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INTRODUCTION



WHEN PRESIDENT GEORGE Washington delivered his first inaugural address on April 30, 1789, he confessed that as a man of “inferior endowments from nature” who was “unpractised in the duties of civil administration,” he feared his inadequacy to handle the challenges that lay ahead for the new federal government. Washington, however, was not the only man who felt the weight of those challenges. Along with the president, there were men who believed that the survival of the Republic rested on the Constitution and its government—and that the success of both depended upon them. The anxiety they shared with the president can be seen in the debates in Congress, in cabinet meetings, in newspaper articles, and in their private correspondence.


Like Washington, these men called themselves Federalists, but in spirit they were nationalists. They had written the Constitution or supported its ratification from a firm conviction that a strong government representing all the people of the Republic was the surest path to economic growth and prosperity, to civil law and order, and to winning the respect and recognition from foreign nations necessary to insure America’s continued independence. They had met with fierce opposition at the ratifying conventions by men equally certain that the best way to protect the liberties and rights won in the Revolution was to keep power in the hands of the state governments. But the Federalists had won that hard-fought battle. And now, in 1789, the first president and the first Congress were preparing for the battles to come.


The stakes were high. If the federal government failed, and these men were well aware that it might, it would be their failure; if it succeeded, they hoped to be credited with that success. In short, Federalists tended to see themselves as the exclusive guardians of the federal experiment, the Constitution’s true representatives and agents—and its only legitimate interpreters. They viewed anyone who opposed them, anyone who criticized them publicly or attacked their policies, as an enemy of the Constitution, of the federal government, and of the Republic.


There was opposition—in newspapers, in congressional debates, in memorials and petitions sent to the presidents, in outbreaks of open resistance and in challenges to the sovereignty of the United States by foreign powers. The laws passed by Congress and the policies set by the president were ignored by foreign representatives and resisted by citizens. Their policies were undermined by state officials protective of their own authority. And the Federalists in office were relentlessly accused of secretly plotting to destroy the Republic and create a monarchy in America. Federalists believed that this opposition would undermine their efforts to win the loyalty of the ordinary citizens to the Constitution and its government. Without the peoples’ support, the Constitution was only a piece of paper.


Looking back from the twenty-first century, it is often difficult to imagine that the acceptance of the Constitution was ever contested or that the authority of the federal government was so widely doubted. But a closer examination of the decade after the ratification of that piece of paper reveals that attachment to the federal government grew slowly. As it did, a new identity emerged. Vermonters and New Yorkers and Virginians came to see themselves less as citizens of their home states and more as citizens of a nation. The Federalist economic and fiscal policies alone cannot explain this shift. Although Alexander Hamilton’s economic plan ensured that entrepreneurs and commercial interests would have a vested interest in the survival of the federal government, it did not win the hearts and minds of ordinary citizens. The Federalists needed help to lay the foundation for a strong and enduring central government. They found it in the least expected places: crises of government legitimacy and sovereignty.


Some of these crises originated within the new nation’s borders; others started abroad. In each instance, the Federalists resolved the crisis, and the process brought more Americans into the national fold. The central story of the 1790s is how patriotism came to be associated with this support for the Constitution and its government. If the Revolution freed the states and the Constitution linked them as never before, it was the Federalists in the 1790s, responding to one grave crisis after another, who established a nation on firm ground.


A Sovereign People tracks four of the crises of this founding era. It explores the context in which they arose, the nature of the challenge to the government, and how the Federalists chose to resolve the crisis. Unlike many accounts of these crises, this book does not focus on their role in the emergence of an opposition party led by Jefferson and Madison; instead, it scrutinizes the part these crises, and their resolutions, played in the emergence of American nationalism.


The first crisis was a domestic challenge to the legitimacy of congressional legislation. Known as the Whiskey Rebellion of 1792–1794, this was an armed resistance by western Pennsylvania farmers and distillers to an excise tax on the production and sale of alcohol. Frontier communities like these had a long history of resentment, first against the British and colonial governments and later against the state governments that they believed favored the more established eastern enclaves. In the early 1790s, Pennsylvania backcountry men nurtured a long list of such complaints, this time aimed at the new federal government. Chief among them was the government’s failure to secure navigation rights to the Spanish-held Mississippi River that would have allowed them to ship their grain harvest to market before it spoiled. To preserve the value of their crop on the long haul across land, they distilled much of it into liquor. In 1792, however, the financially struggling federal government imposed a tax on the production and sale of this alcohol. The resulting rebellion is a reminder that the ghost of the American Revolution—with its call to citizens to rise up against tyranny—still haunted the land. The whiskey rebels, like the New England Shays’ rebels of 1786, believed that they had a right to arm themselves and resist unfair legislation. And, like the Sons of Liberty and other radicals of the 1770s, they used intimidation and violence against the tax collectors and the members of their communities who dared to support the excise tax. Government failure to answer the whiskey rebels’ challenge would set a precedent that made a mockery of its authority. The government’s dilemma was how to end the rebellion, establish its legislative authority, and avoid fueling the public’s fears of an abuse of power under the new Constitution.


The second crisis is known as the Genet affair. French ambassador Edmond Charles Genet arrived in America in the spring of 1793, armed with instructions from his country’s revolutionary government to enlist US help in its struggle to spread an “empire of liberty” to other European nations. As the two republics in the Western world, France expected willing aid from the United States, just as France had aided the Americans in achieving their independence. Genet demanded that President Washington accept the French interpretation of the crucial 1778 Franco-American Treaty of Amity and Commerce and Treaty of Alliance, an interpretation that would allow French warships and privateers to make full use of American ports and territorial waters in its naval battle with England. Genet also enlisted Americans to man French privateers and to join in the invasion of Spanish and British territories in North America. In his enthusiasm to achieve these goals, Genet ran roughshod over American sovereignty, ignoring the president’s Proclamation of Neutrality in the European war and flouting the policies in place to ensure that neutrality. In effect, Genet’s actions would have turned the United States into a satellite of France rather than an independent sovereign nation. The government needed to assert its control over foreign policy without alienating the many Americans who continued to be grateful to the French for their aid during the Revolution and who hoped to see the French Republic victorious.


The third crisis, the XYZ affair of 1798, posed a diplomatic challenge to American honor and to its ability to sustain the policy of neutrality as the war in Europe continued to rage. In 1794, Washington had acted to ease tensions and avoid war with Britain by negotiating what was known as the Jay Treaty. In 1798, his successor, John Adams, hoped to do the same with France. Relations between the two countries had deteriorated since the Genet affair; privateering against American merchant ships had increased, and, in 1797, France had refused the credentials of an American ambassador. Adams sent three envoys to Paris to reestablish a cordial relationship between the two republics. Before any formal negotiations could take place, however, the French minister’s agents demanded a bribe for the minister and a large loan toward the French war effort. The bribe was seen as an insult to American honor; the loan was likely to draw the United States into a war with Britain. The challenge facing President Adams was whether the situation called for a declaration of war against France or a second attempt at the negotiation of a treaty.


The fourth crisis involved the interpretation of the Constitution and the powers it granted the federal government. It began when the Adams administration tried to take advantage of the popularity it enjoyed for the handling of the XYZ affair. Federalists decided to pass legislation that would silence the partisan press supporting the Republican opposition as well as laws that would slow the growth of that party by imposing tighter immigration and naturalization laws. These Alien and Sedition Acts prompted both Kentucky and Virginia to pass resolutions that denied the authority of the federal government to legislate against free speech or to interfere with the power of state governments to control immigration. Both states suggested that allegedly unconstitutional laws could be declared null and void. And both states challenged the idea that the Constitution had created a “consolidated” or national government rather than a union of sovereign states. The government’s task was to defend not only the constitutionality of its legislation as necessary and proper but to persuade the public that the citizens of America, not the states, were the source of authority for the Constitution and the federal government.


The Federalists made many mistakes in dealing with these crises. Yet we can see the arc of a rising nationalism as they navigated their way through each of them. The public’s commitment to the Constitution and the federal government began as little more than a desire to honor and to express its trust in the Revolutionary War hero, George Washington. It slowly evolved into a respect for the office rather than the man. It grew stronger as citizens began to acknowledge the value of a federal government that would speak to the outside world with one voice and a united purpose. It deepened when once again the French showed contempt for America and declared that the people could be separated from their government. And it solidified as Kentucky and Virginia insisted that they could reject particular laws but made their argument within the context of acceptance of—and loyalty to—the Constitution and a federal government. The disagreement was not over whether the Constitution ought to be accepted and admired, but over whose interpretation of that near-sacred document was correct.


Modern Americans often assume that nationalism was an obvious and even automatic response to the transition from colonies to an independent country after the Revolutionary War. But this assumption misses the reality that the core of nationalism—loyalty to a country and its government and a shared identity as its citizens—was the result of the hard work of governance. The governments of Washington and Adams did not find perfect solutions to the crises facing their country, but over the course of their administrations Americans came to acknowledge that the federal government was the best-equipped institution to deal with critical domestic and foreign problems.


THE DECISIONS MADE by men like Washington, Hamilton, and Adams, members of an executive branch committed to a strong, active central government, ensured the survival of the young Republic during its critical first decade. Today, however, many Americans doubt the wisdom of what these eighteenth-century leaders called an “energetic government.” We have seen an ebbing of confidence in government’s capacity to play a positive role in our society. Nationalism has become closely associated with a call for limited government, and patriotism often takes the form of jingoism and empty chauvinism. A closer look at the 1790s will remind us that nationalism and patriotism once carried more positive meanings—and give us reason to believe they can do so again.













Part I



THE WHISKEY REBELLION


NONE OF THE seventeenth- and eighteenth-century rebellions by American farmers and slaves ended in success—except of course the American Revolution. The frontier participants in Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 failed to wrest power from the tidewater planters of Virginia. A New York slave revolt in 1712 ended with the brutal execution of many participants. North Carolina farmers were roundly defeated and their Regulator Movement crushed in 1775 when they rebelled against the policy of taxation without representation enforced by the colony’s elites. The 1786 Shays’ Rebellion, an uprising of New England farmers protesting unfair taxation and the threat of foreclosure on their farms, was easily squelched. Yet the impact of several of these uprisings could be felt long after the defeat of the men who embraced their cause. Former Regulators frequently joined Loyalist regiments to fight against planter revolutionaries in the war for independence, and Shays’ Rebellion so frightened leading revolutionaries that it paved the way for the convention in Philadelphia that produced the Constitution. Thus, even the defeated played a critical role in shaping our national history.


The Whiskey Rebellion of the early 1790s is part of this tradition of influential failures, for it presented one of the first challenges to the authority of the new federal government. The Pennsylvanians and Virginians who resisted paying that government’s first excise tax had several understandable, although not entirely defensible, reasons to resent the Washington administration and its imposition of a tax on their liquor and distilleries. Yet it would be a mistake to attribute high-minded or pure motives to these westerners. The whiskey tax was inconvenient, but it was far from oppressive. The decision by these men to defy a law passed by a representative legislature did not make them revolutionaries; it made them insurgents, citizens who resorted to violence against the men appointed to enforce the law and who engaged in intimidation of their neighbors who wished to obey it. Although some accounts of this rebellion portray them as heroic, a case can also be made that they were simply lawless and disgruntled.


In previous accounts of the Whiskey Rebellion, the focus has often been on whether these rebels were heroes or villains, whether their cause was just, and whether the government that mobilized to crush their revolt was simply eager to flex its muscles. But perhaps this focus obscures more than it illuminates. No matter how historians and their readers judge the whiskey rebels or the government that defeated them, it is important to realize that President George Washington and his allies had good reason to believe these westerners posed a serious threat to the survival of the federal government. To Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, this rebellion, erupting at a moment when the affairs of the national government were not yet firmly established and the domestic enemies of that government were “as inveterate as ever,” had created “a crisis in the affairs of this Country.” Washington, too, believed the rebels’ actions were “dangerous to the very being of government,” and he saw it as his solemn duty “to check [the] daring & unwarrantable spirit” of the citizens of western Pennsylvania. These comments cannot be dismissed as empty political rhetoric, fear mongering, or elitist contempt for the common man; both men were truly devoted to and worried about the survival of the independent republic that had been placed in their care.1


To understand why the president and his secretary of the treasury decided to send troops to suppress the rebellion requires us to consider the context in which they acted. In the early 1790s, the power given to the federal government by the Constitution was still actively contested, challenged by influential former Antifederalist leaders in every state and by the many ordinary Americans, especially in the South, who shared their desire to restore the sovereignty of the individual states. The federal government Washington presided over was an untested experiment in sustaining the unity of a country of diverse economies, demographics, and forms of social organization through laws enacted by elected leaders. Under these fraught circumstances, the refusal to obey a law passed by Congress was, in effect, a denial of the authority and legitimacy of that federal government. To allow the rebels a victory would be to concede that other segments of American society could pick and choose which laws to obey and which laws to ignore. To men like Alexander Hamilton and George Washington, who had labored to forge a nation rather than a loose confederation of sovereign states, this challenge was at once a threat and an opportunity. The defeat of the whiskey rebels would provide dramatic proof of the government’s readiness to enforce its laws. It would reassure its supporters and send a message to those who still opposed this embryonic national government that it would demand respect. In a sense, this crisis, like those that followed, was both a challenge and an opportunity; only by facing down such direct defiance of its authority was the federal government able to demonstrate its effectiveness and win the loyalty of the American public. Without these crises, it ran the risk of being ignored.
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“The debt of the United States… was the price of liberty.”


—Alexander Hamilton, January 1790




ON FEBRUARY 4, 1789, electors in eleven states cast their votes for the first president of the United States. Following the instructions set down in the Constitution, the state legislatures forwarded the ballots to Congress, where the House of Representatives was to tally the votes. It would be two months, however, before the results were reported, for neither the House nor the Senate had the quorum needed for their session to begin. It was true that winter snows had made travel to New York City, the seat of the new government, difficult, but this was not the sole cause of the delay. Many congressmen simply felt no urgency to leave their homes, plantations, farms, or legal offices to take their seats in a new, untested government that lacked the status of their more established local legislatures. The delay embarrassed those nationalists who hoped the Constitution marked the creation of what they called an “energetic” union of the states and who now found themselves prodding friends and colleagues to do their duty and make their way to New York. As Massachusetts representative Fisher Ames would lament as the delay dragged on, “The public will forget the government before it is born.”2


At last, on April 1, 1789, the first session of the House of Representatives of the First Federal Congress was called to order. Five days later, the ballots for the presidency were at last counted. To no one’s surprise, His Excellency George Washington, Esq., was unanimously elected. The news was greeted with a mixture of relief and delight, although Washington himself seemed more resigned and anxious than elated. He faced a task likely to prove as difficult—or perhaps more so—than the challenge of commanding the Continental Army.


In his April 30 inauguration speech, Washington made no effort to hide his trepidation. Nothing in his life, he declared, had filled him with greater anxieties than being summoned by his country to this new office. He confessed to doubts that he was up to the task ahead. Nature, he said, had given him “inferior endowments” and his experience as a military leader and a plantation owner had left him “unpracticed in the duties of civil administration.” If he lacked confidence in his own skills, he expressed his certainty that the men of Congress would do the people’s business without party animosities or local prejudices. He would soon have cause to revise this view.3


Washington may truly have doubted his own administrative abilities, but he did not doubt the magnitude of the responsibilities he had accepted. He believed the survival of the American experiment in republican government hinged on the success of the federal government. He saw clearly the problems facing him, as its leader: the embarrassing debt, the lingering opposition to the Constitution and to the powers it granted the federal government, and the challenge to demonstrate the legitimacy of a new, sovereign nation to the wider world. Daunting as these problems seemed, the president did not shy away from them. He quickly began to organize the executive branch. For his cabinet, he chose men of established talent and reputation, drawn from all regions of the country. But because he gave little weight to ideological consensus among his appointees, Washington brought the contest between nationalism and state sovereignty into this most intimate setting for decision making. His cabinet meetings would be contentious, and his cabinet members more given to conflict than to cooperation.


From the largest and richest of the southern states, he chose his fellow Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, to serve as secretary of state. It was a risky choice, for Jefferson had not supported the ratification of the Constitution. He had argued that the federal government it proposed was potentially as dangerous to liberty as George III and his Parliament had been, and he had urged his own state’s ratifying convention to reject it. Despite Jefferson’s known preference that power reside in state governments, Washington persuaded him that his diplomatic experience was needed in managing America’s relationships with the other nations of the world. As secretary of war, Washington named the Massachusetts bookseller-turned–artillery expert, Henry Knox, an avowed nationalist, whose friendship the president valued and whose innate military genius he respected. Knox’s primary duties would be establishing domestic law and order and protecting the country’s borders. As attorney general, Washington once again drew on a Virginian, a former aide-de-camp, a distinguished lawyer, and a man with executive experience as governor of the Old Dominion, Edmund Randolph. Despite the fact that Randolph had presented the Virginia Plan at the Constitutional Convention, he fluctuated between a states’ rights position and a commitment to the authority of the national government. But it was the president’s choice of thirty-four-year-old Alexander Hamilton of New York to serve as secretary of the treasury that reflected Washington’s own ardent nationalism. Hamilton was an unabashed nation builder, eager to see the United States gain a seat at the table among the greatest European powers. Unlike Jefferson, Hamilton did not fear that a strong national government would increase the threat of tyranny. Instead, he saw the greatest danger to America’s survival in the jealous protection of the states’ prerogatives. In the years following the Revolution, Hamilton had seen the results of political provincialism—the competition among the states that hindered economic recovery, episodes of social unrest and the continuing threat of slave revolts, and the inability to secure the country’s borders. For him, the creation of a strong and active national government was the remedy to America’s ills; state autonomy was the disease.


Washington appointed Hamilton on September 11, 1789. It would fall to him to set the nation’s floundering finances in order and establish its public credit. Anyone who knew the brilliant and brash New Yorker was certain of one thing: he did not lack for confidence in his ability to set the country on the path to fiscal stability. He would soon be given the opportunity to prove himself, for less than two weeks after Hamilton took up his portfolio Congress directed him to evaluate the country’s finances and prepare a plan to pay the country’s staggering debts. No one was certain how great those debts were, to whom the money was actually owed, or, for that matter, which debts were the responsibility of the new government. There were loans outstanding from foreign allies; there were promissory notes, or “Continentals,” given to Americans who had contributed supplies to the army and to soldiers in lieu of pay. Then there were states that had not repaid their Revolutionary War debts. Were these debts to be included in the federal government’s burden? And, finally, where was the revenue to come from that would allow the government to honor its debts?


Hamilton had answers to all these questions. With truly remarkable speed, he completed an exhaustive report on strategies for handling the public credit. The report was Hamilton at his best, relentlessly and closely reasoned, offering several alternative plans for payment of the foreign and domestic debts, every paragraph reflecting the urgency he felt to set the country’s financial reputation aright. There were three key elements of Hamilton’s plan: the federal government would fund its debt, setting aside a specific portion of all revenue to ensure regular payment installments; it would assume responsibility for the remaining Revolutionary War debts of the states; and it would pledge to repay this consolidated domestic debt to current rather than original note holders.4


Hamilton’s proposals created a firestorm within the House of Representatives. The more astute congressmen realized that the secretary’s goal was grander than the establishment of the US public credit. With his Report on Public Credit, and other reports that would quickly follow, Hamilton intended to bolster the importance of the federal government and to set a commercial trajectory for the new nation’s political economy. What came to be known as the Hamiltonian system would give shape to much of the political controversy in the early Republic, and it would spur the emergence of an anti-administration party.


There was much to protest in Hamilton’s report—and members of the House were skilled at protesting. Representatives like Maryland’s Michael Stone saw the assumption of state war debts as a move to tip the balance of power between the states and the federal government in favor of the latter. Like most eighteenth-century men, Stone was well aware that the power to raise revenue and decide its uses was the sine qua non of any government. If the states were relieved of their outstanding war debts, they would have no justification for raising taxes. This was a consequence devoutly desired by a nationalist like Hamilton but just as devoutly opposed by states’ rights men like Stone. At the same time, representatives from states that had retired their war debts balked at shouldering the burden of their less fiscally responsible neighbors.


Representatives from southern states saw other, serious dangers in Hamilton’s report. They opposed his proposal to pay off the domestic debt to current certificate holders rather than to the original creditors. Because the majority of current domestic debt holders were speculators from the northern states, southern representatives were quick to label Hamilton’s plan a brazen move to create a political economy favoring northern businessmen over southern agriculturalists. They were correct about Hamilton’s long-term goals if not his immediate intentions. In October 1789, he would boast to the British ambassador George Beckwith that the United States was “a young and a growing Empire, with much Enterprize and vigour,” but he would also concede that Americans were now “and must be for years, rather an Agricultural, than a manufacturing people.” For Hamilton, the future belonged to manufacturing, trade, and industry—not to farming—and it would take careful planning and government encouragement to move the country in what he believed was the right direction.5


For other representatives, including Hamilton’s old ally, James Madison, Hamilton’s proposal to pay off government certificates to current rather than original holders raised serious moral issues. Many of these certificates had first been issued to soldiers and to private citizens who had supplied the army during the war. But they had changed hands since the peace, as farmers, widows, and veterans grew weary of waiting for repayment and became fearful that the Confederation government would never have the resources to honor its debts. These ordinary citizens had sold their certificates to speculators for whatever they could get. For men like Madison, Hamilton’s willingness to reward speculators was unethical.


On January 28, 1790, as Congress began to discuss the report, the hotheaded, combative Georgian James Jackson expressed his disgust that the mere rumor of this proposal to pay current creditors had ignited “a spirit of havoc, speculation, and ruin.” His soul, Jackson declared, “rises indignant at the avaricious and immoral turpitude which so vile a conduct displays.” No one in the House doubted that the targets of Jackson’s indignation were northern speculators and businessmen. Although less given to dramatic declarations than was his fellow southerner, Madison shared Jackson’s concern about the consequences of Hamilton’s proposal. The only moral path, Madison concluded, was to seek out the original creditors and to discriminate in their favor when payments were determined. Hamilton considered this an impractical, if not impossible, demand. It was beyond the resources of the federal government to follow the trail of sale and resale back to the original certificate holders. This profound disagreement between Hamilton and Madison, between the practical and the moral path, severed the alliance between two men who had, together, orchestrated the Constitutional Convention. Perhaps nothing reflected the emerging divisions between entrepreneur and planter, commerce and agriculture, North and South more than the abrupt move by Madison into the anti-administration camp.
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“There is perhaps nothing so much a subject of national extravagance, as these spirits.”


—Alexander Hamilton, Federalist 12




ALTHOUGH ASSUMPTION, FUNDING, and the payment to current debt holders were the key elements of the report, they were not the only proposals to spark controversy. Hamilton had stressed that the costs of establishing public credit could not be covered by duties on imports alone. There was a limit to how much these could be raised without strangling American trade. Thus, some form of domestic taxation was necessary. Hamilton knew that no one in Congress would dare support direct taxation; the only option therefore was an excise tax. He proposed to lay that tax on wines, spirits, including those distilled within the United States, teas, and coffee.


Anyone who had read Hamilton’s Federalist 12 and 21 would not have been surprised at this suggestion—or of his recommendation that the tax should fall on alcohol. He had pointed out the merits of taxing consumable commodities in Federalist 21: “It is a signal advantage of taxes on articles of consumption that they contain in their own nature a security against excess.” In other words, consumption would simply decline if the rates were set too high. To ensure against this decline, and to guarantee that the revenue collected was adequate, the government would be careful not to set an unreasonable or oppressive rate.6


In Federalist 12, Hamilton had pointed to the advantages of sizeable duties on imported alcohol. First, consumption of foreign spirits was high enough to ensure solid revenue. “The whole quantity imported into the United States,” he wrote, “may be estimated at four millions of Gallons; which at a shilling per gallon would produce two hundred thousand pounds.” Second, a tax on the purchase of alcohol promised to have social and moral value as well, for “if it should tend to diminish the consumption of it, such an effect would be equally favorable to the agriculture, to the economy, to the morals and to the health of the society. There is perhaps nothing so much a subject of national extravagance, as these spirits.”7


He made these moral and health arguments in his January report on public credit, confident that no one could deny that eighteenth-century Americans did consume a troubling amount of alcohol. On the eve of the Revolution, New York City boasted more taverns than churches, and drunkenness was common enough that Benjamin Franklin once amused himself by collecting more than two hundred terms for excessive drinking, ranging from “addled” and “afflicted” to “boozy,” “cracked,” and, a local Massachusetts phrase, “halfway to Concord.” Wealthy drinkers preferred imported products—French wines, Portuguese Madeira, port, and Caribbean rums. But domestic breweries turned out their share of beer, cider, and rum for the ordinary American’s consumption. By 1770 there were more than 140 rum distilleries in the colonies, producing about 4.8 million gallons each year. Domestic rum was so cheap that the average adult male may have consumed three pints each week. And, after the Revolution, the production of domestic whiskey soared. Altogether, it is estimated that by the 1790s an average white American over the age of fifteen drank almost six gallons of absolute alcohol each year.8 (In 2015, the World Health Organization declared that the United States ranked twenty-fourth in national consumption of alcohol, with an estimated 2.43 gallons a year.)


HAMILTON WAS NOT alone in worrying about his fellow countrymen’s drinking habits, especially the consumption of hard liquor, or “ardent spirits.” Before independence, John Adams had denounced the many colonial taverns serving hard liquor as “dens of iniquity.” And in 1774, the Philadelphia Quaker Anthony Benezet had published a damning critique of Americans’ excessive drinking. In his The Mighty Destroyer Displayed, Benezet condemned distilled liquor as unhealthy, degrading, and immoral. By 1784, Methodists were urging their congregations to abstain entirely from hard liquor. That same year, the respected Philadelphia revolutionary Dr. Benjamin Rush published An Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits on the Human Mind and Body. In it, he asserted that liquor could be addictive and could lead to death.9


Hamilton wove these themes and arguments into his call for an excise tax on alcohol. “The consumption of ardent spirits,” he wrote, “no doubt very much on account of their cheapness, is carried to an extreme, which is truly to be regretted, as well in regard to the health and the morals, as to the economy of the community. Should the increase of duties tend to a decrease of the consumption of those articles, the effect would be, in every respect desirable.” Despite a concern about the terrible effects of these “pernicious luxuries,” Hamilton did not lose sight of the practical benefits of a tax on alcohol. Raising the duties on foreign alcohol, he argued, would benefit American agriculture because domestically produced cider and malt liquors would slowly replace imported distilled spirits. Of course, Hamilton did not actually expect the decrease in consumption to be so great that no revenue would be raised. “Experience has shewn,” he conceded in his report, “that luxuries of every kind, lay the strongest hold on the attachments of mankind, which, especially when confirmed by habit, are not easily alienated from them.”10


Hamilton anticipated many of the concerns his call for a tax on alcohol would raise—and managed to turn them to his advantage. He conceded, for example, that the collection of the new, higher duties on foreign alcohol would be difficult, and he predicted “extensive frauds,” even if customs collectors were vigilant and penalties were high. His solution to this problem was to establish a second tier of inspection once the goods were delivered to the merchants and dealers. Honest merchants would be eager to report any irregularities reflected in the delivery of the products, and a second inspection would make fraud far riskier for dishonest importers.


This was a bureaucratic solution, but, as usual, Hamilton’s agenda went beyond mere efficiency. In fact, there was a third motive for introducing all these new taxes, a motive more political than fiscal or moral. Throughout his public career, Alexander Hamilton was ready to seize any opportunity to expand federal power at the expense of state power, for he believed that only a strong, active national government could unlock the productive capacities of America and make it equal in prosperity and influence to the great nations of Europe. By establishing a federal excise tax on liquor, he would effectively cut off a potential revenue source for the states. And, by introducing a system of internal customs inspection, he would expand the federal government’s reach and authority. Like his proposed assumption of the states’ Revolutionary War debts, these policies would bolster the authority and power of the nation and diminish the power of the states.


Having made his case for the new taxes, Hamilton proceeded to lay out the duties he recommended Congress impose. For imported alcohol, the duties should range from thirty-five cents a gallon on higher-quality Madeira to twenty-five cents on sherry and twenty cents on other wines. The strength of the imported ardent or distilled spirit determined the tax on each item. Hamilton introduced a sliding scale of duties on other imported stimulants as well; thus, the elegant hyson tea was to be taxed over three times more than bohea, and coffee, less popular than any variety of tea, would bear only a five-cent tax.


Hamilton then turned to domestically produced spirits. He carefully distinguished between spirits distilled from “Molasses, Sugar, or other foreign materials” (rum) and those distilled from materials grown or produced within the United States (grain whiskeys), yet this proved a distinction without a difference, as the fees he recommended for the two were nearly the same. He also distinguished whiskey produced on farms for local or home consumption from whiskey produced for the market, yet he made it clear that both should be taxed. To ensure that home brew did not escape the excise, he placed an additional tax on stills not located in a city, town, or village.


Hamilton anticipated the likely objections to this part of his plan. He knew that memories of British customs abuses were still raw in the minds of many Americans, and he took pains to assure Congress that misconduct by revenue collectors would not be tolerated. He pledged that criminal charges would be brought against any customs man guilty of abuse and stipulated that even when seizures of goods were made with probable cause, a distiller or a seller found innocent of an infraction would be compensated.


The secretary of the treasury’s report—long, detailed, and with multiple moving parts—left representatives the task of figuring out how all the elements of his proposed program fit together. Doubts about the need for an excise tax soon surfaced. Without the assumption of state debts, some argued, an excise tax would not be necessary. Others expressed doubts that a tax on alcohol would bring in enough revenue to make a dent in the government’s fiscal obligations. Yet, by May 1790, many representatives had reluctantly conceded the inevitability of a federal excise tax. On May 25, one of Hamilton’s strongest allies, the gifted orator Fisher Ames of Massachusetts, summed up their dilemma: “What revenues are left you if the excise is rejected?” No one had an answer to his question.11


The second session of Congress ended in August, leaving Ames’s question hanging in the air. Before adjourning, the House asked the secretary of the treasury to submit another report on public credit. On December 13, 1790, Hamilton delivered a second report on the subject of an excise tax. This time, he was less focused on a justification for the excise and more concerned with defending his proposed method for its collection. There were, he said, only two possible approaches: the first, to make the security of the revenue depend chiefly on the vigilance of the public officers; the second, to make it depend upon the integrity of the individuals who would be interested in avoiding payment of the duties imposed. Hamilton put his confidence in the former. He trusted Congress would do the same.12


Hamilton urged Congress to pass legislation based on his report as soon as possible. Congress, which was proving itself disinclined—or unable—to rush passage of any legislation, moved remarkably quickly. The debates, which began on January 5, 1791, took less than a month, although they were as lively and colorful as others that dragged on for much longer. Southerners were the most vocal opponents of the bill, for they were rarely producers of liquor or wine. As consumers of these “pernicious” but widely desired luxuries, southern gentlemen would pay a high price for their continued enjoyment.13


In the end, the most compelling argument against the excise tax was that it would be deeply unpopular with most Americans. Timothy Bloodworth, a representative from North Carolina, worried that public disapproval of the tax could lead to violence. How would the government handle such an uprising? “Suppose,” he asked, “the people should not consent to the law, is one part of the people to be marched against another?” His concern was genuine, and, as it turned out, it was prescient.14


Despite the impassioned pleas of opponents like James Jackson, the bill passed the House by a vote of 35 to 21 on January 27, 1791. The nay votes were primarily sectional, coming from Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, and Maryland. But hints of a second division, this one on an east-west axis, could be seen in the three negative votes from Pennsylvania’s representatives. After some amendments by the Senate, the statute was recorded on March 3, 1791.15


An Act Repealing, After the Last Day of June Next, the Duties Heretofore Laid upon Distilled Spirits Imported from Abroad, and Laying Others in their Stead, and Also upon Spirits Distilled within the United States and for Appropriating the Same was as lengthy as its title suggests, with sixty-two separate sections, detailing, among other things, the items to be taxed, both foreign and domestic, the scale on which the fees would be set, the mechanisms for collection, and the penalties for failure of compliance. Despite its formal title, the act quickly became known simply as “the whiskey tax.” Just as quickly, it became apparent that there were men willing and eager to defy the federal government and its new excise law.16


Hamilton had been prepared to protect against evasion of the duties on foreign spirits by smugglers. He had been careful to add a second ring of inspectors to ensure that merchants could not defraud the government. But the challenge to the federal government did not come from the shippers of foreign wine or the sellers of New England rum. It did not come from tavern keepers or middlemen who sold the Madeira and Caribbean rum that entered through the port cities along the Atlantic. It did not come from the urban working men and women who saw the price of their domestic rum or whiskey go up so much that a gallon consumed a full day’s wages. Instead, it came from the West, from the Pennsylvanians across the Allegheny Mountains and from settlers in the region of Virginia soon to become Kentucky. These farmers mounted the first major domestic challenge to the authority and sovereignty of the new federal government.
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“The law is deservedly obnoxious to the feelings and interests of the people.”


Minutes of the meeting at Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, September 7, 1791




HAD HAMILTON BEEN too sanguine about compliance by American whiskey producers? Perhaps he might have anticipated a problem if he had known more about the circumstances of life on the frontier. He had assumed that the farmers of western Pennsylvania, like all other producers of spirits, could pass along the cost of the excise taxes to the consumer. But in the Pennsylvania counties of Westmoreland, Fayette, Allegheny, and Washington and in the Virginian interior of Kentucky, that was not an option. These frontier farmers faced problems and complications that set them apart from eastern producers.


Grain was the primary crop of the region, but getting it to market in its natural state was expensive and risky—virtually impossible—because the nearest major overland market, Philadelphia, was almost three hundred miles away. No water route was available because the Spanish refused to open the Mississippi River to Americans. This was a source of intense frustration to backcountry farmers, who had pressed both the older Confederation government and the new federal government to negotiate a treaty with Spain that would open navigation of the river. Yet, as of 1791, no real progress had been made. With little firsthand knowledge of diplomacy, westerners had seen the failure as nothing more than a neglect of their needs. Bowing to the reality that their grain could not easily reach a market, these Pennsylvanians had turned to the production of whiskey from their harvests. These distilled spirits were not just marketable. Unlike grains, they did not spoil but improved with age, and they could be carried overland to Pittsburgh and on to Philadelphia in jugs on the backs of mules. Despite the costs of transportation and competition from foreign liquors, farmers who chose to produce whiskey for the market could make a profit. Many farmers, however, chose not to pursue distant markets but settled instead for using their whiskey locally to pay for their dry goods or farming supplies. By the time Hamilton proposed his tax on both the distilleries and the whiskey they produced, whiskey was well established as the major medium of exchange in this region that rarely saw cash. It was used to celebrate weddings and bring solace to mourners, but it was also used to pay off debts, the minister’s salary, and the farmer’s rent. The farmers who used their whiskey as a substitute for currency would not be able to pass the cost of running their distilleries along to consumers.


Whether they were commercial or noncommercial whiskey producers, western Pennsylvania farmers resented the new tax and the circumstances that had prompted it. What, they asked, would they gain from compliance? Why should they support a government that did not fight for navigation rights to the Mississippi? Why support a government that did not rid their landscape of hostile Indians? Why accept a tax imposed so that the government’s creditors could profit from the payment of the public debt? After all, few if any of those creditors were their neighbors.


Even those who might accept the need for the tax were likely to resent its many requirements. It was not simply that, in their mind, the duties were too high. It was not just that those duties had to be paid before the liquor left the distillery, an upfront expense that weighed heavily on cash-poor westerners. Nor was it that the law required every distiller, even those who were illiterate, to keep a daily record of production and to make his account available to inspectors. It was not even that the law gave unfair advantage to large-scale urban distillers who were to be taxed according to proof as well as quantity and who were capable of producing high-proof whiskey, which was taxed at a lower rate. It was the insult added to all these injuries: the law forbade the payment of the tax in the only ready resource they had, whiskey.


These frontier farmers considered the penalties for infractions draconian. If a distiller was caught with a cask of spirits that lacked an inspection certificate, he would lose more than the liquor. The fine or penalty imposed on him might end up costing him his horses, cattle, carts, and tackle as well. And if he failed to pay the annual tax of sixty cents per gallon of still capacity, he could be forced to sell all his personal goods to pay the fines. An arrest for any of the many infractions meant a trial, and by 1792 that meant attending a court in Philadelphia rather than a local one. The expense of a trip to Pennsylvania’s capital city almost equaled the value of the average westerner’s farm.17


The farmers watched with resentment as the jobs of inspectors of the stills and collectors of the whiskey tax were filled through social connections and outright nepotism. When an old friend of the president and the secretary of the treasury, Edward Carrington, was made supervisor of revenue for the state of Virginia, he wasted little time appointing Colonel Thomas Marshall, a family connection, as the chief revenue officer for the region of Virginia that would soon become Kentucky. In Pennsylvania, one of the wealthiest distillers, General John Neville, was appointed as inspector of federal revenue for the Western District. Neville had been popular in the Allegheny County community despite his background as a Federalist, an Episcopalian, and a transplanted Virginian, but affection for him cooled as he began to appoint members of his family to excise-related posts. Neville went from being a respected neighbor to a highly visible target for anger against the whiskey tax.18


Western Pennsylvanians wasted little time mobilizing resistance to the excise tax. Their fellow distillers in Kentucky, however, took a completely different tack: they chose to simply ignore the tax. Here in what was still western Virginia until June 1792, local distillers simply refused to keep the required records and did not bother to register their stills. Their passive resistance was helped by the fact that no one was willing to serve, as John Neville had done, as a revenue collector. It was helped even more by the refusal of local courts to acknowledge the existence of the federal excise law. Despite the almost universal evasion of the excise, the local federal prosecutor did not bring a single action to the courts. It was just as well, for grand juries showed no interest in charging anyone with breaking this law. When the prosecutor resigned in 1792, no one came forward to replace him. The excise was so universally rejected that not a single lawyer could be found to take up the government’s cause.19


Both Hamilton and his assistant secretary of the treasury Tench Coxe were aware of—and embarrassed by—the situation in Kentucky, but neither was certain what to do about it. They made a few efforts to see the offenders punished in the courts. Coxe, for example, tried authorizing Colonel Marshall to offer generous fees to any private attorneys willing to prosecute the lawbreakers. But no one volunteered. The Treasury then tried a carrot-and-stick approach, offering to forgive all arrears for the past period if Kentucky distillers promised to pay the taxes in the future. No one accepted the offer. Hamilton finally made a far more radical concession, proposing that the distillers be allowed to pay their taxes by providing whiskey to the federal government’s western army. That, too, failed. All Hamilton could do was hope news of the Kentucky resistance did not become widely known.20


The Washington administration was clearly frustrated by the situation in Kentucky, but it viewed the organized protests and the eruption of violence in Pennsylvania far more seriously. Washington, Hamilton, Adams, and their fellow Federalists understood that a nation born in revolution carried a collective memory that violence was sometimes justified. The 1786 Shays’ Rebellion, led by a veteran of the war for independence, had frightened those who hoped that the creation of a representative government would make a resort to arms an unacceptable means to redress grievances. Even the Revolution’s most celebrated radical, Samuel Adams, had called for the execution of the Shays’ Rebellion leadership, insisting that citizens of a republic had no justification to rebel. The fear that the revolution was not, and might never be, over meant that few political leaders shared Thomas Jefferson’s acceptance of occasional rebellion.21


The worries of the president and his colleagues were founded not only on memory but on the whiskey rebels’ use of techniques a rebel like Samuel Adams would immediately recognize. On July 27, 1791, they organized a planning session at Redstone in Fayette County. Soon committees had formed in Washington, Fayette, Westmoreland, and Allegheny Counties. On August 23, the Washington County committee passed a series of resolutions strongly censuring the tax. More ominously, its resolutions included a warning: any person who accepted an excise office would be considered inimical to his neighbors. In the interests of alliance building, the Washington County committee deputized three members to meet with delegates from the other three counties on the first Tuesday of September. And, finally, it arranged for its resolutions to be printed in the Pittsburgh Gazette. Suddenly Timothy Bloodworth’s scenario seemed more reality than rhetoric.22


By September 1791, the revolt against the whiskey tax had escalated. Protestors were no longer simply issuing resolutions; they were engaged in acts of physical intimidation and violence. On September 6, about twenty men armed themselves and donned disguises. Some, it was reported, put on women’s dresses, perhaps in homage to the tea party members who boarded British ships in 1775 dressed as Indians. Their target was Robert Johnson, the newly appointed collector of revenue for Allegheny and Washington. In the tradition of prerevolutionary protests, they tarred and feathered Johnson, cut off his hair, and took his horse so he would have to ignominiously walk to get help.


Throughout the rest of the year, delegate meetings and vigilante violence operated in tandem. While the delegates, including a number of influential men like the novelist H. H. Brackenridge and the Swiss-born supporter of the nascent Jeffersonian Republicans Albert Gallatin, issued resolutions and sent petitions to Congress, gangs of disgruntled farmers and distillers tarred, feathered, and inflicted burns and bruises on anyone foolhardy enough to work as a revenue collector or inspector.


The intensity of the resistance in these western counties had its desired effect, causing most local government officials to lose heart in their missions. The experience of the deputy marshal of the District Court of Pennsylvania was illustrative. In October 1791, he traveled to Allegheny County to serve processes against several men accused of breaking the law. But his nerve failed him by the time he reached Pittsburgh. He concluded that the western part of the state was in tumult and that his own life was in danger. Certainly the man he recruited to serve the processes would have agreed. Slow-witted and possibly senile, the hapless John Conner was seized, whipped, tarred and feathered, robbed of his money and his horse, and left tied up in the woods, hoping for rescue. No further efforts would be made in 1791 to serve warrants in Allegheny.23


Even the suspicion that a man represented the federal government seemed enough to set off violence in Allegheny, as one Robert Wilson tragically learned. Wilson was delusional and believed that he was an agent of Washington’s government. When he began snooping around farms and stills, others began to believe it too. Dragged out of bed, burned with a hot iron, and tarred and feathered by local whiskey rebels, Wilson refused to promise his tormentors that he would stop spying on them. He also refused to denounce the government or renounce the tax. Although his connection to the Treasury was entirely illusory, Wilson almost died clinging to the belief that he was a loyal officer of his government.24


Thus, only a few months after the excise law went into effect, the Washington administration realized it faced a dire challenge. With Kentucky distillers flouting the law by ignoring it, sporadic outbreaks of violence against it in South Carolina, and petitions demanding its repeal making their way to the House, the government began to look impotent. Rumors spread of a plan between the Pennsylvania rebels and the Kentuckians to secede from the United States and create their own independent country. Although the idea went no further than an agreement to name the new country Westylvania, it was enough to convince at least one member of the Washington administration, Alexander Hamilton, that the western communities were tinderboxes of social and political anarchy.
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“What occasion is there for such violent and unwarrantable proceedings?”


—Chief Justice Thomas McKean, November 8, 1792




EVERY DAY THAT whiskey distillers failed to pay their taxes meant the loss of much-needed revenue. Far worse, every day they openly resisted the law, the embarrassment of the government deepened. In July 1791, Washington had optimistically written to David Humphreys, his former aide-de-camp, now serving as the US ambassador to Portugal, that “each days experience of the Government of the United States seems to confirm its establishment, and to render it more popular—A ready acquiescence in the laws made under it shews in a strong light the confidence which the people have in their representatives.” Yet by the fall of the year, he found himself searching for an explanation of this western challenge to federal authority. He believed it arose from a moral and intellectual weakness of ordinary citizens. Western farmers, the president concluded, had proven susceptible to manipulation by unscrupulous and ambitious demagogues who told them their liberties and livelihoods were in danger. This trope of demagogues and deluded followers, which had once explained the origin of the Revolution to King George and to his American Loyalists, would appeal to the supporters of government throughout the Whiskey Rebellion.25


The secretary of the treasury did not care as deeply as did the president about who pulled the strings—if strings there were—in the revolt against federal law. Hamilton believed the growing insurgency revealed the weakness of the federal government. As early as April, writing to Washington, he declared, “It is to be lamented that our system is such as still to leave the public peace of the Union at the mercy of each state Government. This is not only the case as it regards direct interferences, but as it regards the inability of the National Government in many particulars to take those direct measures for carrying into execution its views and engagements which exigencies require.” For Hamilton, the resistance to the excise was a warning that could not be ignored; the federal government must equip itself to enforce its laws, or it was no real government at all.26


In his message to the House on October 25, 1791, Washington tried to downplay the impact of the opposition to the whiskey tax. On the whole, he wrote, “enlightened and well-disposed Citizens” recognized the necessity for a revenue law. But, he conceded, in the vague and general language he frequently resorted to, that “the novelty… of the tax, in a considerable part of the United States, and a misconception of some of its provisions, have given occasion, in particular places to some degree of discomfort. But it is satisfactory to know that this disposition yields to proper explanations and more just apprehensions of the true nature of the law.” The president expressed his confidence that opposition would “give way to motives which arise out of a just sense of duty, and a virtuous regard to the public welfare.” Washington would return often, in his correspondence and in his public statements, to this notion that duty and a belief in the public welfare must triumph over irresponsible opposition to the law.27


In November 1791, the House turned to Hamilton for the “proper explanations” the president trusted would turn protest into compliance. They asked the secretary of the treasury to report on the nature of the complaints against the excise tax and to give his opinion on whether, or how, to modify the law to address those complaints. In response, Hamilton submitted a lengthy report on March 5, 1792. In it he frankly conceded that strong opposition to the tax existed, citing the many petitions he had received demanding its repeal or, at the very least, its modification. The criticisms in these petitions ranged from claims that the whiskey tax controverted the principles of liberty to the notion that it injured morals, interfered with the business of distilling, and oppressed those who did not pay or who did not follow proper procedures with heavy and excessive penalties.28


One by one, Hamilton refuted these charges. His responses were typically thorough and tightly argued. He only occasionally revealed his annoyance at some of the accusations and requests. For instance, he found the charge that an excise tax was “inconsistent with the genius of a free Government” absurd. Free or not, all governments needed revenue, and the only alternative to an excise tax was far more drastic: a tax on land and other property. He was equally dismissive of complaints from distillers that keeping a daily account of the quantity they produced was burdensome. Hamilton, a lawyer and a man of letters, could not imagine how it could be onerous to sit down each evening and enter the required information in a book the Treasury had provided. And he flatly rejected westerners’ claims that they were cash poor and thus needed to pay the tax in whiskey. Other complaints he rejected on practical grounds. Although he sympathized with distillers who found it hard to pay the duty first and then recoup the expense from the consumer, he saw no practical way to ease this burden. Collecting from the distiller’s many consumers would be far more costly than taxing the liquor at its source.


Hamilton ended his lengthy report with several sensible suggestions for amending the law, including a proposal that distillers be allowed to register their stills at a central office in each county rather than face an inspection on their property. He also supported a change in the way the duty was calculated so that a man had to pay only for the time he actually worked his still.


Hamilton’s arguments were sound, his suggestions practical, and his calculations accurate. His mistake was to assume that a protest born of frustration and a sense of abandonment could be laid to rest by a recitation of fact and an insistence on logic and reason. In every sense, the greatest virtue of his vision—its expansiveness—was also its greatest weakness. He was devoted to building the nation he believed America could, and should, become, and he had a plan to ensure it would achieve greatness. But his vision, however patriotic, did not easily tolerate opposition, compromise, or alteration. Law and order, stability, productivity—these were the pillars he believed were needed to sustain the Republic. There was simply no room for violence or even protest, which he believed would lead only to anarchy or tyranny.


Throughout March and April 1792, the House discussed Hamilton’s report, debated the merits of the westerners’ demands, and argued over what it, as the legislature, should do. There were numerous acerbic exchanges, but the whiskey tax was not always the source of these disagreements. The revenue issue seemed to bleed into others, including sectional tensions. When Fisher Ames of Massachusetts suggested that unanswered requests for more vigorous military protection from Indian attack lay at the heart of western discontent and violence, Pennsylvania’s William Findley angrily corrected Ames’s use of the term “requests.” The people of the frontier do not desire protection as a favor, he declared, “they demand it as a right; they know that protection and allegiance are inseparable; that if they are not protected, their connexion with the Government is dissolved.”29


Southern resentment against northern advantages also made its way into the discussions. North Carolina representative John Steele began a speech on the floor of the House with a rousing defense of all opponents of the excise tax. He said the refusal to obey the law did not arise, as some of his colleagues were suggesting, from “a restless and disorderly spirit among the people.” Rather, he declared, it was born of “an aversion which freemen… ever will have to this mode of taxation.” Having defended resisters wherever they might be, he narrowed his concern to the men of his own region. Southerners, distilling alcohol for home consumption, were required to pay an excise tax, while New Englanders, producers of rum, could export their alcohol without any duty charged. And this disparity was not unique. He lamented that all southerners, as farmers rather than manufacturers, were disadvantaged, for they had to pay high duties on essential imports like salt, shoes, and nails. Wherever Steele looked it appeared the laws of the federal government favored the North over the South, just as wherever Pennsylvania’s Findley looked he saw the East oppressing the West.30


April ended with little consensus on what to do to appease the distillers—or whether they should be appeased at all. The only thing the House could agree on was that steps ought to be taken to protect the country if a full-scale insurrection developed.


On April 26, the legislature passed a bill making it legal for the president to call out the militia if needed “to execute the laws of the Union, suppress insurrections, and repel invasions.” If this was the stick, on May 5, as the session of Congress was closing, the House offered the carrot. It passed a bill decreasing the tax rate on domestic spirits made from domestic grains. This effort to accommodate the whiskey rebels went much further than Hamilton had suggested or thought wise. There was nothing to do now but wait to see whether this concession would have the desired effect.31
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The “great and real anxiety is… the ability to preserve the national government.”


—Alexander Hamilton, May 1792




IT WAS CLEAR that the cost of the apparent failure of the excise tax, and the debates it engendered, had to be measured in more than dollars and cents. The revenue issue was entangled with too many others, some of them centered on Hamilton’s fiscal policies, others on emerging conflicts over foreign affairs, and still others on negotiations over navigation of the Mississippi that affected Kentucky and western Pennsylvania so acutely. Most ominously, the debate over the revenue issue exposed the tensions between agriculture and commerce and between coast and interior. In April 1792, John Steele of North Carolina had bluntly pointed out where the fault line lay: “This, sir, may not improperly be termed a struggle between two classes of citizens whose interests are and will be for some years, dissimilar—the agricultural and manufacturing parts of the United States.” Steele saw little hope for a peaceful resolution of this conflict. “It will not be difficult,” he declared, “to predict how it will terminate.”32


By 1792, sectional tensions had splintered the coalition of nationalists that had produced the Constitution. Madison, Hamilton’s most important ally at the Philadelphia convention, had joined his fellow Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, in transforming the anti-administration concerns of men inside and outside of Congress into an organized opposition party. Their success meant increased criticism of Hamilton’s policies in the press and on the floor of Congress. Damaging but unfounded rumors of corruption on the part of the secretary of the treasury were also surfacing, rumors used by Jefferson and his supporters in an attempt to alienate the president from Hamilton.33


Hamilton resented the polarizing role his policies were playing in American politics. On May 26, while he waited to hear whether the accommodations made to the distillers had produced positive results, he poured out his anger and frustration to his friend Edward Carrington. The target of that anger was Thomas Jefferson, who had, Hamilton reported, “thrown censure on my principles of government and on my measures of administration.” The tale Jefferson and his allies have spread of a monarchical party bent on “the destruction of State & Republican Government” was, he assured Carrington, pure fabrication. The “great and real anxiety is not the destruction of state governments, but the ability to preserve the national government.” The “language of my heart,” he confided to his friend, spoke for the success of the American experiment in republican government. Yet he feared that success was uncertain. “It is yet to be determined by experience whether [republican government] be consistent with that stability and order in Government which are essential to public strength & private security and happiness.” For Madison and Jefferson, the possibility of a monarchy and the ascent of one segment of society over others were the most pressing domestic threats; Hamilton, by contrast, pointed to the danger of national financial instability and the emergence of social anarchy.34


The crowning of an American king did not seem imminent as the summer of 1792 began, but the threat of social anarchy did appear to be a very real possibility—and not only in western Pennsylvania and Kentucky. In some areas of North Carolina, for example, the revenue could not be collected. Hamilton was ready to use force, but he was uncertain whether North Carolina’s militia would cooperate. Writing to his friend Carrington once again on July 25, the secretary asked whether Virginia’s militia could be counted upon to restore order in North Carolina. The query pointed to the central problem of enforcement: the only acceptable military forces available were the state militias, because the use of the federal government’s western army would provoke serious opposition. But would a militia act in support of a federal law—and in another state, no less? And could a governor be counted on to call out his militia if the president made the request? No one, including Hamilton, knew the answer to these questions.35
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