

[image: Images]




        

            

                Thank you for purchasing this Threshold Editions eBook.


                


                Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Threshold Editions and Simon & Schuster.


            


            

            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP



            


            

                or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com


            


        

    

[image: Images]




[image: Images]


For Irene,


who puts the sunshine in my days


[image: Images]




[image: Images]


[image: Images]




[image: Images]



INTRODUCTION


Forty-three men have held forty-four presidencies (one had two terms not in succession). Some were tall; some were short. Some were thin; some were fat. Most were in between. Some were intense; some were gregarious. Some brought to office clear objectives of what they wanted to accomplish; some brought none. Some got on well with Congress; some did not. Some led; some followed. They all had one thing in common, however: the need, now and then, to get away from the nearly constant pressures of the job.


For most of the early presidents, “home” was a substantial farm, a plantation. It represented peace, quiet, and reassuring normalcy away from contentious Congressional factions, office-seekers, and unsolved policy problems. Thus it was their “retreat.” One, Thomas Jefferson, decided to go one step further to get away from the many friends and relatives who descended on his home, Monticello, and the money troubles he usually faced there. So he created the first dedicated presidential retreat, Poplar Forest, about sixty miles away. Although he oversaw its construction throughout his presidency, the new building was not ready for his first overnight stay until a few months after he had left the White House.


There might have been more such “hideaways,” but the exigencies of early-nineteenth-century travel made it difficult to get away for a weekend or a few days. Some went to popular spas not far away from Washington, or took speaking tours as a means of changing pace and temporarily putting the problems in Washington behind them. Lincoln was the next to have a dedicated retreat. He lived there for three summers and he never had to leave the District of Columbia to do so. It was a large guesthouse on the grounds of the Soldiers’ Home.


Several presidents chose beach cottages so they could enjoy cooler air than the capital would give them in summer. The supporters of one, Benjamin Harrison, wanted to make a gift to his wife of such a cottage. Worried that this might appear improper, he insisted on buying it.


Theodore Roosevelt was the first to move the White House staff and business for the summer, to his home, Sagamore Hill, overlooking Oyster Bay on the north shore of Long Island.


William McKinley had a small farm not far from his hometown, Canton, Ohio, where he and his wife spent weekends and vacations. More than a century after Jefferson built Poplar Forest, Herbert Hoover built the next dedicated retreat, in the Shenandoah Valley, Camp Rapidan. It was a relatively short drive from Washington and could be enjoyed on many weekends and for longer periods when Congress had left town for its summer recess. Having a special retreat has become the dominant—but not exclusive—presidential pattern since.


When the demands of World War II made it necessary for the president to rarely be far from the capital, Franklin Roosevelt discovered what would become Camp David. Every president since has used it for weekend “getaways.” Some have used it a great deal. Harry Truman, however, visited it only nine times in his nearly eight years in office.


FOREIGN TRAVEL AS A RETREAT


Although several presidents took overseas trips after they left office, Theodore Roosevelt was the first to take one as presidential business. In 1906 he went to Panama to inspect the land that would become the Panama Canal. This helped generate public enthusiasm for the project. Presidents have been going overseas ever since. Franklin Roosevelt was the first to use airplanes.


There is a Washington adage to the effect that when the president faces trouble or knotty problems at home, he travels in order to change the subject. That has been true in a number of cases; however, the international nature of many issues today is such that multinational conferences in various places and the need for frequent conferences with allies have led to many bilateral meetings. The bilaterals are often exchanges, one in the United States, the other in the partner’s capital city. Today’s presidents, traveling on Air Force One, take with them family, staff, news media, and all the trappings of communication they have at the White House. For most on board there is a festive air about going to faraway places and experiencing new sights.


FIRST LADIES


Nearly all presidents who came to the capital were accompanied by wives who had been their partners through many career phases. There were exceptions. James Buchanan was a bachelor and Andrew Jackson was a widower. Some First Ladies thrived in the social atmosphere of Washington; others shied from it. A few were in more or less perpetual ill health and stayed out of public sight. Some were great assets to their husbands. Indeed, some were very outgoing and charming, making up for their husbands’ reserved nature.


PRESIDENCIES IN CONTEXT


Retreats, vacations, and travels all existed within the context of each presidency. To understand their significance, one needs to know the president’s background, career development, and method of operation in office. All of this has to be set against the background of the issues of the day and the forces that were shaping those issues. Therefore, each of the chapters attempts to provide you with a short summary of each presidency.


We have had Federalists, Democratic-Republicans, Democrats, Whigs, and Republicans as presidents. In studying all forty-four of them it is hard to escape the conclusion that every one did the best he could to advance the interests of the nation. Many succeeded; some did not, but all tried.


If, on reading about these presidential retreats and other places associated with them, you become interested in visiting them, you will find information at the end of each chapter. Descriptions, who operates them, operating days and hours, and contact information are all included.


Peter Hannaford


Eureka, California


July 2011
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GEORGE WASHINGTON


THE 1ST PRESIDENT


April 30, 1789—March 4, 1797


In his personal life George Washington cared most about two things, his beloved wife, Martha (whom he called “Patsy”), and his estate, Mount Vernon. From the time he left for the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia, in spring 1775, until just before the final battle of the Revolutionary War, in October 1781, he saw Mount Vernon only once. When he left in 1775 he left behind a 6,500-acre farm and a prosperous enterprise that he had built through years of determined work and experimentation. He referred to it as his “peaceful abode.”


AMBITION AND DETERMINATION


George Washington was born February 22, 1732, on the Pope Creek estate of Augustine and Mary Ball Washington in Westmoreland County, Virginia. He was the first of five children born to the couple. Mary was Augustine’s second wife. His father had two sons, Lawrence and Augustine, Jr., by his first wife. George’s father died when he was eleven. His older half brother Lawrence became a substitute father in his formative years. Lawrence’s father-in-law, William Fairfax, a cousin of Thomas, Lord Fairfax, Virginia’s largest landowner, was also influential.


Many of George’s boyhood years were spent at Ferry Farm, which he inherited from his father. Lawrence had inherited a farm on the Potomac River that he named Mount Vernon in honor of his British commander in a Caribbean expedition. After Lawrence’s death, George ultimately acquired Mount Vernon.


In 1749, Lawrence helped seventeen-year-old George get appointed as the official surveyor for Culpeper County. He earned enough money to make his first of many land purchases, this one in the Shenandoah Valley. At six foot two, George towered over most of his contemporaries. His red hair and fair complexion also made him stand out. In 1751 he accompanied Lawrence to Barbados (his only overseas trip) in the hope the climate would help alleviate his half brother’s tuberculosis. On that trip, George contracted smallpox. It left him only lightly scarred, but immune to what was a widespread disease at the time. Lawrence’s health did not improve and he died at Mount Vernon the following year. Upon his death, his duties as adjutant general of the Virginia militia were divided into four district positions. In 1753, George was appointed to one of them with the rank of major. He also became a Freemason.


That year saw the beginning of the French and Indian War. The British wanted to expand settlements and trade westward. The French were establishing outposts in the Ohio Valley. Washington was dispatched by the Virginia governor to ask the French to withdraw; they declined. The governor then ordered Washington to protect a British group building a fort there at what is Pittsburgh today. The French were constructing their own fort, Fort Duquesne. Along with Indian allies, Washington’s troops ambushed the French, who then attacked Washington at Fort Necessity, capturing him in July 1754. He was subsequently released and took his troops home.


By 1756 the British and French were formally at war. By 1758, as commander in chief of all the Virginia militia, Washington captured Fort Duquesne and forced the French to leave the Ohio Valley. Disappointed that he was not offered a commission in the regular British Army, Washington resigned his commission, but the military experience he had gained was to prove invaluable in the Revolutionary War. He understood the strengths and weaknesses of the British Army, the tactics used by the Indians, and the importance of good organization and logistical support.


BACK AT MOUNT VERNON


Although some surviving letters suggest he may have been in love with Sally Fairfax, the wife of a friend, George began courting Martha Dandridge Custis, a wealthy widow. They were married on January 6, 1759. Martha’s land holdings were added to his, and her social standing enhanced his. By all accounts theirs was a happy marriage. Martha was a gracious hostess and wise in the ways of managing a plantation. They raised her two children from her first marriage, John Parke Custis and Martha Parke Custis. (George was apparently sterile from smallpox, so they could have no offspring of their own.)


Washington’s political career began in 1758 with election to Virginia’s House of Burgesses. In the years 1759–74, he led a life typical of the Virginia planter aristocracy. He enjoyed music and dancing, horse races, card games, and the theater. He imported his clothes and many other items from England. Tobacco was his main cash crop, sold through agents in London. In 1766 he began the switch to wheat, milled locally and sold within the colonies. This opened him up to talk of independence. He further diversified Mount Vernon to include commercial fishing in the Potomac, horse breeding, and making textiles. During this time, the Virginia governor made good on an earlier promise and gave Washington twenty-three thousand acres in what is today West Virginia.


HEADING TOWARD INDEPENDENCE


Beginning with the Stamp Tax of 1765, the first direct tax on the colonies, Washington became interested in the independence movement. In May 1769, with the help of his neighbor George Mason, he put forth a proposal for Virginia to boycott British goods until the Townshend Acts were repealed. Parliament did so in 1770. In July 1774, he was chairman of a meeting that called for a Continental Congress to be convened; he was then elected as a delegate to attend.


The Battles of Concord and Lexington in spring 1775 led to the creation of the Continental Army. Nominated to be commander in chief, Washington accepted and set out to command the troops withstanding a British siege of Boston and environs. He reorganized his army and made the British forces vulnerable. They withdrew from Boston in March 1776. Washington then moved his men to New York City, where he lost the Battle of Long Island in August and had to retreat with his men first to Manhattan, then across New Jersey and the Delaware River to regroup on the Pennsylvania side. Morale was low. Then, in the dead of Christmas night, he and his men crossed back over the Delaware and made a surprise attack at Trenton and captured a thousand Hessians. The next month they defeated British troops at Princeton. By summer 1777, Washington began to shift his strategy to fixed battles. The British strategy was to have General Burgoyne move south from Quebec to isolate New England. His counterpart General Howe, instead of moving north to join him at Albany, New York, went south, where he defeated Washington’s forces at Brandywine, in Pennsylvania, and repulsed them again at Germantown. The then–American capital, Philadelphia, fell to British forces. But balancing that loss was a major American victory at Saratoga, New York, where Howe surrendered his entire army. The news of this brought France openly into the war on the American side.


Washington and his troops wintered at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. Despite the cold and outbreak of disease, the army was a better fighting force by early 1778. That year, the British left Philadelphia for New York, with Washington shadowing them. Then, in 1779, Washington had his troops attack Iroquois villages in central New York. In 1780, a five-thousand-man French force landed at Newport, Rhode Island. By the following summer twenty-eight French ships, abetted by French infantry and artillery, had the British cornered at Yorktown and Hampton Roads in Virginia.


On his way south to Yorktown, Washington made his first stop at Mount Vernon since spring 1775, although Martha had managed to spend nearly half of the 105 months of actual war with her husband, wherever the fighting took him. He arrived home on September 9. Soon to join him there were his aides and two French generals. One aide, Jonathan Trumbull, wrote later that he found Mount Vernon to be an “elegant seat and situation, great appearance of opulence and real exhibitions of hospitality and princely entertaining.” This was a testimony to Mrs. Washington’s skills as a hostess and manager. A few days later Washington continued southward. The British Army surrendered on October 19, effectively ending the military phase of the war.


WAR’S AFTERMATH


The American victory at Yorktown marked the end of hostilities, but Washington and his men did not know this at the time. The British still had more than twenty-five thousand occupation troops present, backed by their naval fleet’s power. In 1782 and 1783, the French sailed away. Negotiations for a peace treaty dragged on, but one was finally signed in September 1783. In it the British recognized the independence of the United States. At Fraunces Tavern in lower Manhattan on December 4, Washington said farewell to his officers and on the twenty-third resigned as commander in chief. In an age where, in Europe, winners of wars did not give up office, Washington’s act was historic.


Washington longed to return to Mount Vernon and Martha, and did so. However, when a Constitutional Convention was called for the summer of 1787 in Philadelphia, he was persuaded to attend. Once the Constitution was agreed upon, Washington’s active support helped ensure its ratification by all thirteen states.


THE PRESIDENCY


Washington was elected president unanimously in February 1789. He left Mount Vernon for New York, the nation’s temporary capital, on April 16. Martha was unhappy about it. She wrote to a nephew, “I am truly sorry to tell that the General is gone to New York. . . . I think it was much too late for him to go into publick life again, but was not to be avoided.”


Washington took the oath of office on April 30, 1789, on the balcony of Federal Hall.


Martha and her two youngest grandchildren joined him in May. They made their home at 3 Cherry Street, which had been rented for them by Congress. The next year the Residence Act was passed. It authorized the president to select the location—on the Potomac River—for the permanent seat of government.


TRAVELS AND RETREATS


In late August 1790 the Washingtons, the two grandchildren, two aides, two maids, eight other servants, and sixteen horses left New York for a vacation at Mount Vernon. After a two-month respite there, the Washingtons and the two youngest grandchildren moved into their new Philadelphia home, rented from financier Robert Morris. In mid-September the family left the capital for another monthlong retreat at Mount Vernon. Thomas Jefferson visited them there, along with the French foreign minister.


In 1792, the Washingtons, the grandchildren, and all of the president’s secretaries except Lear left Philadelphia for a nearly three-month vacation at Mount Vernon. On October 1 Jefferson again called at Mount Vernon, this time to persuade Washington to stand for a second term. The family returned to the Executive Mansion in Philadelphia on October 13. In 1793, the family left Philadelphia again for Mount Vernon on September 10. While home, Washington laid the cornerstone of the new U.S. Capitol building in what was to become the city of Washington, D.C. It was an elaborate Masonic ceremony. While the president headed north again on November 1, it was to Germantown, outside Philadelphia, as there was danger of yellow fever in the city. Mrs. Washington and the grandchildren stayed at Mount Vernon until he sent for them. The entire family returned to Philadelphia on December 9.


In mid-June of the next year, 1794, President Washington left for what was to be a quick visit to Mount Vernon. Martha and the family stayed in Philadelphia. At Mount Vernon he had a riding accident and suffered a severe back injury requiring almost a month to heal. By late July, he had returned to Philadelphia and moved the family out to Germantown for nearly two months until fear of a recurrent yellow fever epidemic had passed. In 1795, after a retreat at Mount Vernon in late summer and early fall, the Washingtons returned to Philadelphia. In summer 1796, they had nearly seven weeks at Mount Vernon. The president returned to Philadelphia in mid-August for a month, then came home for a month. When he was at Mount Vernon, Washington still entertained officially, from Cherokee chiefs to the architect Benjamin Latrobe, who did a number of sketches at Mount Vernon.


RETIREMENT AT LAST


On March 4, 1797, Washington retired from the presidency upon the inauguration of John Adams. He had insisted that two terms was all that he would serve. In retirement he turned his attention once again to agricultural pursuits. He had a sixteen-sided barn constructed, and milled wheat there. He added a distillery, which began turning out rye whiskey. Some of Washington’s other farms were barely profitable. Then, in 1798, with reluctance, he agreed to head an enlarged army to be raised in case of war. He participated in planning but left operational details to Alexander Hamilton. The war scare lasted from July 13, 1798, to December 14, 1799. Two days before that last date, Washington rode on horseback to inspect his farms. He spent hours in the saddle in freezing rain, hail, and snow, then sat down to dinner in his wet clothes. The next day he awoke with a very sore throat and was hoarse. On Saturday, the fourteenth, his condition became worse and he died at 10 p.m. He was about two months shy of his sixty-eighth birthday.


Washington’s will specified that, upon the death of Martha, all of his slaves were to be freed. It also specified training in useful skills for the younger slaves and established a pension fund for older ones who were also allowed to live in retirement at Mount Vernon. Both George and Martha Washington are buried in a tomb on the grounds of Mount Vernon.
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Mount Vernon, George Washington’s estate, is owned and operated by the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, the oldest national preservation organization in the United States. It is open every day of the year. Approximately one million visitors come to Mount Vernon every year.


Ann Pamela Cunningham, a young woman of Charleston, South Carolina, began what was then the nation’s first historic preservation campaign in 1853, for the purpose of raising funds to purchase Mount Vernon. The association did so in 1858 and has welcomed more than 80 million visitors since its doors opened in 1860.


While Washington ultimately expanded the plantation to eight thousand acres, today the property encompasses five hundred acres, which includes twenty structures and fifty acres of gardens. Visitors arrive at the Ford Orientation Center, then may explore the mansion, kitchen, stables, slave quarters, and greenhouse. There are four distinct gardens, all restored to their 1799 appearance. There are representative animals of the breeds found at Mount Vernon in Washington’s time. There is also the Pioneer Farmer site, a four-acre working farm with Washington’s re-created sixteen-sided treading barn.


One can visit also the Washingtons’ tombs, where a daily wreath-laying ceremony is held. Nearby is the Slave Memorial and Burial Ground. There is also a forest trail nearby.


The Donald W. Reynolds Museum, which opened in 2006, is entirely underground and contains twenty-five galleries and theaters that tell the story of George Washington’s life. It contains some five hundred original Washington artifacts and many interactive video presentations.


The Mount Vernon Inn, adjacent to the main entrance, serves lunch daily and dinners by candlelight Tuesday through Saturday in six intimate dining rooms. For diners on the go, there is the Food Court Pavilion. A gift shop has gifts, jewelry, books, and reproductions of Mount Vernon furniture.


The Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association is governed by a board of regents, made up entirely of women. In addition there is an advisory board of men and women in various fields from around the United States to provide advice and counsel. Mount Vernon has a staff of 450 as well as four hundred volunteers.


The next major addition at Mount Vernon will be the George Washington National Library, to be built within a wooded area on the property. Just down the road from the main entrance to Mount Vernon are the restored and operational Grist Mill and Distillery.


Location: on the George Washington Parkway, south of Alexandria, Virginia, and sixteen miles south of Washington, D.C. Telephone 703-780-2000. Website: www.mountvernon.org.


The George Washington Masonic National Memorial is a tall structure located in Alexandria. It was built between 1922 and 1932 from voluntary contributions from all fifty-two local governing bodies of the Freemasons in the United States. Their website (www.gwmemorial.org) provides an online tour. For in-person tours, contact the facility via the website or telephone 703-683-2007. Address: 1010 Callahan Drive, Alexandria, VA 22301.





Chapter Two
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JOHN ADAMS


THE 2ND PRESIDENT


March 4, 1797—March 4, 1801


Peacefield. The very word paints a picture of serenity: summer breezes under shady trees, apples ripening in the orchard, vegetable gardens nearly ready for picking. That was the picture John Adams could easily conjure for himself, for Peacefield was his home. Visualizing that picture was a way to escape the contentious arguments of members of Congress and the insults hurled by Thomas Jefferson’s allies in the press, until Adams could go on retreat to the real Peacefield.


DESTINY’S PATH


The eldest of the three sons of John Adams, Sr., and Susanna Boylston Adams, John, Jr., was born in Quincy, Massachusetts, just south of Boston, on October 30, 1735. He was a sixth-generation descendant of Henry Adams, a Puritan who emigrated from England around 1638. A serious boy, young John took to heart the Puritan values of his ancestors and prized the concept of individual freedom. At age sixteen he entered Harvard College. He graduated four years later and began teaching. In time he decided to study law and did so under John Putnam, a prominent Worcester lawyer. He also sharpened his writing skills, which he came to use to great effect. He married Abigail Smith, the daughter of a Congregational minister, on October 25, 1764. They were distant cousins. They had six children, one of whom, John Quincy Adams, ultimately became the sixth president of the United States.


When Parliament passed the Stamp Act in 1765, Adams argued in a series of articles that it denied two rights: to be taxed only by consent and to be tried by a jury of one’s peers. In 1774 and again in 1775–77, Massachusetts sent Adams to the Continental Congress. During his times in Philadelphia for the Congress, he and his independent-minded and highly articulate wife maintained a frequent, and subsequently famous, correspondence.


THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE


Adams was one of a five-man committee appointed to draft a declaration of independence. Thomas Jefferson was the principal writer, but gave much credit to Adams’s floor leadership in the debate over it. After the Declaration on July 4, the war went forward in earnest. On August 27, British General Howe defeated the Continental Army on Long Island. He invited the Continental Congress to send a delegation to discuss peace. Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and others were in the delegation. Howe insisted that the Congress rescind the Declaration of Independence before any other terms would be discussed. The delegation refused, and the war continued. General Washington took his troops across New Jersey to fight another day.


TO EUROPE


Twice Congress sent Adams to Europe, first in 1777 and again in 1779. Accompanying him was his young son, nicknamed Quincy. The first trip was largely unproductive. The mission for the second was to negotiate a trade treaty with Britain, using France as an intermediary. This did not work, so Adams, Franklin, and John Jay met directly with the British delegation. The treaty was signed on November 30, 1782. It recognized American ownership of the lands east of the Mississippi River, except for Florida. Afterward, Adams became ambassador to the Dutch Republic. The house he bought during his stay there was the first American embassy anywhere. He negotiated recognition of the new nation by the Dutch and secured substantial loans for the American government. He then negotiated a successful trade treaty with Prussia.


In 1785 Adams was appointed minister to the Court of St. James’s, a position he held for three years. In 1787 he and Abigail purchased the forty-acre property in Quincy, Massachusetts, that he ultimately named “Peacefield.” They went home to it in 1788. He was familiar with the main house, for it had been built in 1731 and was about seventy-five feet from the New England “saltbox” house in which he had been born. Called the Old House, the main building then consisted of two rooms on the ground floor, two bedrooms above, and an attic, rustic in comparison to their London home off Grosvenor Square.


ELECTIVE POLITICS


Adams became the first vice president in 1788 and actively presided over the Senate. Abigail wrote to him in 1789 that she had been unable to find someone to lease their farm and she was short of funds. He urged her to borrow money or sell some livestock so she could join him soon. Washington and he were reelected four years later, in 1792. During their second term political parties were beginning to form (though Washington disapproved of the idea). Adams joined the Federalist Party and was nominated for president by his party in 1796, although he stayed home at Peacefield and did not personally campaign. His party’s followers did so for him. On election day 1796, Adams prevailed closely with 71 electoral votes to 68 for Jefferson, the candidate of the Democratic-Republican Party, who became the vice president.


During Adams’s years as vice president and then president, when he was first in New York City, then Philadelphia, it fell to Abigail to turn Peacefield into the stately Georgian home it was to become. She oversaw a major addition to the house and managed the farm. Abigail had to miss John’s presidential inauguration in Philadelphia, for she stayed at Peacefield tending his sick mother. She wrote to him that she would come as soon as she could, and she did, in May.



MOVING INTO THE WHITE HOUSE


Adams wanted to be reelected in 1800, but Hamilton, who did not like him, successfully tried to undermine his campaign. As a result, Jefferson won. On November 1, 1800, John moved into the unfinished President’s House (not called the White House until much later) for the remaining months of his term. Abigail followed shortly after. Some of the rooms were not yet plastered and Abigail complained about the lack of urgency in completing the building. She wrote that Washington “is (a city) only . . . in name.” Nevertheless, she knew that in public she should replace her frankness with diplomacy. She wrote to her daughter, “When asked how I like it, say that I wrote you the situation is beautiful.” The first couple lived in the new building for a little over four months altogether. Meanwhile, the Congress had moved from Philadelphia to hold its first session in the new Capitol building on November 17. (Only the Senate wing was completed.)


THE ULTIMATE RETREAT


Although he was a learned man, steeped in the history of constitutions and the law, Adams was at heart a farmer. Just as his father did, he loved the land and what it produced. In his time, Congress adjourned as early as late April or early May and did not reconvene until autumn. The stifling heat and humidity of the summers, first in Philadelphia, then even worse in Washington, were a major cause. Outbreaks of yellow fever were another. There were especially bad epidemics in the government’s Philadelphia years. Beyond that, government lacked today’s complexity, and the nation’s population was small. In short, the business of the nation did not require, as it does today, only short breaks in the schedule.


In 1796, his last year as vice president, Adams left Philadelphia for the farm on May 6. After seemingly endless days of sitting in the Senate, he relished getting out of doors. He doffed his wig, put on farming clothes, and worked in the beds and field along with as many as ten hired men. He wrote in his diary of felling cedars, harvesting hay, admiring the cornstalks, threshing, and watching his men mix the compost pile. He and Abigail spent quiet summer evenings reading and writing. Of this particular season, he wrote, “Of all the summers of my life, this has been the freest from care, anxiety and vexation for me.”


In 1797, the year Adams was inaugurated as president, Congress did not adjourn until July 10. The Adamses left for Peacefield on July 19 and spent a little over two months there, leaving in early October for Philadelphia. They delayed their arrival with a stay in East Chester, Pennsylvania, while the yellow fever outbreak of that year passed. By June 1798, war talk filled the air as the temperature climbed into the 90s. On the sixteenth, Congress adjourned and fled as a new yellow fever epidemic took hold. The Adamses left once more for Peacefield on the twenty-fifth.


Unbeknownst to John, Abigail had arranged to add a new wing to the house, with a large parlor and a library above it. In effect, she had doubled the size of their house. He was delighted with the news, but it was overshadowed by the illness that had overtaken his wife by the time they arrived home on August 8. Their daughter Abigail (“Nabby”) and granddaughter Caroline were there to help, but the First Lady’s condition did not improve. Adams spent little time outdoors that summer. He kept up a steady flow of official correspondence and responses to dispatches from Philadelphia. It was not until early November that Abigail felt well enough to leave her bed. She had been bedridden for eleven weeks. On the twelfth, John left for Philadelphia, which again had just been declared clear of yellow fever.


The following summer Adams was criticized by many for leaving to go to his farm, but he was convinced that he could attend to all his official business just as effectively from Peacefield as in Philadelphia. Nevertheless, news from France indicated conditions had become chaotic there. Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Stoddert twice wrote to Adams urging him to return, lest his political enemies take advantage of his absence. He said the government had set up temporary headquarters in Trenton, New Jersey, until the yellow fever epidemic was over.


Adams wrote that he would be in Trenton by October 15. With the beginnings of a cold, he stopped on the way in East Chester to see his daughter Nabby. Sally, the wife of his second son, Charles, was there with their children. He learned from her that Charles had disappeared, bankrupt and an alcoholic. With this devastating news and in poor health, John pressed on to Trenton.


On December 3, with Abigail once more with him in Philadelphia, he addressed a joint session of Congress, explaining that the nation must now turn its energies to “prospects of abundance.”


Eleven days later, George Washington died. On May 19, Abigail left the President’s Philadelphia Mansion on Market Street for the last time, bound for Quincy. Eight days later, John left for Washington, where he addressed friendly crowds. There wasn’t much to Washington: cleared land, a few shops and boardinghouses, a partially completed Capitol, a Treasury building, and the unfinished “President’s House.” Yet, by all accounts, he enjoyed his visit. He made a side trip to Mount Vernon to call on Martha Washington and to Alexandria, Virginia, where he was feted at a dinner at the home of the attorney general.


Early on June 14 he left for Quincy. He drew great pleasure from being at his farm once again. As an official of the Adams National Historical Park said recently, “At Peacefield, his soul was regenerated.” On October 13 he began the coach trip back to Washington. At the end of October, Hamilton published a scathing essay attacking Adams’s character and his “ungovernable temper.” Though he cited no corruption or misconduct by Adams, the very strong essay, coming from a leading Federalist, had the effect of undercutting support for Adams’s reelection.


On November 1, Adams arrived at the President’s House. Abigail arrived on November 16 for their short sojourn together there.


AFTER THE PRESIDENCY


Abigail left Washington on Friday, February 13, 1801. Adams did not attend Jefferson’s inauguration. He left the city at 4 a.m. that day, March 4, by public stage. Once back at Peacefield, he settled comfortably into quiet routines and, as the spring came, into farm life. He began work on his autobiography, but never finished it. Adams and Jefferson revived their on-again, off-again friendship in 1812. This led to a spirited and friendly correspondence for fourteen years. Adams, at age ninety, died on July 4, 1826. Jefferson died on the same day. Abigail Adams had preceded her husband in death in 1818 (of typhoid fever). Sixteen months before John Adams’s death, his son John Quincy Adams became the sixth president of the United States.


Both John and Abigail Adams are buried at the United First Parish Church in Quincy.
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The Adams National Historical Park, operated by the National Park Service, comprises the birthplaces of John and John Quincy Adams, the Stone Library, and “Peacefield” (earlier known as the Old House), in which four generations of Adamses resided from 1788 to 1927.


The park is open for two-hour guided tours from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., seven days a week from April 19 through November 10. Tours begin frequently, but advanced reservations are not available.


The last tour departs at 3:15. Tickets are available at the Visitor Center, 1250 Hancock Street, Quincy.


Peacefield was built in 1731 and purchased by John and Abigail Adams in 1787 for occupation the next year when they returned from his diplomatic assignment in London. The Stone Library, built in 1873, contains over fourteen thousand volumes. It fulfilled an inspiration of John Quincy Adams to have a separate fireproof structure for his books and papers.


Address: 135 Adams Street, Quincy, MA 02169–1749. Telephone: 617-770-1175.


Website: www.nps.gov/adam.





Chapter Three
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THOMAS JEFFERSON


THE 3RD PRESIDENT


March 4, 1801—March 4, 1809


Thomas Jefferson couldn’t get away from his home Monticello fast enough. It was, June 1806, and after thirty years of planning, designing, and building, the place was nearly complete, but that was no cause for celebration by the president. Dozens of details still needed supervision. The place was overrun with family, friends, and friends of friends. His daughter, Martha, her husband, and her six children had moved in. He loved them all, but their presence, along with overnight guests who might stay for weeks, left him little time for thinking, writing, and reading. Added to this were his debts, pressing as always. He would have to raise more tobacco to get the cash to pay them. He hated the weed. It wore out the soil faster than other crops, required intensive labor, and the fields in which it grew needed to lie fallow longer than did others. Nevertheless, tobacco brought him more money than other crops did and money was what he needed.



POPLAR FOREST


That’s where Poplar Forest came in. This 4,819-acre plantation had been inherited by his wife, Martha, from her father in 1773. Over the years it had become an important source of income for Jefferson and his family. More recently, he had been thinking about it as a place to get away from the hubbub of Monticello. The major events of his presidency—the Louisiana Purchase and the Lewis & Clark expedition—were behind him. He was thinking about his retirement and designing a retreat for himself at Poplar Forest. Now, on this sixteenth day of June, he was going there to lay the foundation of the house that would be his very own retreat. On his way from the capital city he would stop at Monticello only long enough to pick up his thirteen-year-old grandson, Thomas Jefferson Randolph (“Jeff”), to accompany him on the three-day, ninety-mile carriage journey to Bedford County, southwest of Monticello and near the Blue Ridge Mountains.


Poplar Forest, named for a cluster of handsome large poplar trees (some still stand in front of the house), consisted of many large fields, some forest, kitchen gardens, the overseer’s small house, and log cabins for the slaves who were resident at the time. (There were eleven slaves there in 1774, but by 1806 the number had grown to sixty and later to as many as one hundred, with most of the newcomers having moved over from Monticello.)


Jefferson and his grandson stayed for several days, with Jeff exploring the sprawling farm while his grandfather worked with his Monticello carpenter-bricklayer, Hugh Chisolm, overseeing the laying of the foundation for the house.


The previous September, Jefferson had sent Chisolm to Poplar Forest to supervise the clearing and grading of ground for the house. There Chisolm also dug clay for the bricks that would be made for building, and he obtained supplies of stone and sand for mortar.


The house at Monticello reflected Jefferson’s wide-ranging mind and his enthusiasm for new gadgets and architectural design ideas. It was a work in progress for several years. By the time he designed his retreat at Poplar Forest, he had spent five years in Europe. He absorbed many design ideas while there. He was especially influenced by the work of Andrea Palladio, the great sixteenth-century Italian architect who revived the concept of the Roman country villa. He studied closely Palladio’s seminal work, Four Books on Architecture. Between 1789 and 1794, Jefferson worked on a variety of drawings for his retreat. By the time he completed them, his Palladio-inspired house reflected Jefferson’s architectural sensibility at its most sophisticated and mature level.


Jefferson envisioned an intimate home, filled with light and air. He designed it as an octagon—the first octagonal residence in the nation. Just inside the entrance, on either side, would be two small rooms for various purposes. Behind them would be two bedchambers, his on the right (west) side of the house; guests (later and often, two of his grandchildren) on the left. The center of the house would be a twenty-foot cube, the dining room. It would be topped by a sixteen-foot-long skylight, filling the room with light, even on dark days. Beyond that would be Jefferson’s parlor, where he would one day spend hours at a time, reading, writing, and thinking. A small portico would open to views of a large sunken garden south of the house. All of the exterior rooms were designed with large windows. It would appear to be a one-story house, but because of the way he designed the roof line and the “mounds” (berms) on each side of it, the dining room was two stories high and the basement below, for utilitarian activities, would actually be at ground level at the back of the house.


INFREQUENT EARLY VISITS


Jefferson visited the Poplar Forest plantation infrequently between the time he and his wife acquired it and his formulation of plans to make it his retirement retreat. Although it became the first true presidential retreat in the nation’s brief history, it was more than a gleam in Jefferson’s eye well before he became the third president. His interest in making Poplar Forest a get-away-from-it-all home may have had its beginning with an enforced visit in June 1781, when he was alerted that British troops were on their way to Monticello to capture him (he had just completed his term as governor of Virginia and a successor had not yet been appointed, but the British apparently did not know this). The family fled to Poplar Forest. On the way, Jefferson was injured in a fall from his horse. Once at the plantation, they stayed in the overseer’s tiny house about five weeks. If he did have an idea for a retreat at Poplar Forest at that time, it was years before he could expand on it. In the intervening time there was tragedy. His wife died in 1782. Three children had died in childbirth or infancy. From 1784 to 1789 he served abroad. On his return, President Washington asked him to become secretary of state. By the end of 1793, weary of a political tug-of-war with Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton and suffering from headaches, he resigned and returned to Monticello to retire.


He threw himself into remodeling and rebuilding parts of Monticello and added innovations including alcove beds, a feature he was later to incorporate into the Poplar Forest floor plan. He also put to use a plow he had designed several years before. It could be pulled with less resistance and reduce plowing time. A planned visit to Poplar Forest was canceled because of the demands at Monticello. During this period his political allies kept him informed by letter of the goings-on in government. As President Washington’s second term was coming to an end, Jefferson’s friends pressed him to run against Vice President John Adams. Adams prevailed with 71 electoral votes to his 68. Jefferson automatically became vice president. They were inaugurated on March 4, 1797.


Not long after Congress adjourned in May 1800, Jefferson visited Poplar Forest. Soon after he arrived, a thunderstorm and steady rain drenched the countryside. For three days he was cooped up again in the overseer’s small house. His granddaughter years later wrote that this visit might have been the catalyst for Jefferson to begin seriously planning a comfortable retreat.


When Jefferson left Virginia that November 1800 he first went to inspect the new federal city, Washington, then continued to the capital, Philadelphia. He and Aaron Burr ended up tied in electoral votes for the presidency, so the decision fell to the House of Representatives, where Hamilton was instrumental in persuading members to vote for Jefferson. Burr became his vice president. They were inaugurated on March 4, 1801. Jefferson soon moved into the tan, sandstone President’s House (the name “White House” was to come later). To relieve the tension of the job he would sometimes step outside and clear brush from around the building. The Louisiana Purchase, of land from Napoleon, which doubled the size of the United States, and the Lewis & Clark expedition were the major achievements of his first term.


Jefferson was reelected president in November 1804, with former New York governor George Clinton as his vice president. He now began to think more actively of his ultimate retirement and brought to completion his plans for Poplar Forest.


LAYING THE FOUNDATION


Once the foundation was laid in 1806, Jefferson corresponded regularly with Hugh Chisolm and other workers about the construction. He would have a sunken garden stretching out about one hundred yards from below the parlor’s portico. The soil taken up in the process would be worked into two mounds, one on each side of the house, to be planted with a variety of trees. Windows and doors were made on the property from lumber felled there and at Monticello. All the bricks were made there, too. Jefferson himself designed molds for two special types: five-sided and curved. A steady stream of workers and materials flowed from the one plantation to the other.


In September 1807, Jefferson returned to Poplar Forest to check on the progress. He was pleased. Had it not been for the demands of his office, it is likely that Poplar Forest would have been completed several years sooner. As it turned out, he spent his first night in the house in November 1809, eight months after he had left office. Even then, the interior walls had not yet been plastered. He made up for lost time, however, in subsequent years, visiting three and four times a year, often for up to a month at a time. On August 17, 1811, he wrote to his friend Dr. Benjamin Rush, a cosigner of the Declaration of Independence, “I have fixed myself comfortably, keep some books here, bring others occasionally, am in the solitude of a hermit, and quite at leisure to attend to my absent friends.”


The more time he spent at Poplar Forest, the greater his enthusiasm became. In September 1812 he wrote to his son-in-law, John Wayles Eppes, “When finished, it will be the best dwelling house in the state, except that of Monticello; perhaps preferable to that, as more proportioned to the faculties of a private citizen.”


In 1814 Jefferson made the only alteration to the house by adding a low, 110-foot-long wing he called “offices.” The rooms of this wing were actually used for various household functions such as laundry, kitchen, smokehouse, and storage. The wing had a flat roof on which Jefferson liked to stroll in the evening. By 1816 all of the interior plastering was finished.


Jefferson hoped that his descendants would settle at Poplar Forest. His grandson, Francis Eppes, and wife, Mary Elizabeth Cleland Randolph, went to live there in March 1823. Jefferson left approximately a thousand acres and his house to young Francis. Accompanied by his daughter Martha and granddaughters Ellen and Cornelia, Jefferson returned to Poplar Forest for a visit on May 14, 1823. This was to be his last visit to his beloved retreat. Still deeply in debt, Jefferson hit upon the idea of selling portions of his Monticello property and some of the Poplar Forest land in a public lottery. The lottery tickets were printed, but not sold before his death. He died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. He was eighty-three. Coincidentally, his old colleague (onetime ally, later adversary) John Adams died on the same day. In their later years they had maintained a cordial correspondence.


Discouraged by poor tobacco crops, bad weather, and a house in need of repair, Francis Eppes sold Poplar Forest two years after Jefferson’s death and moved his family to Florida. Although the property was appraised at twenty thousand dollars, he sold it for five thousand to a neighbor whose daughter married Sixtus Hutter in 1840. Their descendants owned it for over a century, until 1946. After that, there were two more owners, until 1984, when the nonprofit Corporation for Jefferson’s Poplar Forest was created, bought the property (and some adjacent land), began restoration, and opened it to the public on July 4, 1986. Restoration continues at this writing.


[image: Images]


Poplar Forest is owned and operated by the Corporation for Jefferson’s Poplar Forest, a nonprofit organization. Located in Bedford County, Virginia, approximately eight miles west of Lynchburg and 190 miles southwest of Washington, D.C., it is open to the public and tours are provided. For information see the website, www.poplarforest.org, or telephone 434-525-1806.





Chapter Four
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JAMES MADISON


THE 4TH PRESIDENT


March 4, 1809—March 4, 1817


In physical stature he was small—just five feet, four inches tall—but he was a giant politically in the early days of the republic. His singular reputation rests on his contributions to the United States Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Federalist Papers.


James Madison was born March 16, 1751, at his grandfather’s Belle Grove Plantation near Port Conway, Virginia. He was the eldest of twelve children born to James, Sr., and Nelly Conway Madison (six others lived to maturity). His youth was spent at Montpelier estate, near Orange, Virginia, and about sixty miles south of Washington, D.C. His paternal grandfather, Ambrose Madison, and brother-in-law Thomas Chew acquired its 4,675 acres in 1723 as the Piedmont area of Virginia began to open up. In exchange for title to the land, they were required to clear it and build a house within three years. Montpelier became primarily a tobacco-growing estate. It was essentially James Madison’s lifetime home and the place to which he always repaired for respite whenever he badly needed a break from weighty issues or troubles.


Known as “Jemmy,” young Madison was tutored by Donald Robertson, a Scot who taught him geography, languages, and mathematics. Latin became his specialty. From the ages of sixteen to eighteen, he studied under the Reverend Thomas Martin in preparation for college. His parents worried that because he was delicate, the climate of Williamsburg, the colonial capital in the Tidewater region of Virginia, where the College of William & Mary is located, might strain his health. Instead, he went in 1769 to the College of New Jersey (today’s Princeton University). He graduated in 1771 but stayed on for another year to study political philosophy and Hebrew. He also studied law. He believed a good knowledge of legal procedure would be valuable for public policy. He returned to Montpelier in 1772.


INTO POLITICS


Four years later, in 1776, Madison was elected to the Virginia legislature, where he served for four years. Elected to the Continental Congress in 1783, he led successful efforts to get Virginia and other states to forgo claims to western lands so that they could be under Congressional jurisdiction. He was elected again to the Virginia House of Delegates in 1784. Largely at Madison’s urging, a national convention of the states was called in 1787 in Philadelphia to seek ways to solve the problems created by the Articles of Confederation. He was the only delegate to come with a plan, known afterward as the Virginia Plan, the foundation for what was ultimately the U.S. Constitution. Madison believed that it was essential to divide government power between state and federal governments and, within the federal government, among its three branches. Madison was the leading speaker at the Constitutional Convention. On September 28, the convention voted to send the new constitution to the states for ratification.


Madison, along with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, wrote the Federalist Papers in 1788. Initially, these appeared as eighty-five newspaper articles, later published in book form. They were widely distributed in all thirteen states. They explained how the Constitution would work. Madison drafted the Bill of Rights. On December 15, 1791, the necessary number of states had ratified the first ten amendments of the Constitution, the Bill of Rights. He served in the House of Representatives from 1789 to 1797.



THE REMARKABLE DOLLEY


On September 15, 1794, Madison, then forty-three, married Dorothea (Dolley) Payne Todd, a widow with a young son. She was twenty-six. Their mutual friend Aaron Burr arranged for them to meet in May that year in Philadelphia, the capital. It was a “whirlwind” courtship. He proposed marriage in August and they were married a month later.


Dolley grew up in a Society of Friends (Quaker) community, which emphasized simplicity.


Young women were expected to be demure. Yet she turned out to be an eminent hostess who charmed almost everyone she met. She liked to dress well and ordered her shawls and what became her “signature” turbans from Paris. While James was awkward and diffident in large groups, he could be relaxed and comfortable in private settings. Dolley’s warmth and affability took the edge off his public reserve. When he was elected president in 1808, she opened her Georgetown house for a reception for several hundred guests.


Early in his first term, Madison let the First Bank of the United States’ charter expire. Without it, financing the War of 1812 proved difficult. In 1815, Madison changed his mind and asked Congress to found a Second Bank of the United States. It did, in 1816.


For years the United States endured British impressment of American merchant sailors—among other violations of neutrality. Although the nation was not prepared to fight a war, “hawks” were creating ever more pressure. Madison asked Congress for a declaration of war and got it in 1812. Some “war hawks” said it would be easy to invade British Canada. It was not. The army was short on troops and ammunition. The British blockaded U.S. ports, cutting off imports, which led to economic hardships. Congress turned down Madison’s request to enlarge the navy.


While Madison was away from Washington rallying troops, the British marched on the capital and burned the White House down to its sandstone walls. This was not before Dolley rescued the Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington by cutting it out of its frame, rolling it up, and taking it with her, along with a few other artifacts she could carry. James was finally reunited with her nearly a week after the sacking of Washington.


The British also sought to create troubles for the United States among Indian tribes. Generals Andrew Jackson and William Henry Harrison won significant victories that ended these threats. Naval ships on Lake Erie destroyed or captured the larger British fleet there. Meanwhile, U.S. merchant ships had been armed as privateers and captured nearly two thousand British ships. Fort McHenry, which guarded the entrance to Baltimore Harbor, sustained a twenty-four-hour bombardment by the British and remained in U.S. hands. It inspired a witness, Francis Scott Key, to write the words to what was to become (many years later) the national anthem, “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


Peace was ratified with the Treaty of Ghent in 1815. Neither side gained territory. But the nation breathed a collective sigh of relief that the war was over. Some called the ensuing months an “Era of Good Feeling.” The Federalist Party disappeared, leaving only the Democratic-Republicans. Madison agreed by now that the nation needed a steady source of tax funds derived from tariffs. He knew also the importance of a strong army and navy. During his first term the Barbary War was brought to a successful conclusion, when U.S. marines stormed ashore at Tripoli to end the years of extortion and tribute by pirates based on the shores of the Mediterranean.


TIME OFF AT MONTPELIER


At least nine times during his presidency—including all of their summers—Madison and Dolley took the two- or three-day carriage trips to Montpelier. Like other early presidents, their summer trips usually coincided with the adjournment of Congress and ended when it reconvened in the fall. Sometimes Dolley and her sisters would return earlier than James if the capital city’s social season began earlier.


Montpelier plantation was tended by an average of one hundred slaves. Earlier, Madison oversaw additions to the main house. He built a single-story, flat-roofed extension at both ends, a Tuscan portico, and a Greek-style temple rather like a very formal gazebo. He also created a spacious drawing room by combining two smaller rooms. When his presidency was over, the Madisons retired to Montpelier. Dolley hoped that their newfound freedom would lead to a trip to Europe, but this was not to be. Madison, now sixty-five, had left the presidency a poorer man than when he began it. The plantation was yielding less, was expensive to maintain, and was adding to his debts. He became eccentric about his legacy and papers. He refused to let the official records of the Constitutional Convention or his own notes about it be published in his lifetime. Some thought he believed they would bring a large sum after his death, thus providing enough for Dolley to live on.


Over several years he altered many of those documents. It was as if he were editing his own legacy for the history books.


In 1826, Madison became rector (in effect, president) of the University of Virginia, in Charlottesville, a position he held until his death in 1836. He was seventy-eight in 1829 when he was selected to be a representative to the convention in Richmond to revise the state’s constitution. Western members wanted more representation (their numbers were growing) and universal suffrage for white men. Easterners wanted to keep the status quo, including property ownership as a criterion for voting. Madison sought to make a compromise, but failed. He died at Montpelier, July 26, 1836, his beloved Dolley at his side. At age eighty-five he was the last of the founding fathers to die. He is buried in the family cemetery at Montpelier. Dolley, who moved to Washington after his death, died on July 12, 1849, and is also buried there.


[image: Images]


Montpelier, the Madison estate, is located four miles south of Orange, Virginia. Today it consists of approximately 2,700 acres. In addition to the mansion, it includes a Greek temple built by Madison, farm buildings, a formal garden, a forest of first-growth hardwoods, the Madison Family cemetery, the Slave Cemetery, Civil War trails, and an archeological site.


It was owned by the family from 1723 to 1884. In 1901 it was acquired by William and Annie Rogers duPont. They built stables and a racing track for equestrian activities. In 1928, their daughter Marion duPont inherited the property and enlarged the main house to fifty-five rooms. It was declared a National Historic Landmark in 1960. When Marion died in 1983 her wish was for the property to go to the National Trust for Historic Preservation, along with funds to maintain it. She had no children, however, and her father’s will specified that under those circumstances it would go to her brother, William. He died in 1985, so it passed to his five children. Three of them sold their interest to the National Trust; two did so only after extensive legal proceedings.


The National Trust began a restoration program in 2003. When it was completed in 2008, the mansion looked as it did when it was the home and retreat of James and Dolley Madison, The Visitors’ Center has a room dedicated to the duPonts and is in art and decor just as they had it in the main house. Operated as well as owned by the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Montpelier is open from November to March, 9 a.m.–4 p.m. (when the last tour of the day begins) and from April to October, 9 a.m.–5 p.m. (when the last tour begins). Closed Thanksgiving and Christmas Day.


Contact information: James Madison’s Montpelier, 11407 Constitution Highway, Montpelier, VA 22957 (P.O. Box 911, Zip 22960). Telephone: 540-672-2728. Website: www.montpelier.org.





Chapter Five
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JAMES MONROE


THE 5TH PRESIDENT


March 4, 1817—March 4, 1825


Land developed as plantations formed the basis of the prosperity of most early presidents, including James Monroe. At age sixteen he inherited his father’s farm. He dreamt of one day owning a large plantation. He sold that farm in 1783 to have enough money to open a law practice and go into politics. Over the next several years, he bought and sold plantations, but these barely supported the expensive lifestyle he had adopted. In 1793 he was able to buy a 535-acre farm about two miles down the road from Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. He called it “Highland.” (Today it is known as Ash Lawn–Highland.) He and his wife owned it until 1826. It was their official residence from 1799 to 1823, and his regular retreat when Congress wasn’t in session. The Monroes entertained there lavishly—friends, neighbors, political figures, foreign dignitaries. Monroe called it his “place of comfort and hospitality.”



A YOUNG REVOLUTIONARY


James Monroe was born April 28, 1758, in Albemarle County, Virginia, the youngest of three sons of Spence Monroe, a descendant of Scots, and his wife, Elizabeth. From age eleven until sixteen, James was educated at Campbelltown Academy, a school run by a clergyman. He excelled and entered the College of William & Mary at sixteen. There he found most students filled with patriotic rebellion against King George III. In June 1775, after the battles of Lexington and Concord, he and two dozen other young men raided the arsenal of the Governor’s Palace in Williamsburg. They made off with enough muskets and swords to arm what became the local militia. The next year, Monroe left college to enlist in the 3rd Virginia Regiment of the Continental Army. He was wounded in the Battle of Trenton. After the war he returned to Virginia to study law under Jefferson.


INTO POLITICS


Monroe was elected to the Virginia House of Delegates in 1782 and served in the Continental Congress from 1783 to 1786. In Virginia, ratification of the new Constitution did not come easily.


Washington and Madison were for it; George Mason and Patrick Henry opposed it. Monroe was a key figure in the middle between the two sides. He objected to the absence of a bill of rights and believed the Constitution would give too much power to the central government. Ultimately, these “centrists” lifted their reservations and the Constitution was ratified.


On February 15, 1786, James married Elizabeth Kortright, a woman of great beauty and the daughter of a wealthy New York family. After honeymooning on Long Island, they temporarily moved into her father’s home in New York City. In 1788, Monroe stood for a House seat in the U.S. Congress but lost to Madison. Two years later, in 1790, he was elected a U.S. senator. He joined the Democratic-Republican Party (precursor to the modern Democratic Party), led by Jefferson and Madison. The next year, he became party leader. In 1794, President Washington appointed Monroe as minister to France. There he arranged for the release of Thomas Paine, who had been jailed by the Jacobins. Back home, Monroe returned to his law practice in Virginia and was elected governor of Virginia, serving from 1799 to 1802. President Jefferson then sent him to help negotiate the Louisiana Purchase. After that, he was sent to London as minister to the Court of St. James’s, where he served until 1807. After returning to the Virginia House of Delegates and a portion of another term as governor, Monroe became secretary of state under President Madison in April 1811 and secretary of war as well in 1814. He held both jobs until 1815, when he resigned as secretary of war. Monroe remained secretary of state until his own presidential term began.
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