


[image: ]






Praise for Becoming Madison


“Becoming Madison is superb. The history is lively and engaging. But Michael Signer’s greatest contribution is to turn a biography of Madison into a manual on leadership that is as relevant and valuable today as it was 200 years ago.”


—Anne-Marie Slaughter, Director of Policy Planning, U.S. State Department, 2009–2011 and President and CEO, New America Foundation


“For centuries James Madison has been overshadowed by the more striking and charismatic members of America’s founding generation. And Madison’s youth has been even less well known than his maturity. Michael Signer goes far toward filling this historical gap with an engaging, insightful account of how the unassuming young Madison became the hero of the Constitution.”


—H. W. Brands, University of Texas at Austin, author of Andrew Jackson, His Life and Times and The Man Who Saved the Union: Ulysses Grant in War and Peace


“James Madison would be called a ‘flip-flopper’ in today’s political climate. Thank God he changed his mind and concluded that adding a Bill of Rights to the Constitution was not just good politics but necessary policy. This is just one of the wonderful aspects of James Madison’s life that Michael Signer captures so well in this important biography. Our nation owes huge debts to Madison, and today’s civic leaders owe a huge debt to Signer for reminding us why.”


—United States Senator Tim Kaine


“This engagingly written, carefully researched book is the fullest account we have of the development of Madison’s thought and statesmanship through the promotion and drafting of the Constitution to the greatest triumph of his life, the ratification of the Virginia Convention of 1788. Signer shows how there, in face-to-face debate with Patrick Henry, Madison proved what John Marshall termed Madison’s unmatched ability to convince could overcome Henry’s supreme power to persuade. This capacity characterized Madison’s style and career in a way that allowed him to become the master philosopher and practitioner of Lincoln’s Union ‘conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all . . . are created equal.’ Signer also shows brilliantly how Madison’s studies at Princeton under John Witherspoon began an influential and revealing partnership in public spirited citizenship for good government. Altogether the book brings us closer to understanding how Madison became able to be, all things considered, the father of the Constitution.”


—Ralph Ketcham, Maxwell Professor Emeritus of Citizenship and Public Affairs, Syracuse University, author of James Madison: A Biography


“One of the great contributions of Michael Signer’s Becoming Madison is the relevance of Madison’s role in the epochal debates surrounding the birth of our nation to the issues we face today, especially Madison’s commitment to attacking ideas rather than individuals. (Would that we now had more such advocates.) Signer helps us better understand how Madison’s towering intellect and unquenchable passion for the principled tenets necessary to create a lasting republic forged his character, and how he related to the other, better known, giants of his time, particularly to Patrick Henry. The way Signer captures the palpable tension, vitriol, and passion in Madison’s war of words and ideas with Henry is masterful. The reader can’t help but wonder, if it hadn’t been for the tenacity of Madison, would we have truly become the UNITED States of America?”


—Charles S. Robb, former Virginia Governor and United States Senator


“Michael Signer’s Becoming Madison offers a gripping portrait of the emergence and development of the leadership of one of our country’s great architects. We are wonderfully reminded of the power of a single person’s passion, humility, and statesmanship in shaping a nation’s destiny.”


—Michael Useem, Professor of Management and Director of the Center for Leadership and Change at the Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania


“In this highly readable and often insightful treatment, Signer colors in the portrait, finding the essential Madison in the young man.... A perfect introduction to a deeply private and immensely important man.”


—Kirkus
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From nature, from habit, it may be even from the imperfect state of health to which [Madison] was reduced at the outset of his career, his was the most passionless course of education and elevation. He never addressed a passion or required a prejudice: but relying on reason alone for every conviction, he effected his purpose without any appeal to prejudices.


—National Portrait Gallery of Distinguished Americans, 1836


The truth is . . . that through the whole frame of nature, and the whole system of human life, that which promises most, performs the least. The flowers of finest colour seldom have the sweetest fragrance. The trees of quickest growth, or fairest form, are seldom of the greatest value or duration. Deep waters move with the least noise. Men who think most are seldom talkative. And, I think it holds as much in war as in any thing, that every boaster is a coward.


—John Witherspoon, “The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Man”


Sweet are the uses of adversity,


Which like the toad, ugly and venomous,


Wears yet a precious jewel in his head.


—William Shakespeare, As You Like It




Introduction
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IF YOU WANT TO SEARCH FOR THE GRAVE OF JAMES MADISON—WHICH NOT many people do—you will most likely begin on Virginia’s Route 15, which occasional small signs cheerily label “the Constitution Highway.” Like many rural roads in central Virginia, Route 15 unfolds drowsily, a strip of asphalt rolling through a sparsely populated plain. Even though medium-height deciduous trees stand like lush sentinels along the road, there is a dusty, arid feel to the highway, even in winter, an effect that is enhanced by the relative quiet and slight disrepair of the streetscape. Entering the hamlet of Orange, at the intersection with Route 20, you will find Orange Tire & Recap, next to the boarded-up Jean’s Cafe, which itself sits to the left of Advance Auto Parts.


On your way to Montpelier, the brick mansion where Madison spent most of his life and on whose estate he’s now buried, you’ll understandably be tempted to stop by the James Madison Museum. But entering the modest brick street front, flanked by unassuming faux capitals, you’re also forgiven for taking a startled step back. For, if you were expecting a polished memorial to our fourth president, you will behold, instead, a ramshackle assemblage of bizarrely heterogeneous items. Identified by yellowing cardboard tags with typed labels, there are dresses and petticoats from the early nineteenth century, as well as an exhibit by a modern artist named Earl Worick, who specializes in “bringing out the art in nature,” as well as a cavernous room filled with dusty, rusty antique farm equipment and, strangely, a 1924 Ford Model A (all intended to “honor James Madison, the ‘Father of Agriculture,’ according to Thomas Jefferson”). If you ask the kindly proprietor, she will show you the handful of original manuscripts, including the will of Madison’s murdered grandfather Ambrose. But that’s about it.


Leaving, you’ll eventually make your way to Montpelier, which feels a little like a horse farm. That’s unsurprising, because it was one for most of the twentieth century, owned by the DuPont family and used as a headquarters for the steeplechase course that loops just near the house’s main entrance. You’ll drive past the racing lanes, then go a short distance up a quiet lane to Montpelier itself. You’ll enter a scrubbed, spare, largely bare two-floor house that’s been meticulously restored from its DuPont-era excesses to its bare bones. That has mostly been an exercise in subtraction rather than addition. While the staff is gradually adding artifacts and speculative dioramas to try to put Madison’s personality in the house, the major impetus is archaeological, which is because most of the funds directed toward James Madison have been focused on archaeology—uncovering the bones and pottery shards, the burial ground of the enslaved people, the kitchen leavings up in the densely wooded hills.1


Walking outside in search of his grave, you’ll wander to a small turf surrounded by a short square wall of bricks. This is still the Madison family cemetery today. When you push open the small wrought-iron gate and walk up to a large obelisk, you will see a carved inscription that reads, simply,


MADISON


Born March 16th, 1751


Died June 28th, 1836


The engraving does not include Madison’s first name, or even any description of him or his life. It’s as if the memorialists either thought he was above modifiers, iconic in his own right, or that there was really nothing else to say other than his last name.


The gravestone itself has a depressing and decidedly noniconic history. For the two decades after Madison’s death, any visitor seeking to visit the Father of the Constitution’s burial site had to tramp through private property to the unmarked grave. That was because after he died in 1836, his widow, Dolley, was forced to sell Montpelier, a deeply troubled farm. Madison’s graveyard, in the family plot, also entered into private hands. In 1857, a group of Orange County gentlemen agreed the situation was shameful; at the very least, Madison deserved a gravestone. So they retained a stonemason to build an obelisk-type monument similar, in many respects, to the very famous one Thomas Jefferson had requested for himself before he died. When delivered, the piece was far more ostentatious than Jefferson’s. It was twenty-five feet tall, made of seven pieces of granite quarried from the James River, together weighing thirty-two thousand pounds.2
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Beneath a hanging canopy of autumn leaves, the monument was transported to Montpelier. The workmen positioned the obelisk into place and began digging the foundation for the stone, but quickly realized the monument was so massive they would need to dig the hole below Madison’s coffin itself. As they shoveled around the coffin, they noticed that the boards had rotted, and the lid was out of place. In the process of resetting the coffin lid, they beheld the remains of James Madison—bones and teeth and shreds of cloth.3


A more or less random group of strangers peering at the marooned remains was a perfect symbol for the peculiar legacy just beginning for Madison. At the cemetery, the obelisk still towers over dozens of minor family gravestones, softened and rendered illegible by time. During the 1990s, vandals attacked several of the gravestones, toppling Dolley’s over, which then broke in three places.4 Although her monument was repaired, there’s a stark and lonely feeling in the cemetery. In several visits, I have never seen another visitor present.


For a striking contrast with Madison’s final resting place, you just have to head about an hour southwest from Montpelier to Monticello. You’ll quickly notice how much the roads change. You’re no longer on the dusty, forgotten throughways of Orange County; now, you’re close to prosperous Charlottesville and the well-maintained Interstate 64, then manicured Route 20, which goes by apple orchards and wealthy plots before putting you on a winding, gentle road that leads up to the great mansion that, in the words of a recent study, “stands atop his mountain like the Platonic ideal of a house.”5


Walking up to Monticello, you’ll traverse gardens as lovely and manicured as those of any palace in Europe. Entering the house, you’ll meander through a lovingly maintained museum, stocked with original artifacts and Jefferson’s inventions, staffed by docents so passionate about the cause of expanding Jefferson’s legacy they might as well be members of a religion. About 500,000 people visit each year. Monticello is on the face of the American nickel.


And when you walk up to Jefferson’s famously modest gravestone at Monticello, surrounded by the murmurings of hundreds of avid visitors in what is effectively a secular national temple, you’ll see the strange collision between the overt modesty of the grave and the outsize memorialization occurring just around it. Jefferson laid out specific instructions for a “plain die or cube” “without any mouldings” but surmounted by a six-foot obelisk. The monument was to be “coarse stone” so that “no one might be tempted hereafter to destroy it for the value of the materials.” And it was to mention only three things:


Thomas Jefferson


Author of the Declaration of American Independence of the Statute of Virginia for religious freedom


Father of the University of Virginia


These items, Jefferson explained, were the “testimonials that I have lived” and the things “I wish most to be remembered.”6


And we haven’t even gotten to Jefferson’s memorial—the gleaming, oval, white marble edifice that sits on the Tidal Basin in Washington, DC, like a Greek temple. Inside the circle, a bronze Jefferson stands, cloaked, one foot gently but confidently placed ahead of the other, overseeing his creation. Quotes from Jefferson’s life and writings emblazon the interior walls. Cherry trees gifted to the United States by Japan are planted in the Tidal Basin that spreads out from the memorial, magically draping the entire site, every spring, with a perfumed corona of pink, red, and magenta blossoms. The National Park Service recorded over 2 million visitors to Jefferson’s Memorial in 2012—and no wonder. Who can stay away?7


There is no similar memorial to James Madison. There is the Madison Building, a stark, modern library with flat, stylized columns and many thousands of square feet of plate glass that sits, placidly, in Washington, DC. The Library of Congress’s third building, it opened on May 28, 1980, to scarce fanfare, rationalized on the slender reed of Madison’s own attempt to build a national library in 1783. The building includes three depictions of Madison himself. The first is a statue off the entrance hall to the immediate left of Madison as a young man in his thirties, holding in his right hand a volume of the Encyclopédie méthodique, published in Paris between 1782 and 1832. Two quotations by Madison float above the door, and eight other quotations decorate the walls, along with two bronze medallions of Madison.


Note that there are two other buildings in the Library of Congress. One is named the John Adams Building. And the other one—the main one—is, of course, named the Thomas Jefferson Building. Only Madison’s has the word memorial in the title, because his building is the United States of America’s only formal memorial to him.8


IT’S TEMPTING TO BLAME OURSELVES FOR THE PALTRY STATE OF THE MEMORIALIZATION of Madison—to think that if only we were better, we would honor his constitutional wizardry, his brilliance in conventions, and his conceptual insights about checks and balances, as much as the romance and glamor of Jefferson’s blazing pursuit of our freedoms.


But perhaps Madison himself was at fault. For he was very different from the other men who dominated American history during the nation’s crucial early years.


Alexander Hamilton, for instance, at the age of thirteen and just off the boat in New York, wrote a friend that his ambition was so “prevalent” that “I contemn the groveling and condition of a clerk or the like, to which my fortune, etc. condemns me, and would willingly risk my life, though not my character, to exalt my station.”9 Years later, seeking to break into America’s aristocracy, he wrote his friend John Laurens that he needed a wife who would be “sensible (a little learning will do), well bred, chaste, and tender.” As important, she would need to bring a “fortune, the larger stock of that the better,” for “money is an essential ingredient to happiness in this world.”10 He succeeded in precisely these aims, marrying Elizabeth Schuyler the next year.


As a youth about fifteen years old, George Washington bridled a notoriously vicious horse and after a long and violent struggle, killed the stallion—blood flowing from the beast’s nostrils.11 In 1774, a Colonel Muse, while drunk, wrote Washington to attack the latter’s efforts to secure bounty lands for his soldiers. Washington responded to the “stupidity and sottishness” of the letter, as if challenged to a duel, his pugnacious physicality bristling through the letter. “All my concern,” he wrote Muse, “is that I ever engaged myself in behalf of so ungrateful and dirty a fellow as you are.”12 As president, when he learned of the defeat of a company by Indians, Washington burst into “bitter lamentations,” strode around the room so agitated he could not speak, and then, when his “wrath became terrible,” in a “paroxysm of anguish,” he began hitting himself on the forehead with his fists “with fearful force,” swearing, “Oh God, oh God.”13 This is the same man who, after his first fight on the frontier, wrote to his brother John, “I have heard the bullets whistle and, believe me, there is something charming in the sound.”14


At the age of twenty, John Adams called his vanity his “cardinal vice and cardinal folly,” and recognized, “I am in continual danger, when in company, of being led into an ignis fatuus chase by it.” He also saw that the love of fame could lead to “weaknesses and fopperies” and, thus, to “defeat itself.”15 In 1783, when Adams was serving as minister to France, Madison told Jefferson that Adams’s letters were “not remarkable for any thing” except for their “display of his vanity, his prejudice against the French Court & his venom against Doct. Franklin.”16 In January 1787, after seven months of serving with Adams in France, Jefferson wrote Madison to condemn both Adams’s “vanity” and his “blindness to it.” He wrote, “He is vain irritable and a bad calculator” of men’s motives. But still, Jefferson noted that anyone “will love” Adams who gets to know him. “He would be,” he predicted, “as he was, a great man in Congress.”17


As profoundly different as they were, these passionate men shared one trait: At a profound historical moment, they jostled to be larger than life, to transcend ordinary politics and to enter, along with their new nation, the pantheon of history.


Madison is illuminated by contrast. He lacked Hamilton’s mercurial drives and personal calculation. He did not share Washington’s physical forcefulness or sublimated violence. The self-love of Adams was a mystery to him. Jefferson’s flights of fancy and grand projects (whether Monticello or the University of Virginia) were alien to him. While he contained the same multitudes as any human being—particularly anyone extraordinary—he was so absorbed in affairs of state that he simply neglected to develop an outsize character for the history books.


And so it is perfectly fitting that the young statesman who designed our Constitution subsumed himself so completely in its development and ratification that his fame actually suffered—even though he mattered more than any other individual in the making of the Constitution.


That outcome is especially perverse because of the contrast between how Madison talked about himself and what he actually did.


In 1784, when he was thirty-three, Madison, back from a three-year term in Congress, was a delegate in Virginia’s General Assembly. He weighed about a hundred pounds, and he stood between five foot four and five foot six inches tall. He was kinetically anxious, almost feverish, and people seemed either to like or dislike him instantly. A fellow congressman wrote Madison that “there never was a crisis, threatening an event more unfavorable to the happiness of the United States, than the present.”18 An apocalyptic mood descended on Virginia—a frenzy, even, where ordinarily rational men became convinced that everyday affairs were all conspiring to destroy the very country itself. It did not help that the economy was in a free fall, and that the state’s government could barely even fund its daily operations.


He knew people pray in such moments; he was no exception. But he began to worry as the panic whipsawed in a menacing turn. Just eight years earlier, at the beginning of the Revolution, Virginia had what was thought to be a healthy religious establishment, numbering ninety-one clergymen and 164 churches and chapels. But while Great Britain had dragged the war on and on, a staggering decline had taken place. Now, only twenty-eight ministers were preaching around the state.19


Madison learned that Virginia’s former governor, Patrick Henry, saw a ripe political issue in the collapse of Virginia’s churches. Henry was perhaps the most astute and opportunistic politician in the country. In the years leading up to the Revolution, he led a raid on the British governor of Virginia’s stolen stores of gunpowder. He later declared, to instant fame, “Give me liberty or give me death!” in St. John’s Church in Richmond. In Henry’s first term as governor, in 1777, Madison eagerly joined his administration in the prestigious post of governor’s councilor. Yet in the years since the Revolution, much had changed. The British forces were brutal and predatory. The colonies were unable to join together and govern themselves. The jewel of the Revolution seemed to be turning into charcoal before his very eyes.


For Madison, nothing personified that disheartening transformation more than Henry himself. In the spring of 1784, he grimly watched from the floor of the General Assembly as Henry rose and proposed to force every taxpayer to dedicate a portion of his taxes to a Christian organization. (It was little consolation that Henry said that if a citizen refused to name such an organization, the state would put the funds to a government-run school instead.)


In the months that followed, Madison worked over the problem in his mind. From the Holy Roman Empire to the recent repression of Baptists in Virginia, he thought government had always been unable to provide impartial justice when supporting one sect—even Christianity, writ large—over another. More broadly, he wondered, a country with aspirations to join the pantheon of nations on a political theory of modern liberalism could not take such an obvious step backward. Yet the matter would require delicate political tactics, for the very danger of the proposal lay in its popularity.


Madison began devising a counterattack. He employed what I will call his “Method,” which was an interlocking set of nine tactics:


Find passion in your conscience. Focus on the idea, not the man. Develop multiple and independent lines of attack. Embrace impatience. Establish a competitive advantage through preparation. Conquer bad ideas by dividing them. Master your opponent as you master yourself. Push the state to the highest version of itself. Govern the passions.


He began taking notes on the back of an envelope for an assault on Henry’s bill. The true question, he wrote, was not whether religion was necessary. It was whether religious establishments were necessary for religion. The answer to that, he scribbled, was simple—“no.”


In November, Henry stood to speak in favor of his bill. He painted an antediluvian picture of the decline in American morals. He argued with passion that nations fell when religion decayed. Madison noted the reverberant power of Henry’s words among the gathered men, remarking years later on the distinct eloquence of the speech.20


Madison then rose on the floor of the General Assembly. The building itself felt impermanent and makeshift. The cornerstone for a new capitol building nearby was scheduled to be laid in two months; the delegates knew they were on their way out of the aging and musty structure.


Small as he was, Madison appeared fit and muscular, if young for his age. He did not seem anxious, exactly—more tensile, as if he had captured and retained the energy of anxiety, like a coiled spring. Several of the men in the room knew of Madison’s pattern of succumbing to what he called his “bilious” or “epileptic” fits at moments just like these, and they must have watched with particular alertness for signs that he might quail and flee.


Reading from the scribbled outline, he assailed Henry’s assessment for being unnecessary and contradictory to liberty. Henry had blamed the downfall of states on the decline of religion. But Madison charged that states had fallen precisely where church and state were mixed. He challenged Henry’s assumption that moral decay was caused by the collapse in religious institutions; “war and bad laws” were instead at fault.


He concluded with what he called his “panegyric” on Christianity—an emotional endorsement of the power of faith. Henry’s assessment would actually “dishonor Christianity,” he claimed, by putting the state between man and God.


During this onslaught, many of the other delegates watched him uneasily. The topic was raw, particularly for those from Virginia’s more religious and conservative regions, where they had been raised to worship the Bible as the word of God and their ministers as the elders in their communities. Religion, to them, was an institution, a structure as necessary to society as the foundations were to their homes.


Yet many also held deep misgivings about Henry’s policy. To prevent a church from collapsing was one thing. To introduce a tax for that purpose was quite another. The idea felt illiberal and suffocating, at odds with the spirit of the new country they were trying to build.


But instead of leading the assembly to separate church and state entirely, Madison only succeeded in provoking them to consider supporting additional religions. A heated debate broke out among the delegates about the fact that only Christian organizations would receive the funds. They sent Henry’s bill to a committee of the whole, where the majority voted to change the word “Christian” to “religious.” But then the opportunistic and political sitting governor, Benjamin Harrison, with “pathetic zeal,” according to Madison, recruited a majority back to “Christian.”21


Even though Madison had, in the words of a colleague, “display’d great Learning & Ingenuity, with all the power of a close reasoner,” he could not overcome Patrick Henry’s power in the assembly.22 In December, Henry’s bill passed its first reading (three were required for passage) by 47 to 32 votes. Henry seized the momentum and rammed through another measure to provide state incorporation to all Christian societies who applied. That bill passed 62 to 23.


Madison wanted to take Henry out of the arena entirely, and so he supported a motion to reelect Henry as governor. Henry accepted without fully thinking through the consequences. But now, for procedural reasons, he would be barred from voting for his own bill. Smiling, Madison informed his friend James Monroe that Henry’s elevation had “much disheartened” the supporters of the assessment.23


That was just the beginning. In the next days, before Christmas, Madison completed his battle plan to crush the assessment once and for all. First, he needed a delay and he got it. On Christmas Eve, the assembly agreed to postpone the final vote until well into the next year, a pause that gave Madison almost a full year to grind away at the bill.24


Christmas passed. The more Madison stewed on the bill, the more he hated it. He acidly told Thomas Jefferson the proposal was “obnoxious” for its “dishonorable principle” and “dangerous tendency.”25 But he predicted that its fate was, as best, “very uncertain”—meaning it could very well pass.


In mid-January, after the winter legislative session concluded, he took to the rutted, frozen red clay road that led from Williamsburg to Orange County, the site of Montpelier, where he still lived, unmarried, with his parents. What he heard in the coming weeks alarmed him—citizens, especially Episcopals and Presbyterians, were joining Henry’s lament for the collapse of religion in what he described as a “noise thro’ the Country.” But public opinion was also churning, reflecting the same restlessness that had given rise to the bill in the first place. By early spring, he noted that the zeal of some of the supporters had begun to cool.26


Meanwhile, he worked. He composed a plan of attack to obliterate Henry’s “obnoxious” proposal—to burn up the weed, chop up its roots, and forever prevent its ability to spread. His outline on that envelope would be key.


In June, Madison completed an essay, which became known as his “Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments.” Centuries after his death, it echoes as perhaps the defining declaration of the principle of the freedom of religion. His essay reveals the pure power of ideas in politics, handed from person to person like a talisman, like a scripture.


Madison delivered fifteen separate assaults against Henry’s assessment. His strategy was reminiscent of George Washington’s famous encirclement of Lord Cornwallis three years earlier at Yorktown—a stranglehold from all sides.


He launched with the most fundamental issue of all. Religion, Madison declared, belonged to the realm of conscience, not government. Men, considering only the evidence “contemplated by their own minds,” could not be forced to follow the dictates of other men. Religion therefore was, and must always be, unreachable by politics, by the state, and indeed by any instruments of human power. He explained that was precisely what Jefferson had meant by his already famous term “unalienable” in the Declaration of Independence. The state cannot actually support religion, because religion’s strength depends on men’s mind, their reason, and their conscience alone.


Henry, for all of the protestations against a strong central government he would later pronounce on behalf of the anti-Federalists, saw problems through the prism of government. Religion was under siege; the state must defend it. But with this first attack, Madison had succeeded in yanking the prism away and revealing a brilliant and very different new world. Not only was Henry’s basic position implausible; it could not succeed.


He then thrust fourteen more arguments into the flank of Henry’s wounded bill.


He declared that the assessment violated the principle of equality by treating the religious class differently from others.


He lambasted the “arrogant pretension” that the civil magistrate, represented by the legislature and tax authority, could be a “competent judge” of religious truth.


He demanded, of fifteen centuries of the legal establishment of Christianity, “What have been its fruits?” Sarcastically, he observed that state involvement in religion had generated only pride and indolence in the clergy; ignorance and servility among the laity; and, in both, superstition, bigotry, and persecution.


Madison then effortlessly moved to a new front. A bankrupt farmer named Daniel Shays had recently led a violent uprising of debtors in Massachusetts, which had sparked widespread anxiety among the landed gentry who were well represented among the delegates in the room. Madison ominously suggested that Henry’s assessment could lead to public unrest. What “mischiefs may not be dreaded,” he asked, if the “enemy to the public quiet” were “armed with the force of law?”


Then, Madison swiftly shifted from disaster to idealism. Henry’s bill, he declared, was simply “adverse” to the “diffusion of the light of Christianity.” He meant that enlightenment was actually available to Virginians; they could support religion by opposing Henry’s bill. Henry, obsessed with taxation and government involvement, was in effect standing in the way of faith.


He concluded on hope rather than fear. The freedom of religion, he said, was a “gift of nature.” If Henry’s bill passed, the legislature might just as easily “swallow up” the executive and judiciary branches, as well as all the individual freedoms. If, on the other hand, Virginians met their duty to God, to the “Supreme Lawgiver of the Universe,” they could “establish more firmly the liberties, the prosperity and the happiness of the Commonwealth.”27


For an uncommitted Virginian handed one of the proliferating copies of the essay, Madison’s Remonstrance had a dazzling effect. It was as if by so thoroughly ribboning Henry’s bill, he had allowed sunlight to stream through it. Henry was powerless to stop the Remonstrance, whose contagious force began growing.


But a strange obstacle quickly appeared. Madison’s friends wanted to reprint his essay as a pamphlet for mass distribution, but he amazed them by announcing that its authorship must be kept secret. They did the best they could to respect his frustrating and eccentric request. After printing copies in Alexandria, George Mason sent them to friends and neighbors with a cover letter requesting anonymity for the author. He explained that he was “a particular Freind, whose Name I am not at Liberty to mention.”28 Madison himself mailed a friend a copy, while demanding that “my name not be associated with it.”29


Despite—or perhaps because of—the Remonstrance’s alluring anonymity, the civil movement against the assessment quickened.


Initially, thirteen separate petitions supporting the Remonstrance sprouted up around the Commonwealth, gathering 1,552 combined signatures. A friend from Orange County told Madison he had convinced 150 of “our most respectable freeholders” to sign a petition—in a single day.30 Twenty-nine other petitions went even further than Madison’s, asserting that Henry’s proposed act contradicted the “Spirit of the Gospel,” and attracted another 5,000 signatures. In the end, over 10,000 Virginians signed some sort of an anti-Assessment petition.31


In November 1785, a little over a year after Henry had first introduced a real threat to religious liberty in the new nation, the Virginia delegates, gathered in Assembly—with Governor Henry watching, powerless, sent Henry’s bill to a legislative “pigeonhole” where it was left to die—killed by James Madison. Meanwhile, Madison had developed the template for the principle he would embed in the Bill of Rights five years later: “Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”


THE MAN WHO COULD MAKE SUCH AN IMPACT THROUGH A SINGLE essay—through paper rather than performance—has been profoundly misunderstood. Madison seemed to be less attractive, seductive, amusing, engaging, and passionate than the other Founding Fathers. This—along with his own stubborn refusal to pursue fame—might explain his decrepit legacy. But consider an additional hypothesis: that Madison was not actually as uninteresting as he often appeared to be. Instead, his unstinting self-control was a mask, or a shell, for his sensitivity. The fact is that he was painfully self-conscious, frequently consumed by anxiety, and often, in his public life, more focused on getting by than on performing for his peers, let alone history.


His friends recognized this all along. Staying for months at a time at a well-regarded boardinghouse in Philadelphia, Madison formed a trusting friendship with Eliza House Trist, the daughter of the owner. The two maintained an intimate correspondence for many years later. Madison often wrote her, with empathy, about her family, her health, and her life in general, and was devastated when her husband died, soliciting help for her from friends.


Trist gladly returned these favors. When Madison left Philadelphia after his first term in Congress, Jefferson felt he could easily be elected governor of Virginia, if he wanted the post. Jefferson mentioned that fact to Trist in a letter. She responded with a note containing a profound insight. Madison, she wrote, deserved “everything that can be done for him.” But she thought it would be “rather too great a sacrifice” to make him governor. That was because her friend had a “soul replete with gentleness, humanity and every social virtue.” And she was, she said, “certain” that in the process of a political campaign, “some wretch or other” would “write against him.” “Mr. Madison,” she wrote, was “too amiable in his disposition to bear up against a torrent of abuse,” she concluded. “It will hurt his feelings and injure his health, take my word.”32


Trist’s tender concern for her friend reveals as much about his basic nature as about his bond with friends and allies, which helped him survive and thrive in what was, for him, an unnatural arena. Eliza House Trist wanted Madison to stay as far as possible away from politics. That he ultimately decided to plunge into a realm so perilous for his well-being suggests the high stakes he saw in the enterprise. He was willing to build the government the country needed, even if he might jeopardize himself in the process.


Perversely, through history’s increasingly dusty lens, Madison’s mask has become more famous than the man underneath. Our general impression remains as severe as the title of a 1994 book: If Men Were Angels: James Madison and the Heartless Empire of Reason. Most Americans, if they know anything about him at all, see him as calculating, intellectual, politically astute, dry, and remote. This pattern has lasted for a long time. In 1941, in his one-page preface to his authoritative four-volume history of Madison’s life, the historian Irving Brant wrote, “Among all the men who shaped the present government of the United States of America, the one who did the most is known the least.”


But to his contemporaries, Madison was never dry or remote or calculating. In June 1824, when Madison was seventy-three years old, an itinerant bookseller named Samuel Whitcomb met with him. He wrote that “instead of being a cool reserved austere man,” Madison was “very sociable, rather jocose, quite sprightly, and active”; yet he also had “a quizzical, careless, almost waggish bluntness of looks and expression which is not at all prepossessing.”33 Yes, Madison was cold to strangers—as well as to history. But to those he invited in, his friends and allies and coadventurers, he was warm and full of life, seductive, hilarious, and even entrancing. The stunning story of his victories is simply incomprehensible without the passion, charisma, energy, humor, and fierceness of Madison the actual man.


AFTER THE RATIFICATION OF THE CONSTITUTION, MADISON SPENT another four decades in public life—as a US representative of Virginia in Congress, as secretary of state to President Thomas Jefferson, and as president, for two terms. As an outgoing president, he was quite popular, despite his unsure conduct of the War of 1812, and he was also succeeded by James Monroe, a member of his own party, which usually means that the outgoing president did his job pretty well.34 Despite his morbid hypochondria, Madison outlived his father, who died at the age of seventy-seven. He outlived George Washington. He outlived Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, who both died on July 4, 1826. He lived so long that he was alive well into the presidency of Andrew Jackson.


Yet he achieved his summit in his earlier years, as a young man. Irving Brant was always troubled by the elusiveness of Madison’s younger self. “What of the James Madison who helped to carry on the War of the American Revolution and at the age of thirty-six earned the title of Father of the Constitution?” Brant asked. That young man, he said, “is known only through a backward projection of his later self, and therefore is not known at all.” Brant concluded, “When a man rises to greatness in youth, it is with his youth that we should first concern ourselves.”35


At long last, this book attempts to answer Brant’s call. Madison’s story, and the broader ideas he fought so hard and well for, can help democracy at a moment of unique crisis. Franklin Delano Roosevelt said the only thing we had to fear was fear itself. Today, we have to fear cynicism about leadership itself. Our era teems with a series of unenviable superlatives. The 113th Congress was the least effective in history. It was also the most unpopular in recorded history.36 In their best-selling It’s Even Worse Than It Looks, the political scientists Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein argued that a culture of hostage-taking in the Republican Party was largely to blame, coupled with systematic trends in campaign finance and fund-raising, and the disappearance of friendships between senators and representatives.37 The authors recount then-House minority leader Newt Gingrich’s decision, in 1994, to run against incumbent Democrats by pursuing “relentlessly the charge that Congress was corrupt and needed to be blown up to change things.” Gingrich developed a tactical memo instructing candidates to use certain words when talking about the Democratic enemy: “betray, bizarre, decay, anti-flag, anti-family, pathetic, lie, cheat, radical, sick, and traitors.”38 Today, a similar nihilism has appeared in many of the actions of legislators and activists associating themselves with the “Tea Party” movement. And there are striking parallels between the threats posed by Patrick Henry and certain of the anti-Federalists in young Madison’s time and the “Tea Party” forces in American politics today.*


The general dissatisfaction with our political leaders has migrated into many other branches of leadership. After departing as secretary of defense to President Barack Obama, Robert Gates described members of Congress en masse as “uncivil, incompetent at fulfilling their basic constitutional responsibilities (such as timely appropriations), micromanagerial, parochial, hypocritical, egotistical, thin-skinned and prone to put self (and re-election) before country.”39


Amid such scorched earth, it has become disconcertingly difficult to cite leaders we would readily describe as “statesmen.” In dozens of conversations with current and former members of Congress, journalists, academics, and political activists while researching this book, I watched as people struggled to cite an example of a statesman. This was not a problem even a generation ago, as Ira Shapiro points out in The Last Great Senate, where figures, including Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Frank Church, Margaret Chase Smith, Hubert Humphrey, Jacob Javitz, Gaylord Nelson, Scoop Jackson, Ted Kennedy, George McGovern, William Proxmire, and Robert Byrd, all sought to elevate the United States through the US Senate. Bipartisanship was common, as were long campaigns on difficult legislative issues where the legislator would develop personal expertise, as were serious deliberative sessions where lawmakers would personally take charge of negotiating the fine details of a generational issue. For all of these, a consensus on the need for statesmanship was the sine qua non.


If there were more statesmen in America, and more citizens who looked up to them and bolstered them, then our country—like Madison’s—could advance beyond the sclerosis and mutual hatreds that have paralyzed us. Those problems particularly afflict one institution in particular—the US Senate—which was designed precisely as a home for statesmen, yet has become infected by the same virus that has invaded our other institutions. For we desperately need venues where serious men and women contest each other in depth on the country’s critical issues, where they assemble coalitions, battle valiantly, and accept defeat, when it comes.


The story of Madison’s leadership is relevant not just for politics, but can be applied in business, in nonprofit management and social entrepreneurship, in education, in social media campaigns, and in virtually every arena where leadership matters. Any group facing a seeming total failure to rise to a challenge would do well to study Madison’s approach of a sustained campaign to destroy bad ideas and raise up good ones, through conviction, preparation, and self-governance.


Statesmanship is an old-fashioned solution for a very new world. Leadership has fallen somewhat out of fashion in political science. In a social media age where we think more readily of networks and of community organizing as principles for power, leaders seem antiquated, much less statesmen. As the leadership scholar Warren Bennis has written, “A decade from now, the terms leader and follower will seem as dated as bell bottoms and Nehru jackets. . . . What does leadership mean in a world in which anonymous bloggers can choose presidents and bring down regimes?”40


But if young Madison’s story proves anything, it is that leadership—and statesmanship—are as essential to a healthy democracy as constitutionalism. Indeed, both are required—from the bottom up, engaged citizens; and from the top down, statesmen who challenge and lead.


MADISON’S MODEL OF STATESMANSHIP APPEARS IN HIS METHOD, WHICH he employed in the Remonstrance as well as eight other instances by the time he was thirty-seven years old: addressing the nation’s inflation crisis in 1780, upon first arriving in Congress; battling for the federal impost (which I call the “forced contribution”) in 1783, which led to his first nationally famous speech; pushing through a sweeping set of reforms to Virginia’s legal code in 1785; confronting Patrick Henry’s proposed tax for religion in 1785, which became his Memorial and Remonstrance; attacking paper money in another speech that became nationally famous in 1786; introducing the Virginia Plan in the Constitutional Convention in 1787; defeating the rival New Jersey Plan at the convention; campaigning on the Constitution through the Federalist Papers in 1787 and 1788; and his personal command, in 1788, of the Federalists’ strategy at Virginia’s ratifying convention against Patrick Henry.


Throughout, it becomes clear that Madison belonged to that rare breed of quietly attractive historical figures: the reluctant pugilist. He did not want to fight; he took no joy in confrontation. Indeed, conflicts often led to anxiety attacks so debilitating he mistook them for epilepsy. But he saw the fights as necessary events in the larger purpose of the life he set out for himself at a young age: to push the American state to achieve its potential, no matter what obstacles the country and small-minded men might throw in his way.


In all of these ways, Madison set out to become a statesman. Today, we often use this word to refer to a public official who represents a country in international affairs. Yet the word meant something very different to Madison when he wrote to Jefferson, soon after arriving in Philadelphia to first serve in Congress, that the country was afflicted by a “defect of adequate statesmen.” Madison did not mean either a dignified international diplomat or an elder above the fray. Instead, his statesmen were political leaders who made it their business, their raison d’être, to lead the state to become the highest, the best, and the most noble version of itself.


He set out, in the months and years to follow, to become such a statesman himself. His quest culminated in June of 1788, the year following the passage of the Constitution in Philadelphia. That summer, Madison again traveled to Richmond, again with the goal of battling Patrick Henry and the anti-Federalists. For Madison, the arena was a crowded, bustling amphitheater called the New Academy, packed with hundreds of onlookers—and the stakes were dramatically higher. Nine states were required to ratify the Constitution, and Virginia was the last. For months, Henry and his anti-Federalists had been raising “mad freaks,” in Jefferson’s words. They were threatening that the new Constitution would ruin Virginia’s proud independence, destroy the commercial interests of the wealthy delegates voting on it, and undermine the very future of the country herself.


In that room, Madison needed to fight not only Patrick Henry but himself. Standing in the theater, he watched as Henry slashed away at him and his Federalist allies with barely hidden contempt, mocking their “illumined ideas, which the well-born are so happily possessed of.” As for Madison’s vaunted idea that statesmanship could rescue Virginia, Henry mocked the “microscopic eyes of modern statesmen” for seeing an “abundance of defects in old systems.” In contrast, Henry thundered, “I tremble for my country!”41


That afternoon, Madison experienced an anxiety attack that left him quaking and on the verge of collapse. He fled the hall for his boardinghouse, where he lay, racked not only by his churning stomach, but by the shame of abandoning the fight. As he lay in his room on that June day in Richmond, the question facing the quailing young man was whether he could overcome the rebellion of his body and the storm Henry was whipping up in the New Academy. The fate of the nation hung in the balance. Madison’s lifelong battle with these attacks contains the secret not only to his political victories, but to his political philosophy. His problem was not that he felt too little, but that, like the raw young country he loved, he felt too much.


NOT MUCH HAS CHANGED IN TWO CENTURIES. OPPONENTS ARE STILL wily and opportunistic. Issues become emotions and slip from our grasp. Reason falls prey to rhetoric. The attractive and the charismatic dance among the colorless and the shy. Yet despite all these hostile factors, young James Madison succeeded in leading his country to adopt a philosophy of governance that would in turn become an essential crossbar in the nation’s new architecture of constitutional democracy. That crossbar—and Madisonian control must be understood that way, as a hidden structural element so intimately bound up with the building itself that it would collapse without it—is familiar to many who have sought to understand Madison. In his celebrated 1989 book The Last of the Fathers, for instance, historian Drew McCoy argued that Madison “sought and achieved the banishment of selfish, disruptive passion from his temperament for his own and his country’s good.”42


Together, Madison’s ideal of self-governance (for the statesman as well as the state) helps solve one of the great puzzles of Revolutionary America: how this one man, already such an unlikely candidate for leadership, and provably so ignored by history, had such an outsize impact on the country. The secret lies in the double helix of Madison’s statesmanship: his ideas and his character, spiraling around each other. As Madison found his way from a child to a young man, he developed a personality that addressed the failings of his nation. As he puzzled out the problems crushing the nation, he wove those lessons into his character. And so as he became more forceful, his character and his ideas entwined and thrust forward, like Dylan Thomas’s green fuse of nature.43 In the process, he at last became the statesman he thought America needed.


Two millennia ago, Plato tackled the problem of the passions in his famous dialogue “Phaedrus,” by imagining these urges as massive steeds, one good, one bad. One horse, he wrote—the “follower of true glory”—was white, with a “lofty neck” and dark eyes. The other horse—the “mate of insolence and pride”—was dark, with gray eyes and a blood red complexion. When the passions take control, he said, the dark steed suddenly starts away, clenching the bit in his teeth and galloping from the charioteer—the person who stands, in his metaphor, for each of us. Plato described how we can only control the dark steed by yanking at his bit so violently that it wrenches from his mouth, coating his tongue and jaws with blood, and then forcing the horse to the ground and whipping him. Only then, Plato wrote, will the passions be tamed and humbled.44


When the passions rule, Plato wrote, that “power of misrule” should be called “excess.” But when “opinion by the help of reason leads us to the best,” he wrote, this “conquering” would happen through “temperance.”45 In other words, the violence of breaking the dark steed can be avoided—by training him never to bolt, through moderation, reason, and discipline.


For the most part, Madison tamed his own unruly self, just as his Constitution, for the most part, tamed the furies summoned by Patrick Henry. Of course, the most difficult times occurred when the steed broke away, as it did on that June day when Madison collapsed in the New Academy. The question then was whether he, and the young country he loved, could rise to the occasion and break the defiant steed.


And if we get that story right, then Route 15 might become a little less lonely, and Madison’s graveyard a little more crowded.


With that, let us explore how that young man became James Madison.
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*  As the historian Jackson Turner Main has noted, the anti-Federalists were a large tent of many thousands of political actors, with a wide range of motivations and political philosophies. Some were motivated by a good-faith concern for the common good. Among those general interests were a worry about the proper balance of power between federal and state governments, on the assumption that “to vest total power in a national government was unnecessary and dangerous (128).” Others wanted to protect private rights and liberties “from encroachments from above (158).” Still others focused on the proper functioning and powers of the Constitution’s branches of government. Jackson Turner Main, The Anti-Federalists: Critics of the Constitution, 1781–1788 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1961), 128, 158. Yet many anti-Federalists also pursued private or special interests, whether commercial, parochial, or personal.




PART I
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1 “Our Passions Are Like Torrents”
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THE TWELVE-YEAR-OLD BOY LOOKED WATCHFULLY OUT ON THE ROLLING blue mountains that seemed to float along the horizon. Informed by his father that he would soon be sent seventy miles away to attend a boarding school run by a mysterious Scotsman, the boy had been flooded with strong emotions. He had large dark eyes, delicate cheekbones, a strong nose, a pointed chin, thin lips, and feathery hair that would begin thinning soon enough. He was introverted, preferring to watch as others spoke, to digest information rather than spew it out. He tended to hover at the edges of rooms, as if seeking an escape. He was intensely sensitive, responding like a tuning fork to the slightest disturbance. Yet his seemingly brittle exterior masked a warm and humorous inner self that quickly became apparent to his friends.


It had already been an unsettling year. His father had recently moved the family, including the boy’s tough, independent grandmother Frances (a matriarch who owned and ran the majority of the family’s plantation) from a rough outpost they called Mount Pleasant to this large brick home. The wildness of the land was haunted by chaos and death. Iroquois, Shawnee, Oneida, and Cherokee lurked in the lands to the west, stories of violent clashes with Virginian settlers filling the boy’s head with vivid tableaux of blood and scalps.1 In Orange County, slave rebellions arose and were crushed with brutal executions. Before the boy’s birth, his grandfather Ambrose had been believed poisoned by his slaves and died.


His father’s intent, it was clear, was to create a fresh seat for a family empire. The library where the boy was sitting was one of the house’s largest rooms, with three large, lovely windows looking out west on the Shenandoah Mountains. Such a large space for books and thought was unusual in a planter’s house, but his father seemed to have designed Montpelier with his precocious son in mind. Yet if one thing was paramount, it was that his father wanted his eldest son to avoid vainglory.


Not many letters from Madison’s father, James Madison Sr., exist. But one long letter he wrote to a cousin he hadn’t seen in years helps explain how he tried to raise his son. The letter was written in 1793, when James Madison Jr. was forty-two years old. After sharing many pages of details about his family, the senior Madison apologized for going on at such length, reprimanding himself for indulgence. “However ostentatious it may appear,” he wrote to his cousin, “it is to you only that I have indulged a vein of vanity, which is a vice I have always despised.” He concluded with a telling sentence that “I shall now only add that my very dear Wife, and daughter Fanny, with myself, who are the whole of my White family when my son James is absent,” sent their love, affection, and best wishes to his cousin and his family.2


Those sentences were telling, in three key respects. First, Madison’s father “always despised” vanity and raised his son, in turn, to take great pains to avoid even any impression of vanity. Second, even though his son was, at the time, a former congressman recognized as the father of the Constitution, he barely mentioned him—save to state that his family was not “whole” while James was gone. That suggests strong, but suppressed, emotion, another characteristic his son would later share.


Third, his father referred to his “White family,” suggesting that, without the modified “White,” he thought he had another sort of family at Montpelier as well, one that included the enslaved men and women he owned, including Sawney, the enslaved man his son James first met when he was a baby. Sawney was fourteen at the time and probably belonged to the group of about a dozen slaves that Nelly brought into the marriage. Madison Jr. became so comfortable with Sawney over the years that in 1769, when he was eighteen, Sawney accompanied him on the journey to attend college at Princeton, New Jersey. Sawney was thirty-two at the time.


Sawney’s role in the “family” defied category. Madison always referred to Sawney in letters familiarly, as a fellow man. By 1782, when Madison was thirty-one, his father would make Sawney one of the plantation overseers in charge of one of the land’s four quarters. Sawney harvested tobacco himself and sold it to James Madison Sr., listed in plantation records as “Sawney’s . . . own crop.” In the mid-1780s, Madison’s father enabled Sawney to purchase special “English” shoes of the sort worn by white men. He also gave him an actual overseer’s house to live in, rather than a typical slave’s cabin.3
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Two ideas took root in young Madison’s mind. Despite Virginia law holding to the contrary, the enslaved men and women around him were, in fact, human beings. And he would need to transcend the vulgarity of Virginia’s master-slave relationship in his own way.


That second aim would unfold over his long life. His longtime manservant, Paul Jennings, would later accompany him to the White House and outlive him. Jennings published a memoir in 1865, the year the Civil War ended, in which he wrote, “Mr. Madison, I think, was one of the best men that ever lived. I never saw him in a passion, and never knew him to strike a slave, although he had over one hundred; neither would he allow an overseer to do it.” Jennings quoted Madison as saying, “I never allow a negro to excel me in politeness.”4


That self-control in an arena too often given instead to outbursts and brutal violence began in Madison’s youth. Madison Jr. was almost certainly aware of the fate of Ambrose Madison, his father’s father. Ambrose was an imperious, hard man who was likely an equally hard master of his slaves. His roughhouse ways were legendary in Orange County. As a new arrival, he immediately filed lawsuits against other men for trespassing on the property, including one alleging damages of 600 pounds of tobacco.5


In 1729, a merchant named Daniel Lamport plaintively wrote, “I am sorry to find you complain of the cost of the Goods I sent you, ’tis a complaint I am not used to, & Sorry it should fall on you . . .” Two years later, Lamport, clearly worn down by Ambrose, resignedly wrote, “[I] have Ship’d the Goods you ordered and hope [they] will please,” but ended with a jab: “I don’t expect that you’ll like the Cotton, you order the Cheapest.”6 Ambrose likely applied this abrasive and tight-fisted approach to all of his legal property, including human beings.


In 1732—nineteen years before Madison Jr. was born—Ambrose Madison died after a lingering summertime illness of several months. Soon after he died, two men and a woman, named respectively Turk, Pompey, and Dido, were arrested and charged with his murder.


Ambrose had owned Dido and Turk, while Pompey belonged to a neighbor. In a trial that lasted less than a day, all three were tried and convicted for “Suspition of Poysoning” and “conspiring the death” of Ambrose. The court ruled that Dido and Turk were guilty but “not in such a degree as to be punished by death,” and sentenced each to twenty-nine lashes on the back. Pompey, however, was sentenced to death, and hanged the next morning on a freshly built gallows, for which the court paid a builder one hundred pounds of tobacco.7


A possible explanation for the different sentences, and for the court’s wording, is that the court was forced to acknowledge the predicament of Ambrose’s own slaves, given Ambrose’s acknowledged brutality. In any event, Ambrose was grasping and acquisitive and ruthless—all qualities that his grandson James would repudiate, two generations later, with every fiber of his being.


SITTING IN THE LIBRARY, THE BOY MUST HAVE KNOWN HIS PARENTS worried about him. They worried about their intellectual son’s eventual ability to make a living for himself, and about whether the physically fragile child (who often had stomach-aches and complained frequently about his health) would even survive to adulthood in a time when many teenagers did not. But he also knew that James and Nelly Madison believed he had a unique intellect and a curious drive and that, if nothing else, his sheer potential demanded an investment. The trip about to take place, he understood, was as much for them as it was for him. He had much to live up to.


He rested his feet on the floor, contemplating the future. Many decades later, he would say, of the man he was about to meet, “All that I have been in life I owe largely to that man.”8


MADISON’S PARTY CLATTERED ALONG THE LONG ROAD TO THE SCHOOL. Approaching, he saw a broad expanse of land, well over a hundred acres, gently sloping down to the banks of the Mattaponi River, which teemed with catfish, crappie, and glittering spring runs of shad. Eastern Virginia was busier, more crowded, and more cosmopolitan than agrarian Orange County. Meeting his schoolmates for the first time, Madison gathered that they knew the big cities well—Richmond, even Philadelphia. As they chattered about their fathers’ resentment of Great Britain’s increasingly heavy hand over its colony, he heard the same tones of anger and frustration his father voiced at home.


In the boisterous den, Madison was greeted by a teacher of warmth and evident dedication to the boys. Donald Robertson had an independence of thought and courageous spirit that immediately set him apart from the stuffy men so common in Virginia’s merchant circles. Madison and the other boys noted, with sympathetic affection, a mournful note in their fierce instructor. In his short autobiography written as an old man, in which he described Robertson as a man of “extensive learning” and a “distinguished Teacher,” Madison would include the peculiar detail that the unmarried Robertson was “himself a boarder in the neighborhood.”9


Gradually, the boys probably learned the sad story behind Robertson’s notable solitude. He had studied Greek, Latin, mathematics, algebra, geometry, philosophy, and theology at the University of Edinburgh; married a woman named Henrietta; and become a minister. When Prince Charles of Britain (also known as “Bonnie Prince Charlie”) invaded Scotland, Robertson had supported the Scottish troops, but his father had joined Charlie . . . and died in the spectacularly bloody Battle of Culloden. Scotland’s economy was horrible, and Robertson eventually decided to leave for America to seek more profitable employment through teaching. He planned to bring his wife and their children soon after he arrived, but she died shortly after he left Scotland for America, leaving him marooned in a strange land.10


In America, Robertson took a dramatic turn away from his early road as a licensed Christian preacher. In a private autobiography that was never published, Madison delved into more personal and scandalous recollections. He recalled that the man he met was now “probably of the Celtic Religion,” which he carefully noted “would have been obnoxious” for Robertson to “avow publickly.” In other words, the boys had learned that their teacher was not an Anglican (the establishment Christian religion in Virginia); he was not even a Christian but a heathen, perhaps even a secret pagan, a polytheist worshiping Celtic gods and demigods. Madison intensely admired him regardless. Robertson was the first of many examples of a man Madison defended despite, or perhaps because of, his defiance of the mainstream faith. Six decades later, Madison was quick to defend his teacher’s reputation from any charges of impiety. Robertson was “exemplary in his morals,” the old man warmly remembered, “fond of his pupils,” had a “warm temper,” and was “just & liberal in his conduct towards them.”11 As Robertson stood before the boys, Madison glanced down at the pages of his commonplace book. Parents and relatives gave these expensive, sewn volumes to boys for taking notes in class. Madison received his when he was eight years old, but waited four years to start filling it, as if he was treasuring its raw potential.


Robertson called Madison “Jamie,” an adulteration of his parents’ nickname of “Jemmy.”12 During his time with Robertson, Madison purchased both Latin and Greek books. In Latin, he read Virgil, Horace, Justinian, Cornelius Nepos, Caesar, Tacitus, Lucretius, Eutropius, and Phaedrus. In Greek, he read Plato as well as Plutarch, Herodotus, and Thucydides.13


But he did not fill his commonplace book with lessons from any of these august figures. What seemed to resonate most with the teenager were instead the personal essays that Robertson assigned. In the first pages of the book, Madison scribbled aphorisms from the memoirs of John Francis Paul de Gondi (Cardinal de Retz), a seventeenth-century French archbishop who, in the words of the preface to the book, had been “violent and inconstant in his intrigues of love as well as those of politics” and “so indiscreet as to boast of his successful amours with certain ladies whom he ought not to have named.” With this attitude, Gondi became a sworn enemy of the reigning cardinal, who imprisoned him. He escaped and fled to Rome. His tormentor then pursued him through a dizzying hopscotch journey that spanned Switzerland, Strasbourg, Frankfurt, Cologne, and, finally, Holland.14 After the cardinal died, Gondi reconciled with the pope and lived out his days in Paris, a subject of fascination for many in both Europe and America.


This tempestuous, hunted man has been largely forgotten today. But the nonconformist Robertson used astonishingly frank memoirs to free the minds of his young charges. It was a true exercise of the liberal arts, and young Madison avidly took notes, reframing Gondi’s ideas in his own words.


The first sentence he wrote in his commonplace book was, “Nothing is more Subject to Delusion than Piety.” Other glimmers of the wisdom to come:


“Irresolute minds waver most when they are upon the point of Action.”


“A Grave Air hides many defects.”


“One is oftner deceiv’d by mistrusting People than by confiding in them.”


“There is a wonderful Sympathy between some minds. Like Unisones, they are moved alike, and move one another.”


“There is a Critical Minute in every thing, & the master-piece of Good Conduct is to perceive it and take hold of it.”


“In great affairs the Head signifies nothing without the heart.”


And, finally, “All the World is, & will be for ever decieved in things which flatter their passions.”15


The teenager was eerily assembling the rudiments of the philosophy he would bring to the nation’s new Constitution as a grown man.


On another day, Robertson stood in front of the boys to discuss the French essayist Michel de Montaigne. It was another all-too-human, fallible text by a man painfully aware of his limitations.


Quill in hand, the boy reframed Montaigne’s ideas in his own words:


“People who are too tender of their Reputation, & too deeply piqued by Slander, are too conscious to themselves of some inward Infirmity.”


“A Reputation grounded on true Virtue is like the Sun that may be clouded, but not extinguished.”


Madison then coined a metaphor that would perfectly capture the approach he would take as he grew older and began shaping and leading his rising nation: “Our passions are like Torrents which may be diverted, but not obstructed.”16


Instead of cowering before the rushing force of our hopes and anxieties, or vainly trying to suppress them, he meant, we must channel them instead.


In Robertson’s warm schoolroom, above the flowing Mattaponi River, young Madison was gathering the full mental power that he would need to master his heart’s torrents. It might take years, but he could build a future in which he would be in control—if he knew himself above all else.


WHEN THEY WERE NOT IN CLASS AND EVEN WHEN THEY WERE IN IT, Madison and his friends whispered about politics. At home for visits and vacations, they noted the tide of rage sweeping across Virginia. Then, in 1765, when he turned fourteen, the British Parliament passed the Stamp Act. The American colonies could now use only paper with embossed seals produced in London and sailed across the ocean. This unwonted tax by their faraway masters infuriated anyone who wanted to write out a legal document on a plain sheet of paper made in America—or anyone, like Madison, scribbling away in his schoolboy’s commonplace book.




2 The Good Doctor


[image: ]


FROM DONALD ROBERTSON, MADISON’S FATHER GATHERED THAT HIS SON’S preternatural intellect indeed presented extraordinary potential. Madison returned home when he was sixteen. His father invested some of the plantation’s profits in arranging for his son to receive precollege instruction from the Reverend Thomas Martin, a personal friend.


Martin had graduated from the increasingly prestigious College of New Jersey run by free-thinking Presbyterians rather than the stuffy Anglicans who dominated almost every institution in Virginia. He was kind, studious, trustworthy, and earnest—an immediately reassuring presence in Madison’s anxious life, someone Madison could, and would, grow to look up to.


At seventeen, the time to attend college was quickly approaching. The question was where. The standard choice was the College of William and Mary, which had been established by King William III and Queen Mary II in 1693 with a charter envisioning a “perpetual College of Divinity, Philosophy, Languages, and other good Arts and Sciences.” George Washington studied there, as did Thomas Jefferson. The school, located in the established and wealthy Tidewater region, was prestigious and the natural choice for a planting family like the Madisons.


But Madison’s fiercely self-reliant father saw it differently. He didn’t care for the conventional wisdom that James must go to William and Mary, for the school was controlled by Anglicans. Virginia’s Anglicans were intimately bound up with the colonial government and loyalists to the Church of England. Their moralism, theocratic tendency, and addiction to political power had been wearing on him for years.


James Madison Sr. knew a civil war was brewing within the college that mirrored tensions within Virginia as a whole. The majority of the college’s faculty were English-born graduates of Oxford University. Intrinsically conservative, they were wedded to British customs and history and skeptical of trends toward modern literature and modern science, as well as mistrusted modern philosophies centered on individual freedom and justice. They tendentiously argued that the college’s curriculum must follow the rigid classical outlines that had guided generations of British students.1 James Madison wanted none of this for his precious son.


Madison’s parents also considered the nagging issue of their nervous son’s health. Orange County was considered “mountainous,” even though the hills outside were gentle at best. It took days to travel to Williamsburg, through climates so different they felt to the Madisons like different nations. William and Mary, within the reach of the Atlantic Ocean, was low and humid. It teemed with unfamiliar vegetation, mosquitoes—and unseen diseases. His mother feared the thought of sending her frail son there for years.


All the while, Thomas Martin was glowingly describing his alma mater. The College of New Jersey, located in Princeton, had earned a reputation for teaching integrity, moral probity, and intellectual quality to a small segment of the northern states’ leading men. He told Madison’s father exciting tales about John Witherspoon, the college’s renowned new president. Witherspoon was a reformer, a defiant Scottish Presbyterian skeptic, with a famous habit of deliciously skewering the sanctimonious and the tyrannical alike, particularly among the Anglicans. And that appealed even more to James Madison Sr.


Before dogma could poison his promising young son’s mind, the father acted. James Madison Jr. would go to the College of New Jersey.


IN THE SUMMER OF 1769, THE FOUR-MEMBER BAND—MADISON, JONATHAN Martin, his brother Alexander, and Madison’s personal slave, Sawney—loaded their horses with food, light and heavy clothes, water, and books for James’s months-long stay in Princeton, New Jersey. The journey north would take almost two weeks. They traipsed through the Virginia woods, then crossed the Acquia, Quantico, and Occoquan Rivers on ferries. They passed through the quaint town of Alexandria. Throughout, Jonathan Martin told Madison stories from his time as a student in Princeton. Together, they speculated about Witherspoon. They clopped along the banks of the Potomac River for several miles, then boarded another ferry over to George Town. They followed a leafy trail along Rock Creek and proceeded on to Annapolis. After two days, they reached the broad Susquehanna River, which spread around them like the sea itself. Ferrying across, they stepped onto the marshy sands of Delaware. After another day, they reached Pennsylvania, and then made their way to Philadelphia.


Madison had never seen anything like the city. He only knew the small hamlets and homey towns of Virginia. The twenty-five-thousand-strong metropolis was bracing. The group stayed at the London Coffee House, which was operated by the Bradford family, and he learned that their son William had already left for Princeton.2


They covered the forty-mile road from Philadelphia to Princeton in one day, the horses walking steadily on the dirt path along the Delaware River. As the afternoon shadows lengthened, the four entered Trenton. Twelve miles later, with darkness fallen, they finally came to the peaceful town of Princeton in the humid summer night.3 Tired from the long trip, an excited James looked around at the small town where his new life would begin, and beheld the massive building that would provide home, mayhem, and Lyceum—sometimes all at once.
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Events

On March 15, James Madison is born at the home of his maternal

grandmother at Port Conway in King George County, Virginia.

Madison attends Donald Robertson’s school in King and Queen
County, Virginia.

The Stamp Act is announced. On May 29, Patrick Henry delivers his
“If this be treason, make the most of it” speech.

Madison returns home to Orange County and begins studies under
the Reverend Thomas Martin.

In August, Madison leaves Orange to attend the College of New Jersey
in Princeton, where John Witherspoon has recently become the new
president.

On September 29, Madison receives his baccalaureate degree (though
he is not present for the ceremony). He stays in Princeton through the
winter and spring for additional studies with John Witherspoon.

In April, Madison leaves Princeton to return to Orange County.

Late in the year, Baptists are imprisoned in Culpeper, leading Madison
to “squabble and scold abuse and ridicule” the policy. On December 16,
the Boston Tea Party is held.

Madison is elected to the Orange County Committee on Public Safety,
with his father as chairman. In September, the first Continental Con-

gress meets in Philadelphia.

On March 23, Patrick Henry delivers his “Give me liberty or give me
death” speech. In May, the second Continental Congress meets in
Philadelphia. Also in May, Madison attempts to join Henry’s mission to
retake gunpowder from Lord Dunmore and meets Henry along the way.
Madison collapses from an anxiety attack in drills with the Orange
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County militia. In November, Great Britain’s governor of Virginia,
Lord Dunmore, announces martial law in Virginia. Madison begins
researching the issue of religious freedom.

-

1776 On July 4, the Declaration of Independence is signed. On July 30,
British soldiers burn an effigy of John Witherspoon. From May to
December, Madison serves as a delegate from Orange County to the
Virginia Convention, where he succeeds in replacing the “toleration”
of religion in the new constitution with the freedom of conscience.
Madison then joins the General Assembly as a delegate.

1777 T In his re-election bid for the House of Delegates, Madison opposes
the practice of providing spirits to voters. On April 24, Madison is
defeated. On November 15, the General Assembly elects him to serve
as a councilor to Governor Patrick Henry. George Washington’s army

spends the winter in Valley Forge
<+

1778 On February 6, the US and France sign the French Alliance.
Madison advises Governor Henry to take assertive roles to resolve

the military’s supply problems.
-

1779 Thomas Jefferson is elected governor of Virginia. On December 14,
Madison is elected to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia. He

chooses to spend the winter in Montpelier studying inflation.
<

1780 In March, Madison arrives in Philadelphia and lambasts the “defect of
adequate statesmen.” On June 3, Thomas Jefferson’s term as governor

of Virginia expires. On June 14, Madison is re-elected to Congress.
-

1781 In January, Madison proposes a 5 percent tariff that states will pay to
the federal government. Madison then drafts an amendment to the
Articles of Confederation to arm the federal government with coercive
power. In October, Washington leads his troops in a siege of the British
at Yorktown.

-
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In May, the Virginia General Assembly passes a resolution instructing
delegates to continue the war with “Vigour and Effect.” In Philadelphia,
Madison experiences extreme financial difficulties. On November 30,
the US and Great Britain sign preliminary Articles of Peace.

On January 28, Madison delivers a major speech on the impost, or
forced contribution, which is reprinted and distributed nationally.
Jefferson moves to Madison’s boardinghouse, and the two begin work on
the congressional library. Madison meets and becomes engaged to Kitty
Floyd. In Virginia, Henry attacks the impost, which the Virginia legis-
lature rejects on June 11. Under attack by mutinying soldiers, Congress
flees Philadelphia for Princeton. In August, Kitty Floyd breaks off the
engagement by mail. On September 3, the US and Great Britain sign
the Treaty of Paris. Madison returns to Orange that winter.

Henry encourages Madison to return to politics. In May, Madison
rejoins the Virginia House of Delegates. In September, he travels with
Lafayette from Baltimore to Albany. He retakes his seat in Richmond in
November, where he challenges Patrick Henry's religious assessment bill.

Madison asks Jefferson to send books on the history of confederacies
from Paris. In June, Madison writes his “Memorial and Remonstrance
Against Religious Assessments.” In the autumn legislative session,
Henry’s assessment bill is defeated. Madison also launches an effort to
reform the Code of Virginia.
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Madison authors “Notes on Modern and Ancient Confederacies.”

He embarks on a failed real estate venture with James Monroe. On
August 29, Shays’ Rebellion occurs. In September, Madison attends the
failed commercial convention in Annapolis. In November, he opposes
paper money in Richmond, in a speech that is reprinted and distributed
nationally.

Madison arrives in New York in February and begins work on “Vices

of the Political System of the United States” and the framework for the
Virginia Plan. In May, he travels to Philadelphia for the Constitutional
Convention, which signs the Constitution on September 17. He returns
to New York for Congress’s passage of the Constitution, where he
remains to author the Federalist Papers, along with Alexander Hamilton
and John Jay.

Madison delays returning to Virginia and completes his share of the
Federalist Papers. In March he returns to Orange to campaign for a seat
to Virginia's ratifying convention. In June he attends the convention,
defeating Patrick Henry and the anti-Federalists. In the fall, he returns
to New York for the last meeting of the Continental Congress. Delayed
in his return home by illness, Madison is defeated for the US Senate by
Patrick Henry.

Madison defeats James Monroe and is elected to the US House of
Representatives. In June, Madison introduces the Bill of Rights to the
Constitution in Congress.
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