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Dedication


To all those leaders 
who have made their communities 
better places
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Introduction


This series started with an idea. My brother, Peter, an executive at History, knows that people love history, but have little tolerance for textbooks, multi-volume tomes, or obscure academic books. In these hectic times, he was convinced what most people want to read is reliable history broken down into manageable bites. That led him to a history book idea: one organized like a calendar. Chapters would stretch out like weeks in the year, and each chapter would include seven related one-page entries, like the days in a week.


He even came up with a title: The Seven-Day Scholar. But my brother is neither a researcher nor a writer, and he had a full-time job. So he asked me, a writer and a history buff, if I wanted to pursue the book with him. I said no. It sounded like an encyclopedia, and I find them boring. Then I had my own “aha” moment: Why not write a book organized as Peter imagined, but full of historical stories?


We chose the Presidents as the subject of the second book in our series—the Civil War was the first—because they are fascinating both as individuals and as prisms through which to glimpse our country’s rich history. In pursuing good real-life stories, well-known or obscure, we learned so much. That George Washington loved to dance. That Abraham Lincoln had to come quite far in his thinking to turn the Civil War into a war to end slavery. That Teddy Roosevelt took up boxing as a boy to strengthen his sickly body and boxed some rounds in the White House while President. That Dwight Eisenhower fought hard to corral military spending during his entire presidency.


We’ve collected what we’ve discovered as stories, mini-essays, historical debates, documents, and images. For those who want to learn more—budding scholars always do—we’ve recommended relevant books. Read this volume over a year or devour it in a week. It’s your pace and your journey.


Best, 


Dennis Gaffney
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DID GEORGE REALLY CONFESS 
TO CHOPPING DOWN THE CHERRY TREE?


One of the old chestnuts about George Washington—a moral tale repeated in the McGuffey Reader over generations—depicts the young George cutting down one of his father’s cherry trees. The account comes from a Pastor Mason Weems, who added it to the fifth edition (1806) of his book, The Life and Memorable Actions of George Washington. He said he heard it from Washington’s nurse, and that it was “too valuable to be lost, too true to be doubted.” Weems wrote that Washington was about six years old when he was given a hatchet and “was constantly going about chopping everything that came his way.” One morning, George’s father discovered one of his cherry trees gone.


Weems writes: “ ‘George,’ said his father, ‘do you know who killed that beautiful little cherry tree yonder in the garden?’ This was a tough question; and George staggered under it for a moment; but quickly recovered himself: and looking at his father, with the sweet face of youth brightened with the inexpressible charm of all-conquering truth, he bravely cried out, ‘I can’t tell a lie, Pa; you know I can’t tell a lie. I did cut it with my hatchet.’ ”


Weems wrote that the honest reply meant more to George’s father “than a thousand trees, though blossomed with silver, and their fruits of purest gold.” Weems said the stories he collected were important because “It is not, then in the glare of public, but in the shade of private life, that we are to look for the man. . . . [I]f he act greatly [in private], he must be great indeed.”


Weems apparently did not act greatly privately or publicly, as historians, who have found next to nothing about young Washington’s relationship to his father, have concluded his account was a fabrication. Weems apparently invented the morality tale for a higher private purpose: selling copies of his anecdotal biography. “I’ve something to whisper in your lug,” Weems wrote his publisher Matthew Carey a month after Washington’s death: “Washington, you know, is gone! Millions are gaping to read something about him. I am very nearly primed and cocked for ’em.”
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WASHINGTON—FOX HUNTER, GAMBLER, DANCER


Many Americans imagine George Washington as a wooden man, but he was actually someone who deeply enjoyed life’s pleasures. Many of his favorite pastimes were typical of a Virginia planter of his day. Washington bred hounds, for example, and wrote in his diary that during one forty-nine-day stretch in 1768 he spent between two and five hours a day conducting foxhunts. After a hunt, the men often drank wine, usually Madeira, which Washington bought by the pipe (110 gallons) or by the butt (150 gallons). Washington, who drank in moderation, once joked that his Mount Vernon home was a “well-resorted” tavern, serving as a popular destination for many friends and neighbors.


Washington also enjoyed gambling and bet on horse races at Alexandria, Annapolis, and Williamsburg, and also bet on billiards, card games, and dice games.


But the pastime that Washington cherished most was dancing. At age fifteen, he paid three shillings nine pence to attend a dancing school, and he took what he learned to the dance floor, whether stepping to country reels, jigs, or minuets, his favorite. During their Mount Vernon days, George and Martha often danced at parties that went long into the night.


During his presidency, he danced at numerous balls held in his honor, and he noted that one in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, was attended by “about seventy-five well-dressed and many of them very handsome ladies.” The ladies, too, found him an attractive partner. “The general danced every set,” wrote the governor of Maryland after a ball held at Annapolis to honor Washington after the war, “that all the ladies might have the pleasure of dancing with him, or . . . get a touch of him.”
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RULES OF CIVILITY: THE BOOK THAT SHAPED 
THE MAN—OR AN EXERCISE IN PENMANSHIP?


Washington’s father died when he was eleven, the reason he was never sent to boarding school. Unlike many of the Virginia aristocracy, he didn’t attend college or ever visit Europe, and he admitted to a “consciousness of a defective education.” He later confessed that his poor education discouraged him from writing his memoirs.


“That Washington was not a scholar is certain,” John Adams later observed. “That he was too illiterate, unlearned, unread for his station and reputation is equally past dispute.”


Washington scholar Peter R. Henriques asserts that a book on etiquette and manners, written in 1595, Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation, “most influenced his conduct.” Washington copied rules from the book into a school notebook at about age sixteen. French Jesuits first wrote the 110 rules, some of which now seem amusing: “Spit not into the fire . . . especially if there be meat before it”; “Kill no vermin, or fleas, lice, ticks, etc. in the sight of others.” When with others, “Do not Puff up the Cheeks, Do not Loll out the tongue, rub the Hands, or beard, thrust out the lips, or bite them or keep the Lips too open or too Close.”


But some of the rules might have shaped the man Washington became. Rule #1 was: “Every action done in company ought to be done with some sign of respect to those that are present.” Rule #45 urges restraint, which Washington needed to corral what one contemporary called his “tumultuous passions.” Was this guide to the “virtues of humanity” Washington’s handbook for how to behave? At least one scholar is skeptical: “It is quite possible,” writes Joseph J. Ellis, “that he copied out the list as a mere exercise in penmanship.”
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RETREATING FROM THE JAWS OF DEFEAT—
WASHINGTON IN THE FRENCH AND INDIAN WAR


Washington was selected commander in chief by the Second Continental Congress in large part because he served as a colonel in the Virginia regiment during the French and Indian War. Washington had fired one of its first shots as a twenty-one-year-old leading a small force of men on the British side in Pennsylvania. He and his men bumped into French forces, and shooting broke out. “I heard the bullets whistle,” Washington wrote his younger brother, “and, believe me, there is something charming in the sound.”


But Washington earned his reputation the next year, in 1755, as a participant in a disastrous British defeat. Washington was serving as an aide to British General Edward Braddock with a force of about thirteen hundred troops on the march to Fort Duquesne (now Pittsburgh). Braddock and his army got caught in an open field by nine hundred of the Fort Duquesne men, two-thirds of them Indians. The British regulars, decimated, “broke & [ran] like sheep before Hounds,” Washington remembered. After Braddock was shot down, Washington rallied the remnants of the forces. Two horses were shot from under him and four musket balls put holes in his coat, but somehow he remained unscathed while “death was leveling my companions on every side of me.” The French and Indians counted twenty-three killed and sixteen wounded. The British and Americans suffered nine hundred casualties, nearly three in four men. Washington would forever remember the screams of the wounded being scalped. He gathered the survivors and retreated.


Braddock, dead, was blamed for the debacle. The public praised Washington as “the hero of the Monongahela.” One newspaper commented that Washington had earned “a high Reputation for Military Skill, Integrity, and Valor; tho’ Success has not always attended his Undertakings.” Washington learned little about strategy, a prerequisite for even adequate generals. Yet he’d displayed bravery, and another trait that would prove useful many years later, when he would lead the revolutionary army against the British: an instinct for survival.
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MARRYING UP—TO MARTHA CUSTIS


George Washington’s marriage to Martha Dandridge Custis, widow of Daniel Custis, on January 6, 1759, is often portrayed as one of convenience. Washington, a colonel in the Virginia Regiment, needed a wife—better yet, the richest widow in Virginia—to make his Mount Vernon a home. Martha needed a manager of her estate and a father for her two children.


But clues suggest it was more than just a prudent pairing. Everyone spoke of Washington’s magnetism, and despite the dowdy old portraits we associate with Martha, whom Washington called Patsy, her contemporaries described her as attractive (both were twenty-seven when they married). The fact that they didn’t have any children of their own was likely because the “Father of the Country” was probably sterile, as Martha had had four children with Custis. Martha also had an attractive personality. Abigail Adams observed, “Mrs. Washington is one of those unassuming characters which create love and esteem.”


Throughout their life together, hundreds of relatives, friends, and officials came for visits to Mount Vernon and none ever reported a discontented marriage—although posterity would know more if Martha hadn’t destroyed their letters to each other upon George’s death. In the handful of letters that remain, George addresses Martha as “My Dearest.” Martha addresses George as “My dearest” and “My Love.” In a letter George wrote in 1775, sixteen years into his marriage, he informed Martha that he’d accepted command of the Continental Army, writing, “I should enjoy more real happiness and felicity in one month with you, at home, than I have the most distant prospect of reaping abroad, if my stay was to be Seven times Seven years. . . . My dear Patsy . . . I retain an unalterable affection for you, which neither time or distance can change.”
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CURSED BY BAD TEETH


By all contemporary accounts, George Washington, six feet three inches tall, towered over most of his peers and was stronger and healthier as well. But the imposing leader had an Achilles heel—his mouth. From the age of twenty-one, when he lost his first tooth, until his death, the American leader was plagued by rotting teeth, ill-fitting dentures, and painful gums.


“His mouth is large and generally firmly closed, but which from time to time discloses some defective teeth,” said George Mercer, a friend. Washington’s copious records show he spent money nearly every year to extract teeth and purchase sponge toothbrushes. In 1788, his first year as president, his favorite dentist, John Greenwood, made a set of dentures with human teeth set into hippopotamus ivory, pinned in place to Washington’s one remaining tooth, a lonely lower left premolar. Crackles in the ivory (cattle, elephant tusk, and human teeth were used in other dentures) stained by port wine or other drinks might have mimicked wood grain, the source of the still-pervasive myth that Washington had wooden teeth.


The various sets of dentures, with their wires, rough edges, and tightly wound gold springs that pressed the contraptions against the gums, often pained the president. In 1790, Washington ordered laudanum, an opiate mixed in alcohol that might have soothed his sore gums.


Dentures also distorted the geography of his face, and Washington complained that one pair “bulge my lips out in such a manner as to make them appear considerably swelled.” You can see the lower thrust lip in the portrait done by Christian Gullager in 1789. In the famous Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington, engraved on the one-dollar bill, the square-jawed president is also biting down on a full set of dentures. Historians wonder whether Washington’s bad teeth might have led to another change that contemporaries noticed as he aged—a reluctance to smile.
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When George Washington was about sixteen, he copied these Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation into his school notebook. The question remains: Did Washington take these rules to heart, or were they just a lesson in penmanship?
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DID WASHINGTON RESIST HIS APPOINTMENT 
TO COMMANDER IN CHIEF?


In June 1775, at the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia, John Adams, worried about the fate of the colonies after fighting broke out with the British at Lexington and Concord, stood up and called upon “a gentleman from Virginia” to command the still-to-be-recruited Continental Army. Washington, seemingly embarrassed and surprised, fled the room. After discovering he’d been selected by the Congress, he directed his friend Edmund Pendleton to tell his peers he didn’t seek the post and was unqualified to fill it.


“I have used every endeavour in my power to avoid it,” he wrote Martha, “not only from my unwillingness to part with you and the Family, but from a consciousness of its being a trust too great for my Capacity. . . . But, as it has been a kind of destiny that has thrown me upon this Service, I shall hope that my undertaking of it, is designd to answer some good purpose.”


But Washington was perhaps not as ill-disposed to the post as he claimed he was. He was the only congressional attendee who wore a military uniform—hardly the outfit of a man looking to avoid command. On June 8, 1775, a week before he was appointed by Congress, Washington ordered five books on military tactics—which reveals an eagerness to lead and to learn, but perhaps an insecurity as well. Perhaps Washington was eager for responsibility, fame, and glory, but he also doubted his ability to lead a cause that appeared doomed.
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AN AGGRESSIVE FIGHTER FAILS—WASHINGTON 
LEARNS A LESSON IN NEW YORK CITY


Upon accepting the position of commander in chief from Congress, Washington told the gathered politicians that “I do not think myself equal to the command I am honored with.” He was probably right: He’d never commanded more than a regiment and had never led an artillery or a cavalry. He knew little about constructing defensive positions or sieges. Compared to the British generals, he was a babe on the battlefield.


Before Washington figured out how to win the war, he nearly lost it. In June 1776, as Jefferson was drafting the Declaration of Independence, Washington was maneuvering his troops to repel British forces then arriving in Long Island and New York City. Washington planned to beat the British, but the plan showed more bravado than sense. Washington had only fifteen thousand poorly trained men, many suffering from smallpox, compared to roughly thirty thousand well-trained British and Hessian soldiers. Unlike Boston, where he’d prevailed, New York City was a Loyalist stronghold, made even less hospitable by the surrounding harbors and rivers that allowed the British to use their thirty warships.


Washington made matters worse by dividing his forces between Manhattan and Long Island. He lost Long Island in a day, August 27, 1776, and his men there suffered three hundred casualties, with a thousand more taken prisoner. Washington and his men managed to slip away to Manhattan under the cover of fog and rain. His generals voted 10 to 3 to abandon Manhattan, but Washington overruled them. Historian Joseph Ellis described Washington’s stand on Manhattan this way: “It was as if a mouse, cornered by a bevy of cats, had declared itself a lion.”


His men took a stand at Fort Washington in northern Manhattan, and three thousand of them were killed or captured. Washington had lost nearly five thousand men, one of the worst defeats in American history. He was forced to abandon his assumption that Britain’s mercenary army could be defeated by sheer courage. Next he would try surprise.
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CHRISTMAS, 1776—WASHINGTON RISKS 
HIS ARMY AND CROSSES THE DELAWARE


To escape the British army after the defeat in New York City, the Continental army retreated across the Delaware River on December 7, 1776. A more aggressive British general might have crossed the river to finish the American forces, but General William Howe dawdled. Having little respect for Washington, General Howe went back to New York City to rendezvous with his mistress.


Rather than having his troops wait out the winter, as was customary, Washington planned a daring middle-of-the-night crossing of the Delaware on Christmas to surprise the Hessian mercenaries. Beforehand, he wrote himself a note: “Victory or death.”


Washington knew he was not an inspiring speaker, so instead of giving a speech to his men, he handed out copies of Tom Paine’s The American Crisis, which officers read aloud as they began the crossing: “These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. . . .” The famous painting by Emanuel Leutze has Washington standing alone at the prow of a boat, but actually the soldiers stood with their general.


Two of his units couldn’t make it across the icy Delaware, but Washington pressed ahead. When they met “a violent storm of snow and hail,” Washington shouted from his horse, “Press on, boys, press on,” knowing that they had to reach the Hessians before they awoke.


The Hessians hardly expected an attack in a snowstorm at dawn the day after Christmas. They fought hard, but were outgunned by the twenty-four artillery pieces that Henry Knox had transported across the river. Washington’s twenty-four hundred troops caused about one hundred casualties among the Hessians; nine hundred were captured and a few hundred more slipped away. Only two Americans were injured (one a future president: Lieutenant James Monroe). After the victory, one English journalist wrote, “A few days ago, they had given up the cause for lost. Their late successes have turned the scale and now they are all liberty-mad again.”
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WINNING THE WAR WITH PATIENCE


George Washington had won the Battle of Trenton using surprise, but to win the Revolutionary War he had to learn another, less valued military virtue—patience. It was his reduced forces after the disastrous defeat in New York City in August 1776 that began to teach him patience and endurance.


“We should on all occasions avoid a general action, and never [be] drawn into a necessity to put anything to the risk,” he wrote Congress in September 1776. “I am sensible a retreating army is incircled with difficulties . . . but when the fate of America may be at stake on the issue . . . we should protract the war. . . .” This strategy became more necessary as the defeated army limped across New Jersey, soldiers deserting until the rebel forces dwindled from nineteen thousand to about five thousand.


This defensive approach was sometimes called a Fabian strategy, after the Roman general Fabius Cunctator, who defeated the Carthaginians by retreating his army whenever it was threatened with destruction. By nature, Washington considered such retreats cowardly. But after New York he had to face the “melancholy truths” that “it is impossible . . . that any effectual opposition can be given to the British Army with the Troops we have.” He had learned what all guerilla leaders learn: Victory came not by winning battles, but by surviving until the invader became exhausted and lost its political support at home.


Washington’s Fabian strategy was tested in August 1777, when it became clear the British were going to attack Philadelphia. His instinct was to “take every measure in my power to defend it.” When the British took Philadelphia, Washington had to overcome his desire to recapture it, as his generals reminded him that it was strategically more important to protect his army.


“The lion,” biographer Joseph L. Ellis has written, “had to become the fox.” His restraint, Ellis writes, “completed his transformation into a public figure whose personal convictions must be suppressed and rendered subordinate to his higher calling as an agent of history, which . . . meant that winning the war was more important than being himself.”
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THE SUFFERING AT VALLEY FORGE WAS NOT 
CAUSED BY THE WEATHER


Generations of Americans have heard the story of the heroic American soldiers battered by the winter of 1777–1778 at Valley Forge. One book says blizzards tested the fortitude of the men in “one of the cruelest winters in our country’s history.” The men persevered through this low point of the war, goes the story, finding “new courage, new resolve, new faith in their cause.” This quiet determination was captured by the story—probably apocryphal—of George Washington kneeling in prayer asking God for help.


But the power Washington beseeched most often that winter was Congress. And he didn’t complain about the winter—relatively balmy compared to the one that struck in 1779–1780, described by one historian as the “severest season in all American history.” Instead, the general’s ire was directed at the “total failure of Supplies.” Washington said the army consisted of “Men without Cloathes to cover their nakedness, without blankets to lay on, without Shoes, by which their Marches might be traced by the Blood from their feet.”


Incompetent and corrupt governmental commissaries had also failed to get food and clothing to the army that winter. This, exacerbated by a moist winter and poor sanitation, laid an inviting bed for disease—primarily typhus, pneumonia, and dysentery—that ravaged the Valley Forge camp, killing eighteen hundred men.


Before Christmas, Washington wrote to Congress, saying, “that unless some great and Capital change suddenly takes place in that [supply] line, this Army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of these three things: starve, dissolve or disperse . . .” In February 1778, Washington feared a general mutiny. He rode through the ranks and heard an ominous chant: “No pay, no clothes, no provisions, no rum.” Close to two thousand men deserted over the winter.


After Valley Forge, provisioning of the army improved. Yet after the brutal winter of 1779–1780, two years after Valley Forge, Washington wrote to Congress that “there has never been a stage in the war in which the dissatisfaction has been so general or alarming.”









[image: ]


KNOWING HOW TO EXIT—WASHINGTON RESIGNS 
AS COMMANDER IN CHIEF


King George III of England asked painter Benjamin West what George Washington would do when he learned that a peace treaty had been signed with Great Britain. West said he thought Washington would retire to Mount Vernon. “If he does that,” King George replied, “he will be the greatest man in the world.”


On December 23, 1783, Washington went before Congress in Annapolis, Maryland, and pulled from his pocket a short speech, his hands visibly shaking. When he did speak, he was almost inaudible. He told the congressmen that he was surrendering a command he had taken in 1775 with “a diffidence in my abilities . . .” He concluded after about three minutes, his voice growing stronger: “Having now finished the work assigned me, I retire from the great theatre of action,—and bidding an affectionate farewell to this August body, under whose orders I have so long acted, I here offer my Commission, and take my leave of all the employments of public life.”


His resignation led many to compare him with Cincinnatus. In the fifth century B.C.E., Roman senators gave Cincinnatus, a general turned farmer, the powers of a dictator to beat back the Aequi soldiers of central Italy. The general gathered an army, marched on the Aequi two weeks later, and defeated them in a day. He then resigned his dictatorship and returned to his farm.


After saying good-bye to each congressman, Washington rode back to Mount Vernon, as he’d promised Martha he’d be home for Christmas. On Christmas Eve, George Washington again laid his eyes on Mount Vernon, which had miraculously survived the British army, and entered his mansion, “an older man by near nine years, than when I left. . . .” He expected his “Official life” was now permanently behind him and that he would return to farming, managing Mount Vernon, and overseeing his business interests. But his nation would soon call on him again and demand a third act, as long as his service in the war, returning him to “the great theatre of action.”
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This engraving of George Washington is based on a John Trumbull painting that depicts General Washington on the battlefield in Trenton, New Jersey, where, on December 25, 1776, he led his army across the Delaware River to capture about nine hundred Hessian soldiers.
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DID WASHINGTON OVERREACT TO THE 
WHISKEY REBELLION?


Washington’s first political crisis was known as the Whiskey Rebellion. In 1791, the first year of his first term, Washington, guided by his Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, had introduced an economic plan that included a tax on whiskey to help pay for a federal debt incurred during the Revolutionary War.


The whiskey tax fell hardest on poor frontier farmers in places such as western Pennsylvania, where one in five farmers distilled his own liquor. Resistance among farmers percolated until July 16, 1794, when a crowd of farmers in Pennsylvania surrounded federal revenue officers attempting to serve papers against distillers, and violence erupted.


Washington sent a commission to meet with the rebels as he organized a force of thirteen thousand militiamen from four nearby states—five times as large as the Continental Army at the Battle of Trenton. Washington led the federal troops westward—the only sitting president ever to lead troops in battle. The rebels dispersed back to their farms. Still, the troops rounded up 150 suspects; 20 were tried, 2 convicted of treason, but later pardoned by Washington.


Had Washington overreacted? Thomas Jefferson thought so, interpreting Washington’s decision to send troops as an attack on the freedom of dissent and a betrayal of the revolution. “An insurrection was proclaimed,” Jefferson declared, “but could never be found.”


But Washington thought the betrayers had been the protesters. His generation had rebelled because they were taxed without representation by the British. But the whiskey resisters were resisting laws passed by their own representative government. “If the laws are to be so trampled upon with impunity [and] a minority . . . is to dictate to the majority, there is an end put at one stroke to republican government,” Washington wrote in a letter. “For some other man or society may dislike another law and oppose it with equal propriety until all laws are prostrate, and everyone will carve for himself.” Washington and Congress left the whiskey tax on the books, as did John Adams. Jefferson, elected in 1800, had the tax repealed.
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WASHINGTON STANDS FIRM ON THE 
UNPOPULAR JAY TREATY


Washington went into his first term a demigod, but he was dragged back down to earth in his second by a controversy that erupted over whom to support in the war between France and England. Should Americans support the British, the country’s top trading partner, or the French, who helped America win the Revolutionary War and whose own revolution in 1789 was sweeping monarchies from power?


Washington feared that war with either would destroy the country economically and perhaps snuff out the infant nation (for more on Washington’s desire for peace, see page 367). He issued a proclamation declaring the United States neutral, but it was unpopular with French sympathizers in America, who formed societies promoting the “spirit of freedom and equality.” These societies celebrated pro-French politicians such as Thomas Jefferson, and believed Washington’s proclamation of neutrality to be “pusillanimous truckling to Britain, despotically conceived and unconstitutionally promulgated.”


Even harsher criticism followed when Washington sent Chief Justice John Jay in April 1794 to negotiate lingering disputes with England—such as their seizure of neutral American ships—and avoid war. When Jay came back, having settled less-than-favorable terms, protests exploded. Adams later recalled that Washington’s house in Philadelphia was “surrounded by an innumerable multitude, from day to day buzzing, demanding war against England, cursing Washington, and crying success to the French patriots.” Washington thought the treaty the best the country could get, and maintained peace, yet admitted that “at present the cry against the Treaty is like that against a mad dog; and everyone, in a manner, seems engaged in running it down.”


Washington pushed the treaty through the Senate, believing that it put off war with the British “for about twenty years.” (The War of 1812 proved Washington nearly clairvoyant.) Republicans continued to toss editorial spears at Washington, who suffered them silently. “I think he feels those things more than any other person I ever met with,” Jefferson said.
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WASHINGTON BETRAYS JEFFERSON—OR DID 
JEFFERSON BETRAY WASHINGTON?


As Thomas Jefferson saw it, George Washington made the American Revolution a success. “The moderation and virtue of a single character . . .” wrote Jefferson, “probably prevented this revolution from being closed . . . by a subversion of that liberty it was intended to establish.”


But after Washington was elected president, the relationship became strained by diverging politics. When farmers resisted a federal excise tax on whiskey, Washington crushed it, fearing the tyranny of the minority against a representative government of laws. Jefferson sided with the overtaxed farmer. Washington saw the virtue of a national bank promoted by Alexander Hamilton; Jefferson thought it concentrated power in the hands of northeastern bankers. Washington believed the Jay Treaty would provide peace; Jefferson saw it as a sop to the British monarchy and a betrayal of the Revolution.


For Jefferson, political enemies often became personal ones. He began a whispering campaign in private and in the press that Washington had become soft-minded, even semisenile. Jefferson believed that his enemy Hamilton pulled the strings now. Despite the rumors, Washington chose not to believe that Jefferson was disparaging him. But then a letter Jefferson wrote his Italian friend Philip Mazzei in May 1797 became public. “Our politics has . . . changed since you left us,” Jefferson wrote Mazzei. “In place of that noble love of liberty and republican government, . . . a . . . monarchical . . . party has sprung up. . . . It would give you a fever were I to name to you the apostates who have gone over to these heresies, men who were Samsons in the field and Solomons in the council. . . .”


The “monarchical party” was the Federalists, and it was clear that Jefferson’s “apostate” was Washington. The two never met or wrote again. Martha Washington later called Jefferson “one of the most detestable of mankind.” The worst day of her life, she said, was the day her husband died. The second worst? The day President Jefferson came to pay his respects.
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THE FAREWELL ADDRESS


By 1796, George Washington knew it was time to leave public office for the “vine and fig tree” of Mount Vernon. Washington asked James Madison, a Republican, to write a final address to the nation when he considered retiring in 1792, and Madison had suggested printing it in newspapers as “a direct address to the people who are your only constituents.” Now, four years later, he asked Alexander Hamilton, a Federalist and an enemy of Madison’s, to take Madison’s draft and update it.


Yet the ideas were all Washington’s, and he carefully checked all the changes. “[M]y wish is that the whole may appear in a plain style,” he told Hamilton.


On September 19, 1796, Washington’s address appeared in the American Daily Advertiser, a Philadelphia newspaper, addressed to “the PEOPLE of the United States.” It was signed, “G. Washington, United States.” The address was reprinted in newspapers across the country and would become known as “Washington’s Farewell Address.” But it was more like a letter of advice delivered by a wise elder to his maturing children, “sentiments . . . which appear to me all important to the permanency of your felicity as a People.”


He made two major points. First, he urged Americans to overcome their regional and political differences at home. He decried political parties, urging all to act as Americans. “With slight shades of difference, you have the same Religion, Manners, Habits, and Political Principles.”


Second, he urged the country to remain neutral in foreign affairs, and avoid taking sides in the tangled politics of Europe, the behemoths on the political landscape as the new century approached. (The phrase “entangling alliances” is often attributed to Washington, although Jefferson coined the term in his inaugural address.) Unity at home and independence abroad—the advice was simple, but hard to follow and often dismissed.
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WHY WAS THE CAPITAL MOVED TO WASHINGTON?


How was a swampy bank of the Potomac River chosen as the capital of the United States? Politics landed it there. Thomas Jefferson, then secretary of state, recalled walking near the president’s house in the spring of 1790 when he ran into Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, who was distraught because Congress was deadlocked on his funding bill. The bill would have moved state debt from the Revolutionary War to the federal government and established a national bank, part of Hamilton’s vision of a strong central government that could tax, borrow, and lend, thereby encouraging business interests. Failure to pass the bill, he told Jefferson, could destroy the nation’s credit and lead to collapse.


Jefferson and James Madison, the leading congressman opposed to Hamilton’s bill, preferred a weak national government that couldn’t impose its will on Virginia and other states. Still, Jefferson suggested that he, Hamilton, and Madison might dine together and find a compromise. In June 1790, the three men struck what is termed “the candlelight bargain.”


Madison agreed to end his opposition to the bill and release the votes needed to pass it. In return, Congress would bypass New York and Philadelphia for the choice of the nation’s capital, instead creating one somewhere on the Potomac River in Virginia ten years hence. The concession pleased Jefferson and Madison, both Virginians. Washington (also a Virginian) selected the exact location, which turned out to be a natural lowland that held heat and bred mosquitoes. Washington also selected French architect Pierre L’Enfant to create a grand plan for ten square miles.


Jefferson later claimed he’d been “duped” by Hamilton in the deal and “made a tool for forwarding his schemes, not then sufficiently understood by me; and of all the errors of my political life, this has occasioned me the deepest regret.” The city’s first name was District of Columbia, after Columbus, but it soon became Federal City, and then Congress named it Washington.
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WASHINGTON FREES HIS SLAVES


George Washington inherited his first ten slaves when his father died in 1743. He was eleven years old. By 1799, the year he died, Washington owned 123 slaves, with 153 more at Mt. Vernon owned by the estate of Martha’s first husband.


Washington’s early views on slavery were typical of a pre–Revolutionary War slave owner in Virginia. In correspondences, Washington described slaves in language that could have been used for horses, saying he wanted all of his slaves “to be . . . in every respect strong and healthy. . . .” He once ordered his field manager to give a slave “a good whipping,” and he sent slave catchers after runaways. Still, his refusal to break up slave families by selling them revealed him to be less cruel than many slave owners. He also never spoke of African-Americans as congenitally inferior, as Thomas Jefferson did.


The Revolutionary War changed his views, as he passed through farms that were worked with freed African-Americans. Free African-Americans and slaves promised freedom also fought in his army. In 1786, Washington wrote of his wish to “see a plan adopted for the abolition of [slavery].”


Why, then, didn’t Washington act politically against the institution? Most historians agree that if Washington had put slavery on the table, the infant nation might never have been born or would have split in two. Washington finally resolved the question personally in his will, written during the last summer of his life, freeing his slaves upon the death of his wife Martha, making him the only member of Virginia’s founding fathers to act on the famous words written by Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence.


Washington’s will also required slaves under the age of twenty-five to be taught to read and write, and “brought up to some useful occupation.” Washington asked that the old and infirm slaves “shall be comfortably cloathed and fed by my heirs while they live.” After her husband’s death, a few suspicious fires at Mount Vernon convinced Martha to free George’s slaves immediately, aware that it was in their interest to get rid of her.
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This idealized scene depicts George Washington mingling with slaves while they harvest grain on his plantation in Mount Vernon, Virginia. Washington was considered less cruel than many slave owners, and the will he wrote at the end of his life called for the freeing of all of his slaves upon the death of his wife, Martha.
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JOHN ADAMS—IRASCIBLE AND INTELLECTUAL


John Adams was brilliant. Founding Father Benjamin Rush said that the consensus among his peers was that Adams contained “more learning probably, both ancient and modern, than any man who subscribed the Declaration of Independence.”


Yet Adams was awkward around people, and preferred books to social pleasures like cards and dancing. He read Cicero and Tacitus in Latin, and Plato and Thucydides in Greek, the first among all languages in his view.


To understand what he called the “labyrinth” of human nature, he was drawn to Shakespeare and Swift, and often carried poetry in his pocket. “You will never be alone in the world,” he once told his son Johnny, “with a poet in your pocket.”


Adams’s intellectual curiosity was matched by his passion. Historian Bernard Bailyn wrote that Adams “felt the world, directly and sensitively, before he thought about it.” He lived passionately—for friendship, for his wife, for politics, and for his country.


But his emotions were unpredictable, and often destructive. His cabinet irritated him; party politics irritated him; even the office of the presidency irritated him. “A peck of troubles in a large bundle of papers often in a handwriting almost illegible comes every day . . . ,” he wrote while in office, “thousands of sea letters . . . commissions and patents to sign. No company. No society. Idle, unmeaning ceremony.”


His entire life he tried to bridle his explosive anger, but he often failed. Historian James M. Banner described him as “insecure, volatile, impulsive, irritable, suspicious, self-pitying, self-righteous, and filled with often combustible rage.”


His saving grace might have been his self-awareness. When a correspondent asked him later in life to describe his temperament, Adams replied that he was by nature “tranquil, except when any instance of madness, deceit, hypocrisy, ingratitude, treachery or perfidy, has suddenly struck me. Then I have always been irascible enough.”
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JOHN ADAMS SHOWS HIS PATRIOTISM—
BY DEFENDING THE BRITISH


John Adams is often identified as a Federalist arguing against Republicans, but he prided himself on his independence, a trait that never was clearer than his stand defending British soldiers involved in the Boston Massacre.


On a moonlit evening on March 5, 1770, a crowd of Bostonians began taunting a British soldier outside the custom house. Soon the crowd grew to a few hundred, and the soldier was reinforced with eight more redcoats, brandishing muskets. The crowd attacked, the soldiers fired, and five colonists were killed.


John’s cousin Samuel Adams called the killing “bloody butchery” and circulars went around portraying it as a slaughter of innocents. When the soldiers couldn’t get an attorney to represent them, they asked John Adams. He immediately agreed, arguing that no man in a free country should be denied a fair trial. The stand was unpopular; he feared not only for his safety, but for that of his pregnant wife, Abigail.


In the first trial, the British captain was acquitted of ordering the men to shoot. In the second trial of the remaining soldiers, Adams gave a closing statement that was described as “electrical.” Never afraid to provoke, he called the American mob in the melee a “motley rabble of saucy boys, Negroes and mulattoes, Irish teagues and outlandish jacktars.”


He explained that the shrieking “rabble” had pelted the soldiers with ice, rocks, oyster shells, sticks, and “every species of rubbish,” and had called out, “Kill them! Kill them!” Adams argued that it was worth having many guilty people let free to ensure one innocent person wasn’t jailed. “Facts are stubborn things,” he told the jurors, “and whatever may be our wishes . . . they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.”


Six of the British soldiers were acquitted. Two were convicted of manslaughter, receiving a branding on their thumb. Editors pilloried Adams, who said later he lost close to half of his practice afterward. But his reputation was lifted.


As an old man, he would say it was the most exhausting case of his career, but also “one of the most gallant, generous, manly and disinterested actions of my whole life, and one of the best pieces of service I ever rendered my country.”
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JOHN ADAMS—THE “ATLAS” OF THE 
AMERICAN REVOLUTION


July 1, 1776, began as a muggy day in Philadelphia, and John Adams, the delegate from Massachusetts, knew it would be a momentous day for the Continental Congress. “This morning is assigned the greatest debate of all,” he wrote to a former delegate. “A declaration, that these colonies are free and independent states. . . .”


Only seven of the thirteen states were committed to independence, hardly a resounding majority. The men debated whether to stay with Britain or to sever its ties. John Dickinson of Pennsylvania cautioned against a “premature” break, voicing the fears of many.


The room was quiet except for the rain that began pelting against the windows until Adams stood up. Earlier in his career, he had tried to write down his speeches, but the technique never worked for him. He also avoided ostentatious oratory, calling “affectation . . . disagreeable.”


He organized his comments in his head and spoke with what he called “rapid reason.” His voice was sonorous, and to emphasize a point, he’d sometimes smack his walking stick on the floor. He was already the most respected revolutionary—his credentials included selecting Thomas Jefferson to write the Declaration of Independence, nominating George Washington as commander in chief of the Continental army, and pushing a government divided into three branches—a structure of checks and balances that would be cemented in the Constitution.


He had long pushed and prodded his compatriots to rebel, and would do so again this day. The speech was not recorded, but Adams would say he’d been “ ‘carried out in spirit,’ as enthusiastic preachers sometimes express themselves.” “He it was who sustained the debate, and by the force of his reasoning,” wrote Richard Stockton, a New Jersey delegate, “demonstrated not only the justice but the expediency of the measure. I call him the Atlas of American independence.” The debate went nine hours, and the next day twelve colonies unanimously decided to declare independence (New York abstained).


Adams wrote to Abigail afterward, “The second day of July 1776 will be the most memorable epocha in the history of America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. . . . It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations from one end of this continent to the other from this time forward forever more.”
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ADAMS WANTS TO CALL THE PRESIDENT 
“HIS MAJESTY THE PRESIDENT”


On Thursday, April 30, 1793, on his inauguration day, George Washington rode to Federal Hall in New York City in a carriage pulled by six white horses. Among the New Yorkers gathered to hear Washington’s address, many “were heard to say they should now die contented—nothing being wanted to complete their happiness . . . but the sight of the savior of his country.”


Washington swore to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States,” and then improvising (and setting a precedent), added, “So help me God.”


“It is done,” said New York’s Chancellor Robert R. Livingston. Washington took office, but politicians were uncertain what to call the country’s first leader. The House immediately voted to address him as “George Washington, President of the United States.”


But the Senate debate became heated. One senator argued that titles were used all over the world, another moved that Washington be called “Excellency,” and a third observed that “President” was too ordinary a term.


John Adams agreed, arguing that the word president was appropriate for leaders of fire companies and cricket clubs. He believed that the federal government should have more power than state governments, and that the title of the chief executive should reflect that. While Adams said he did not personally care what title was chosen, he suggested “His Majesty the President.”


But Adams, always pugnacious, was out of step with his country and his fellow senators. Most agreed with Senator William Maclay, who said, “Let us read the Constitution,” and referred to a line from Section 9 of Article 1: “No title of nobility shall be granted by the United States.” Finally, after a month of debate, senators, sick of the matter, voted, like the House, to call Washington “the President of the United States.”


In the meantime, even Adams’s allies turned against him. Senator Ralph Izard suggested an alternative title for Adams—“His Rotundity.” That one never made it to the Senate floor, but proved as popular as any in the debate.
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ADAMS MOVES INTO THE EXECUTIVE MANSION—
AND THEN MUST LEAVE


A few months before his term as president ended—November 1, 1800—John Adams moved into the White House, the largest private residence in America, half as big as the Capitol. The mansion still smelled of wet paint and plaster. Closet doors hadn’t yet been added; bells used to ring servants hadn’t been hung. Only one painting decorated the walls—a full-length portrait by Gilbert Stuart of George Washington in a black velvet suit.


The next morning Adams took a plain sheet of paper, and under the heading “President’s House, Washington City, Nov. 2, 1800,” he wrote to his wife a letter that was as much prayer as prose: “I pray heaven to bestow the best of blessings on this house and all that shall hereafter inhabit. May none but honest and wise men ever rule under this roof.”


Abigail arrived two weeks later and observed that it was necessary to keep thirteen fireplaces lit daily “or sleep in wet and damp places.” She called it the “great castle,” and was depressed by the presence of slaves who were working on the grounds.


On December 3, 1800, electors convened to choose the next president. Adams expected to lose (for more on the election of 1800, see page 343), but the election was closer than predicted considering the unpopular Alien and Sedition Acts; a raising of taxes; dissension in his cabinet; the backstabbing by Alexander Hamilton and the split in the Federalist Party; and Adams’s refusal to go to war with France. (For more on Adams’s presidency, see pages 359 and 368.)


Inauguration day for Thomas Jefferson was Wednesday, March 4. Adams could have stayed for the noon inauguration, but embittered by the ugly campaign and the betrayal he felt from Jefferson, he departed the mansion in the wee hours of the morning, his way lit by a quarter moon.


But the patriot was proud to have left his successor a country “with its coffers full,” as he wrote later, and “fair prospects of peace with all the world smiling in its face, its commerce flourishing, its navy glorious, its agriculture uncommonly productive and lucrative.”
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ADAMS AND JEFFERSON REKINDLE A LOST FRIENDSHIP


Starting in 1805, ex-President John Adams and Founding Father Benjamin Rush wrote to each other about their dreams. In 1809, Rush reported a remarkable one: that Adams and Thomas Jefferson had begun a correspondence and rekindled their friendship.


That friendship had died an anguished death during the bitter presidential election in 1800. Now Rush imagined them discussing their shared personal and national histories until each “sunk into the grave nearly at the same time, full of years and rich in the gratitude and praises of their country.”


Adams told Rush, “I always loved Jefferson, and still love him.” When Jefferson heard this, he wrote Rush: “This is enough for me. I only needed this knowledge to revive towards him all of the affections of the most cordial moments of our lives.” On July 15, 1813, Adams wrote the first of what would be 158 letters between them, spanning fourteen years.


“You and I ought not to die,” Adams wrote in an early letter, “before We have explained ourselves to each other.” Their conversation was as broad as their minds, covering the French Revolution, books they’d read, old friends, American Indians, education, and the British. Jefferson’s were restrained and organized; Adams’s were mercurial, opinionated, and humorous. Again and again they circled back to the Revolution. “Who shall write the history of the American Revolution?” Adams asked. “. . . . Who will ever be able to write it?” Jefferson responded. “Nobody, except perhaps its external facts.”


The two men also discussed their philosophies of life: “You ask if I would agree to live my 70, or rather 73, years over again?” Jefferson wrote Adams. “To which I say Yea. I think with you that it is a good world on the whole, that it has been framed on a principle of benevolence. . . . I steer my bark with Hope in the head, leaving Fear astern.”


As Rush had dreamed, the two men would die within hours of each other on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. Adams’s last words were “Jefferson still survives.”
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This watercolor by William Birch shows the White House as John Adams would have seen it when he moved into it in 1800, one month before he was voted out of office. While buildings can be seen in the distance, Washington, D.C. was hardly a bustling city at the time.
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THOMAS JEFFERSON TAKES TO A LIFE OF THE MIND


In 1760, after learning Latin and Greek from a local schoolmaster, Thomas Jefferson left his home in Shadwell, Virginia, in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, to study at the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg. The first of his father’s family to attend college, Jefferson was an obsessive student.


At William and Mary, much of his education came outside the classroom from the professor William Small. Small introduced him to Francis Fauquier, who would become Virginia’s governor, and to George Wythe, with whom Jefferson later studied law. Jefferson often joined the other men for dinner at Fauquier’s, where, he later said, he “heard more good sense, more rational and philosophical conversations, than in all my life besides.”


Jefferson learned French and Italian, and claimed to have taught himself Spanish by reading Don Quixote with a Spanish grammar book at hand. John Quincy Adams recorded the story, adding, “But Mr. Jefferson tells large stories.” Adams was hardly a neutral source regarding Jefferson, but there might be some truth in his observation. After five years in France as a diplomat under George Washington, Jefferson never felt comfortable conversing in French, and in formal correspondences he always employed a translator to write for him. Biographer Joseph Ellis writes: “Jefferson was adept at learning how to read foreign languages, but not to speak or write them.”


Throughout his life, Jefferson read continuously in a broad range of fields, including astronomy, architecture, horticulture, and political theory. “I cannot live without books,” he wrote Adams. One of his practices, which he called “commonplacing,” consisted of copying over phrases and passages from books, sometimes interjecting his words into the original text. He dismissed most novels as a “mass of trash” and read fewer newspapers as he aged, writing to James Monroe, “Indeed my skepticism as to every thing I see in a newspaper makes me indifferent whether I ever see one.”
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IDEAS BECOME A HOME—MONTICELLO


In 1768, at age twenty-six, Jefferson decided to build a house on a hill on the 1,053 acres he’d inherited from his father. He called it Monticello, meaning “little mountain” in Italian. For the rest of his life, it would be his home, overlooking Charlottesville and the University of Virginia, which he founded (for more on the University of Virginia, see page 384).


From 1770 to 1779, he built a boxy house with fourteen rooms. In 1793, after he resigned as secretary of state under George Washington, he began building the home that exists today; it was finished in 1809. This house served as a laboratory for architectural ideas he had developed during his time in Paris as an ambassador. It also allowed him to double the house’s size, making it large enough for his children and grandchildren.


For the first three years, the property was largely a construction site. He told one visitor to Monticello that “architecture is my delight, and putting up and pulling down, one of my favorite amusements.” It became a low, red-brick structure with a white dome and a Doric portico, initiating the Roman Revival style in the United States. Among other Jeffersonian inventions, the home contained a writing device that connected two pens, one you wrote with and another that produced a duplicate. It also included another innovation he saw in France—indoor bathrooms.
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JEFFERSON WAS NOT THE NATURAL CHOICE TO WRITE 
THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE


Thomas Jefferson was not the obvious choice to write the Declaration of Independence. His disqualifications were many: He was one of the youngest members of the Continental Congress and a poor public speaker who was more comfortable in his study than in public, where reputations were made. He was even considered one of the weaker members of the Virginia delegation to the Continental Congress in 1776—which included George Washington and Patrick Henry. Why, then, was he chosen to write the document?


John Adams and Jefferson had differing memories of Jefferson’s selection. Writing in his autobiography, Adams remembered that Jefferson suggested that Adams write the declaration, but that he declined.


“Why?” Jefferson asked, according to Adams’s recounting.


“Reasons enough,” Adams answered.


“What can be your reasons?” asked Jefferson.


“Reason first: You are a Virginian and a Virginian ought to appear at the head of this business. Reason second: I am obnoxious, suspected, and unpopular. You are very much otherwise. Reason third: You can write ten times better than I can.”


Jefferson only remembered that the committee selected him. “I consented: I drew it [up].” He also might have been given the task because others were too busy—Adams was serving on twenty-three committees at the time—and thought it a comparatively unimportant task.


Jefferson wrote the document over a few days on a portable writing desk that he’d designed himself (for more on Jefferson’s writing, see page 335). One romantic notion holds that the declaration was the product of a great mind of a great man, but Jefferson denied that interpretation his entire life. “Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing,” he explained in a letter a half century later, “it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression of the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion.”
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JEFFERSON’S DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE—
HOW ORIGINAL WAS IT?


Ninety local “declarations” of independence were written in the months leading up to the Second Continental Congress. One was Virginia’s Declaration of Rights, written in the spring of 1776 by George Mason, adopted less than two weeks before Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence. Did Jefferson use Mason’s document as a starting point for his document? Judge for yourself:





George Mason’s Virginia Declaration of Rights


SECTION 1. All men are created equally free and independent and have certain inherent and natural rights . . . among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.


SEC. 2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people; that magistrates are their trustees and servants and at all times amenable to them.


SEC. 3. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and security of the people. . . . [and provides the] greatest degree of happiness and safety . . . ; and that, when any government shall be found inadequate . . . the community hath an . . . inalienable, . . . right to reform, alter, or abolish it. . . .


Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.


That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,


That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive to these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.





Jefferson admitted his thoughts were not original. “What made Jefferson’s work surpassing was the grace and eloquence of expression,” writes historian David McCullough. “Jefferson had done superbly and in minimum time.”
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IN WITH A WHISPER—JEFFERSON’S DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE CLIMBS TO FAME SLOWLY


Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence was born largely unnoticed. Because the proceedings of the Second Continental Congress were secret, the public wasn’t at first aware who had written the declaration. States that drafted their own declarations after Jefferson’s didn’t borrow phrasing from his. Instead, four of them—Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont—borrowed wording from Virginia’s Declaration of Rights, including the phrase “all men are born equally free and independent.” And during the eight-year Revolutionary War, Jefferson’s declaration wasn’t read at Fourth of July celebrations as would become tradition later.


When it came time to draft the Constitution, the declaration was referred to only a few times. When Patrick Henry addressed the Virginia Convention during the debate to ratify the Constitution, he asked, “What, sir, is the genius of democracy?” As his answer, he read Mason’s Declaration of Rights, not Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence.


It was the polarized politics of the 1790s that lifted the declaration and its author into fame. Conservative Federalists such as John Adams distrusted Jefferson and his declaration, with its references to “liberty” and “equality,” which sounded much like the rhetoric of the bloody French Revolution. Republicans, who were anti-Federalist, celebrated Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence at their own Fourth of July parties. The elevation of the declaration continued during the early nineteenth century, after Jefferson was elected president and Republicans came to dominate national politics.
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