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    At the intersection of republican ideals and the hard arithmetic of power, Henry Adams traces how a young nation tests its principles while learning to act in the world, following the United States through Thomas Jefferson’s administrations as institutions, parties, and personalities sharpen one another, domestic ambitions collide with international pressures, and the rhetoric of simplicity must contend with the complexities of finance, law, diplomacy, and war, producing a narrative in which high purpose and practical necessity are constantly in dialogue and the boundaries between conviction, compromise, and contingency shape the emerging character of American government and identity.

History of the United States During Thomas Jefferson's Administrations is a work of narrative history set in the early American republic, focusing on the years 1801 to 1809. Written by Henry Adams, an American historian publishing in the late nineteenth century, it combines close political analysis with a wide view of society and foreign affairs. This edition gathers all four volumes that Adams devoted to Jefferson’s tenure, presenting a sustained account of governance in the new federal capital and across a continent in motion. The result is both a chronicle and an interpretation, attentive to institutions, personalities, and the broader Atlantic context.

Readers encounter a carefully paced narrative that moves from cabinet rooms to legislative debates, from ports and frontiers to diplomatic salons, without relying on dramatization for its force. Adams writes in polished, measured prose that balances analysis with scene-setting, often employing a cool, occasionally ironic distance to clarify motives and consequences. The work draws on official documents and contemporary correspondence to illuminate decisions while allowing ambiguity to stand where the record is uncertain. Across the four volumes, chapters accumulate like case studies, inviting the reader to follow problems of policy as they unfold, interlock, and reverberate through institutions and society.

At its core, the history considers how ideology meets governance: competing interpretations of the Constitution, the scope of executive authority, the uses and limits of federal power, and the pressures exerted by commerce and security. Adams situates partisan conflict within a larger framework of nationhood, showing how rhetoric and organization shape policy while circumstances often dictate its form. The narrative attends to the geography of power, from the capital to seaports and borderlands, and to the international arena in which decisions resonate. Throughout, questions of legitimacy, consent, and institutional durability anchor the story of an administration navigating opportunity and risk.

For contemporary readers, the book’s value lies in its clear-eyed anatomy of how a democracy manages ambition, dissent, and uncertainty under pressure. The struggles over interpretation, information, and influence that Adams chronicles echo in today’s debates about executive discretion, legislative bargaining, national security, trade, and the reach of federal institutions. By insisting on context and consequence, the narrative models historical thinking as a civic skill: it shows how choices are constrained, how unintended results proliferate, and how political language both reveals and obscures aims. The volumes reward patient reading, offering perspective on continuity and change across centuries of public life.

Adams’s craft lies in weaving multiple scales of action into a coherent whole, allowing local details to illuminate national trajectories and international repercussions. The narration is steady, with analysis embedded rather than announced, and character studies emerging from decisions rather than from anecdote. Readers feel the friction between ideals and institutions not through polemic but through cumulative evidence, as episodes are placed side by side and measured for consequence. The tone remains formal yet vivid, and the architecture of the volumes—patient exposition followed by careful assessment—encourages reflection, making the work as much a study in method as a record of events.

This introduction invites readers to approach the four-volume history as both a compelling narrative and a rigorous inquiry into statecraft at a formative moment. Without presuming prior knowledge, Adams guides through the terrain of policy, party, and diplomacy, building significance from context rather than surprise. The pages offer steady illumination rather than revelation, rewarding curiosity with breadth and depth. To read them is to observe an author testing explanations against evidence and measuring leadership by outcomes as well as intentions. The story’s power resides in its clarity: it shows how a republic governs itself when principles meet events it cannot fully control.
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    Henry Adams’s History of the United States During Thomas Jefferson’s Administrations surveys the nation from 1801 to 1809, tracing how a young republic managed power, principle, and expansion under Jeffersonian leadership. Adams proceeds chronologically, weaving diplomatic correspondence, cabinet debates, and legislative contests into a continuous narrative. The work’s central questions concern how republican ideals adapted to a world of empires and commerce, and how an avowedly modest executive confronted crises at home and abroad. Without dramatization, Adams emphasizes institutional development, the pressures of transatlantic war, and the interplay of personalities and policies, offering a careful account of decision making during a decisive turn in American statecraft.

The opening movement examines the transfer of power after the election of 1800 and the Republican effort to reshape federal priorities. Adams details administrative reforms associated with Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin, including debt reduction and the rollback of internal taxes, alongside attempts to pare down military expenditures. The narrative highlights conflicts over the judiciary, notably the repeal of recent Federalist measures and the assertion of judicial authority in landmark litigation. Through cabinet reshuffling, patronage disputes, and legislative bargaining, Adams presents the consolidation of a new governing coalition and the tensions that arose as party doctrine met the practical demands of national administration.

Foreign challenges soon complicate the domestic program. Adams narrates the First Barbary War as a test of Jefferson’s naval policy, where limited force and diplomacy addressed piracy while revealing the constraints of fiscal economy. The Mediterranean campaign becomes a case study in balancing republican frugality with maritime protection. Simultaneously, European conflict between Britain and France reshapes global trade. American neutrality is both opportunity and hazard, exposing U.S. shipping to seizures and setting the stage for intricate diplomacy. Adams uses these episodes to illustrate how choices about force, money, and honor reverberated through Congress, the ports, and the cabinet room.

The largest diplomatic episode centers on the Louisiana question. Adams reconstructs the chain from the French acquisition of Louisiana to the closure of the New Orleans right of deposit, the mission of Livingston and Monroe, and the unexpected offer that transformed negotiations. He follows the constitutional debate that ensued, as advocates of strict construction confronted the realities of territorial expansion. The work traces ratification, financing, and early governance, framing the purchase as both an extension of agricultural republicanism and a catalyst for new administrative and legal problems. Throughout, Adams weighs the ideological claims against the pragmatic choices that enabled the transaction.

Exploration and administration come to the fore as the government surveys and organizes new lands. Adams treats the Lewis and Clark expedition not as romance, but as statecraft, emphasizing its strategic, commercial, and diplomatic purposes. He examines territorial institutions in the lower Mississippi Valley, border frictions with Spanish authorities, and the complex position of Native nations within expanding American jurisdiction. Through correspondence and statute, the narrative shows how surveys, appointments, and legal codes turned a diplomatic acquisition into an operational government, while provoking debates about citizenship, sovereignty, and the federal balance in a widening republic.

Adams then turns to electoral politics and constitutional engineering. He recounts the adoption of the Twelfth Amendment and Jefferson’s reelection, using both to explore party organization and executive authority. The book places the Burr controversies within this political frame, tracing factional realignments, regional resentments, and the legal contours of treason. Judicial proceedings, cabinet testimony, and presidential communications become a lens on separation of powers. Without sensationalism, Adams treats these episodes as stress tests for the rule of law, illuminating how personal ambition and institutional design intersected during the republic’s formative years.

The maritime crisis dominates the latter narrative. Adams meticulously catalogs the competing edicts of Britain and France, the seizures of neutral commerce, and the mounting pressures on American shipping. Impressment and the Chesapeake–Leopard affair sharpen public anger and intensify cabinet deliberations. Through dispatches and legislative minutes, the history reconstructs how options of naval preparation, negotiation, and retaliation were weighed. Adams’s attention to detail underscores the difficulties of maintaining neutrality when great-power policy targeted commercial lifelines, and he traces how diplomatic nuance narrowed as domestic demand for protection grew louder and more urgent.

Economic coercion emerges as the chosen instrument. Adams follows the enactment of the Embargo, its administrative machinery, and the struggle to enforce it across regions with divergent interests. He assesses congressional modifications, state-level resistance, and the policy’s effects on shipping, agriculture, and revenue. The narrative emphasizes both intention and consequence: pressure on European belligerents, preservation of peace, and the strain placed on republican governance by expansive enforcement. As the term wanes, Adams details the shift toward alternative measures and the political recalculations that accompany the transition to new leadership.

The work closes by situating Jefferson’s administrations within a longer arc of American development. Adams’s account underscores recurring themes: the accommodation of principle to necessity, the reach and limits of constitutional forms, and the burdens of neutrality in a warring world. Rather than offering a single verdict, the history presents a sustained inquiry into how ideas of limited government fared amid expansion and international crisis. Its enduring significance lies in demonstrating how policies that defined an era were fashioned through institutions, personalities, and contingencies, leaving questions about power and purpose that remained central to the republic’s future.
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    The narrative unfolds between 1801 and 1809, when the United States, scarcely a generation from independence, had shifted its capital to Washington City and was consolidating its national institutions. The presidency, Congress, and a still-forming federal judiciary negotiated their roles amid a maturing two-party system. Henry Adams, writing in the late nineteenth century, reconstructs this setting through official correspondence, legislative journals, and diplomatic archives. He places administrative mechanics at center stage: cabinet organization, fiscal policy, and the conduct of foreign relations. The work’s scope is national and transatlantic, following how a continental republic confronted European empires while testing constitutional limits in everyday governance.

Jefferson’s election in 1800, often called the Revolution of 1800, marked the first peaceful transfer of executive power between rival parties in the United States. Democratic-Republicans replaced Federalists and pledged frugal government, civil liberties, and a narrow reading of federal power. Early clashes centered on the courts: the repeal of the Judiciary Act of 1801, the appointment controversy that produced Marbury v. Madison (1803), and the unsuccessful impeachment of Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase. The Twelfth Amendment (1804) altered presidential elections to prevent future deadlocks. Adams treats these episodes as tests of constitutional balance, administrative capacity, and the character of partisan rule.

Across the Atlantic, the Napoleonic Wars reshaped global commerce and diplomacy, ensnaring neutral trade. Britain’s naval supremacy and France’s continental system produced blockades, seizures, and conflicting decrees that endangered American shipping. Impressment of sailors by the Royal Navy became a persistent grievance, dramatized by incidents such as the 1807 Chesapeake–Leopard affair. American envoys struggled to secure acceptable agreements; Jefferson declined to send the unratified Monroe–Pinkney Treaty to the Senate in 1807. Adams’s account follows dispatches and cabinet minutes to show how neutrality, legal rights at sea, and national honor converged, forcing the administration to balance ideals against practical leverage.

Territorial expansion stands at the center of the period. In 1803 the United States acquired Louisiana from France, doubling its claimed domain and opening diplomatic questions about boundaries and constitutional authority. The purchase followed France’s failure to suppress the Haitian Revolution and Napoleon’s decision to redirect resources to Europe. Jefferson secured Senate ratification and sponsored exploration, including the Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804–1806, to map and report on the West. Adams probes negotiations with France and Spain, the law of treaties, and administrative logistics, treating expansion as a crucible where republican principles met strategic opportunity and fiscal caution.

In the Mediterranean, the First Barbary War (1801–1805) tested naval policy and executive resolve. Refusing increased tribute demands from Tripoli, the administration deployed squadrons to protect commerce and pressure North African corsairs. The conflict featured blockade, diplomacy, and daring actions such as the 1804 burning of the captured frigate Philadelphia, and concluded with a negotiated peace in 1805. Jefferson nonetheless favored a defensive, economical navy of gunboats. Adams scrutinizes departmental correspondence and fleet orders to assess civil-military coordination, the limits of frugality in maritime affairs, and the administration’s learning curve in projecting power without abandoning republican restraint.

At home, Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin pursued debt reduction by relying on customs receipts, land sales, and reduced military expenditures. Internal taxes were repealed, and the peacetime establishment was trimmed, reflecting Jeffersonian commitments to economy. Foreign shocks nonetheless dictated policy. After the 1807 Chesapeake–Leopard crisis and escalating British and French restrictions, Congress enacted the Embargo Act (1807), halting most overseas trade. Economic distress, evasion, and political backlash followed, especially in seaports. In early 1809 the Non-Intercourse Act replaced the embargo, reopening trade with nations other than Britain and France. Adams charts these measures’ fiscal logic and sectional consequences.

The period also witnessed legal and social developments that shaped the young republic. Congress passed the Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves in 1807, effective January 1, 1808, ending legal transatlantic importation while slavery expanded domestically. The administration pursued treaty-making and assimilation policies with Native nations as settlement advanced. Political tensions produced the 1807 treason trial of Aaron Burr, presided over by Chief Justice John Marshall on circuit in Richmond, which underscored evidentiary standards and judicial independence. Adams integrates court records and executive papers to depict how law, territorial ambition, and civil liberties intersected under the pressures of security and growth.

Henry Adams brought to this subject a distinguished family heritage and a rigorous documentary method. A great-grandson of President John Adams, he wrote as a trained historian and critic of Gilded Age politics, attentive to power, bureaucracy, and unintended consequences. His multi-volume study appraises Jeffersonian ideals—limited government, republican simplicity, and neutrality—against the realities of diplomacy, finance, law, and war scares. By foregrounding administrative detail and international context, the work critiques national mythmaking while explaining institutional maturation. It reflects its era’s professionalizing historical scholarship and endures as a measured, often skeptical, portrait of how principles guided—and yielded to—statecraft.
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    Henry Adams (1838–1918) was an American historian, essayist, and novelist whose work probed the tensions between democratic politics, scientific modernity, and the cultural inheritance of the West. Born into a family closely tied to the early United States presidency, he turned that vantage point into a critical, often skeptical perspective on power and historical change. Writing across genres, he became a major interpreter of both the American republic’s formative decades and the meaning of modern life at the turn of the twentieth century. His prose—urbane, ironic, and meticulously crafted—helped define standards for narrative history, political satire, and reflective autobiography.

He graduated from Harvard College in the late 1850s and continued his studies in Europe, absorbing German historical scholarship and continental approaches to law, philosophy, and aesthetics. During the American Civil War he served at the United States legation in London, an experience that refined his interest in diplomacy and statecraft. He read Darwin and contemporary science with fascination and unease, and he cultivated a lifelong engagement with medieval thought, Gothic architecture, and the intersection of faith and culture. These formative encounters furnished the comparative framework—scientific analysis set against older unifying ideals—that he would apply to American politics and Western history.

Returning to the United States after the war, Adams worked as a journalist and essayist in Washington, where he observed the Gilded Age’s volatile mix of rapid growth and political patronage. In the 1870s he taught medieval history at Harvard, introducing students to rigorous source analysis while insisting that history remained a literary art. His anonymous political novel Democracy (1880) offered a sharp satire of corruption and ambition in the capital, signaling his willingness to test ideas through fiction. He extended this experiment with Esther (1884), a novel concerned with art, faith, and modern skepticism, further revealing his range across forms.

Adams’s most substantial scholarly achievement is the multivolume History of the United States of America During the Administrations of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, published around 1889–1891. Synthesizing diplomatic records, political correspondence, and public debate, he reconstructed the early republic’s foreign policy and institutional development with unusual narrative verve. The work balanced close archival work with sweeping judgments about character and contingency, and it advanced a standard for literary history that later scholars admired even when disputing particular interpretations. Its sustained attention to Atlantic geopolitics, commerce, and ideology established Adams as a historian of national formation and international context.

His fascination with medieval unity led to Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartres, privately printed in the first decade of the twentieth century and later widely circulated. Blending travel writing, art history, and intellectual meditation, the book explores the architecture, theology, and symbolism of high medieval France. Adams presented the Virgin’s ordered cosmos as a counterpoint to the disorienting multiplicity of modern power. The work’s accessible brilliance secured a lasting readership among students of the humanities, and it clarified the symbolic vocabulary he would deploy elsewhere, especially the contrast between spiritual coherence and technological acceleration that came to frame his reflections on modernity.

The Education of Henry Adams, first privately issued in 1907 and published more broadly after his death, recast autobiography as a study in cultural forces. Written in the third person, it tracks a consciousness buffeted by accelerating change, culminating in the emblematic encounter with the dynamo at the Paris Exposition of 1900. The book pairs that image with the earlier ideal of the Virgin, dramatizing a world where power multiplies faster than meaning. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Biography in 1919 and has remained a touchstone for historians, critics, and readers seeking a lucid, self-interrogating account of modern experience.

In his later years, Adams traveled widely, convened conversations among diplomats, writers, and scientists, and wrote essays that deepened his reflections on energy, education, and historical method. Personal loss in the mid-1880s shadowed his outlook, but he transformed grief into inquiry rather than confession, preferring analysis to revelation. He died in 1918. His legacy endures in classrooms and public discourse: a model of historical prose, a skeptical critic of politics, and an interpreter of the modern condition’s promises and pressures. By setting medieval harmonies against industrial forces, Adams left a framework that continues to inform debates about technology, culture, and democracy.
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1800: the United States counted 5,308,483 people, one-fifth enslaved negroes, far fewer than the fifteen million in Britain or twenty-seven million in France. Barely a million able-bodied white men bore the load of a continent still raw: woods blanketed almost everything, ore lay buried, and two thirds of the population clung within fifty miles of tidewater. The statistical centre hovered eighteen miles from Baltimore; beyond it the interior looked little more subdued than in La Salle’s time[1]. Only three wagon roads—two out of Pennsylvania, one through Virginia—crested the Alleghanies, hinting at a fragile link with the wild lands westward.

Those roads, rough trails, and lake portages carried four to five hundred thousand pioneers westward. Pittsburgh held nearly eighty thousand; river towns along the Ohio swelled; Kentucky counted 180,000 whites and 40,000 slaves, Tennessee 90,000 whites and 14,000 slaves, while the whole Northwest Territory held 45,000. A wedge of settlements pushed between hostile nations: in the north Wyandottes, Shawnees, Miamis, and others could muster five thousand warriors; in the south mighty Creeks, Cherokees, Chickasaws, and Choctaws guarded their hunting grounds. British officers in Canada and Spanish governors at New Orleans armed and flattered these tribes, hoping to check aggression from Washington.

Otherwise the landscape differed little from colonial days. Ax-blazed roads crept only a few miles inland, nature still ruling beaver and buffalo. Seagoing brigs of 250 tons, merchantmen seldom over 400, and a frigate of 1,576 tons—“a line-of-battle ship in disguise”—crossed the Atlantic faster than travellers reached Albany. No regular packet linked New York and the capital; Captain Elias Bunker’s sloop “Experiment,” with beds and wine, caused astonishment. Inland, wagons groaned over mountains, flatboats drifted the Ohio, riders picked through Indian paths, and every torrent seemed a future canal. Visionaries dreamed of an Erie route; uniting Mississippi and New England by land looked centuries away.

After two millennia of toil, even absolute monarchs in 1800 moved little faster than the Romans. A handful of canals and bridges existed; a post-road linked Madrid to St. Petersburg, yet the Calais-Paris coach still took three days, and the route to Marseilles felt medieval. Wars had undone progress, so Walpole died lamenting a world less polished than the one he toured as a boy. Post-horses floundered through Hamburg sand while York-London coaches managed ten miles an hour, but rivers—Rhine, Rhone, Danube, Elbe—still bore commerce. Canals offered the only hope, and America had to build several across empty mountains merely to keep its fragile union.

Between Boston and New York a stage rattled thrice weekly, needing three days; another left each morning for Philadelphia yet still spent most of two. From Baltimore south the path wandered through forest, and beyond Petersburg the mail rode horseback; one coach linked Charleston and Savannah. The wagon crammed twelve passengers, their bags at their feet, leather curtains their only shield from dust, snow, or July sun. Spring mud stalled wheels, winter ice meant boat crossings of the Susquehanna and North River. No wonder a traveller snapped, “with a few exceptions, brutality, negligence, and filching are as expected as a mouth, nose, and two eyes.

That complainer detailed a nightmare on the Delaware: “At Bordertown we went into a second boat. The captain, a provoking boy of eighteen, drained bottle after bottle of porter; three times we crashed into vessels coming up-stream. Women and children lay all night on bare boards. We reached Arch Street wharf about eight in the morning, having spent sixteen hours on a voyage of twenty miles.” Even officials suffered; Jefferson sighed, “Of eight rivers between here and Washington, five have neither bridges nor boats.” Travel cost six cents a mile, mails crept Portland-Louisville in twenty days, and one thousand interior miles still blocked the Mississippi.

In 1800 the American economy still looked medieval. Machinery of production scarcely differed from ages past; even eighth-century Saxon farmers would settle easily among their eighteenth-century heirs. Inland, more than half the dwellings were glass-less log cabins; even New England farmhouses lagged behind the comforts of Charlemagne’s day. Families wore homespun cloth, hats from the village hatter, and homemade shirts and socks, lending a rustic awkwardness later mocked in Yankee cartoons. Plough, sickle, flail, and threshing floor remained ancient; stock roamed half-tended; fields lacked drainage, manure, or rotation; barns were moved instead of fertilizing soil; trade still reckoned in shillings and pistareens.

New England, proud of its civilization, showed the same want. In 1808 Wilson grumbled, “My journey through almost the whole of New England has lowered the Yankees in my esteem; ruinous schools, stone-strewn fields, dirty taverns filled with idlers brawling over lawsuits and politics; the people snappish, extortionate, lazy, two hundred years behind the Pennsylvanians in agricultural improvements.” Twenty years earlier Gallatin could still say, “I have seen nothing in America equal to the establishments on the Connecticut River.” Yet thin wooden houses, unheated churches, crude sanitation, drink, fevers, and dyspepsia checked population: Massachusetts reached only 423,000 in 1800, Boston 25,000.

Boston, still like an old English market town, lay under dim oil-lamps; cobbled walks shared gutters with carts, police were scarce, taxes loose, and jealous town-meetings blocked a city charter. Comforts grew, yet poverty persisted: a handful of trading merchants lived well, while clergy and lawyers survived on austere pay—Abijah Weld raised eleven children, entertained guests, and helped the poor on two hundred twenty dollars a year. Three local banks and a branch of the United States Bank handled wartime boom, but household manufacture, Yankee notions, and coastwise peddling stayed dominant. Outside, frontier New York showed inns where President Dwight blamed easy licenses for democracy.

Movement had quickened since colonial days, yet progress lagged. Officials merely lengthened roads and cleared streams behind settlers. Rip Van Winkle, waking about 1800, would notice little new beyond President Washington’s head where King George’s had hung, and strange faces. New York’s people leapt from thirty-three to sixty thousand, yet the seaport stayed poorly paved, undrained, foul. Wooden pipes brought water; no sanitation existed, and yellow fever in 1798 and 1803 cleared the city. Two captains, two deputies, seventy-two night watchmen patrolled; annual expenses reached $130,000. Repeated fires yielded brick sidewalks and curbstones, delighting travellers. Europeans called Boston Bristol, New York Liverpool, Philadelphia London.

Capital flowed mostly through modest channels. Half New Jersey, Connecticut, and the Hudson valleys bought supplies from New York, yet wealth remained thin. Two city banks, plus a United States branch, served commerce; outside Hudson and Albany the State had none. Exports in 1800 were $14,000,000, customs in 1799 reached $2,373,000, scarcely above Massachusetts. Domestic factories failed against imports and drew little credit. Land deals crawled; roads, bridges, canals strained purses. All American bank capital totaled under $29,000,000, a pittance. Few could borrow twenty thousand; the Treasury paid eight percent to raise five millions in 1798, and stopped payments in 1814 for lack of twenty.

Philadelphia dazzled visitors. "Philadelphia is not only the finest city in the United States, but may be deemed one of the most beautiful in the world," declared the Duc de Liancourt. With seventy-thousand inhabitants, paved streets, drains, lights, water, iron, paper, carriage works, and the ten-million-dollar bank, it sent twelve million in exports over new turnpikes west. Baltimore flourished, yet farther south change slowed. On the Potomac the federal city stood empty: one unfinished White House facing two incomplete Capitol wings across a swamp. Government arrived 1800, squeezing into boarding-houses; no shops or skilled labor waited, and Congress starved the work, walls ready to crumble.

The traveller roaming Washington in 1800 stared at half-built Capitol columns and saw a government with grand blueprints and half a heart. Crossing the Potomac he found no stir of industry: beyond Alexandria’s lone half-million-dollar bank, nothing until Norfolk, no mills, no factories. Virginia held 514,000 whites, 350,000 slaves, yet clung to a patriarchal ideal; exhausted fields yielded eight bushels of wheat, tobacco culture had been abandoned. Even Jefferson, owning ten thousand acres and 150 slaves, reaped no better. Planters experimented without markets, and, as the Duc de Liancourt observed, “a silver-laden table stands beside broken panes and decaying walls.

On Pennsylvania roads Robert Sutcliffe met “great numbers of wagons drawn by four fat horses, ten or fifteen together, linen covers pale as snow, the driver riding cheerfully.” Days later he entered slave country: “The reverse—ragged black children steer a mule, a bull, and a cow, dragging a shattered cart or one hogshead of tobacco.” Between Richmond and Fredericksburg he passed “a London-worthy coach with gay footmen.” Farther south, Washington warned, “low sandy lands grow unhealthy; I would persuade no one to settle there.” North Carolina proved him right; Wilson cursed taverns “bare, bleak, dirty,” hogs grunting below broken floors.

Yet a fresh tide rose from cotton. Watt’s engines and the cotton-gin created a voracious English market, so planters hurried to sow new acres, buy slaves, and push westward. North Carolina shared the surge, but South Carolina felt it strongest: exports rivaled Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, and Charleston alone expected to eclipse every port. The city’s eighteen thousand souls matched Boston’s count a decade earlier, while a crop that leapt from two hundred thousand pounds in 1791 to twenty million in 1801 promised ever greater riches. Canals to the Santee, a road toward Tennessee, ample banks, cultivated leaders, and limitless African labor seemed to guarantee triumph.

South Carolina, rich in soil and rivers, seems ripe for glory, yet summer languor, fierce sun, deadly coast fever, and one hundred thousand enslaved people encircling thirty thousand whites darken hope; half-settled Georgia shows a similar ratio. Planters insist heat and slavery never smothered older realms, but their oligarchy veers from northern ways and threatens tighter knots. In 1800 the Union holds property worth eighteen hundred million dollars—about $328 each, $418 per free white—fairly even save in the South; a $100,000 fortune impresses New York, $300,000 awes Philadelphia. Most families own two-thousand-dollar farms, pay taxes, earn a dollar a day, meager fuel against vast obstacles.





Popular Characteristics


Table of Contents


American character eluded census or survey; even in 1800, Dwight dared no broad claims beyond New England, and foreign travellers—Liancourt, Weld, Bülow—proved no surer. Sparse literature left only scattered customs. Yet abundance shaped people: laborers, save slaves, lacked nothing, though they used it poorly. Liancourt noted Pennsylvania’s odd mix of filth and fastidiousness: "Strangers marvel; families cram two or three to a bed, drink from one grimy glass, yet would never skip morning washing. Every settler, however poor, breakfasts on coffee, chocolate, and salt meat; dinner repeats salt meat or fish; supper again salt meat and coffee.

In Kentucky Ashe claimed: "Dinner was salted bacon, hominy, and squirrel broth; locals eat only bacon and swill whiskey till two-thirds drunk. They gorge salt meat thrice daily, shun vegetables and fresh meat, their taste ruined by liquor." A frontier mother in Cooper’s tale agreed: "Bread and potatoes are nothing; when I see the bottom of the pork barrel, we’re desperate—pork is the staff of life." Poor Richard teased, "Maids of America, who gave you bad teeth?" and answered, "Hot soupings and frozen apples." Volney thundered that butter sauces, strong tea, bread, and spirits would win any prize for ruining stomach, teeth, and nerves.

On the road, privacy vanished: travelers squeezed into the same coach, ate identical meals, and at night shared beds. An Elkton landlord boasted, "Don’t worry—I’ve eleven beds in one room!" A vexed Philadelphian asked, "Why that vulgar, hoggish custom of packing three, six, or eight beds in one room?" Cleanliness remained debated. Cobbett objected to board-shell farmhouses but confessed, "You have not seen the nice, neat houses of Long Island and New England." Beaujour too admired the "air of ease and neatness" everywhere. Yet drams flowed; noon toddy was routine, boys tipped off liquor, and critics called drinking the national disease.

Travellers like Thomas Moore and H. W. Bülow railed against American manners and morals. Though formal records were scant—divorce cases were almost unknown—life appeared sober if coarse, an English legacy. Chief-Justice Parsons, model of propriety, handed a lady “Tom Jones,” urging her to study Molly Seagrim’s escapades for moral profit. Philadelphia tea-tables brimmed with “indecent allusions, indelicate expressions, and even at times immoral innuendoes”; a loud laugh followed, fans fluttering. Families often hid a drunken son, rarely a scandalous daughter. Europeans dismissed the nation as dull: small towns offered only visiting, dancing, music, walks, sleigh-rides, college exhibitions, cards grudgingly, theatres grudgingly.

Puritan New England still banned horse-racing; its famed Narragansett pacer had vanished, leaving tavern-door scratch trots. New York boasted a racecourse and, in 1792, welcomed the stallion Messenger. Yet Virginia, long devoted to pure-blood runners, led the sport; after 1798 the celebrated Diomed[2] sired future champions. Travellers scolded Virginians for racing, cockfights, betting, drinking, and the brutal “rough-and-tumble” brawl. At Wheeling a Kentuckian of bulk met a crafty Virginian: the smaller man flew at his foe, clung like a bat, thumbs gouging eyes until crowds roared. Such spectacles, echoed in Judge Longstreet’s tales, appalled friendly observers and delighted hostile ones.

Ashe asked his landlord if the custom spread downstream. “It does on the left bank; land there as little as possible….” “Judge the tavern by whether the landlord still has ears.” Polite leaders were not immune; Andrew Jackson, militia candidate and former judge, had fought more than most. Frontier boatmen sounded equally ferocious. On a Natchez levee one voice boasted, “I am a man; I am a horse; I can whip any man in Kentucky, by God!” Another answered, “I am a Mississippi snapping-turtle… can whip any man, by God!” They plunged into biting and gouging while immigrants kept their distance.

Weld often found himself waylaid: 'Stop, Mister! I guess you’re from the new State?'—'No, sir.'—'Then from Kentuck?'—'No, sir.'—'Pray, where might you be coming from?'—'The low country.'—'You must know the news; what’s the price of bacon there?'—'I can’t inform you.'—'Ay, you aren’t one of us. What’s your name?' Travellers echoed his irritation at New England inquisitiveness, while Americans considered themselves reserved; President Dwight denied the charge, and decades later Dickens blamed them for taciturnity. Travel books also berated tavern loungers—idlers who, with little to do and no engines to hurry them, tippled, lounged, and grilled strangers for amusement.

Yet beneath the porch sitters lived a breed of restless workers. No immigrant crossed the Atlantic to be idle: the English farmer near New York earned more than in Devon but handled plough and scythe himself, fighting fever, drought, insects, weeds, and costly hirelings. Germans prospered; the penniless pushed west, raised log cabins with earthen floors, planted corn among stumps, and counted a roaming pig capital. Gallatin said corn made them capitalists between April and October, but women and children paid in malaria, milk-sickness, homesickness, and exhaustion. Cities held barely one hundred eighty thousand whites; nine hundred thousand slaves darkened the balance.

Habits remained simple, prospects uncertain, and a conservative temper ruled the older states. Between Franklin’s loaf on Market Street and 1800, politics had raced ahead of intellect. His subscription library inspired many, yet all public collections together boasted scarcely fifty thousand volumes, a third theological. The postal service earned $290,000; at up to twelve-and-a-half cents a letter, Americans posted perhaps three million messages—about one apiece. Noah Webster, editing the Commercial Advertiser, railed at superficial learning, empty libraries, and absent apparatus; Ticknor still lacked a Euripides in 1814. Even roads stalled: Dwight fumed when Rhode Island let a turnpike die unfinished.

The Providence road stalled when the legislative grant ran out; the company asked for more, the Assembly refused. A delegate thundered, "Turnpikes and religious worship came from Britain, land of monarchs and slaves; if Massachusetts and Connecticut want tolls and ministers, let them be slaves, but free-born Rhode Islanders will never be priest-ridden nor pay to travel." That "demonstrative reasoning" left the highway rough until 1805, when islanders bowed to the "slavery" of a road. The same aversion to spending haunted Georgia, Virginia, North Carolina and choked banking: Washington suffered, New York stalled seven years, and Burr hid the Manhattan Company in a water scheme.

Such caution crippled a nation that needed daring. Europe itself ignored Watt’s engines for a generation, yet Americans, who would profit most from steam navigation, stayed sceptical even after John Fitch’s 1789 boat ferried passengers all summer against wind and tide. The public shunned his craft, denied more funds, and broke his heart; after drifting to Kentucky and failing again, he swallowed opium in a country inn. Philadelphia’s Oliver Evans, hailed as an American Watt, met the same cold shoulder while Livingston and Fulton pressed on. In 1802 Rotterdam asked about American steam engines; Philadelphia’s society assigned Benjamin Latrobe to reply.

Latrobe confessed that only five engines were running—waterworks, a sawmill, a rolling mill—and outlined why boats should fail: "The weight of the engine and fuel, the space they occupy, the racking of hulls, the cost of upkeep, irregular motion, fragile paddles—all are fatal; I have never heard of a speedy, agreeable steamboat voyage." He called the craze a "mania," yet allowed that Mississippi wood might ease fuel doubts. Within four years Fulton’s vessel proved him wrong, and Latrobe became its champion. Still, most Americans trusted turnpikes and canals, deemed steam a delusion, and Fulton, like Fitch before him, built amid widespread disbelief.

"When I was building a steamboat at New York," Fulton recalled, "the public met the scheme with indifference or contempt. Friends polite yet doubtful. I felt the poet’s lament: ‘Truths would you teach, or save a sinking land, all fear, none aid you, and few understand.’ Daily I lingered near onlookers trading scorn, dry jests, cries of 'Fulton Folly'; never one warm wish." Conservatism ruled a world sure what had been must be; even Jefferson in 1804 shrugged, fancying Atlantic or Mississippi confederacies. America, lacking patrons or scientists, had to gamble, prize novelty, devise methods, and learn that knowledge turns steam and stone to gold.
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Whether America prospered or failed in politics or trade, its people still had to forge a mind of their own. New hopes promised arts and letters, and a victory in thought might one day rival the nation’s force. Though young, the Union already owned a literature that hinted at tomorrow. Intellectual taste, like politics, split by region: New England, New York, Pennsylvania, the South. Even New England divided between Boston and New Haven, heirs to colonial schools breathing, if thinly. In Massachusetts, Republicans counted half the people yet fewer voters; Federalist professionals, merchants, clergy, bench and bar, joined through Congregational churches into a disciplined machine.

Overthrowing this order was hard, for its roots ran through education. Common schools, academies, and Harvard itself had scarcely changed since colonial days. From 1790-1800 only thirty-nine bachelors graduated yearly, less than before the Revolution; in 1720-30 the number had been thirty-five. Faculty still meant a president, theologian, mathematician, Hebrew professor, and four tutors teaching lessons fit for fourteen-year-olds. Discipline lagged, progress crawled, and the college seemed a priesthood guarding fading mysteries while waiting for new light. Yet in 1783 a medical school of three professors began granting two doctorates a year; science gripped it, alarming conservative pastors who nevertheless financed the college they feared.

Beyond campus walls the Congregational minister ruled villages. If anyone defied him, the pastor donned his hat and cane and warned door after door that license and French infidelity stalked the streets; magistrates punished the culprit. Respectability worshiped conservatism, branding democrats Jacobins unfit for Federalist parlors. Newspapers and pulpits painted Jefferson as “Ephraim” or “Jeroboam,” a deist who mocked revelation, dismissed the Deluge when pondering seashells on mountain tops, and said, “It does me no injury for my neighbors to say there are twenty gods, or none.” Joseph Buckminster forecast judgment on impiety. Doctrinal theology stalled, but secular pens thrived in Boston under Fisher Ames.

From 1793 onward, Fisher Ames fixated on politics alone. New England, sober in habit, watched the French Revolution’s blood and blasphemy with horrified piety; wisdom was measured by abhorrence of France and by blaming democracy. Echoing Burke, they scoffed, “It is a vile, illiberal school, this French Academy of sans-culottes; nothing in it suits a gentleman.” The warning “Look at France!” became a monomania that consumed Ames. Even in 1808, dying, he feared his children would be French slaves. He pictured chains, assassins’ whispers, blazing ruins, the stench of victims, and swore America must share France’s fate if the ignorant ruled.

In May 1800, Jefferson’s triumph turned dread against the government. Clergy and citizens poured maledictions into every newspaper. Ames thundered in 1803, “Our country is too big for union, too sordid for patriotism, too democratic for liberty; vice will govern by practising on folly.” He added that democracy must relapse into a despotism “till nothing survives but vermin.” George Cabot agreed: even New England’s virtue was helpless, “for we are democratic altogether, and I hold democracy the government of the worst.” Editors urged force; Dennie’s “Portfolio” foretold civil war and called men to draw swords, while Hamilton snapped, “Your people, sir, is a great beast

The ultras conceded a token popular share but wanted voters to own at least two thousand dollars in land, far beyond Massachusetts’ existing limits. Reform, they said, needed public consent, so they waited like Roman augurs for democracy’s storm to drive power back to the wise—or to a military chief. Oblivious to the century’s dawn, Boston conservatives kept their eyes on England; Ames lingered, repeating the treaty speech’s doom until death silenced him, claiming only “not five hundred” allies. Those allies—Cabot, Ames, Pickering, the circumspect but formidable Parsons—linked into the Essex Junto[3]. As moderates defected, that granite band grew proportionally stronger and sterner.

Old-fashioned conservatism was tottering. New England congregations—Unitarian, Baptist, Calvinist—prayed together and hushed disputes while, at Harvard, a milder creed germinated. William Ellery Channing left with his degree in 1798, Joseph Stevens Buckminster in 1800; both were already straining at orthodoxy’s shell. Yet pulpits still thundered against the ‘fatal tolerance’ that had opened Boston’s playhouse and dared announce “Hamlet” and “Othello” in the Puritan town, and against travellers who broke Sabbath laws now routinely winked at by innkeepers. Feeling the police power slip, ministers sensed the unspoken verdict of city pews: let us amuse ourselves here, punish us hereafter.

Amusement-starved theologians shared the hunger. Boston streets still glittered with coats, shirts, knee-breeches, cocked hats, wigs sent home each Saturday for Sunday church; at parties men wore white small-clothes and danced the old minuet—no waltz yet. Ladies walked, hackney coaches being few. Summer southerners praised hilltop houses facing the harbor, and, like Newport or Ballston, the town revolved round state dinners where gout waited behind the chairs. Talk replaced debate; clergy joined, yet Fisher Ames dazzled. When Gouverneur Morris arrived he crossed wits with Ames, while one matron quipped, “I should as soon have expected to see a cow in a drawing-room as a Jacobin.

Prosperity outran intellect. Between 1783 and 1800 Massachusetts named no poet, novelist, or scholar; Bowditch and Waterhouse appeared only at century’s turn. For a canal Boston hired engineer Weston, and when Ticknor sought German he found neither teacher nor dictionary. Pope and Addison led, though Burns and a reprint of Wordsworth’s “Lyrical Ballads” whispered novelty. With lectures scarce, taverns drew men, women turned to belles-lettres. Connecticut supplied verse: Timothy Dwight’s “Conquest of Canaan” praised “the Rights of Man,” “Columbia, Columbia, to glory arise” hailed union, yet later “Triumph of Infidelity” mocked the preacher who “smiled… unused to wound the sinner’s heart with Hell’s alarming sound.

In 1794 Timothy Dwight crowned his poetry with the seven-book pastoral Greenfield Hill; he imagined future wanderers praising America amid London’s ruins: “Some unknown wild, some shore without a name, in all thy pomp shall then majestic shine.” No loftier than Beattie or Young, his verse won fame in an age, driven by love for the Connecticut Valley. Most peers lacked ardor; William Cliffton lamented, “In these cold shades, beneath these shifting skies, Where Fancy sickens, and where Genius dies…” A Boston Anthology voice echoed: “We know that in this land… the rose-leaves fall ungathered.” Yet public cherished Dwight, and he repaid it warmly.

Dwight’s travel sketches coolly compared restless Boston with stern New Haven. Bostonians, he wrote, were “more like the Greeks than the Romans,” applauding, hissing, and talking in hyperbole; they dumped the tea others stored; schooling was thin, and women prized show and dress. Connecticut women fared better, he said, yet the valley’s men, the Hartford wits—Trumbull, Theodore Dwight, Alsop, Hopkins—embraced satire. Trumbull’s Hudibrastic McFingal succeeded and coined maxims: “What has posterity done for us?” “Optics sharp it needs, I ween, To see what is not to be seen.” “A thief ne’er felt the halter draw With good opinion of the law.

Riding McFingal’s success, Hartford wits issued Anarchiad, Echo, and Guillotine, praising themselves in Alsop’s verse: “Begrimed with blood, the Muses sing; lo, Trumbull wakes the lyre… Majestic Dwight paints the crimson plain, and in Virgilian Barlow’s lines great Columbus shines.” Yet Barlow, rejected as a Jacobin, dreamed bigger. He vowed to give America an Iliad; his Vision of Columbus, later the sumptuous Columbiad, filled over seven thousand ringing lines. Columbus foresees heroes: “Here stood stern Putnam… Wayne, a moving tower… Morgan in front of his bold riflers towers… and lodges the death-ball in the heedless head.” Europe, Abbé Grégoire declared, would immortalize him.

Though "Columbiad" deserved much criticism, it still displayed near-genius; Dwight, Trumbull, and Barlow revealed Americans' boundless ambition. Connecticut stood like a separate New England province, isolated when Jefferson's democratic victory left it and Massachusetts alone. Yet the breach stayed shallow: Webster kept forging an American language, Barlow grew more national, colleges endured, but old prejudices and strict laws lingered, Yale mimicking Harvard with sterner orthodoxy and shrinking classes. Such stasis could not last. A younger Boston generation, barred politically, sought freedom in other realms, destined to create new, respected work guided by European models.
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Between New England and New York yawned a gulf of habit. Puritan clergy, magistrates, and colleges ruled eastward; westward, lineage and fortune fought among themselves. Governor Jay, the Schuylers, and Hamilton clung to Federalist respectability, joined at distance by Rufus King; George Clinton, "Republican by temperament," led the Northern democrats; the Livingstons weighed profit and marched with "the great beast." Aaron Burr, polished yet cynical, and his lieutenants Van Ness and Swartwout followed. The May 1800 battle ended with Jefferson and Clinton triumphant and New York enlisted for change, a victory no influx of Yankee settlers could reverse.

Luckily the city had no entrenched church, ancient creed, or literary canon to shatter. Schools opened under Clinton’s 1795 plan were already fading, Columbia College paraded vacant chairs and barely twenty graduates, though Dr. Samuel Mitchill dazzled as universal savant and faithful Jeffersonian. Dr. David Hosack instructed privately; surgeons passed for artists, and Dr. Thornton’s sketch of the Capitol showed the reach of amateur ambition. Jefferson boasted he could outdraw them all. Amid modest botany, chemistry, and yellow-fever quarrels, New York prized novelty over doctrine; Burr, De Witt Clinton, Edward and Robert Livingston, and Ambrose Spencer chased power yet birthed steamboats, canals, codes, and courts.

Southwestward, Pennsylvania spoke loudest. Neither hierarchy, clan, nor planter oligarchy weighted its fields; “from the suburbs of Philadelphia to the banks of the Ohio,” declared Gallatin, “I do not know a single family that has any extensive influence.” Equal property fostered “true and real equality,” twenty sects bred tolerance, and a Quaker current kept laws humane. Free of anxiety about democracy or nationality, the State minded national projects more than local pride, so critics found it dull and neighbors courted its vote. If the Union prospered, credit belonged to Pennsylvania’s steady temper, which asked only that administration follow its broad interest.

Pennsylvanians lacked eastern sharpness yet secured their aims and avoided folly. They distrusted politics, as if popular power contradicted itself. Albert Gallatin emerged; he claimed government may seize every needful power yet must exercise it sparingly, lest liberty flourish under its own strength. Fellow citizens wrangled over jobs but never tried to rule or revolt, instead backing national interests. Though New England and Virginia mocked their slowness, Philadelphia in 1800 remained the nation’s cleverest city. Ten years as capital had filled it with dazzling society. Duc de Liancourt marveled: "The rooms glitter, the dresses rival Europe, and not one plain woman appears.

The city’s presses echoed the swirl. William Cobbett shouted abuse at democrats until he foolishly bled the doctors, who gladly bled him back; he fled for England in 1800, but his vicious style stayed. William Duane, exiled from England and India, took the Aurora and forged the fiercest, most slanderous sheet in America. Other pens matched him: Coleman of the Evening Post, the elegant Joseph Dennie of the Portfolio, even the revered Fisher Ames, who urged allies to expose "the knaves, Jefferson and Gallatin… that scorn may smite and wither them like lightning." Both parties hurled similar thunder.

Columns overflowed, yet real news was scarce: a few advertisements, English extracts, endless polemics, no reports of canals, steam trials, or inaugurations. Philadelphia still led until 1801, when Coleman’s Evening Post, Cheetham’s American Citizen in New York, plus Jefferson’s National Intelligencer, dulled the Aurora’s glow. Literature fared no better. Dennie launched the Portfolio, railing at a land "where Genius sickens." Tom Moore, sipping by the Delaware, toasted the "sacred few" who defied rabble, then warned Columbia’s fruit might rot. Traveler John Davis met them in Dickens’s shop, and heard Charles Brockden Brown say, "Sir, pens and thick paper help me more than the grandest view.

Pennsylvania, heavily German and touched by Moravian learning, still shows no German stamp on its educated ranks. Schiller nears his end and Goethe shines high, yet only stray translations of “The Robbers” or “Werther” find readers along the Schuylkill. Kant has finished and Hegel has barely begun, but such thought is as dark as hieroglyphs to the Western nations. In America metaphysics exists only inside theology; Locke’s text is routine, Berkeley’s idealism draws clerical mockery, and nothing beyond Calvinism stirs. Literary effort therefore keeps to narrow, easier paths, though within that fence Pennsylvania musters a modest harvest.

Up the river lives naturalist William Bartram, author of the 1791 Travels once applauded by Coleridge; close by, his keen disciple Alexander Wilson, a stubborn Scots poet, battles setbacks to craft the first creditable American ornithology. Beyond the mountains in Pittsburgh, H. H. Brackenridge offers hearty humor. His prose “Hudibras,” Modern Chivalry, sends a militia captain roaming with a raw Irish groom whose red head and blundering ambition nearly make him preacher, tribal chief, legislator, savant, even congressman, until an excise post in the Alleghenies ends with democratic allies tarring and feathering him. Along the Ohio, the tale replaces Don Quixote.

Another wanderer, Philip Freneau, pours verses both rough and delicate and twice sees Britain’s masters of song lift his lines. “By midnight moons, o’er moistening dews, / In vestments for the chase arrayed, / The hunter still the deer pursues, / The hunter and the deer,—a shade.” Thomas Campbell steals the final echo; later Walter Scott adopts “They took the spear—but left the shield.” Freneau, Wilson, and Brackenridge stand outside the Federalist salon, yet that circle still glitters: Graydon’s Memoirs, Dallas’s reports, Duponceau’s language studies, Rawle and Lewis at the bar, Wistar and Physic in medicine, Stuart’s portraits, West presiding at the Royal Academy.

Milder manners thrive in Philadelphia. Societies work to end slavery, soften prison misery, and test a model jail, while the Pennsylvania Hospital houses the nation’s lone ward for the insane beside Williamsburg’s. Chains, dark rooms, and whips remain common elsewhere, with New Haven criminals still buried in an abandoned mine shaft. Schools lag; no state system exists, and colleges limp. Visiting Princeton, the Englishman Weld notes a grammar-school of seventy youths, “a wretched library,” a broken Rittenhouse orrery, and two shoddy stuffed alligators. Architect Latrobe reminds Volney, “With us the labor of the hand precedes that of the mind,” a truth echoing farther south.





Intellect of the Southern States


Table of Contents


Between Pennsylvania and Virginia rose no natural wall; rivers like the Susquehanna slid southward, funding Baltimore more easily than New York reached its hinterland. Logic said Susquehanna, Potomac, and James should unite a single people, yet Virginia already thought unlike Pennsylvania. Cityless planters stood tall, proud of kinship with Hampden and Chatham, prizing farm virtues—straight talk, courage, lavish welcome, scorn for mercantile haste. Visitors melted. In 1799 William Ellery Channing wrote, “I blush for my own people; Virginians love money less, are more disinterested; remove sensuality and slaves and they’d be the greatest.” Decades later Bryant conceded Southern manners surpassed Northern.

Refinement matched charm. Liancourt noted, “The taste for reading is commoner here among first-class men than anywhere else, though the populace is perhaps more ignorant.” Into that narrow circle rose poor, gifted lawyers welcomed as equals: Marshall, Mason, Wythe, young Clay. Law and politics were their passion; no American opinions rivalled Marshall’s judgments, Mason’s Bill of Rights, or Jefferson’s Declaration. “The Virginians are the best orators I ever heard,” Channing added. Yet support pillars cracked. Revolution ended primogeniture and church establishment; a bill for emancipation found no sponsor. Washington warned cheap land would force gradual abolition, but planters hesitated.
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