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PRAISE FOR
Lives of American Women


“Finally! The majority of students—by which I mean women—will have the opportunity to read biographies of women from our nation’s past. (Men can read them too, of course!) The ‘Lives of American Women’ series features an eclectic collection of books, readily accessible to students who will be able to see the contributions of women in many fields over the course of our history. Long overdue, these books will be a valuable resource for teachers, students, and the public at large.”


—COKIE ROBERTS,


author of Founding Mothers and Ladies of Liberty


“Just what any professor wants: books that will intrigue, inform, and fascinate students! These short, readable biographies of American women—specifically designed for classroom use—give instructors an appealing new option to assign to their history students.”


—MARY BETH NORTON,


Mary Donlon Alger Professor of American History,


Cornell University


“For educators keen to include women in the American story, but hampered by the lack of thoughtful, concise scholarship, here comes ‘Lives of American Women,’ embracing Abigail Adams’s counsel to John— ‘remember the ladies.’ And high time, too!”


—LESLEY S. HERRMANN,


Executive Director, The Gilder Lehrman


Institute of American History


“Students both in the general survey course and in specialized offerings like my course on U.S. women’s history can get a great understanding of an era from a short biography. Learning a lot about a single but complex character really helps to deepen appreciation of what women’s lives were like in the past.”


—PATRICIA CLINE COHEN,


University of California, Santa Barbara


“Biographies are, indeed, back. Not only will students read them, biographies provide an easy way to demonstrate particularly important historical themes or ideas. . . . Undergraduate readers will be challenged to think more deeply about what it means to be a woman, citizen, and political actor. . . . I am eager to use this in my undergraduate survey and specialty course.”


—JENNIFER THIGPEN,


Washington State University, Pullman


“These books are, above all, fascinating stories that will engage and inspire readers. They offer a glimpse into the lives of key women in history who either defied tradition or who successfully maneuvered in a man’s world to make an impact. The stories of these vital contributors to American history deliver just the right formula for instructors looking to provide a more complicated and nuanced view of history.”


—ROSANNE LICHATIN,


2005 Gilder Lehrman Preserve


American History Teacher of the Year


“The Lives of American Women authors raise all of the big issues I want my classes to confront—and deftly fold their arguments into riveting narratives that maintain students’ excitement.”


—WOODY HOLTON,


author of Abigail Adams
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD



For contemporary Americans, it is often tempting to look back with nostalgia on the early years of our nation. We stand reverently before the portraits and statutes of national statesmen like Washington, Jefferson, Adams, and Hamilton and admire them for their optimism, their clear vision, and their confidence that this bold experiment in representative government would endure. These members of our founding generation would surely delight in our admiration, but would they recognize themselves or their colleagues in the myths we spin about them? Surely not. Most of the men who wrote the Constitution believed that the republic it established would last little more than a decade. They had reason to be anxious: in the 1790s and early 1800s they faced diplomatic crises with foreign countries, domestic uprisings, and ultimately a second war with their former mother country, Great Britain. But perhaps their greatest challenge was how to forge an American identity that would knit the separate, often competitive states together into a true nation.


One central figure in forging that national identity was neither a senator nor a congressman, not a political philosopher or an author of learned political treatises. In fact, the person who did the most to spark national pride and to establish a national political culture had no formal political power at all. Her name was Dolley Madison.


Dolley Payne Todd Madison was born in 1768 in the midst of a growing colonial protest against the mother country that would lead to a war for independence. In 1787, she was old enough to follow news of the excitement and suspicion that surrounded the meeting of what we today call the Constitutional Convention. By the time George Washington’s first administration ended, Dolley had married, borne two children, and lost both her husband and a son in a deadly yellow fever epidemic. As Washington’s second term began, she remarried, this time to a Virginia statesman seventeen years her senior, known to friends as Jemmy Madison and to the nation as the “father of the constitution.” When James Madison became the nation’s fourth president, Dolley was his companion, his advisor—and his greatest political asset.


If James Madison created the nation’s frame of government, Dolley Madison established the political culture that made it work. In telling her story, Catherine Allgor provides us a window onto the difficult challenge of turning the “United States of America” into a singular entity rather than a collection of separate entities. Men and women of the early republic wrote, “The United States are”; Dolley Payne Todd Madison persuaded them to write, “The United States is.” As outgoing and charming as her husband was shy and somber, Dolley Madison understood the need to establish a distinctive American style as a first step in establishing a unique American identity. From the furniture she chose for the White House to the fashions she wore to the food she put on her table, she proclaimed a pride in the young nation that buoyed the spirits of its citizens and set an example for them to follow. More importantly, she knew the value of informal settings in fostering cooperation between men of differing political viewpoints and competing interests. Senators and representatives might posture on the floor of Congress, and they might hold stubbornly to their position in committee meetings, but at an intimate dinner party or a lively parlor reception, they could be persuaded to compromise with their political opponents for the good of the nation. Dolley deployed her social skills as adeptly as the men of Washington deployed their political skills, and the social events, rituals, and ceremonies she created and fostered turned deadlock into compromise, conflict into cooperation, and provincialism into national pride.


Catherine Allgor’s focus on the vital role Dolley and her circle of women played in fostering national unity and national identity reminds us that a broader lens is always necessary when we look at our past. Even in eras when women lacked political and legal rights or economic autonomy, when their realm was narrowly domestic, they were active agents in their own destinies and active participants in shaping the world around them. In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview’s Lives of American Women series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story is not simply of an individual but of the era in which she lived, the events in which she participated, and the experiences she shared with her contemporaries. Some of these women will be familiar to the reader; others may not appear at all in the history books that focus on the powerful, the brilliant, or the privileged. But each of these women is worth knowing. In their personal odysseys, American history comes alive.


Carol Berkin





AUTHOR’S PREFACE



I have known the name Dolly Madison since I was a child. After all, I grew up outside of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, home of Dolly Madison Ice Cream. Holiday time brought the Charlie Brown Christmas special, sponsored by Dolly Madison Cakes and Pies, makers of Raspberry Zingers and Gem Donuts. Like many Americans, I knew the name but not the woman behind the sweet treats.


Decades later, when I was working on my first book on Washington women of the early 1800s, I ran into Dolley Madison again, this time with her first name spelled correctly. I was astonished to discover that not long after her death in 1849, Dolley had become a major advertising icon, her image selling everything from dishes to face powder to food of all kinds. Pictures of a dark-haired beauty, “Dolly Madison,” adorned a range of products, anything that had to do with the home, hospitality, and femininity. There was even a sexy Dolly selling a brand of cigars!


Moreover, during her life, Dolley was maybe the most famous living American—certainly the most famous woman—in the United States. It seemed that anyone who visited the new capital, Washington, DC, wrote home about her, and newspapers recorded her activities. This was a time when women were not in the public eye; indeed, newspapers did not even print women’s names, let alone stories about them. I was immediately intrigued. Why was this woman so famous? Just for being a hostess and president’s wife?


I assumed, of course, that her fame, whatever the source, lay in her being a woman. There must be some reason that advertisers used her name to invoke American womanhood for 150 years. I was right, and I was wrong. Yes, Dolley’s work, as her life, was shaped by her gender. But she was famous for exactly the same reasons a male politician would be famous—she had political power. She was important in her world, known and discussed by people far and wide, because she had influence over her husband, she got government jobs for men, she had the ear of congressmen and diplomats, and, under the veils of wife and hostess, Dolley played politics.


In the years I’ve charted her political accomplishments, I discovered yet another nuance of Dolley’s fame. The regard in which she was held by her contemporaries and her culture was comprised partly of respect but mostly of love. As I say in this book, she was widely hailed as a queen but also, as one congressman put it, as a “Queen of Hearts.” People loved her, and she loved them right back. When Speaker of the House Henry Clay teased her, “Everybody loves Mrs. Madison,” she promptly replied, “Mrs. Madison loves everybody.” Love was deeply connected to her most important political project—the mission of national unity. What is such unity but love for one’s nation?


As we shall see, the importance of bringing the new nation together was not Dolley’s idea; the founding generation certainly understood how critical national unity was. For his part, Dolley’s husband, James Madison, possessed many theories about the role of unity and how to achieve it. But when it came to putting theory into practice, luckily Dolley was on the scene. She cultivated her natural gifts of charm and empathy in order to bring people together—no mean feat in the contentious early republic. Men of the day had no word for “bipartisanship”; they thought only one party should rule. Unfortunately, two groups of people believed this. But somehow Dolley knew that the salvation of the system lay in working together. No one knew that the United States was going to be a two-party democracy, but Dolley prepared the way for that eventuality.


Dolley also understood the power of ceremony and symbolism. James might fret about how to nurture the people’s “attachment” to their nation, but Dolley’s actions were louder than his words. She created a presidential home that soon acquired a nickname, “the White House,” and helped to develop Washington City into a thriving capital. In the president’s house, Dolley initiated new kinds of ceremonies for a modern country, ones that stressed accessibility to power and social equality. She also formed her own political persona, one who could impart messages of legitimacy and reassurance to an American audience worried about the fate of the national experiment.


The power of Dolley’s symbolizing work would be proven when the British burned the capital in 1814. The White House and Washington had gained such a hold in the American mind that their destruction galvanized the populace around an unpopular war. And Dolley herself was such a larger-than-life figure that the story of her flight from the city and her rescue of the famous portrait of George Washington would become the emblematic tale of the War of 1812.


In my life with Dolley, from ice cream to political analysis, this connection between Dolley’s political style and its uses for national unity is the most important aspect of her life that I have discovered. I am so happy to share it with you. Dolley’s story and the story of our young nation follow in these pages. Making history from women’s lives presents special challenges; that story is also here. While this volume is both biography and history, it is an exercise in history making as well. Keep an eye out for the use of evidence. Weigh for yourselves my interpretation of that evidence. Maybe you have a different interpretation. At the end of the book, I’ve included some primary documents for you to explore. It’s a chance to make a little history yourselves.


Catherine Allgor


University of California, Riverside


The author would like to thank the following reviewers for their thoughtful reading and their helpful comments:


Ginette Aley, University of Southern Indiana


Patricia Cohen, University of California, Santa Barbara


Stephanie Cole, University of Texas, Arlington


Heather Kopelson, University of Alabama


Jennifer Thigpen, Washington State University





Introduction



IN 1833, DOLLEY MADISON wrote to her nineteen-year-old niece, Mary Estelle Elizabeth Cutts, “We have all, a great hand in the formation of our own destiny.” Moreover, Dolley added, the qualities that ensured a successful life were something Mary knew in her bones, or as she put it, “‘at your fingers ends.’”


Dolley Madison knew something about making your own destiny. Born into the Society of Friends, she did not follow the Quaker path of disengagement from “worldliness”; in fact, she couldn’t have traveled further from her birthright. Dolley became the most famous American woman in the world, celebrated for her good heart, her style, and her hospitality. Quakers did not involve themselves in governments or armies; as the wife of President James Madison, Dolley’s political work took her to the highest office in the land. During the contentious War of 1812, she would unite citizens and the military as the symbol of America.


From her own sweeping life journey, Dolley knew to her “‘fingers ends’” how much her destiny was due to her own efforts. But it is also true that circumstance played its part in Dolley’s rise. When she married James in 1794, the United States of America was a fragile republic, more experiment than nation. National unity had been a preoccupation of the founders before the last fires of war had died down. The American Revolution was a rebellion against a king and a monarchical style of government. The success of the former British colonists, however, put them in a paradoxical situation. In the absence of a powerful king, what would hold this republic together? It is all very well to invest sovereignty into “the people,” but can they be trusted to work together? Laws can only go so far—what would truly unite the United States of America?


On some level, founders such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison understood that if no outside force compelled union, only what they called “bonds of affection” would tie people to each other. Put simply, the new Americans would be a nation if they felt they were a nation. But this was all theoretical to the male founders: what was needed was someone who could put these ideals into action.


This is where destiny steps in again. In 1801, Dolley Madison came to the new capital city, Washington City, and began a sixteen-year career aimed at unifying the new capital, the federal government, and, by extension, the nation. She would use social events, ritual, ceremony, and architecture to draw people in, showing them that the republican experiment was one they were all in together. When the divisive War of 1812 came, culminating in the burning of Washington, all of Dolley’s work for unity was tested. In the end, the capital city and the federal government were secured, and the American people felt more American than ever before.


It was the perfect combination of person and historical context. Dolley needed the unprecedented situation of building a government from the ground up in order to fulfill her astonishing political potential. In turn, the government and the nation needed someone special to lead them to a bipartisan, democratic future. In the pages that follow, we will trace Dolley’s path through her destiny, observing how her actions, and what people said about them, demonstrated the Madisons’ commitment to unity. We will discover, as well, the lasting model that Dolley left for us as the Americans who will lead the nation into the future.


A NOTE ON NAMES


Naming practices for female subjects in history and biography have been a thorny problem for feminist scholars. Merely adopting the “male” naming form of the last name is tricky in an era when women’s names changed over their lifetimes. At different points in her story, Dolley, for instance, would be called “Payne,” “Todd,” and “Madison.” It becomes more problematic to call a woman by her husband’s last name when the husband is also part of the story. This book follows a naming practice devised over many years. If a man stands alone in the text, he is given his full name or last name, following traditional conventions; i.e., “Jefferson.” When discussing men and women in political partnerships, both will be referred to by first names, so as not to give the male half of the partnership the respect of a surname, leaving the women with the informality of mere first names; i.e., the Madisons become “Dolley” and “James.” This is not a perfect solution, but if it is excessively familiar, at least the men and women share any diminishment equally.
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A Triumphal Finish


The Madisons Leave Washington


APRIL 6, 1817, WAS A bright spring day in Washington City, the nation’s capital. Down on the Potomac River, newly ex-president James Madison and his wife and political partner, Dolley Payne Todd Madison, boarded a steamboat. Their retinue included the enslaved people who worked for them and who managed the luggage along with Dolley’s pet macaw, Polly. The Madisons and their household were heading home to Montpelier, James Madison’s countryseat in Orange, Virginia.


Fellow Republican and Virginian James Monroe was the president now, and according to the other steamboat passengers, James Madison felt the weight of his term in office lifted from him. Usually reserved in crowds, James talked with everyone, cracking jokes, reminding one passenger “of a school Boy on a long vacation.” As the boat moved majestically past Mount Vernon into the sunny Virginia countryside, dappled in the bright greens of spring, James continued “playful” as a child. When they reached Aquia Creek, forty miles from Washington City, the Madisons disembarked, boarded a carriage, and rode into retirement, the sunny day casting a golden glow on the celebrated couple.


James and Dolley had every right to feel that they were leaving a job well done. They ended their two terms of service by concluding the War of 1812 with an impression of victory and securing the Virginian Republican dynasty with the election of 1816, ushering in an “era of good feelings.” They could have departed for Montpelier in March, after the Monroe inauguration, but so many wanted to fete the Madisons that the couple stayed an extra month in order to receive the honors. The people of the capital and the nation were in a celebratory mood, especially about the Madison legacy. James’s old colleague and sometime enemy, John Adams, was not known for his generosity, especially toward his fellow founders, but even he pronounced that the Madison administration had “acquired more glory, and established more Union, than . . . Washington Adams and Jefferson, put together.”


Both James and Dolley Madison were celebrated in print, with gifts, and at “balls public and private.” At one notable ball, in nearby Georgetown, the accolades provided the decorations. Salutes to the couple took the form of “richly framed” artwork, including paintings, and poetry etched on white velvet that covered the walls. After the event, the ball’s organizers packed up the pieces and sent them to Montpelier, where they remained on display. Dolley Madison famously enjoyed social events, but, by the end, even she seemed overwhelmed, as she reported to Hannah Nicholson Gallatin, wife of Albert Gallatin, the secretary of treasury and peace envoy. Congress might be adjourned, but “still our house is crouded with company—in truth ever since the peace my brain has been turn’d with noise & bustle. Such over flowing rooms I never saw before—I sigh for repose.”


Dolley’s perception of crowds was correct. In 1814, during the War of 1812, Washington City had been burned, and there had been much talk of moving the federal seat to a more established city. Many congressmen had never liked Washington; the crisis of war seemed to provide the perfect opportunity to quit the underdeveloped city. Only after much discussion, and some behind-the-scenes maneuvering on the part of Dolley and the local population, was the decision made to keep the capital on the Potomac.


During the Madisons’ tenure, Washington had acquired new status and importance to Americans across the country. A lot of them came to the capital, seeking opportunities at the seat of power. In a letter to her cousin Edward Coles, who was also James’s personal secretary, Dolley, using spelling and abbreviations typical of writing at the time, marveled at the “unusual numr. of young men from every direction—in short, we never had so busy a winter because the city was never so full of respectable strangers.” With characteristic emphasis, Dolley wrote that her famous Wednesday night drawing rooms had “such throngs, you never saw.”


With Washington City surviving attacks both foreign and domestic, it makes sense that the capital had risen in the public mind. What is less clear is why the Madisons were so universally celebrated. The conclusion of the war had made people “crazy with joy,” as Paul Jennings, James’s enslaved manservant reported, but the 1817 acclaim was not postwar euphoria.1 Peace had been declared two years earlier, long enough for the nation to have figured out that they gained nothing from the war.


From the perspective of historical hindsight, the Madison triumph is a mystery. Among historians and presidential experts, James Madison was a mediocre president at best. Without question, his contribution to the founding was immense, with his role in the formation of the Constitution enough to secure his place in history. But most historians agree that his presidency was a highlight neither of his career nor of the institution.


Experts point out that James was not a strong leader; with his administration following that of the charismatic Thomas Jefferson, he could not even keep his party, the Republicans, together. He then embroiled the young nation in a war that not only could have been avoided but gained the United States nothing and culminated with the 1814 burning of the capital city by British invaders and the near abandonment of Washington as the federal seat. Little wonder that in the presidential rankings so beloved by the media, James Madison is in the middle of the pack at best.


So the mystery remains: Why were the Madisons so loved and lauded when the president came close to losing the capital city and maybe the Union? And what role did Dolley play? First Ladies almost never figure in presidential assessments, but, again, the laurels heaped on Dolley by the American public indicate that a focus solely on James Madison’s performance may not give the whole picture.


If the famously grumpy John Adams did not like to compliment his colleagues, he did enjoy being right. No doubt he would be pleased to provide the answer to this historical mystery. As his statement quoted above reveals, the victory of the Madison administration was that it brought a sense of unity and togetherness to the country and its fractious politicians. “Mr. Madison’s War,” as it was known, may not have gained Canada or British concessions, and it may have been studded by military and political disasters, including the invasion of the capital, but how it was conducted and concluded brought the country together and strengthened the Union.


Albert Gallatin, secretary of the treasury and peace envoy, was in Europe, but his astute wife, Hannah, no doubt imparted to him a sense of the war’s aftermath. He wrote to a colleague: “The war has renewed and reinstated the national feelings and character which the Revolution had given, and which were daily lessening.” He correctly understood that the experience of war under the Madison administration gave Americans “more general objects of attachment, with which their pride and political opinions are concerned.” This process made the citizens feel “more Americans; they feel and act more as a nation, and I hope the permanency of the Union is thereby better secured.”


What people felt across the country was magnified in the capital city. Until the 1814 attack, Americans, including Washingtonians, were apathetic about the war and even their capital city. But the British burning of the White House and the public buildings galvanized the local and national populace. Savvy political observer and local gentry woman Rosalie Stier Calvert, who was no fan of the Madisons, hazarded that “the burning of the public buildings of Washington is the best thing that has happened in a long time, as far as we are concerned, since this has finally settled the question of whether the seat of government would stay here.”


This was good news for the locals and for the nation, as Rosalie correctly predicted that “in the future they will no longer keep trying to change it and as long as the union stands, the government will remain in Washington, despite the jealousy of Philadelphia, New York, and Baltimore.” With “everybody and everything” “hang[ing] upon the government,” no wonder the town seemed to be “jumping alive,” with “tavern keepers and boardinghouse people laugh[ing] for joy.”


“Union” had been a preeminent preoccupation since the beginning of the American experiment. The centrality of union is reflected in the very name chosen for the new nation: the United States of America. The founders and former colonists knew it was important to be united right from the start, and preserving that Union would be their highest goal and greatest struggle until the Civil War decided the issue. All of the major political events of the early founding period can be understood as struggles over union. Shays’s Rebellion, the Whiskey Rebellion, the Constitutional Convention, the Quasi-War with France, the presidential elections—the common thread running through all of these watershed moments was the worry and anxiety that the compact of the states would dissolve. Significantly, in the early republic, people commonly used the phrase “United States of America” as a plural—as in “the United States are.”


As the leading intellectual of the founding men, James understood this better than anyone. Though he would write directly about the threats to the Union most often in the 1820s, in the face of the Missouri Compromise, the concern about union pervaded and underlay many of the political issues he pondered. For instance, in his musings in the famous “Federalist 10,” one of a series of essays that he wrote with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay to support the ratification of the new Constitution, he performs a breathtaking twist of logic.


The nature of men (by which James meant men of the polity), James states, is not unity but factionalism. Nevertheless, even factions have their own internal unity, as they are “united and actuated by some common impulse of passion.” Moreover, the kind of government James envisioned should allow factions; as no one group could dominate the system, contention between factions would give the society stability. In other words, the nation could be seen as a unity of disunities, each with a unity of their own.


When James wrote of union or national unity, he did so in a negative way; that is, he was concerned with how to prevent disunion, how to stay alert to potential traps and snares along the path to nationhood. But of course, though he did not have the temperament for it, the real challenge was to foster union, rather than just prevent dissension.


At its most basic level, “union” meant for him that the states retain their compact as a republic. But as a political theorist, James also understood “unity” to be more primal than a theoretical contract between state entities. He believed that for the republic to work, there needed to be bonds that held “men” (again, by which he meant only men, while assuming that wives would follow husbands) together, and though he did not have a terminology for this phenomenon, these would be psychological bonds.


James Madison was a believer in the importance of what he called “veneration” in cementing bonds of affection and unity among citizens of the new United States. Early in his career, when he was arguing for the Constitution, he feared that critics (including his mentor, Thomas Jefferson) would undermine the people’s faith in the document, depriving it of “that veneration, which time bestows on every thing.” Even the “wisest and freest governments” needed veneration to ensure stability.


History played its own part in the veneration process. Valuing “antiquity,” James worried about the new nation’s lack of history. Indeed, one of the reasons he delayed his publication of the notes from the Constitutional Convention was to allow for a certain passage of time, in order to bestow the psychological effect of long-held tradition.2


History and veneration were tools of unity. Some might view tyrannical government as the greatest threat to the nation, but James feared the corruption and self-interest of individuals. So the task was to implement whatever strategies were needed to bind people to each other and to the state, as represented by government, both federal and local. With “we the people” united, the Union would hold.


Ideas and ideals can only go so far, particularly for James, who often erred in thinking that if something worked on paper, it should work in practice. This tendency frequently led James astray, down a path where he held onto an idea far longer than he should have. When it came to the abstractions of unity, no one understood the importance of this intangible more than James. But making the ideals real was a different problem.


Characteristically, James’s strategy for implementing unity was passive. Historians fault James for being a “weak” leader; his contemporaries did not disagree. For them, however, his presidential weakness was a virtue. The men, women, and citizen groups from across the nation lauded him for his restraint in war, his refusal to sacrifice “civil or political liberties” for “power and national glory,” as one committee of citizens phrased it. This was as James wanted it. James Madison and his colleagues deliberately constructed a government in opposition to a king, one with a weak chief executive who would never garner enough power to abuse the people.


The ruling theory of the American Revolution and the new government that followed was republicanism (not to be confused with the Republican Party). Republicanism abhorred and feared the kind of absolute power found in monarchies; instead, a virtuous citizenry should exercise power. In republican theory, war bred corruption by letting a leader, in this case a president, take on more power. The old axiom “power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely” could describe the founders’ assumption about leaders. If wartime crisis allowed a leader to take on extended power, corruption—and then the fall of the nation—was the only logical result.


Accordingly, James did not let the circumstances of war impede his commitment to a republican government. He took on no special powers, either to crush political enemies or to extend the power of the presidency. Others before him had done so, as when John Adams used the threat of war with France to create the despised Alien and Sedition Acts, which were aimed at silencing and even deporting his critics. Every other subsequent president involved in war would use the exigencies of the time to extend their presidential powers. But not James Madison.


For the Americans who toasted and saluted him in 1817, James Madison’s legacy was precisely that he had not been powerful and active but had held the country together during a dangerous time. His “weakness” ensured that the nation would emerge from wartime with all constitutional protections intact.


When it came to enemies, James had them aplenty. The disruption in Congress that James faced before the declaration of war and the internal national dissension after the declaration were unprecedented in American history at the time. Only Abraham Lincoln would preside over a more divided nation. Circumstances got so extreme that in 1815 a group of New England Federalists traveled to Washington to propose that their home area secede from the Union.


Fortunately for the nation and the Madison administration, the men of the Hartford Convention arrived in the capital city just as news of the decisive victory of New Orleans all but assured the war’s end. Because James did not punish his enemies, as John Adams did, there was no need for prolonged internal reconciliation, no treason trials that would extend wartime bitterness past the peace. James Madison gave the country back much as he had found it.


Americans of James’s time also recognized that his political style was consistent with his personal character. Even as most of his contemporaries acknowledged his substantial intellect, what made him a good president lay in more “personal” qualities of temperament—modesty, restraint, and especially self-control. James’s sterling character, “philosophic” mind, moderate temper, and purity of spirit ensured that even so violent an event as war would proceed temperately. He would not get carried away or lash out, even as he was assaulted on all sides, by his own citizenry and Congress as well as the British.


In the era of the early republic, much political action was taken by men who were defending or avenging their personal honor, but not James. Men dueled to defend their reputations against real or imagined slurs, some uttered in private. In this culture, personal reputation was political capital, and men fought to their deaths to defend it. In contrast, James endured attacks on his honor, his sanity, and his masculinity, as well as on his wife and family, with apparent unruffled serenity.


People close to him testified that his public persona was consistent with his personal life. Many who dealt face-to-face with James in stressful situations affirmed what Dolley’s cousin Edward Coles would later remember as his experience with the president. To Edward, James Madison was “the most virtuous, calm, and amiable, of men, possessed of one of the purest hearts and best tempers with which man was ever blessed.” It was these qualities, Edward believed, that earned James his place in the pantheon of American founders, right next to George Washington.


Paul Jennings, James’s enslaved manservant, provided his own perspective. In the first memoir of the White House ever written, he asserted that “Mr. Madison, I think, was one of the best men that ever lived.” Like Edward Coles and others, Paul “never saw him in a passion,” but Paul’s experience of James is even more striking than that of James’s colleagues. James Madison might have had reasons for keeping his temper and presenting an image of cool discernment before Edward Coles and other white men, but he would have no reason to pose before his slave. That he was consistent in his temperate behavior, even to Paul Jennings, testifies to the authenticity of James’s public image.
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