning farms and settlements, and murdering or kidnapping scores of men, women, and children. Indian marauders spilled over the Shenandoah Mountains of Virginia to within one hundred miles of the Monroe family farm; throngs of settlers fled before their advance, staggering into nearby market towns like Fredericksburg with horrifying tales of atrocities. On one farm, the Indians had scalped a man, woman, and small boy; on another they had driven stakes through the heads of living captives before scalping them and throwing their bodies into the flaming ruins of their farmhouse.

England responded by declaring war against France on May 17, 1756. By then, the French had swept southward from Canada into New York, overrun Lake Champlain and Lake George, and reached the outskirts of Albany at the juncture of the Hudson and Mohawk river trade routes. In Virginia, France’s Indian allies sent Washington’s nine-hundred-man militia reeling back across the Shenandoah Valley to Winchester, only about fifty miles from Alexandria and the lush Potomac River valley.

“Desolation and murder still increase; and no prospects of relief,” George Washington wrote in desperation to Virginia Governor Robert Dinwiddie. “The Blue Ridge is now our frontier, no men being left in this County. . . . There will not be a living creature left . . . a cruel and bloodthirsty Enemy . . . already possessed of the finest part of Virginia . . . pursuing a people filled with fear and consternation at the inhuman murders of these barbarous savages.”1


Volunteers—James Monroe’s uncle among them—flocked to Winchester to strengthen Washington’s force. Aided by the sudden onset of a long, bitter winter, they managed to forestall the Indian menace. By spring of 1757, 9,000 fresh British troops had arrived to halt the French and Indian advance, push them back across the Appalachian Mountains  and rid eastern Virginia of Indian marauders. Although the war continued in the West for another year, a tenuous peace returned to Virginia’s eastern tidelands along the Potomac River and Chesapeake Bay. Hundreds of exhausted militiamen limped home to their farms to embrace their wives and children and plant their fields—hoping, praying that their part of the war had ended. Nine months later, on April 28, 1758, James Monroe was born, the second of what would be a brood of five children.

The Monroes had emerged from one of the ancient Scottish clans that hurtled across highland slopes savaging rival clansmen in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In 1647, a civil war in England and Scotland cost King Charles I his head, and sent Royalist Captain Andrew Monroe fleeing to the safety of Anglican Virginia. In 1650, he settled on a two-hundred-acre plot in Westmoreland County, by a little stream that fed into the Potomac River just above its union with Chesapeake Bay. It came to be called Monroe Creek.

Over the next two generations, the Monroes expanded their property to 1,100 acres—a respectable, but nonetheless “second-tier” holding compared to the 20,000-acre Lee plantation at nearby Stratford. The third Andrew Monroe in Virginia divided the property between his two sons: six hundred acres for the older boy, Andrew IV, and five hundred acres for the younger, Spence Monroe—the father of James Monroe. Unable to compete with larger, slave-operated plantations, Spence Monroe supplemented his farm income as a master carpenter, cabinetmaker, and builder. He further improved his lot by marrying Elizabeth Jones, the daughter of a well-to-do Welsh immigrant in King George County, immediately upriver from Westmoreland.

Never given to overstatement, James Monroe recalled his father as only “a very worthy and respectable citizen possessed of good land and other property.”2 He described his mother as “a very amiable and respectable woman, possessing the best domestic qualities of a good wife, and a good parent.”3 In fact, Elizabeth Jones Monroe came from one of the most prominent families in King George County, and, with her brother, Judge Joseph Jones of Fredericksburg, inherited considerable property. Jones had studied law in London and become a deputy king’s attorney for Virginia.

Spence and Elizabeth Monroe had five children: Elizabeth, their first born, and four boys, James, Spence, Andrew, and Joseph Jones—the last named for his illustrious maternal uncle. James Monroe’s boyhood home was typical of second-tier Virginia farms—a one-story wooden structure topped by a half-story dormered attic, whose “rafters and beams showed plainly the unskilled . . . craftsmanship of the period.”4 Front and rear doors opened on opposite sides of the house to let breezes flow through the wide central hall and rid the house of Virginia’s oppressive summer heat. The hall was the center of family life, serving at once as living room, dining room, and kitchen. A slow wood fire in a deep “old-time fireplace” kept meats crackling on the spit, while “an array of pots and pans hanging on cranes” bubbled with stews.5 Two bedrooms lay off the central room and a staircase to the second floor led to two smaller sleeping areas for children.

Monroe’s father was a warm but strict disciplinarian, who taught his boys to farm, fish, trap, ride, and fire a musket. Like all farmers, he expected his oldest son, James, to carry as heavy a workload as his small limbs could tolerate. When he was four, James fed farmyard animals; at six, he raked and hoed the kitchen garden; he picked vegetables and fruit at seven, milked cows at eight—and so on into his early teens, when he grew strong enough to handle the plow and plow horse. The Monroe house stood “within a stone’s throw of . . . a virgin forest,” and, by the time James was ten, his father had taught him to shoot with unfailing accuracy—and add tasty game to the family fare. Like most parents in the colonies, James’s father and mother taught him to read, write, and calculate, using the Scriptures and a variety of literature and periodicals. They often read the popular, poetic essays of Alexander Pope, for their own amusement as well as to expand their son’s vocabulary and teach him grammar and morality. Pope and many pedants believed that principles and maxims written in rhyme made stronger impressions on students and were more easily remembered.

Pope’s works found their way into almost every periodical in the colonies. Learned and unlearned alike cited his maxims to prove whatever point they chose to make: [image: 004]


Engraving of Monroe’s boyhood home on Monroe Creek, Westmoreland County, near the union of the Potomac River and Chesapeake Bay. Monroe carried the homemade muzzle-loading flintlock hunting musket through the woods to school each day. (JAMES MONROE MUSEUM)



“A man should never be ashamed to own he has been in the wrong, which is but saying . . . that he is wiser today than he was yesterday.”6


“A wit with dunces, and a dunce with wits.”7


Pope’s Essay on Man taught youngsters like Monroe to equate self-interest with the public interest, and his witty political observations fostered scorn for royal authority:
“The Right Divine of Kings to govern is wrong.”8


“I am his Highness’ dog at Kew; Pray tell me, sir, whose dog are you?”9
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From his earliest years, James Monroe lived on the edge of a cataclysmic political maelstrom that would eventually pull him into its vortex, almost costing him his life, but ultimately placing him in command of his nation’s course for more than a generation. Although Britain eventually defeated France in the Seven Years’ War, victory left both nations bankrupt and burdened by enormous debts. England’s Parliament all but smothered the domestic and colonial economies with taxes. Farmers in England rioted, while Americans protested by boycotting English imports.

In 1765, Parliament incited more unrest in America with the Stamp Act, the first tax ever levied on colonials without approval from local legislatures. In Boston, James Otis and Samuel Adams unleashed a barrage of angry invective against taxation without representation. Not to be outdone, Virginia’s fiery Patrick Henry proclaimed Virginians immune from tax laws other than those of their own legislature. Richard Henry Lee agreed, calling on his Westmoreland County neighbors to protest. Spence Monroe and more than one hundred other planters signed Lee’s Westmoreland Protests and began a year-long boycott of all things British. By March 1766, colonist boycotts had proved so costly to British merchants that Parliament repealed the stamp tax without having collected a single penny.

“The spirit of resistance, with the speed of a sunbeam, flashed through all the colonies; kindled every heart and raised every arm,” John Quincy Adams recalled. James Monroe, he said, was “nurtured in the detestation of tyranny.”10


When James turned eleven, his father enrolled him in the county’s only school. Like other farm boys, Monroe attended only about twelve weeks a year, between the last fall harvest and the first spring planting when there was little work in fields or pastures. Although brutal itinerant teachers ran many rural schools, Monroe’s teacher was the Reverend Archibald Campbell, a superbly learned Scotsman who taught history, Latin, French, higher mathematics, and the Scriptures.

“Twenty-five students only were admitted into his academy,” Monroe recalled, “but so high was its character that youths were sent to it from the more distant parts of the then colony.”11 Among them was fourteen-year-old John Marshall, the future chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court who came from one hundred miles away in Fauquier County to board with Pastor Campbell during the school term. Despite a three-year age difference, Marshall and Monroe formed what would prove a close, lifelong friendship.

Monroe himself trekked five miles through the icy woods to school each day, rising before dawn, carrying “books under one arm and a musket slung over his shoulder,” according to a Monroe descendant, “ . . . for these were pioneer days and children were taught self-protection from the cradle.” Monroe was a “fine shot,” and his mother “never lacked squirrels for a stew or pigeons for a pie.”12


James was but fourteen when his mother died in 1772—after the birth of her youngest child. The quiet, somber-faced James nonetheless continued his daily trek to school, while his nineteen-year-old sister, Elizabeth, cared for the three younger boys. When school let out for the planting season, James assumed responsibility for the fields and freed his father to work full time on building jobs. But James and his sister had no sooner adjusted to the loss of their mother when their father died, leaving his five-hundred-acre farm to James. As the oldest son, James also inherited three hundred acres that had been his mother’s share of her father’s farm in neighboring King George County. Adhering to Virginia’s Anglican code of family honor, James became the “man of the family” and quit school to try to support his sister and younger brothers. Decades of nutrient-devouring tobacco crops, however, had left the soil all but barren. To convert the land to other crops was more than one man—a mere boy at that—could accomplish. His brother Spence, a year younger than James, was too sickly to help; Andrew was barely ten—and too lazy to help—and Joseph Jones was but two.

Fortunately, their wealthy maternal uncle, Judge Joseph Jones, stepped in as executor of Spence Monroe’s will to hold the family together. With no children of his own, he all but adopted his sister’s family, paid its debts, and gave Elizabeth the wherewithal to raise the three younger boys. He assumed personal guardianship of sixteen-year-old James, becoming  his patron, friend, and trusted adviser. A member of the state legislature, or House of Burgesses, Jones took the boy to the state capital at Williamsburg and enrolled him in the College of William and Mary, the second-oldest American college after Harvard.

“Few men,” Monroe wrote of his godfather, “possessed in a higher degree the confidence and esteem of his fellow citizens, or merited more, for soundness of intellect, perfect integrity, and devotion to his country.”13


Designed by Sir Christopher Wren, William and Mary’s breathtaking facade14 stood at one end of Duke of Gloucester Street, a ninety-foot-wide esplanade with flowering trees and gardens that stretched nearly a mile, past the stately Governor’s Palace to the Virginia Capitol. Founded in 1693 by Scottish-born churchman James Blair, William and Mary—like Harvard—opened as a divinity school to ease a shortage of ministers in the colonies. Blair, however, was also a Freemason and soon transformed the college into a secular school, with a Scottish university curriculum requiring two years of study for a bachelor’s degree and four years for a master’s degree. Although it remained officially Anglican, with required morning, evening, and Sunday services, Blair’s preachments extolled the populist notion of Freemasonry that “the learned and unlearned, the philosopher and the day-labourer, are upon a level.”15 Standing at the center of southern political and economic power, William and Mary became the educational and political training ground for Virginia’s establishment. Almost all of Monroe’s sixty college mates were scions of Virginia’s ruling families, who controlled the colony’s vast tobacco plantations and stood to lose the most from British taxation. All had sent their sons to William and Mary to acquire the social and educational skills for assuming the reins of economic and political power from their fathers. In contrast to most classmates, James Monroe—with his eight hundred acres of largely barren fields—was a poor boy with an uncertain future. To his delight, however, he found at least one friend in school when he enrolled: John Marshall, his boyhood schoolmate from Parson Campbell’s school.

Outside the college walls, the town was aboil with activity when Monroe arrived in Williamsburg; the House of Burgesses was in session, and the town’s population had tripled. Ornate coaches and gilded chariots  pulled by four horses, sometimes six, rolled along the beautiful broad esplanade. A colorful assortment of horsemen trotted about—farmers, hunters in buckskin, elegantly dressed gentlemen, and English officers in bright red uniforms, swords flashing in the sun, their eyes trained on the ladies in satins and laces who glided in and out of the fashionable shops.

[image: 006]


College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia, where James Monroe enrolled in 1774. The only structure in America designed by Sir Christopher Wren, the original building was completed in 1695, but burned down in 1705 and was rebuilt. (COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND MARY)

The House of Burgesses met twice a year, in April and October, and the arrival of burgesses and their wives opened a season of pomp and ceremony, with dances at the Apollo Room of the Raleigh Tavern, concerts and plays at the town’s two theaters, and horse races and fox hunts at nearby plantations. Wealthy merchants and burgesses—almost all of them planters—hosted nightly dinners at their elegant town houses, while the Governor’s Palace—the site of grand banquets throughout the legislative session—exploded in brilliance each year with a formal ball for the official celebration of the British monarch’s birthday. Monroe’s uncle took him to  the House of Burgesses and introduced him to the colony’s most celebrated political figures—thirty-four-year-old Thomas Jefferson, a burgess from Charlottesville; Hanover County’s explosive Patrick Henry; and the legendary hero of the French and Indian War, George Washington.

In June 1774, when Monroe started his studies, an explosion of excitement interrupted his classes when a courier galloped into town shouting that “the Parliament of England have declared war against the town of Boston.”16 The British, he cried, had sealed off the city and harbor—and threatened to starve inhabitants until they submitted to parliamentary rule.

In fact, the British action climaxed months of incessant violence that had started the previous December, when a mob boarded three British East India Company ships and dumped their entire cargo into the water—342 chests of tea. A mob in New York followed suit a few months later—only to have another mob of Bostonians burn a fifth tea ship as it reached port.

Parliament responded with a series of disproportionately punitive “Coercive Acts” that punished all Americans for the crimes of a few Boston vandals and expanded a local conflict into a colony-wide uprising. One of the acts—the Quebec Act—extended Canada’s boundaries to the Ohio River, subsuming vast territories in the West and effectively confiscating tens of thousands of acres of private lands owned by prominent Virginia planters—including George Washington. “This is a prelude to destroy the liberties of America,” railed a Virginia burgess. “An attack, made on one of our sister colonies to compel submission to arbitrary taxes, is an attack made on all British America, and threatens ruin to the rights of all.”17


Virginia’s royal governor, the Earl of Dunmore, responded to burgess protests by dissolving the assembly, but the burgesses—including Monroe’s guardian Judge Jones—marched out onto Duke of Gloucester Street and reconvened in Raleigh Tavern. They promptly voted to send delegates to Philadelphia to meet with delegates from other colonies and develop a common strategy for opposing Parliament’s measures.

When the legislators adjourned and left town, an eerie calm settled over the streets of Williamsburg and the classrooms at William and Mary, where students waited to learn whether the Continental Congress would  send them to war. After two months of debate, the Continental Congress declared the Coercive Acts unconstitutional. It urged colonies to withhold all taxes from the royal government until Parliament repealed the acts, and it advised the people to arm and form their own militias. Affirming colonists’ rights to “life, liberty and property,” Congress asserted that colonial legislatures had exclusive powers to tax and pass laws affecting internal affairs of the colonies.18
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Early in 1775, when the semiannual political circus usually returned to Williamsburg, the capital remained all but deserted. A buildup of British naval strength in nearby waters had frightened the burgesses into convening inland at Richmond to select delegates to a Second Continental Congress and develop a plan to repel British troop incursions. In a burst of oratory heard across the colonies, Patrick Henry, who controlled upwards of 50,000 acres, proposed raising a militia “to secure our inestimable rights and liberties.” Six months earlier, George Washington, whose plantation had stretched across 20,000 acres, had pledged to “raise 1000 Men, subsist them at my own Expence, and march myself at their Head for the Relief of Boston.”19 When other delegates failed to respond, Henry again took the floor, crying out, “If we wish to be free . . . we must fight!” Raising his arms to the heavens, he let out a thunderous roar: “Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God!

“I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.”20
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With Patrick Henry and the burgesses busy in Richmond and William and Mary students closeted in their college rooms, the royal governor saw the dark, deserted streets of Williamsburg as an opportunity to prevent the spread of rebellion. He ordered a troop of sailors from a Royal Navy schooner in the James River to raid the militia storehouse and seize all the  powder and ammunition. A bystander alerted militia commanders, however, and, as church bells sounded the alarm, militiamen and college boys poured into the streets with muskets and rushed toward the palace. Monroe grabbed his weapon and joined the advancing mob. According to the governor, they threatened “to massacre me, and every Person found giving me Assistance if I refused to deliver the Powder immediately into their custody.”21
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Patrick Henry, a burgess from Virginia’s mountainous Piedmont country, warned Americans that “If we wish to be free . . . we must fight!” His famous cry for “liberty or death” became a slogan of the Revolutionary War. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)

Although the governor claimed he had acted to prevent a slave rebellion, few believed him. The shots at Lexington had already echoed around the world, and Monroe and the others shouted him down. Armed British sentries poured out of their barracks and took up positions around the palace and dispersed the mob, but Monroe and other patriot students returned to college voicing such angry threats that Tory students fled to their homes.

Infuriated by the governor’s deceit, Patrick Henry set out toward Williamsburg with three hundred angry militiamen to recover the arms and ammunition, which they deemed essential for defense against Indian attacks. With muskets in hand and tomahawks and scalping knives under their belts, they marched under a banner depicting a coiled rattlesnake about to strike. A motto warned the world: Don’t Tread On Me! Alerted by loyalists of Henry’s approach, Dunmore sent his wife to the safety of a British frigate, then ordered the colonial treasurer to pay for the military stores his men had seized. Although Henry accepted the payment and withdrew, James Monroe and his college mates were so incensed they began daily drills on the college green, often flirting with danger by marching impudently close to redcoat sentinels guarding Duke of Gloucester Street.

In Richmond, meanwhile, the burgesses prepared to declare Virginia’s independence from Britain and named a Committee of Public Safety, which included Monroe’s uncle Joseph Jones, to assume executive powers. Governor Dunmore fled to the safety of his wife’s quarters on the navy frigate. He escaped just as James Monroe and a troop of twenty-four militiamen stormed the Governor’s Palace and seized two hundred muskets and three hundred swords for the militia.

On June 15, 1775, the Continental Congress named George Washington commander in chief of the Continental Army. After pledging to serve without pay, Washington rode off to Cambridge, Massachusetts—but arrived too late to prevent the slaughter on nearby Bunker Hill. A week earlier, the British had spotted patriots building a small fort atop Breed’s Hill, on the Charlestown peninsula across the harbor from Boston. British ships landed 2,400 troops and laid a barrage on the hilltop to protect redcoats edging up the slope. A murderous rain of patriot fire forced the British to retreat, however. A second attempt to scale the hill met with similar results. On the third attempt, the British threw off their heavy packs and charged up the hill with bayonets fixed. The firing  from the top gradually diminished—and then ceased. The Americans had run out of powder. The British overran the hilltop, then assaulted and captured neighboring Bunker Hill. When they were done, 100 dead Americans and 267 wounded lay strewn across the two hilltops, but the assault had cost the British 1,045 casualties and elevated their American victims to martyrdom. Bunker Hill became a cause célèbre across the colonies for both Patriots and Loyalists.

On November 7, Virginia Governor Dunmore established a base in Norfolk, decreed martial law, and began recruiting a loyalist army that included a regiment of slaves, to whom he promised freedom for serving the king. Enraged by Dunmore’s action, planters organized their own force and crushed Dunmore’s loyalists on December 11, forcing him to flee to his ship. On January 1, however, he exacted revenge by storming ashore with British sailors at Norfolk and leveling the town with flames. Although Monroe was grieving the death of his sickly younger brother Spence, he grew so incensed at Dunmore’s atrocity that he aborted his studies and enlisted in the Virginia Infantry. Needing the most literate men as officers, his commander appointed the eighteen-year-old Monroe and twenty-one-year-old John Marshall lieutenants, with Monroe serving under Captain William Washington, a distant cousin of George Washington. Emulating the revered commander in chief, Monroe naively pledged to serve without pay—not knowing that Congress had agreed to pay Washington’s expenses. Monroe explained that in “taking nothing for any little service I might do the public in this cause, I have only acted the part which . . . the duty I owe the public dictated and which many worthy republicans are now acting without . . . similar compensation.”22 Unlike Washington, who was one of America’s wealthiest men, Monroe had no money of his own and was totally dependent on the largesse of his uncle, Judge Jones.

Monroe trained with his men for two months on the deserted William and Mary green, adding military discipline to the equestrian, sharpshooting, and survival skills he and they had acquired as hunters and woodsmen. The otherwise quiet, stern-faced young man grew passionate about the military, darting about barking orders. He called the military “a school  of instruction in the knowledge of mankind, in the science of government, and . . . inculcating on the youthful mind those sound and moral political principles on which the success of our system depends.”23


On June 29, the Virginia Assembly declared Virginia a sovereign, independent state and named Patrick Henry its first governor. Five days later, on July 4, 1776, the Second Continental Congress declared all the colonies “Free and Independent States.”24
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In August, the British landed more than 30,000 men unopposed on Staten Island in New York Bay. With fewer than 10,000 men to defend the sprawling New York City area, Washington desperately needed help defending Long Island. On August 16, ten Virginia Infantry companies—seven hundred men, including Monroe—broke camp and marched northward through the oppressive summer heat under a variety of rattle snake flags—some with the logo Don’t Tread on Me, others carrying the words of Patrick Henry: Liberty or Death. They reached Washington’s headquarters on Harlem Heights in less than a month—but they were too late. Twenty thousand British and Hessian troops had stormed ashore in Brooklyn on the southwestern shore of Long Island and overrun Washington’s little force of 5,000 defenders, killing 1,500 and capturing all the patriot army’s food supplies. Only a thick fog had allowed survivors to escape in the dark of night across the East River to New York Island (Manhattan) on August 29.

Washington posted the Connecticut militia to guard against a British landing at Kips Bay on the island’s eastern shore and moved the main body of troops to Harlem Heights, about six miles to the north, where Monroe and the Virginians had just arrived.25 Three days later, on the morning of September 15, five British ships in the East River began pounding American emplacements at Kips Bay with cannon fire. Within hours, 6,000 of the 8,000 Connecticut troops had fled. In disbelief, Washington galloped to the scene to rally the troops, but the slaughter on Long Island had left them so terrified they ignored Washington’s orders.  Officers and soldiers alike sprinted to the rear without firing a shot, leaving Washington and his aides exposed to possible capture.
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One of many “rattlesnake flags” of the Revolutionary War, symbolizing vigilance (it has no eyelids) and deadly bite when attacked. Some Virginia rattlesnake flags bore Patrick Henry’s “Liberty or Death” slogan as well as “Don’t Tread on Me.”

“Good God,” Washington cried out. “Are these the men with which I am to defend America?”26


As the British landed, Washington and his aides galloped off to safety, with British buglers mocking them with the call of hunters on a fox chase. “I never felt such a sensation before,” said a Washington aide. “It seemed to crown our disgrace.”27


Infuriated by the humiliation, Monroe and the Virginians denounced the Connecticut militia and pledged to fight “to the last for their country.” They had their chance two days later. Perched on a rocky outcropping, they watched 1,500 English troops advance across the meadow below in traditional linear formation. Outnumbered by more than two to one, Monroe and the other Virginia sharpshooters opened fire, toppling enough enemy soldiers to force British buglers to change their tune from  the hunting call to a full retreat. For the first time in the war, American soldiers saw British troops fall and run. Monroe and the Virginians let out a cheer and left the encounter with a newfound swagger. The quiet boy from Monroe Creek had found his voice.

Connecticut militiamen, however, continued disappearing, reducing one regiment to only fourteen men, another to fewer than thirty. With his troop strength disintegrating, Washington withdrew from Manhattan to White Plains, on the mainland to the north in Westchester County. On October 24, the British staged a bold moonlight raid, but the cocky young Monroe and his Virginians countered with a ferocity that left twenty enemy dead and thirty-six captured, without a single Virginian lost or injured.

Two days later, however, the main body of British troops overwhelmed the American army, scattering it in three directions. Washington led a contingent of about 5,000 men, including Monroe and the Virginians, across the Hudson to New Jersey. With winter approaching and the British in close pursuit, Washington’s men staggered westward through sheets of icy autumn rains, crossing the Delaware River into Pennsylvania in early December. Besides the dead or captured troops, desertions had reduced his army to little more than 3,000. Sickness left five hundred of Monroe’s seven hundred Virginians unfit for duty. Of seventeen officers, only Monroe and four others stood ready to fight.

The retreat across New Jersey, Monroe recalled later, “will be forever celebrated in the annals of our country for the patient suffering, the unshaken firmness, and gallantry of this small band . . . and the great and good qualities of its commander. . . . [Washington] was always near the enemy, and his countenance and manner made an impression on me which time can never efface. A deportment so firm, so dignified, so exalted, but yet so modest and composed, I have never seen in any other person.”28


To halt the British pursuit, Washington ordered his men to seize all river craft within fifteen miles of his position. Without means to cross the river, the British commander ordered 3,000 Hessians to remain in Trenton to watch the Americans on the opposite bank. He then led British troops to more comfortable quarters at nearby Princeton to wait for the  river to freeze and cross on foot to wipe out Washington’s crippled army and end the Revolution.
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The British advance to Princeton left New York and most of New Jersey in British hands. With redcoats almost within sight of the capital, Congress fled Philadelphia for Baltimore on December 12 and all but conceded defeat in the struggle for independence. Even Washington was discouraged. “It is impossible,” he wrote to his brother, “to give you any idea . . . of my difficulties—and the constant perplexities and mortification I constantly meet with.”29


As the Continental Congress considered capitulation, Washington knew he needed a quick, dramatic strike against the British to revive American morale and save the Revolution. “We are all of the opinion . . . that something must be attempted to revive our expiring credit,” advised his trusted aide Colonel Joseph Reed. “Our affairs are hastening fast to ruin if we do not retrieve them by some happy event.”30


Reed had not told Washington anything he hadn’t known or planned. “Christmas day at night, one hour before day is the time fixed for our attempt on Trenton,” he replied to Reed. “For heaven’s sake keep this to yourself, as the discovery of it may prove fatal to us.”31







CHAPTER 2

“A Brave . . . and Sensible Officer”

“Der Feind! Der Feind!” the Hessians cried out. “The enemy! The enemy!

“Heraus! Heraus! Turn out! Turn out!”

Caught asleep by a Continental Army vanguard, terrified Hessians in nightclothes raced out of their Trenton, New Jersey, quarters through a raging snowstorm toward their artillery emplacements at the top of King Street. American troops gathered at the bottom of the street and prepared to advance, hoping—praying—that Hessian cannons would not obliterate them. They had spent nine hours the previous night crossing the ice-choked Delaware River through sheets of sleet, carrying only arms, ammunition, and three days’ rations. Captain William Washington and Lieutenant Jim Monroe—not yet nineteen—had been among the first to cross. They had volunteered to circle around the town with a fifty-man squad, catch the sleeping Hessians by surprise, and capture the two brass three-pounders that now pointed at Washington’s troops.

Although most of the Hessians had been sleeping off their Christmas night celebration, one of them spotted the Virginians approaching through the snowstorm and called out. “A general alert then took place,” Monroe recalled. “The drums were beat to arms and two cannon were placed . . . to bear on the head of our column as it entered. Captain Washington rushed forward, attacked, and put the troops around the cannon to flight and took possession of them. . . . He received a severe  wound. . . . The command fell on Lieutenant Monroe, who advanced in like manner and was shot down by a musket ball.”1
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Idealized painting of General George Washington crossing the Delaware, with Lieutenant James Monroe holding the American flag. Monroe actually crossed ahead of Washington in a separate boat. Painting by Emanuel Leutze. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)

Both wounded officers and their men continued firing, fending off bayonet thrusts as the Hessians tried desperately to regain control of the big guns. The arrival of George Washington’s Continentals finally forced the Hessians to surrender. The fierce skirmish left Monroe on the ground dying in a pool of his own blood; a bullet had torn through his chest and lodged in his shoulder, severing an artery. Only the chance arrival of a quick-thinking Patriot physician stemmed the flow of blood and saved the young man’s life. Washington cited both his cousin William Washington and Monroe for conspicuous gallantry. He promoted Washington to major and Monroe to captain.

Monroe’s heroism could not have come at a more important moment in the war. Trenton and a subsequent patriot success at Princeton revived American hopes for victory and all but ensured desperately needed French government military support. Washington went on to drive British forces  eastward to Brunswick. With western New Jersey back in Patriot hands, Congress returned to Philadelphia.
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John Trumbull’s painting shows the fallen Lt. James Monroe at the feet of George Washington’s horse after the Battle of Trenton in 1776. (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS)

Ten weeks later, Monroe’s wounds had healed, and he hurried back to Washington’s headquarters, ready to charge into battle at the head of his own company—only to discover the disadvantages of his promotion: Captains and officers of higher rank had to recruit their own companies. He returned to Virginia, but, without resources to offer cash bounties, he failed to recruit a single man. After three months, he went to Philadelphia to ask his uncle, a Virginia delegate in the Continental Congress, to use his influence to return him to battle. Jones wrote to Washington, hoping to win his nephew an appointment at staff headquarters: “Capt. Monroe,” Jones explained to Washington, “has been diligent in endeavouring to raise men but such is the present disposition of the people in Virginia that neither Capt. Monroe or any other officer can recruit men.”2


Although Washington had no opening on his staff, he found Monroe a post as aide-de-camp, with the rank of major, to Brigadier General William Alexander, Lord Stirling. “Young as I was,” Monroe wrote in his autobiography, “I became acquainted with all the general officers of the army, with their aides, and with all the other officers in that circle who were most distinguished for their talents and . . . came from all the states.” The friendships he formed, he said, combined to “break down my local prejudices and attach my mind and feeling to the union.”3


Monroe’s new rank brought him into contact with Colonel Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s top aide, and with his old schoolmate John Marshall, who had been named deputy judge advocate of the army. Through Hamilton, who spoke fluent French, he befriended the Marquis de Lafayette, who had just arrived from France to volunteer his services as a major general. His friendships with Lafayette and other French officers expanded his literary, philosophical, and political vision. An ardent Free mason, Lafayette viewed the Revolutionary War as more than a war to liberate thirteen colonies from Britain; he believed it represented a worldwide conflict to liberate mankind from tyranny of all kinds, religious as well as political. Monroe instantly embraced the broadened concept, seeing beyond national borders for the first time and growing passionate about the rights of man. Paraphrasing Rousseau, Monroe now argued that “man in a state of nature . . . is free and at liberty. . . . The cabins [men] inhabit, the fruits of their industry . . . and the game which they kill are their own.”4


Under Lord Stirling, Monroe broadened his knowledge of military affairs from parochial front-line action in a fifty-man company to grand battlefield strategies, maneuvering whole armies. Instead of firing at one or two enemy soldiers on the front line, he changed the tide of battle—maybe even the war—standing at the rear with his general, ready to ride through a hail of fire with messages and orders to and from brigade commanders or the commander in chief, shifting positions of large bodies of men. He was at Lord Stirling’s side at Chadd’s Ford, about twenty miles south of Philadelphia, on the Brandywine River, as the British army advanced toward the capital after landing on the northern shore of Chesapeake Bay. Washington miscalculated British army strength and concentrated his power at the center of the lines along the riverbank. British general Lord Cornwallis, however, slipped away to the northwest with 8,000 troops and looped around and behind patriot lines. As the redcoats closed in from three directions, American soldiers fled in panic. Lafayette galloped up to block the retreat with his horse, rearing to the right and left, then jumping off and grabbing at men’s shoulders, shouting at them to turn about, to stand and fight—a major general in full uniform; a mad-man refusing to face defeat. Startled by a major general’s presence on foot among them in battle, the Americans halted their retreat, rallied about him and took the enemy’s charge.

At Stirling’s signal, Monroe positioned the brigade on a slight rise behind Lafayette and gave the French knight and his men covering fire, but the sheer numbers of British troops finally overwhelmed them all. With troops falling dead or wounded about him, Lafayette ordered the men to fall back to the safety of the woods, while Monroe and the rest of Stirling’s brigade continued their covering fire. Lafayette fell wounded—almost at Monroe’s feet—but he got up and led his men to safety at Chester, twelve miles from the battlefield. When Washington and other generals arrived, Washington ordered a surgeon to dress Lafayette’s wound, and Monroe helped his friend to nearby Birmingham Church on a makeshift litter. Monroe spent the night with the young Frenchman, attending his needs, and forming a close friendship that would continue to the end of both men’s lives.

Although Lord Stirling’s brigade later saw action at the battle of Germantown, Monroe spent much of his time after Brandywine “keeping his Lordship’s tankard plentifully supplied with ale and listening to his long-winded stories.”5 When the brigade settled in for winter at Valley Forge, Stirling—like many high-ranking officers—returned home. Monroe refused to leave his men. Washington ordered the troops to raise a small city of log huts, and Monroe settled into one with his friend from Pastor Campbell’s school, Lieutenant John Marshall.

By spring, Monroe’s contacts with Lafayette and other French officers had turned him into a passionate Francophile and equally passionate  Anglophobe. Together they joined in spontaneous celebration in April 1778, when George Washington announced that France had recognized American independence and would send troops to help the Patriot army. The next morning, Washington declared an official day of “public celebration,” followed by a grand banquet.
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The Marquis de Lafayette. Shown here in 1792, he was wounded in the Battle of Brandywine near Philadelphia in 1777 and was carried to nearby Birmingham Church, where Lt. James Monroe tended his wounds through the night and formed a lifelong friendship. (RÉUNION DES MUSÉES NATIONAUX)

“Fifteen hundred persons sat down to the tables,” according to General Johann Kalb. “All the officers with their ladies. . . . Wine, meats, liquors abounded, and happiness and contentment were impressed on every  countenance. Numberless hurrahs were given for the King of France.”6 At banquet’s end, Monroe staggered to his hut in a state of rummy euphoria to scribble an all-but-unintelligible letter to a newfound French friend Pierre DuPonceau, a staff aide like himself:

“Affection, gratitude and every motive which can weigh on the feel mind induce me to write you a long letter. Let my unfeigned congratulations on the joyful cause which produced yesterday’s event plead my pardon . . . I have only to commit you to the guidance of your favorite she-saint; hand in hand walk thro the celestial bowers of happy Paradise . . . ”7 etc., etc.
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The threat of a French invasion forced the British to evacuate Philadelphia and consolidate their forces in New York. As British troops and their long wagon train moved northward through the blistering New Jersey summer heat, Washington’s forces followed, harassing the rear. After a week, exhausted redcoats encamped at Monmouth Courthouse (now Freehold), with Americans six miles behind. Washington decided to risk an attack, sending English-born General Charles Lee to attack the center of the British line with 4,000 troops, while two smaller forces under “Mad” Anthony Wayne and Lafayette sliced into the British flanks. Washington would hold the main Army, with Lord Stirling’s troops in reserve, three miles back. After the attack began, Washington sent Hamilton to reconnoiter. To Hamilton’s astonishment, Lee’s force was retreating in chaos, leaving Lafayette’s column trapped behind enemy lines. Outraged at Hamilton’s report, Washington galloped into Lee’s camp, shouting “till the leaves shook on the trees.”8


“You damned poltroon [coward],” he barked at Lee, then ordered him to the rear and took command himself. He galloped into the midst of the retreating troops, shifting his mount to the right, to the left, turning full circle and rearing up—gradually herding the men into line. “Stand fast, my boys!” he shouted. “The southern troops are advancing to support you!”9 As Washington called out to his men, Lord Stirling—with Monroe at his side as a fighting adjutant—advanced his brigade along the left  flank to drive the British back. “Mad” Anthony Wayne, meanwhile, lived up to his sobriquet on the opposite flank by ordering an insane charge that repelled the British line long enough to let both Wayne’s and Lafa yette’s men escape capture.

Taking advantage of a lull in the fighting after the British pullback, Monroe led a scouting party alarmingly close to the enemy’s flank to determine British strategy and troop movements. From his tenuous position, he scribbled a note to Washington that enemy troops were “inclining toward your right; I thought it advisable to hang as close on them as possible—I am at present within four hundred yards of their right—I have only about 70 men who are now much fatigued. I have taken three prisoners—If I had six horsemen I think, if I could serve you in no other way I should in the course of the night procure good intelligence which I would as soon as possible convey to you.”10


Monroe’s warning allowed Washington to strengthen his right wing, but before the Americans could press their advantage, darkness set in and ended the day’s fighting. As Washington and his exhausted troops slept, the British quietly slipped away to Sandy Hook, a spit of land on the northern New Jersey shore at the entrance to New York Bay. Transports carried them away to New York and deprived the Americans of a clear-cut victory. Although Monmouth was not decisive, the Americans nonetheless claimed victory, with Washington writing to his brother John that Monmouth had “turned out to be a glorious and happy day. . . . Without exaggerating, their trip through the Jerseys in killed, wounded, prisoners, and deserters, has cost them at least 2000 men and of their best troops. We had 60 men killed—132 wounded and about 130 missing, some of whom I suppose may yet come in.”11


Although he was eager for more action, the Battle at Monmouth proved Monroe’s last. Washington’s forces moved up the New Jersey shore and the west side of the Hudson River to contain British forces on Manhattan island across the river and await the arrival of French troops. Monroe went with Lord Stirling to establish brigade headquarters at Elizabethtown, New Jersey—near Stirling’s lavish home at Basking Ridge, where Monroe took up residence with his commander. With the war at a  stalemate and far too many officers for the number of troops, Monroe faced the dismal prospect of never obtaining a battlefield command.

As the rest of the American army watched the British across the Hudson River in New York, Stirling hosted a series of lavish receptions and balls where Monroe mingled with America’s northern aristocracy for the first time—among them, New Jersey Governor William Livingston and the seductively beautiful thirty-five-year-old Theodosia Prevost, wife of a British officer in the West Indies. A popular hostess, the elegant Mrs. Prevost was a passionate supporter of American independence and routinely filled her salon in Paramus, New Jersey, with patriot officers and influential officials. When Monroe first set foot in the “Hermitage,” as she called her mansion, he fell in love for the first time—with a beautiful though fickle young lady named Nannie Brown, an in-law of Lord Stirling’s son. The strapping six-footer lost his military swagger and reverted to the shy country boy from Monroe Creek, all but pleading for guidance from the older, wiser Mrs. Prevost:A young Lady who either is or pretends to be in love is . . . the most unreasonable creature in existence. If she looks a smile or a frown which does not immediately give . . . you happiness . . . your company soon becomes very insipid . . . if you are so stupidly insensible of her charms as to deprive your tongue and eyes of every expression of admiration and not only be silent respecting her but devote them to an absent object . . . she cannot receive a higher insult.12





On December 20, 1778, James Monroe abandoned his pursuit of Miss Brown and resigned both his Continental Army commission and his position on Stirling’s staff. His years of service without salary had left him all but penniless, and he went to Philadelphia to spend the winter with his uncle Joseph Jones, who continued to represent Virginia at the Continental Congress. Jones introduced his twenty-year-old nephew to many of the nation’s most prominent figures—and urged Monroe to serve his country in government as an alternative to military service. But on December 29, British troops stormed ashore and seized Savannah, Georgia—and Monroe  immediately wrote to southern military leaders to see if they needed a battlefield commander.

In the weeks that followed, British troops pushed northward from Florida and captured Augusta. Although American troops repulsed a British effort to land at Charleston, South Carolina, a British flotilla sailed into Chesapeake Bay on May 10 and captured Portsmouth and Norfolk, where they raided all the military storehouses before sailing away. When the Virginia Assembly ordered the formation of four new infantry regiments, Monroe all but galloped home to enlist, carrying with him letters of recommendation from Lord Stirling, Alexander Hamilton, and even George Washington.

“Monroe is just setting out from Head Quarters and proposes to go in quest of adventures southward,” Alexander Hamilton wrote facetiously to his close friend Lieutenant Colonel John Laurens in South Carolina:He seems to be as much of a knight errant as your worship; but as he is an honest fellow, I shall be glad he may find some employment, that will enable him to get knocked in the head in an honorable way . . . if any thing handsome can be done for him in that line. You know him to be a man of honor a sensible man and a soldier. This makes it unnecessary . . . to say any thing to interest your friendship for him. You love your country too and he has zeal and capacity to serve it.13





Washington’s letter went to Colonel Archibald Cary, a wealthy and powerful member of the Virginia Assembly who knew how rarely Washington issued commendations. Washington believed valor was a soldier’s duty and did not warrant special attention, but he deemed Monroe’s valor extraordinary.I very sincerely lament that the situation of our service will not permit us to do justice to the merits of Major Monroe, who will deliver you this. . . . But . . . it is with pleasure I take occasion to express to you the high opinion I have of his worth. The zeal he discovered by entering the service at an early period, the character he supported in his regiment, and the manner  in which he distinguished himself at Trenton, where he received a wound, induced me to appoint him to a captaincy in one of the additional regiments. . . . He has in every instance maintained the reputation of a brave active and sensible officer.14





Washington said it would “give me particular pleasure” if Cary could “do something for him, to enable him to follow his military inclination and render service to his country . . . as the esteem I have for him and a regard to merit conspire to make me earnestly wish to see him provided for in some handsome way.”15


Cary and the legislature appointed Monroe a lieutenant colonel to lead one of Virginia’s four anticipated regiments, but to Monroe’s and the legislature’s distress, the Assembly failed to provide funds to entice troops into the militia. Without the lure of enlistment bounties, recruiting in Virginia proved impossible. Monroe lashed out angrily in a letter to his commander:Retired from the war and neglecting the cause in which our Country is engaged, the more respectable part of the Inhabitants of this Country give themselves up to domestic repose and suffer nothing to obtrude on them which may disturb it. A well wrote picture . . . of private distress or public calamity . . . makes no further impression on them than a narrative of similar events . . . in antient Greece or Rome.16





Not satisfied with assailing his fellow Virginians for failing to fight, he went on to assail those in government who had called for war, then failed to prosecute it by raising adequate funds to pay for an army. “To those who are acquainted with the motives to this war and the persons who . . . essentially contributed to bring it on,” he complained, “it exhibits an unhappy picture of mankind . . . the inability of those in Council to remedy it . . . by their ineffectual expedients, it must give pain to an honest man who wishes well to his country.”17


With no command or money, Monroe again took refuge in the Fredericksburg home of his uncle Joseph Jones, who had just been named the  state’s chief justice. Jones convinced Monroe to abandon his military ambitions and return to William and Mary to study law and enter government service. Along with some pocket money for traveling expenses and a letter of credit for living expenses in Williamsburg, Jones gave Monroe a letter of recommendation to Governor Thomas Jefferson, who had become Virginia’s third governor, following Patrick Henry and Benjamin Harrison.

Because of bitter experiences with autocratic royal governors, the authors of the state constitution had transformed Virginia’s governor into little more than a figurehead, leaving Jefferson with so much free time that he was able to teach law to a select group of protégés. Fifteen years Monroe’s senior, Jefferson took an instant liking to the serious young man and admitted him into his elite little circle in January 1780. In the months that followed, Jefferson all but embraced him as a younger brother. The two had much in common: Both had sprouted from the soil on second-tier farms, riding, hunting, fishing, and tilling the land and harvesting its rewards. And they both had read, studied, and absorbed the great works of humankind, and both enjoyed foreign languages, although Monroe had only mastered French. Jefferson spoke French, Italian, and Spanish, and was learning German. Unlike Monroe, however, Jefferson had become an established member of Virginia’s planter society. His father had been a surveyor—not a carpenter like Monroe’s father—and he had expanded the four-hundred-acre farm where Thomas Jefferson was born and spent his early years into a plantation of many thousands of acres that left his sons firmly rooted in Virginia’s propertied class. Next to Jefferson, Monroe remained a mere farmer—and a penniless one at that.

Instead of restricting students to traditional apprenticeships—running errands, copying letters, stoking the stove, and sweeping the office floor—Jefferson trained them for the courtroom, compiling records of all his cases for his students to study, analyze, and argue, pro and con. In addition to the law, which he deemed essential for government service, he taught his students political science and philosophy, using the works of Plutarch, Tacitus, Cicero, Bolingbroke, Hume, Reid, Montesquieu, and what he called his “trinity of immortals”: Newton, Locke, and Bacon.

With his funds running out, Monroe sold the family farm he had inherited on Monroe Creek in Westmoreland County and moved to the three-hundred-acre farm he had inherited from his mother in neighboring King George County. His older sister had married and already moved to her husband’s farm in nearby Caroline County, taking her two increasingly troublesome younger brothers with her—sixteen-year-old Andrew and eight-year-old Joseph Jones. Monroe’s new home moved him closer to his uncle, whose influence in and around Fredericksburg would open his nephew’s path into private law practice and public office.

In the spring of 1780, the British attacked Charleston again and succeeded in taking the city. As redcoats swarmed northward along the East Coast, terrified Virginia assemblymen abandoned Williamsburg and officially moved the capital inland to Richmond. Jefferson urged Monroe to come with him to pursue his studies there, and Judge Jones concurred:You do well to cultivate his Friendship . . . while you continue to deserve his esteem he will not withdraw his countenance. If therefore . . . he wishes or shows desire that you go with him I would gratify him. . . . As there is likelihood the Campaign will this year be to the South and . . . require the exertions of the Militia . . . I hope Mr. Jefferson will lead them himself and you no doubt will be ready cheerfully to give him your company and assistance . . . to satisfy your own feelings for the common good.18





As governor, Jefferson commanded the state’s militia, but he had no military experience and put battlefield authority in the hands of experienced officers. He nonetheless retained power to appoint officers, and, aware of Monroe’s frustration at not being able to serve, he made him a full colonel and appointed him Virginia Military Commissioner to the Southern Army, with orders to set up a rapid communication network between the Southern Army in South Carolina and the Virginia Militia.

“You will proceed with the riders provided for you,” Jefferson instructed Monroe, “stationing one every forty miles or thereabouts from hence to the vicinity of the British army in Carolina where you will continue yourself,  observing their movements and when their importance requires it communicating them to me. Instruct your riders to travel by night and day without regard to weather giving and taking way bills expressing the hour and minute of their delivering and receiving dispatches.”19


Monroe rode to Wilmington, North Carolina, where that state’s governor had already established a messenger network to South Carolina battlefields. By linking Virginia’s network to North Carolina’s, Monroe was able to establish a flow of intelligence from the battlefields to Jefferson in Richmond in only ten days, with messages traveling at a breathtaking speed of 100 to 120 miles a day.

He then rode to meet the Southern Army under General Johann Kalb as it maneuvered to avoid the main British force. Monroe reported a “universal scarcity of all kinds of provisions.” He warned Jefferson that Kalb’s army was “no longer able to hold” its positions and faced “the dilemma . . . of advancing on the enemy or retiring to Virginia.”20


Monroe returned to Richmond at the end of July. Two weeks later, 2,400 British infantrymen attacked Kalb’s troops, while a company of ferocious British dragoons, under the legendary Colonel Banastre Tarleton, galloped in from the rear. Tarleton’s cavalry slaughtered nearly 900 Americans, including Kalb, and captured 1,000, before moving northward toward the Virginia border. A month later, 2,200 more British troops landed at Portsmouth and Hampton, and moved inland to attack Richmond.

Although Jefferson had promised Monroe a battlefield command, the governor was no more successful recruiting troops than Monroe and suggested that Monroe return home to northern Virginia and resume his study of law while waiting for a command. Monroe agreed. “My plan of life is now fixed,” he told Jefferson. “If I can possibly avoid it I mean not to leave my study a day.”21


In a surprise hit-and-run strike, the British burned Richmond on January 5, 1781, and, with Jefferson unable to raise troops, Washington sent Lafayette with 1,000 regulars to Richmond to try to defend the state capital. Cornwallis, however, attacked with 7,000 redcoats, forcing Lafayette to cede the town and retreat into the outlying forests. Governor Jefferson and the rest of the Virginia government fled west to Charlottesville. On May  23, 1781, the British seized Richmond, and, with Lafayette in full flight northward, Tarleton’s fearsome dragoons thundered westward unopposed across Virginia to try to capture Jefferson and the rest of the Virginia government and end the war in that colony. The horsemen burst into Charlottesville and captured seven assemblymen before they could rise from their desks. Jefferson had fled to his aerie at Monticello and sent his wife and two daughters to safety in another town. As he and two colleagues hurriedly sorted official papers to take with them, a breathless young patriot officer galloped to the door to warn that Tarleton’s men were but five minutes away at the foot of the mountain. Jefferson barely escaped capture by riding off through the woods on the opposite side of the hill.

Monroe wrote to Jefferson “to congratulate you on the safe retreat from Richmond to Charlottesville and anticipated the joy yourself and family must have felt on your arrival at Montichello [sic] . . . ”

I lament your felicity on that head was of but short duration. I hope however that neither yourself nor Mrs. Jefferson has sustained injury from these obtrusions of the enemy. In former I advised you I could not stay at home in the present state of the country and should be happy to bear some part in her defence. For that purpose I set out now to join the Marquis’s army to act in any line either himself or Council would employ me in.22



Cornwallis had pushed Lafayette’s little force northward to within sight of the Rappahannock River and Fredericksburg, less than one hundred miles from Monroe’s farm. Suddenly, General “Mad” Anthony Wayne arrived with 1,300 Pennsylvanians to replenish, reclothe, rearm, and reinforce Lafayette’s men. Far from his own sources of supplies on the coast, Cornwallis had no choice but to retreat.

After sending his letter to Jefferson, Monroe rode to Lafayette’s camp, where, after a warm embrace from his French friend, he met with another rejection—albeit a gentle one. Lafayette had an abundance of officers; he needed more troops and fewer commanders. Monroe watched helplessly as Lafayette and Wayne rode off in pursuit of Cornwallis.

Later that summer, when Monroe learned that Washington and French General Rochambeau had led the French and American armies to lay siege to Yorktown, he rode at top speed to Williamsburg and again sent word to Lafayette:I have joined the army with a view of serving during the present siege or so long as the war may continue in this State . . . I should have been happy to have served as a volunteer in your family and should have waited on you to offer my service but . . . as it would be out of my power to be of service to you I have to desire the favor of you to mention me to your friend General Lincoln. My wish is merely . . . to have it in my power to render some little service to the General and if possible to my state and at the same time enjoy the society of some excellent Citizens from whom my particular circumstances alone have sometime since reluctantly separated me.23





When Lafayette again cited the abundance of officers, Monroe appealed to General Thomas Nelson, the new Virginia governor, for a command in the state militia, “but was informed that the militia in the field was officer’d and . . . that I could procure none whatever.”24


Two weeks later, on the night of October 14, 1781, Monroe’s friends Alexander Hamilton and the Marquis de Lafayette led the heroic charge through enemy redoubts at Yorktown. As thunder bursts of shells reduced British fortifications to rubble, Cornwallis made a vain counterattack. On October 17, he sent a message to Washington proposing “a cessation of hostilities.” Two days later, Cornwallis, Washington, and Rochambeau, among others, signed the articles of capitulation. All but despondent at not having participated in the historic Battle of Yorktown, Monroe resigned himself to following his uncle’s—and Jefferson’s—advice: If he could not serve his country in war as a soldier, he would serve in peace as a public official.






CHAPTER 3

“I May Lose My Scalp”

In April 1782 the Virginia General Assembly reelected Monroe’s uncle Judge Joseph Jones to the Continental Congress, and he, in turn, championed his nephew James Monroe to fill his old seat in the General Assembly. Using his letters from Washington and Jefferson to embellish his credentials, Monroe easily won the election—as did John Marshall. With their lives still flowing in parallel streams, the two friends took their oaths of office together in Richmond on May 6—but to Monroe’s distress, his mentor Jefferson was not there to witness it. Jefferson had grown despondent over personal problems. Stung by charges of laxity in recruiting troops as governor and cowardice in fleeing Richmond, he decided to abandon public life.

In a letter signed “your sincere friend,” Monroe pleaded with his mentor not to leave “the service of your country.”1 Touched by his protégé’s loyalty, Jefferson expressed “pleasure that your county has been wise enough to enlist your talents into their service,” but, in a long, anguished letter, he reiterated his “determination to retire”:
I considered that I had been thirteen years engaged in public service, that during that time I had so totally abandoned all attention to my private affairs as to permit them to run into great disorder and ruin, that I had now a family advanced to years which require my attention and instruction, that to this was added the hopeful offspring [a nephew] of a deceased friend.






Then, with a trembling hand, Jefferson added: “Mrs. Jefferson has added another daughter to our family. She has been ever since and still continues very dangerously ill.”2


So Monroe entered political life on his own.

When Monroe and Marshall entered the Assembly, members stood and cheered the two young war heroes, then rewarded their valor by electing them to the eight-member Executive Council, which actually governed the state. In contrast to his effervescent friend Marshall, Monroe retained the same, serious—almost somber—face he had worn as a boy. Although soldiering had built his confidence and made him more assertive and outgoing, he often seemed bemused in a crowd. He compensated for his less-than-brilliant conversational skills, however, with careful listening, thoughtful nods, and friendly smiles, and he cemented relationships by writing warm, sincere letters that won him friends across the state and the nation.

“You will pardon the liberty I take in writing you,” he wrote to George Washington to acknowledge having used Washington’s letter in the election campaign:The introduction you gave me . . . for the purpose of attaining some military appointment . . . failed me in that instance but has availed me in another line. Having gone through that course which in the opinion of Mr. Jefferson to whom I submitted the direction of my studies, was sufficient to qualify me in some degree for public service . . . and in the subsequent appointment of the Assembly to the Executive Council of the State.3





To Lord Stirling he acknowledged that without his letter of recommendation, “I could not have expected, among so many competitors, at my age, to have attained, in this degree, the confidence of my countrymen. I cannot forget your Lordship’s kindness to me.”4


He did not neglect to send condolences to Jefferson, writing that he was “much distressed upon the subject of Mrs. Jefferson” and praying that “it may please heaven to restore our amiable friend to health and thereby to you.” He displayed his sensitivity by adding, “I shall forbear to trouble  you with an answer to that part of your letter which respects your retreat from public service. This I shall postpone either till I see you or till I hear the situation of your family will leave your mind more at ease . . . nothing will give me more pleasure as to hear of Mrs. Jefferson’s recovery.”5
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