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A NOTE ON SPELLING AND USAGE

Eighteenth-century writing had somewhat different rules than today’s, and even the well educated followed them rather loosely. Proper names were often spelled whimsically. In his notes on the Constitutional Convention, Madison wrote of Govurneur (Gouverneur) Morris, Oliver Elseworth (Ellsworth), and Roger Sharman (Sherman). William Pierce, meanwhile, wrote of Mr. Maddison.

All spelling and punctuation have been modernized in what follows.

American presidents in Madison’s lifetime sent “ministers” abroad, not “ambassadors,” and picked “secretaries of departments,” not a “cabinet.” The newest capital of the United States was called “Washington City,” not “Washington.” I have sometimes preferred anachronism to quaintness. The Republican Party that Jefferson and Madison founded is the ancestor of today’s Democrats; the modern GOP is a different, later organization.
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Introduction


August 24, 1814, began as a typical summer day in Washington: bright and cloudless, promising heat and humidity as the day wore on. For years, James Madison, the president, had fled high summer in Washington and other low-lying cities for the healthier air of his inland home in the Virginia Piedmont. But this August his presence was required in the capital. America had been at war with Britain for two years. Mr. Madison’s war—he had asked Congress to declare it—had been fought along the Canadian border; against Indians on the frontier; on the high seas. Now the war was coming home.

A week earlier, on August 17, twenty British ships carrying 4,500 troops had anchored in the Patuxent River in Maryland, only thirty-five miles away from Washington to the southeast. The president had suggested “pelt[ing] the enemy from the start with light troops.” But nothing was done. Instead the British disembarked and made a leisurely stroll up the Maryland countryside, perhaps bound for Baltimore, a booming port, the third-largest city in America. Secretary of War John Armstrong thought so: they would “certainly” not come to Washington, he said; “what the devil will they do here? . . . No, no! Baltimore is the place, sir.”

But now the British had made a left turn. Just hours earlier, at midnight, the president had gotten a note from the field: “The enemy are in  full march for Washington.... Destroy the bridges.... Remove the records.”

When James Madison had been a congressman, a quarter century earlier, he had helped move the nation’s capital from New York to an undeveloped site on the Potomac. The new capital was still hardly more than a small town, stretching from Rock Creek in the west to Capitol Hill in the east: a ragged arc, decorated by a few incongruous public buildings, as if built by ancients or aliens. In the midst of it stood the White House. Madison was the third president to have lived there. John Adams, whom Madison scorned, had spent the dismal last days of his administration in a shell inside a construction site. Thomas Jefferson, whom Madison loved above all men, had run it like a Virginia plantation house, hosting intimate dinners for congressmen and diplomats with good food, excellent wine, and his own sparkling conversation. Madison’s White House was grander yet, thanks to his wife, Dolley, who brightened it with banquets and soirees, red velvet curtains and green gilt-edged china, a piano and a macaw.

Now, a little before eight o’clock in the morning on August 24, a message came to this republican palace from Gen. William Winder, commander of the Potomac military district. It was addressed to Armstrong, but the president opened it himself. The general wanted advice, as fast as possible; Madison mounted his horse and left the White House for Winder’s headquarters at the Navy Yard.

The Navy Yard was a mile south of town, on the Eastern Branch of the Potomac, now called the Anacostia River. There was a bridge there, about where the Eleventh Street bridge is now. All morning, Madison conferred with officers and cabinet secretaries, who came and went. The three most important represented all the types a president typically finds about him in moments of crisis: those who might help, those who won’t, and those who can’t.

James Monroe, secretary of state, was a Revolutionary War veteran who had known Madison for decades; he had quarreled with him and  reconciled with him. He was the man who had sent the midnight warning about the British march on the capital, and he had thrown himself into the effort to defend it. He had talent and energy, and had decided to serve Madison.

John Armstrong, another veteran of the Revolutionary War, had been appointed secretary of war six months after hostilities had begun, to retrieve the disasters of an incompetent predecessor. In a year and a half on the job, he had cleared out deadwood and promoted fresh faces, but he had also fallen out with the president. He disliked Madison personally and disagreed with him strategically, ignoring Madison’s suggestions to hit the enemy as soon as they landed and instead focusing all his attention on Baltimore. Armstrong, too, had talent and energy, and had decided by August 1814 to use neither on Madison’s behalf.

The man immediately responsible for the capital’s defense was William Winder, a thirty-nine-year-old former lawyer, who had been in the army for only two years. He had received his current assignment in July, largely because he was the nephew of the governor of Maryland. He had been unceasingly busy. “The innumerably multiplied orders, letters, consultations, and demands which crowded upon me . . . can more easily be conceived than described,” he wrote. Yet he had accomplished nothing. He had energy, and no talent at all.

At ten o’clock word reached the Navy Yard that the British were making for Bladensburg, Maryland, a village northeast of the capital. There was a gap in the hills there, and a short bridge over the Eastern Branch, five miles up from the Navy Yard, where the stream is narrow. It was the natural route for attacking Washington from the east. Monroe rode off to alert whatever American troops were already there. Winder followed with reinforcements.

Armstrong came to the Navy Yard only after Monroe and Winder left. Madison asked him whether he had any advice to give. He didn’t but added that, since the battle would be between American militia and British regulars, “the former would be beaten.” Madison suggested that  Armstrong really should take part in the coming engagement (“ [I] expressed to him my concern and surprise at the reserve he showed,” was how Madison recalled it). Armstrong answered that if Madison “thought it proper,” he would go off to Bladensburg, too.

The president, who sensed the importance of the coming engagement even if his secretary of war did not, decided to ride to Bladensburg with his attorney general, Richard Rush. He borrowed a set of pistols and, because his horse suddenly went lame, a second mount, and set off.

James Madison was sixty-three years old. He had never heard a shot fired in anger. He was a small man—just over five feet tall, just over a hundred pounds—and a sickly one: all his life, he was subject to what he called bilious attacks (upset stomach and bowels) and, less often, “attacks resembling epilepsy, and suspending the intellectual functions.” He had talent and energy in spades: he was smarter than Monroe, Armstrong, and Winder put together; smarter than Jefferson, perhaps even smarter than Adams. Over a lifetime of public service he had put his mind—forget his shoulder—to the wheel, reading, writing, speaking, and thinking, driving himself so hard that he often undermined his already weak constitution.

But Madison was not a warrior. Two years earlier, the day war was declared, he had made himself ridiculous by visiting the War and Navy Departments in “a little round hat and huge cockade”—a crude attempt to become a military leader by dressing like one. It is arguable (and some of his contemporaries did argue it: Madison, said Rep. John Calhoun, lacked “commanding talents”) that he was not by nature an executive. But that morning he was the chief executive and commander in chief. War was five miles away, and he rode to meet it.

He and Rush took the road that is still called Bladensburg Road, overtaking American units as they went. After an hour in the saddle, they came down a hill, alongside an orchard, and toward the bridge that led over the Eastern Branch to Bladensburg’s main (and only) street and its brick houses. An American horseman waved them back. The president  and the attorney general had ridden ahead of their own front line; the British were already entering the town from the opposite direction. Winder, Monroe, and Armstrong were posted on the hill they had just descended, to the rear. Madison and Rush rode back toward them.

It was now about one o’clock. There were 7,000 Americans on or near the field, a mixture of militia and regulars, plus 500 sailors who were still marching with cannon from the Navy Yard—more than enough to beat back the British, if they were well-positioned and well-led. If the Americans crumbled here, however, there was nothing to stop the enemy from taking the capital—and perhaps the president and his cabinet as well. The Americans had been arranged in three lines, two close to the Bladensburg bridge, a third a mile farther back. Monroe had taken charge, altering some of the dispositions at the last minute, not to advantage (he pulled troops from the orchard and into fields, where they had no cover). Winder was frantic, unable to make decisions or give orders. Madison asked Armstrong whether he had made any decisions or given any orders. The secretary of war answered that he had not. “I remarked,” wrote Madison, “that he might offer some advice.” (Armstrong was not the only passive-aggressive personality outside Bladensburg that morning.)

Madison and Armstrong rode up to Winder for a last-minute consultation. Muskets and artillery were already firing back and forth across the stream. Spooked, the president’s borrowed horse reared and plunged so that Madison could not take part in the conversation. When the secretary of war and the general were done speaking, Madison asked Armstrong whether he had offered any advice. Armstrong replied that he hadn’t and that “the arrangements . . . appeared to be as good as circumstances admitted.”

What John Armstrong said was true. The American arrangements for the Battle of Bladensburg were as good as the circumstances, which included the abilities and deficiencies of the commanders, and the abilities and deficiencies of the man who had given them their jobs, and kept  them there, admitted. The charm was wound up. Now the battle for the capital would play itself out.

 



 



The courage James Madison showed on the morning of the Battle of Bladensburg is what first prompted me to write about him. It was moral courage even more than physical. He did not put on a hat and a cockade, he put himself at the point of contact. On a bad day that was likely to get worse, he chose to see what was happening and to face the consequences of his actions.

But the War of 1812 is not what people most associate with Madison. He is most famous for his role in producing the Constitution. Madison was called the Father of the Constitution during his lifetime, and he has borne the title ever since.

It is a misleading title if taken too literally. Madison was only one of seven Virginia delegates to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, one of fifty-five overall, and did not get exactly the document he wanted. As the convention wrapped up, he worried, in a letter to his friend Jefferson in Paris, that the Constitution might not “answer its national object nor prevent the local mischiefs which every where excite disgust.” (The words italicized here were written in cipher—a practice Madison and Jefferson used to guard their thoughts from prying foreigners—or Americans.)

Other men besides Madison made essential contributions to the Constitution, to the fight for ratification, and to its first and most important amendments. The document was written in its final form by Gouverneur Morris, the peg-legged delegate from Pennsylvania (“a better choice” for a draftsman, said Madison, “could not have been made”). Some of Madison’s greatest writing went into his arguments explaining and praising the Constitution in The Federalist, but the impresario of that project was Alexander Hamilton, who picked the authors (Madison and John Jay, in addition to himself) and wrote three-fifths of the eighty-five papers. The strongest argument for ratifying the Constitution was the approval of  George Washington, signaled by his presence at the convention and his quiet support afterward. Madison understood that Washington was the heavyweight champion of American public life, which is why he stuck by him, like a trainer, from the planning stages of the convention through the early days of Washington’s presidency. Finally, the resistance of the Constitution’s opponents (such as Madison’s enemy, Patrick Henry) obliged the document’s supporters to offer something that they, as authors, had neglected to provide—a Bill of Rights.

But only Madison played a central role at every stage in the Constitution’s birth. He was present before, during, and after the creation. He was a delegate to the Annapolis Convention of 1786, which called for the convention in Philadelphia a year later. When the Philadelphia convention met in 1787, he arrived (the first out-of-towner to show up) with an agenda in mind. He never missed a session, and he spoke more often than any other delegate, except the flashy Morris and James Wilson, another Pennsylvanian. “He always comes forward,” wrote delegate William Pierce of Georgia, “the best informed man [on] any point in debate.” Thanks to The Federalist, published in New York, Madison was a player in the fight for ratification in that state, and he led the pro-Constitution forces in Virginia. Political reality and Jefferson’s urging persuaded Madison to accept the idea of a Bill of Rights, and as a member of the First Congress he threw himself into that project with characteristic energy, sorting the proposals of earnest idealists and secret saboteurs into something like the first ten amendments we have today (plus the Twenty-Seventh Amendment, which regulates congressional pay raises, proposed in 1789 but not ratified until 1992).

Madison was also the first historian of the Constitutional Convention. As he helped shape the document, he worked to shape the future’s view of it. Every day the convention met, he posted himself in front of the head table in Independence Hall. “In this favorable position for hearing all that passed, I noted . . . what was read from the Chair or spoken by the members, and losing not a moment unnecessarily between the adjournment  and reassembling of the Convention I was enabled to write out my daily notes.” Madison’s notes, the most complete set left by any delegate, have been grist for historians ever since.

Madison earned his paternity of the Constitution. He was a devoted and anxious parent, for he believed “the happiness of a people great even in its infancy, and possibly the cause of Liberty throughout the world,” was “staked” on what he and his colleagues had made.

The Constitution was not the only subject that engrossed Madison’s relentless mind, however, and the late 1780s were not his only active years. He was a precocious young man, and like many hypochondriacs he lived to be a very old one, and he devoted his long adulthood to analyzing an array of issues, all related to the cause of liberty. What was the basis of religious liberty? How did public opinion sustain liberty? How did war and slavery threaten it?

In 1776, age twenty-five, Madison fought to amend the Virginia Declaration of Rights, from guaranteeing “fullest toleration” of religion to “free exercise.” Madison’s change of wording grounded religious liberty in nature, not the permission of the state. Toleration is a gift; truly free men exercise their rights. The Virginia Declaration of Rights was a statement of principles; Madison’s principle of “free exercise” was not enacted into law until the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, written by Jefferson, was passed ten years later. Jefferson was so proud of this law that he mentioned it on his tombstone. But it was Madison who pushed Jefferson’s law through the Virginia Assembly. “I flatter myself,” Madison wrote Jefferson after he had succeeded, that “ [we have] extinguished forever the ambitious hope of making laws for the human mind.”

In 1791, after the Constitution was ratified, Madison sat down to rethink some of the most important debates he had just won. In The Federalist he had argued that the very size of the United States and the complexity of its new federal system would buttress liberty, since malign factions would find it hard to seize power. But now he decided that another guarantee was necessary: enlightened public opinion, which would  spot threats to liberty and unite “with a holy zeal” to repel them. In a new series of essays published, like those of The Federalist, in the newspapers, he teased out the consequences of this idea. Drowning in poll data, we understand the power of public opinion, though we often doubt how enlightened it is. But in the early 1790s, regularly consulting public opinion was a new concept. Many of Madison’s colleagues, including Washington and Hamilton, had little use for it. They thought the people should rule when they voted, then let the victors do their best until the next election. But Madison glimpsed our world before it existed.

Madison was consumed with questions of war and peace. The Bastille fell during his first year in the First Congress, and the wars touched off by the French Revolution continued through the War of 1812. The United States began its national life in the shadow of a world war, as violent as World Wars I and II, longer than both of them put together, and as ideological as the Cold War. Would war advance the cause of liberty or destroy it? It was ironic that Madison had asked for war in 1812 and found himself on a battlefield two years later, for he feared war as the enemy of liberty and had tried, first as Jefferson’s secretary of state, then as president, to avoid it. Surely, he believed, trade was a more powerful weapon than arms. Yet when he felt America’s honor was compromised, he chose to fight. Both of his attitudes—a disposition to pacifism and a touchiness about America’s pride and its position in the world—wind through later American history.

In his long retirement, almost twenty years, Madison grappled with the questions of slavery and union. He heard the coming of the Civil War decades before Fort Sumter. His solutions to the problem of slavery were worthless, a pathetic case of intellectual and moral failure. His position on the problem of union would help solve the problem of slavery.

But Madison is more than the Father of the Constitution, or of other intellectual constructs. He is the Father of Politics. He lived in his head, but his head was always concerned with making his cherished thoughts real. In a free country the road to reality runs through politics. Madison  spent as much time politicking as thinking, and he was equally good at both.

He did what came naturally to him: preparing, persuading, setting agendas, conducting committee work, legislative maneuvering. He grew up in a family as large as an oyster bed: good training for a future lawmaker. He worked at what did not come naturally to him: public speaking, campaigning. His voice was both harsh and weak; time and again, the notetakers at debates he participated in left blanks in his remarks or simply gave up, because Madison “could not be distinctly heard.” Yet, when circumstances required it, he debated Patrick Henry; he debated James Monroe in the open air in a snowstorm so bitter he got frostbite on his nose (he won both debates).

When he found a political chore he absolutely could not do, he was not too proud to work with men or women who could. Dolley Madison was more than a hostess, she was a political wife, America’s first: half a campaign tag team, and often the better half. Likewise, Madison worked with Washington, profiting from his charisma and his judgment, and with Hamilton, profiting from his dash (when Madison was not alarmed by it). He worked with Jefferson, visionary philosopher and politician par excellence, for forty years. He consented to learn something about money from his younger colleague Albert Gallatin, a Swiss immigrant who spoke with a French accent but knew more about America’s finances than most natives. Madison was a great man who was not afraid of assisting or deferring to other great men (another legacy of his tight-knit family). He also worked with the less-than-great: hatchet men and gossips, snoops and spies; on one occasion he turned a blind eye to a mob. They do the work of politics too; they are part of the game.

Politics has its own institutions, and Madison invented a few that have lasted as long as the Constitution. In the early 1790s he helped found America’s first political party, the Republicans, who later changed their name to the Democrats (the modern GOP is an unrelated organization). Today’s Democrats hold Jefferson/Jackson Day Dinners to commemorate  their origins, though they might better call them Jefferson/Madison Day Dinners, since their party began in 1791, when Madison joined Jefferson on a trip through New York and New England, supposedly collecting biological specimens for the American Philosophical Society, but actually collecting allies for themselves.

Madison helped found the first party newspaper, the National Gazette, which dissected issues and personalities and ground ideological axes. (The Nation, The New Republic, National Review, FoxNews, and MSNBC perform the same tasks today.) He recruited the paper’s first editor, Philip Freneau, an old college chum who wrote poetry. Jefferson gave Freneau a nominal job as a translator in the State Department, and in his free time Freneau smacked Hamilton and Washington in prose. Madison’s interest in publicity flowed naturally from his interest in public opinion. Such a powerful force could not be allowed to develop randomly or to be molded by liberty’s enemies. If enlightened public opinion was a bulwark of freedom, then leaders must labor ceaselessly to enlighten or manipulate it.

Madison was a cogwheel in one of the first American political machines, the Virginia Dynasty. America revolted against George III and the House of Hanover, but the dynastic temptation remained strong. John Adams, second president and the only founder president with sons, saw his eldest, John Quincy Adams, become the sixth president. But the Adamses were unpopular one-termers. Between them stretched the Virginia Dynasty: two terms of Jefferson, two terms of Madison, two terms of Monroe—twenty-four years of government by neighbors, and ideological soul mates.

One of the iron laws of politics is that what goes around comes around. Throughout his career, Madison was beset by enemies and supposed friends, wielding the same dark arts that he himself practiced. Fortunately for him, he was generally skillful enough to beat them back.

But another iron law of politics is that you can’t win them all. Heroes can aspire to perfection, especially if they die young, through the purity  of an action, or a stance. But the long haul of politics takes at least some of the shine off almost everyone. Madison had an unusually good record when it came to winning elections; not quite so good when it came to sizing up issues and men. The years would see many achievements, as well as rigidities and blunders, from demonizing people and countries to mishandling his own associates.

We pay much less attention to James Madison, Father of Politics, than to James Madison, Father of the Constitution. That is because politics embarrasses us. Politics is the spectacle on television and YouTube, the daily perp walk on the Huffington Post and the Drudge Report. Surely our founders and framers left us something better, more solid, more inspiring than that? They did. But they all knew—and Madison understood better than any of them—that ideals come to life in dozens of political transactions every day. Some of those transactions aren’t pretty. You can understand this and try to work with this knowledge, or you can look away. But ignoring politics will not make it stop. It will simply go on without you—and sooner or later will happen to you.

Dolley Payne Todd, in the first excitement of meeting a possible suitor, her future husband, told a friend “the great little Madison” had asked “to see me this evening.” All his life, Madison’s acquaintances rang the changes on this contrast: he was a mighty figure, and a little guy. The contrast has a moral dimension, too. James Madison was a great man who helped build a republic. He was also an ambitious and sometimes small-bore man who stumped, spoke, counted votes, pulled wires, scratched backs, and stabbed them. He was not afraid of the contrast, for his deepest thinking told him that the builders of liberty had to know and sometimes use the materials of passion and self-advancement.

If war is the continuation of politics by other means, it makes sense to introduce Madison on a battlefield, even a dubious one. Americans ignore him there, too, because we divide our wars into two categories—those we look back on as stirring (Washington’s crossing, Pickett’s charge, D-Day) and those we ignore as unseemly, or botched, or both. But our present  experience of Afghanistan and Iraq may illuminate the War of 1812. There were miscalculations and disasters in Mr. Madison’s war. But there were also moments of valor, discipline, and learning from mistakes—even at Bladensburg.

But Madison rode to Bladensburg more than sixty years into his life, forty years into his career. Let us begin at the beginning.






CHAPTER ONE

Youth, Revolution

John Maddison, an English ship’s carpenter, came to Virginia in 1653. By taking advantage of a bounty system that awarded fifty acres for every friend, relative, or contract laborer a Virginian brought over, John died thirty years later owning 1,900 acres of Tidewater land. His son, also named John, increased the acreage and became a county sheriff.

A son of the second John, Ambrose, dropped one of the D’s from his surname and in about 1730 moved to the Piedmont, a belt of rolling, fertile soil above the fall line. He built a house in Orange County southeast of the Blue Ridge Mountains, and there he and the next few generations of Madisons stayed.

In 1749 Ambrose’s eldest son, James, married Nelly Conway, daughter of another wealthy landowner. On a March midnight in 1751, she gave birth to their first child, James Jr.

Disease swept colonial Virginians away, but if spouses died, they remarried and started over. By this means, young James Madison was born into an ever-spreading thicket of cousins and in-laws, some of them famous—he was related to Edmund Pendleton, who would sign the Declaration of Independence—most of them not known at all, except in Virginia, which was the only world most Virginians knew. Everybody in the  plantation gentry in which young James Madison grew up knew everybody else, and everybody was related to almost everybody else.

Madison’s extended family was large; his immediate family was close, and he would stay close to it all his life.

James Madison Sr. was a local grandee, a justice of the peace, and a vestryman of his Anglican parish (vestrymen in colonial Virginia were responsible for poor relief, and for enforcing Sabbath observance). He was an economic powerhouse, too, a successful planter and entrepreneur who owned more than 3,000 acres and dozens of slaves.

When young James was nine years old, his father built a new house, later christened Montpelier (the son remembered helping to carry furniture into it); a smithy off the north corner of the building served the local farmers.1 Young James would make Montpelier grander, but it was impressive enough when it was new, with a sweeping mountain vista off the front porch.

Young James was conscious of his father’s status—and his own. He was known, and thought of himself, as Junior. In 1772, answering a letter that William Bradford, a college friend, had sent him at home, he added in a postscript that, although Bradford’s letter had been correctly addressed, “the addition of Junr. to my name would not be improper.” The neighbors also knew which Madison was which. In 1775, when Orange County rallied its militia to resist Virginia’s colonial overlords, both Madisons became colonels (James Sr. organized the militia and James Jr. drilled with it, though neither of them ever fought). But until the day James Sr. died, in 1801, his eldest son was known in the county as “the young colonel.”

James’s mother was a quieter, yet in some ways even greater presence in his life. All we know of Nelly Conway Madison is that she raised her children and lived at Montpelier a very long time. She was nineteen when   she bore James Jr.; she lived to be ninety-seven. When James Madison was a former president, living in retirement at home, every day he and his wife visited Mrs. Madison in her room. It had some of the character of a state visit.

Madison had eleven siblings, six of whom survived childhood. When he came home to Montpelier after college, he wrote his friend Bradford that he was teaching “my brothers and sisters in some of the first rudiments of literature” (Virginians typically began their educations at home). When he wrote this, his charges were twelve, ten, eight, and four years old. Madison would soon become interested in politics; we do not know if he made the connection, but herding small children is good training for certain aspects of legislative work.

As Madison aged, he had both good and bad relations with his three brothers. He came to rely on Ambrose, the middle one, as a surrogate manager of both family affairs and local political business, while he served in the state capital or Congress. But his oldest brother, Francis, withdrew from the rest of the family in young adulthood, and his youngest, William, became estranged over time. The mixture of closeness and coldness is another pattern that repeats itself in political bodies and alliances, even among “friends.”

Growing up in a family as tightly woven as the Madisons, you either run away to sea or learn to play well with others. James Madison made some gestures at independence, and would find ways to maintain a cordon of personal space even at Montpelier, but he clearly chose the latter path.

 



 



Madison found a second family in his youth, which he kept close by for the rest of his life: books. In 1762, age eleven, he was sent seventy miles away to Caroline County to study with Donald Robertson, a Scottish schoolmaster. Madison came home for vacations but boarded with Robertson for five years. After two more years studying at home with the  local minister, Madison left Virginia in 1769 to attend the College of New Jersey at Princeton, run by another Scotsman, Rev. John Witherspoon.

Scottish teachers were popular in mid-eighteenth-century America because they were sparks from a furnace of intellectual life. Scotland was a poor, small country, but it was unusually literate, and its universities and the men who graduated from them provided the best education in the English-speaking world.

Madison’s home had a typical plantation library, good enough in its way, but Robertson and Witherspoon gave him the opportunity to delve. For Madison, books were as powerful and compelling as people: he questioned them; if they could not give him answers, he sought out new ones. (A decade after he left college he made this request of Thomas Jefferson: “If you meet with Graecorum Respublicae ab Ubbone Emmio descriptae, Lugd. Batavorum [Leiden] 1632, pray get it for me.”) As Madison read, he wrote down his own thoughts, first by copying thoughts he liked into a commonplace book—“The Talent for insinuating is more useful than that of persuading. The former is often successful, the latter very seldom” (Cardinal de Retz, a seventeenth-century French politician). As he grew older, he wrote essays that digested what he had learned. Writing extended Madison’s bookish discussions—it was a form of talking with himself.

All his life, Madison was reserved and awkward in the presence of strangers, a trait that probably encouraged, and was in turn fostered by, his bookishness. But his years at Princeton showed the mirror image of his shyness: once he settled in to a place or a relationship, he settled in very comfortably. The best-known story of Madison’s college days is a solemn tribute paid him by Witherspoon, who said he “never knew” his brilliant student “to do, or to say, an improper thing.” One of the people Witherspoon said this to in later years was Thomas Jefferson, who liked to tease Madison with it. In fact, Madison did and said a number of improper things while he was at Princeton, writing abusive poems about students who belonged to the other of the college’s two debating societies.  Madison’s squibs are filled with talk about whoring, pimping, chamber pots and other sophomoric paraphernalia.



Come, noble Whigs [Madison’s society], disdain these sons 
Of screech owls, monkeys and baboons.




Madison gave up versifying, for which he had no talent, but all his life he kept up his naughty talk, in private. “[He is] full of anecdote,” wrote one diplomat years later, “sometimes . . . of a loose description.” Yet Witherspoon’s testimony to Madison’s propriety was true as far as Witherspoon was concerned. Madison could please his academic mentor, then turn around and be one of the boys. Only someone like Jefferson, who knew both sides of him, could laugh at the contrast. Madison’s willingness to be the straight man of Jefferson’s jokes showed his ability to please his knowing friend, too.

Madison’s learning was not directed toward any of the ordinary professions. After graduating in 1771—he went through college in only two years—he stayed on in Princeton for a year, pursuing “miscellaneous studies” with Witherspoon. He learned some Hebrew,2 a prerequisite for the ministry, though he seems to have had no intention of preaching. He read law books, though he never practiced law. His learning was focused on men and society—he never warmed to math or science, and even belles lettres fell by the wayside—but what role was he planning, as he entered his twenties, to play?

After returning home in 1772, Madison wrote Bradford that he did not expect “a long or healthy life.” “You hurt your constitution by too close application to study,” Bradford told him in reply, though he tried to cheer Madison up: the poet Alexander Pope was sickly, “yet you see he lived longer than the generality of mankind do.”

Madison would suffer bouts of ill health, often after bouts of hard work, for the rest of his days. But there was something afflicting him besides illness: he did not know what to do. “I am too dull and infirm now to look out for any extraordinary things in this world,” he complained. The thought also ran backward: his uncertainty about what might be “extraordinary,” and thus engaging, made him feel dull and infirm.

Only two years later, in 1774, a new subject—in ordinary life, not books—riveted his attention: the religious persecution of Virginia’s Baptists. The established religion of the Virginia colony was Anglican (hence the political powers and responsibilities that Madison’s father derived from being a vestryman). Beginning in midcentury, there had been a surge in the number of Baptists, a low-church Protestant sect that disdained Anglicanism’s hierarchies and sacraments. Virginia’s Anglicans reacted with bullying zeal. Madison had a stronger name for it: “that diabolical Hell-conceived principle of persecution.”

The hellish principle was at work only thirty miles from Montpelier. “There are at this time,” he wrote his friend Bradford early in 1774, “in the adjacent county [Culpeper] five or six well meaning men in close jail for publishing their religious sentiments.” The Culpeper County jail was a bad place to be. One Baptist minister who had been held there a few years earlier left an account of his treatment. “When I have been engaged in preaching the gospel of my dear Redeemer” through the bars of the cell window, his Anglican tormentors “got a table, bench or something else, stood upon it, and made their water right in my face.” Madison’s letter to Bradford stormed on: “I have neither patience to hear, talk or think of anything relative to this matter, for I have squabbled and scolded, abused and ridiculed so long about it, to so little purpose, that I am without common patience.”

Madison does not say with whom he had been squabbling: Anglican friends or relatives? His father the vestryman? (That might explain his passion.) No matter: when it came to religious freedom, Madison was forthright and tireless. “Religious bondage,” he told Bradford, “shackles and  debilitates the mind.” He had spent his greatest exertions over the past decade on improving his mind; he could not bear that his efforts, or anyone’s, might be controlled or frustrated.

What was Madison’s religious faith? He had grown up among believing Christians. Robertson, his first teacher, had been licensed to preach, and Witherspoon, his last, was a minister. In 1774 one of his cousins, also named James Madison, was in England being ordained. Yet Madison hardly ever wrote or spoke of his beliefs, then or later. Did he have faith? Had he lost it? The most he ever said, in a wintry letter at the end of his life, was that “the mind prefers” the idea of an infinitely good, if invisible, God. “In this . . . belief all philosophical reasoning on the subject must perhaps terminate.”

In 1774, Madison found another consuming subject—not local, but international in scope. Britain’s American empire was in crisis. Britain had defended its colonies, including Virginia, against France in a series of wars throughout the eighteenth century. The last one, the French and Indian War, had ended only eleven years earlier, when Madison was twelve (several of his neighbors had fought in it). Britain’s arms had been victorious, but Britain’s debts were huge, and its efforts to induce its colonies to help pay them struck Americans as both onerous and tyrannical. Americans were happy to be British subjects, but they did not want to be taxed for the privilege, and they did not want their right to set their own taxes to be superseded by London.

In the spring of 1774, Madison went to Philadelphia to visit Bradford, who was the son of a printer there, just as American disaffection came to a head. The city was in ferment. Benjamin Franklin, scientist, politician, and Philadelphia’s (and America’s) most famous man, had been accused by a royal committee in London of encouraging political protests in Massachusetts. Franklin’s supporters burned an image of his accuser using an electric starter.

Yet more incendiary news arrived during Madison’s stay: Parliament had closed the port of Boston and put Massachusetts under military rule.  The Virginia legislature voted to take a day of prayer and fasting in sympathy with Massachusetts; the colonial governor, a royal appointee, dissolved it.

Madison left no records of his thoughts on these events—he was staying with his habitual correspondent, Bradford—but when he returned home in the summer he joined in the patriotic upheaval. Virginians elected a convention to meet in Williamsburg, the capital, in place of their legislature, and similar bodies sprang up throughout the colonies. They were protorevolutionary institutions, outside the law, but in Virginia they were run by the local gentry, who felt as threatened by London’s behavior as radical Bostonians. In the fall these conventions sent delegates to a Continental Congress in Philadelphia, to coordinate American strategy. Meanwhile, local radical organizations sprang up as well, to oversee retaliatory boycotts against Britain. In December 1774, Orange County elected a Committee of Safety, chaired by Madison’s father; Madison, age twenty-three, was the junior member. “There is something at hand,” Madison wrote Bradford, back in Philadelphia, “that shall greatly augment the history of the world.”

 



 



In the spring of 1775, a British attempt to sweep up radical leaders and weapons in the countryside around Boston led to the battles of Lexington and Concord. Madison’s Committee of Safety called the fighting “a hostile attack on this and every other colony, and a sufficient warrant to use violence.” After a year of further battles, it became clear that the colonies were contending not with a rogue ministry or an unfeeling Parliament, but with Britain itself.

In April 1776, Madison was elected, along with one of his uncles, to represent Orange County at the Virginia convention in Williamsburg. On May 15, the convention took a momentous step. It voted unanimously to ask the Continental Congress to declare American independence. At the same time, it appointed a committee to draft a Declaration of Rights for an independent Virginia. Madison was one of more than thirty men tapped for the job. His first important political task coincided with a transformative moment in Virginia history.

Madison’s most notable colleague on the drafting committee was George Mason, a fifty-year-old Potomac planter: brilliant, self-taught, reclusive, and gruff, like a badger with genius. Mason did not enjoy the collaborative process: the committee, he wrote a friend, was stuffed with “useless members,” who would generate “a thousand ridiculous and impracticable proposals.” So he took the drafting of the Declaration of Rights into his own hands. He did a splendid job, crafting sentences that would find their way, almost verbatim, into both the Declaration of Independence (“all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain inherent natural rights . . . among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty . . . and pursuing and obtaining happiness”) and the Bill of Rights (“excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted”).

Madison, half Mason’s age, improved his language, proposing a crucial change to the clause on religious liberty. Mason’s draft, reflecting a hundred years of liberal thought going back to John Locke, called for “the fullest toleration in the exercise of religion.” Yet this did not seem liberal enough for Madison. Toleration implies those who tolerate: superiors who grant freedom to others. But who can be trusted to pass such judgments, even if the judgment is to live and let live? Judges may change their minds. The Anglican establishment of Virginia, compared with established churches in other colonies, had been fairly tolerant—except when it hadn’t, and then it made water in Baptists’ faces. So Madison prepared an amendment. “All men are equally entitled to the full and free exercise” of religion. No one could be said to allow men to worship as they wished; they worshipped as they wished because it was their right as men. Madison’s language shifted the ground of religious liberty from  a tolerant society or state, to human nature, and lifted the Declaration of Rights from an event in Virginia history to a landmark of world intellectual history.

But Madison also added a phrase that doomed his amendment: “No man or class of men ought, on account of religion to be invested with peculiar emoluments [payments].” This alarmed Anglicanism’s die-hard defenders, because Virginia supported the Anglican Church financially. They might swallow toleration of other faiths, even full and free exercise, but they could not risk the salaries of their rectors. Their treasure was laid up in their stipends. When Madison’s amendment died on the floor, he came back with another: “all men are equally entitled to . . . the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience,” with no mention of emoluments. Mason approved Madison’s changes, and on June 12 they passed, along with the rest of the Declaration of Rights.

Madison moved neither of his amendments himself. Conscious perhaps of his inexperience, he got Patrick Henry, America’s greatest orator, to introduce his first amendment. When it failed, Madison turned to his cousin Edmund Pendleton, a stalwart Anglican layman, to introduce the second. If Pendleton endorsed it, Anglicans concluded, it must not be bad.

The young Madison knew how to find allies, and how to change plans in midstream. He was applying theory to politics; he was also showing precocious skill at how to work a committee.

The convention—renamed the Virginia Assembly after a summer recess—sat until December. In the spring of 1777, Madison experienced a rare event in his life: he lost an election, which would have sent him back to Williamsburg for another term in the new legislature. Elections in Virginia were festivals; eligible voters, plus hangers-on, converged on the county seat, where candidates, as Madison wrote afterward, “were in the practice . . . of giving them treats, particularly of intoxicating drinks.... No candidate who neglected these attentions could be elected. His forbearance would have been ascribed to a mean parsimony, or to a  proud disrespect.” Madison, however, favored “a more chaste mode of conducting elections,” refusing to buy rounds. But Charles Porter, a tavern keeper, did—and won. Madison’s loss still rankled forty years later, when he wrote down these recollections. He was not cheap or disrespectful, but he had shown a little too much pride in his notions of how things should be done.

 



 



However much the young politician still had to learn about voters, he had impressed the political elite of his state. In November 1777, the legislature picked him to fill a vacancy on the Governor’s Council, an eight-man group that advised the governor on all executive decisions. Two years later, the legislature chose him again, this time to be one of Virginia’s delegates to Congress, a choice the legislature repeated twice until he hit Congress’s term limit (no delegate could serve more than three years out of six).

Madison’s service in Williamsburg (1778 to 1779) and in the nation’s capital (1780 to 1783) spanned the grim middle and endgame of the Revolution. The bright ideals and the brave victories of the early years (matched, it is true, by disastrous defeats) had given way to a long strategic slog, a struggle for professionalism in the army, and an even harder struggle against incompetence and disorganization in government. It wasn’t so much that individual revolutionary politicians were incapable (though many of them were) as that the political systems they had cobbled together so often failed them. Madison’s work in the government of the largest and most eminent state, and in Congress, gave him a closeup view of the country’s political problems.

Madison approached his jobs in what had already become his characteristic style. In public he could be quiet and unprepossessing. When he was thirty years old, one of his peers assumed that he had just graduated from college. He waited months before giving his maiden speech in Congress; one foreign diplomat thought he had been silent for two years.  “They say he is clever,” wrote a congressman’s wife, a Virginian no less, but “he has nothing engaging or even bearable in his manners. [He is] the most unsociable creature in existence.”

Madison shone in the daily drudgery of work. The Virginia Governor’s Council met six days a week. During his first, seven-month session, from January to July 1778, Madison missed only seven days. In the three and a half years he spent in Congress—most of that time in Philadelphia—he missed hardly any days. Bachelorhood helped him compile these almostperfect attendance records; so did being the son of a wealthy father who managed the family business back home, and loaned him money whenever he needed it. But Madison made the most of the opportunities his situation in life gave him. He wanted to work, and the more he did, the more he was given.

During these years, Madison learned still more about working with, and sometimes around, others. Losing a vote was not the same as losing the argument, because if you could then write the guidelines for implementing the decision, you could nudge it in a better direction. Benjamin Franklin, America’s minister to France since 1778, was the star of the diplomatic corps, but he had enemies, who accused him of being lazy, high-living, and careless about corruption and spies. Perhaps those qualities made him the perfect minister to France. Madison called him “the venerable philosopher” and backed him to the hilt. When Congress voted, over Madison’s objections, to send a new envoy to France to act as a spur and a corrective to Franklin, Madison managed to downgrade the envoy’s title and to serve on the committees that defined his mission.

Madison backed France as strongly as he backed Franklin. France had allied with America in 1778 to injure its ancient enemy Britain; it devoted cash, supplies, ships, troops, and officers to the struggle. The Frenchman all Americans, including Madison, fell in love with was the young Marquis de Lafayette, whose ardor for liberty suggested that old Europe was somehow in step with the new republic. Madison’s gratitude to France may have been augmented by knowing the language (one of  his early tasks on the Governor’s Council was drafting its correspondence in French, until the members broke down and hired a translator). Madison valued the French alliance, and his fond memories of it would influence him for the rest of his life. Some Americans were more wary; John Adams, a congressman turned diplomat, warned against falling under the sway of another superpower. Madison found Adams touchy and pompous—another opinion he would hold for years. Madison’s criticisms of Adams were as true as those made by Franklin’s enemies, but, in the case of Adams, Madison saw no compensating virtues.

Even when victory was by no means ensured, Madison was thinking, beyond independence, of new territories to the south (Florida) and west (Louisiana). In 1780 he drafted a congressional letter to John Jay, America’s minister to Madrid, instructing him to ask that Americans have the freedom to navigate the Mississippi River, which Spain then controlled. Spain, like France, was an enemy of Britain, and therefore a friend of the United States, but Spain also had a vast empire on our borders and was naturally cautious about letting its new ally grow. Madison told Jay that America’s claims were supported by “clear indications of nature and providence, and the general good of mankind.” When Madison appealed to nature in support of religious liberty, he wrote nobly; when he appealed to it to justify national interest, his words rang like tin. He couldn’t hear the difference; he would pursue American expansion with single-minded zeal for decades.

Both on the Governor’s Council and in Congress, Madison was forced to confront the shortcomings of the new American government. Reacting against their imperial overlords, Americans had hedged their own government with restrictions. The Articles of Confederation, the first American constitution, written in 1777 and finally ratified in 1781, established a “perpetual union” but defined it as a “league of friendship” among the thirteen states, which retained their “sovereignty, freedom and independence.” There were no national courts and no chief executive: the “president” at that time was merely the presiding officer of Congress, who had  hardly any power. Congress consisted of one house, and each state could send as many as seven delegates to it, but states cast only one vote apiece. The largest (Virginia) was thus equal to the smallest (Delaware). Major decisions—declaring war, signing treaties—needed the approval of nine states. Changing the Articles of Confederation had to be a unanimous decision. But perhaps the most serious consequence of ongoing state sovereignty was that Congress had no power to tax: it could requisition money from the states, but states did not have to pay. As a result, the United States was perennially broke. Its debts, to friendly countries and foreign bankers, were not paid. More seriously, neither were its soldiers.

In his second year as a congressman, Madison considered some rough and ready solutions. Congress, he wrote a friend, should be “arm[ed] with coercive powers.” He meant it quite literally: “a small detachment” of the army could get money from balky states, or “two or three” warships could “make it their interest to yield prompt obedience.” Amusingly, Madison called the contributions that would be extorted by such means “voluntary.”

Over time, he would modify some of these notions, though not all of them. He could learn from experience as well as from reading and thinking, and both his thoughts and his tactics could be supple. But there were also dogmatic impulses in him, and when they surfaced, they could take people who did not know him very well by surprise.
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