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For Anna DeRose, my mother, who taught me to love
 unconditionally, to forgive quickly, and to bear life’s inevitable
 disappointments with incredible grace





 Prologue

 OPENING DAYS


“No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which conducts the affairs of men, more than the people of the United States. Every step, by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation, seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.”


—GEORGE WASHINGTON,
 FIRST PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS TO CONGRESS

 




On April 30, 1789, a sea of people spilled into the streets of the city of New York, standing shoulder to shoulder, crowding on rooftops, hanging out of open windows, vying for a view. Their focus was the second-story balcony of Federal Hall, the “large and elegant Bible” placed atop a crimson-draped table, and the closed door that would open at any minute.1 But as the hours went by, nothing happened.

The First Congress of the United States of America under the new Constitution had gathered that morning to receive General George Washington as the new president, but the ceremony was delayed by fights about how that president should be received. One senator pointed out that the House of Lords is seated when the king addresses Parliament, but the House of Commons stands. Another explained that the Commons stood because they had no chairs to sit in. A third dismissed outright the idea of using or even consulting British protocol. The dispute  among the legislators dragged on. It was a portrait in miniature of the essential differences still dividing the young nation, and a reminder of just how precarious the very existence of the United States of America was.

It seems inevitable to us today—the steady march of history from the colonial era to independence, a revolution against the greatest empire in the world, ending in the establishment of republican government, rather than in anarchy or despotism. In truth, the path to this place was narrow and threatened by peril at every turn. It could all have turned out very differently.

When the door finally opened and Washington stepped out onto the balcony with members of Congress, the crowd erupted in cheers. The triumph of this momentous day had been achieved by a narrow margin; one man staring out at the sea of revelers knew just how narrow. Congressman James Madison was witnessing the birth of a creation that bore his stamp more than anyone else’s. But his own presence on that balcony had been decided by a swing of only 169 votes.

Nobody was there to see him, of course, and at 5’4”anyone who tried would likely have failed to find him. But fame did not motivate Madison. His best-known writings were anonymous. He would ask others to propose his ideas if he thought that they were less likely to succeed coming from him. Madison was motivated by the desire to create a government that worked for a union of states. This day was a product of his success.

But Madison was consumed by what he had yet to do. The United States had a crippling national debt, no credit, no revenue system, and no means of honoring obligations or meeting even the government’s most basic responsibilities. As of March 4, Rhode Island and North Carolina had officially become independent states, “as independent as any other nation,” in the words of one newspaper.2 Rhode Island sea captains had lowered the flag of the United States and raised their state’s flag.3 Rhode Island had rejected the Constitution outright, and North Carolina was refusing to ratify until a bill of rights was passed. Meanwhile, New York and Virginia had called for a new constitutional convention. If two-thirds  of the states agreed, the Constitution would be scrapped and entirely rewritten. Madison had guided the United States to this moment, but the moment was fraught with peril.

The country did not yet have a Supreme Court, so the oath of office was administered to George Washington by Chancellor Robert Livingston, the chief judicial officer of New York. The first Secretary of Foreign Affairs under the Articles of Confederation, Livingston had also been on the five-man committee that drafted the Declaration of Independence—a favor the British repaid by burning his house to the ground.

Chancellor Livingston read the presidential oath from Article II, Section 1, Clause 8 of the new Constitution, and Washington—clad in a deep brown suit of clothes with metal buttons, white stockings, and a sword—repeated, his left hand resting on the Bible, “I, George Washington, do solemnly swear, that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

Livingston announced, “Long live George Washington, President of the United States.”4 Washington then kissed the Bible raised to his lips by the Secretary of the Senate.a A flag was raised over Federal Hall, artillery was fired, and every bell in the city rang out in response.

The ceremony then moved into the Senate chamber, where Washington would deliver the first inaugural address. He spoke quietly from prepared remarks, reading nervously. According to one senator, Washington was “agitated and embarrassed more than ever he was by the leveled cannon or pointed musket.”5


Madison had to act interested and surprised while listening to a speech he himself had written. He had Washington’s confidence—an honor many men aspired to, but few had secured.

Ironically, Madison was later asked by Congress to prepare a response to the president’s address. Washington, in turn, asked him to draft his reply to the response. Madison’s understated sense of humor was on full display in that reply, which included the line: “Your very affectionate address produces emotions which I know not how to express.”6 The first formal communications between the president and Congress were essentially Madison talking to himself.

Washington’s address focused on the extraordinary circumstances that had led both him and the new Congress to this place: “In the important revolution just accomplished... the tranquil deliberations and voluntary consent of so many distinct communities, from which the event has resulted, cannot be compared with the means by which most governments have been established, without some return of pious gratitude along with an humble anticipation of the future blessings which the past seem to presage.”7


Washington had no legislative agenda; he proposed no specific policies. But Madison had made certain that Washington would set the stage for the most important task of the First Congress—and possibly the most difficult achievement of Madison’s own political career: amending the Constitution with a bill of rights. Washington told the Congress that he was certain they would “carefully avoid every alteration which might endanger the benefits of an united and effective government” while expressing their “reverence for the characteristic rights of freemen.”

A bill of rights was absolutely necessary to appease the doubters who were keeping Rhode Island and North Carolina out of the Union. And only a bill of rights could defuse the agitation for a new constitutional convention, led by an Anti-Federalist movement that was strong and growing daily throughout the continent. Madison had become convinced that a bill of rights was necessary to bind the United States together, that it needed to be passed in the first session of Congress, and that he needed to be the bill’s leading, if unlikely, champion.

It had become clear as Congress neared a quorum at the end of March that the Anti-Federalists, who opposed the Constitution, had gained only  two or three seats in the Senate, and “a very small minority” in the House.8 That was good news for Madison, leader of the Federalists—but good news that presented a challenge. Most Federalists did not believe the Constitution needed amending. It established a limited federal government, after all, which could act only within the confines of specific enumerated powers. The Federalists believed that it was pointless to guarantee freedom of religion when the Constitution gave the government no power to regulate religion in the first place. Indeed it was not only useless, but potentially dangerous. If you began listing things the government could not do, you might assign it powers it was never meant to have. Potentially even worse, if you listed protections for some rights but omitted others, the omission might be taken to imply the abolition of those unenumerated rights. Besides, the Federalists argued, this business of amendments could wait until Congress resolved other more pressing issues—creating a revenue system, addressing the massive national debt, designing executive departments, and building a federal judiciary. Since the government was brand new, what would be the harm in waiting to see how it worked before amending it? In any case, historically such guarantees of rights had amounted to little more than “parchment barriers” that offered little real defense against a tyrannical government.9


Madison knew those arguments. As a Federalist, he had made them himself. But he knew that many people disagreed—he had the battle scars to prove it—and he was determined to satisfy the doubters. Madison wrote his friend Thomas Jefferson, then serving as Minister to France, “Notwithstanding this [Federalist] character of the body, I hope and expect that some conciliatory sacrifices will be made, in order to extinguish opposition to the system, or at least break the force of it, by detaching the deluded opponents from their designing leaders.”10


Madison understood the strength of the opposition to the Constitution very well. He had only narrowly won election to the new Congress against a leading Anti-Federalist, a Revolutionary War hero who had played a key role in the opposition that nearly derailed ratification in the Virginia Convention—a former ally and close friend of Madison’s turned  political opponent by their differences over the new Constitution. The two candidates running to represent Virginia’s 5th District in the First Congress of the United States of America were united in patriotism and distinguished service to their country, but divided over the new form of government for the United States.

On the Federalist side stood James Madison, determined to defend the Constitution and the new government he had worked so hard to create. Against him stood James Monroe, Anti-Federalist, opponent of the Constitution as written, and erstwhile ally of Madison. Both men had served in the Virginia House of Delegates and Council of State, the Congress of the Confederation, and the Virginia Ratification Convention, with distinction in every capacity. Madison, thirty-seven, was the primary author of the Constitution and one of the greatest political thinkers of his day. Monroe, thirty, was an established attorney with a record in combat that could hardly be equaled anywhere on the continent.

It was the perfect election—at least, from the voters’ point of view. No other congressional race in the history of our nation ever offered a better selection of candidates. Two future presidents of the United States of America were running against each other for a seat in Congress for the first and last time in American history. The high-stakes battle between two Founding Fathers would forever alter the trajectory of the young nation.

America’s long love affair with the presidency has relegated to footnotes the stories of individual races for Congress. With the exception of the Lincoln-Douglas Senate race in 1858, congressional elections are never looked at individually; 1894 and 1932 were reactions to financial panics; 1974, 1994, 2006, and 2010 were rebukes to unpopular administrations. But the battle between James Madison and James Monroe had a significance beyond these general trends: it was the most pivotal race for Congress in American history. Few presidential elections can rival it in importance. The election of President Jefferson in 1800 signaled the first peaceful transfer of power between parties; 1860 ushered in the Civil War; 1864 hastened that war’s conclusion. But what other election could rival the House race that saved America?

“The present crisis is the most important that will probably ever happen in this country … on the choice of these persons depends our future well-being and prosperity.”11 So observed the Virginia Centinel, contemplating the race. As the fledgling United States struggled to define itself as a unified nation, that single closely fought race for the House of Representatives resulted in the creation of the Bill of Rights, the ratification of the Constitution by every remaining state, and the effective end of the powerful counter-movement that aimed to do away with the Constitution.

Monroe and the Anti-Federalists were seeking constitutional amendments to guarantee personal liberties—or else an entirely new Constitution. Madison, Washington, and the other Federalists knew what a second constitutional convention would look like. The strongest zealots from each faction would be elected, some with the express intention of derailing the union. The conciliation that characterized Philadelphia would be gone. The essential powers of the new national government, such as trade regulation and a rational revenue policy, would likely be stripped, leaving the new government as impotent as the old.

But for the result of one election, the United States of America might well have died in infancy. Monroe was a vigorous proponent of adding a bill of rights to the Constitution. But Monroe, a young Anti-Federalist, was at odds with the overwhelming Federalist majority in Congress. He would never have persuaded them to approve constitutional amendments. And without the Bill of Rights, the Union would ultimately have failed. Madison was the leader of the Federalists. He arrived in Congress with the reputation and political skills necessary for getting the Constitution amended—and with the will to apply his prestige and all his political capital to the task.

As the 1789 election between Madison and Monroe began, Madison was in New York, far removed from the theater of action. Because Anti-Federalists in the Virginia legislature had drawn the district’s boundaries to his disadvantage, Madison began the race far behind. As each day came and went, he fell even further behind Monroe.

The election of the man who would represent Virginia’s 5th District in the First Congress of the United States under the new Constitution  would determine whether the union under that document would stand or fall—in an election that was won by a mere 336 votes.





 Chapter One

 THE LAST DAYS OF THE COLONY OF VIRGINIA

“Then and there, the child independence was born.”

—JOHN ADAMS

 



 




One hundred miles north of where the English first settled in the New World, James Madison and James Monroe were born within a decade and twenty miles of each other. In 1751 Madison arrived in the calm before the storm. In 1758, Monroe was born into a world at war. The French and Indian War, which began in 1754 and ended in 1763, saw the English expel their rivals from the continent. And it would set in motion the great events that would dominate the lives of these two sons of Virginia.
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On the day of his baptism, the infant James Madison was attended by his five godparents. Thus the requirement was met: “not fewer than three godparents” with at least two “of the same sex as the child” and at least one “of the opposite sex.”1 The rite would be performed  according to the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, used in the Church of England the world over—including in this far-flung outpost of the British Empire in the Hanover Parish Church on the river Rappahannock in the County of King George, Virginia.

Those gathered that morning for the baptism of James Madison were there in the belief that the infant could become a new creation. Aside from the monarchy, no institution was more enduring or revered in Virginia than the Church of England. Yet as time passed the cultural, religious, and political ties between England and her colonies would be strained. The central question of the day would soon be whether Virginia, created as a colony, could be reborn as something else.

At the time of Madison’s birth, momentous events that would put that question to the test were already in play. British victory in the French and Indian War would come at a catastrophic financial cost. And French diplomat Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes, would predict with great prescience, “I am persuaded England will ere long repent of having removed the only check that could keep her colonies in awe. They stand no longer in need of her protection; she will call on them to contribute toward supporting the burdens they have helped to bring on her; and they will answer by striking off all dependence.”2 Indeed, the British Parliament would attempt to pass some of the costs of the war on to her colonies. What followed was a vicious cycle of rising colonial resistance and British retaliation.

Madison and Monroe were both descendants of seventeenth-century Virginia colonists. Isack Maddison (or Maddeson) had arrived in Virginia in 1611, four years after Jamestown became the first permanent English settlement in America and nine years before the arrival of the Mayflower.3 Maddison flourished in the New World. He also established a reputation as an Indian fighter. In March of 1622 he accepted the charge of the governor of the Virginia Colony to lead a force to rescue colonists seized by Indians in a raid.4 Isack’s success as a planter grew, and he gained exclusive trading rights with the Indians in the Chesapeake Bay. Fourteen years after settling in Virginia, he died and was buried in the land where he had found wealth, adventure, prestige, and love, but far from his original home.

James Madison, future political colossus, was no rugged pioneer in the mold of his ancestor. By the time James was born in 1751, Virginia was a thriving colony. James Madison was born while his mother was visiting the home of her mother in the King George County. When mother and child were strong enough, they departed for Orange County and the estate that would one day be known as Montpelier. It would be Madison’s home for his entire life.

Madison was a dedicated student. He began his formal studies in 1762 under Donald Robertson, who had been educated at the University of Aberdeen. Then he became the pupil of Thomas Martin—a brief association that would change the course of Madison’s life. Martin had attended school at the College of New Jersey, located on the road between Philadelphia and New York at Princeton and today known as Princeton University. The college at Princeton had an excellent reputation, in contrast with the College of William and Mary, which at the time no longer had a well-regarded and rigorous program of study. Princeton had the additional benefit of geography; Madison’s parents felt that the climate farther north, as opposed to the hot and sticky weather in Williamsburg, would be better for the sickly Madison.

Madison passed the College of New Jersey’s entrance exam, which required grammatical Latin, Greek translation, and “vulgar arithmetic.” The author of the First Amendment would be educated at a school with a remarkable degree of religious diversity for its time, founded as it was for “the equal and general advantage of every religious denomination of Protestants.”5 Madison had roughly 150 fellow students in the entire school. For perhaps the first time in his life, the curious and scholarly young man was in his element.

Far from Orange County, Madison was meeting brilliant peers from places and backgrounds he previously had only read about. The school was a tight-knit community, as all the pupils and their tutors would eat together, sometimes joined by the college president. Madison wrote to his mentor Martin from school in August of 1769, “I am perfectly pleased with my present situation; and the prospect before me of three years confinement, however terrible it may sound, has nothing in it, but will be greatly alleviated by the advantages I hope to derive from it.”6


Madison plunged into his academic work, studying to the point of physical exhaustion and illness. At Princeton he had access to a library exceeding twelve hundred volumes. Madison studied science, geography, rhetoric, logic, math, “natural and moral philosophy, metaphysics, chronology,” 7 read Latin and Greek, and pored over classical texts. The college day began with prayer and ended in the evening with another devotional service. Madison was a model student. College president John Witherspoon never knew him “to say or do an indiscreet thing.”8


He joined a fraternal organization, the Whigs, who playfully jousted in public debates with their rivals, the Cliosophians.9 The College put an emphasis on oratory; students were required to engage one another in front of large audiences. For the quiet and introverted Madison, this aspect of his education was invaluable. Even as trouble was brewing back home in Virginia—political tensions were increasing between crown and colony—Madison was debating academic issues on a stage next to a giant portrait of King George III. After three years of study, Madison was examined by trustees, college officers, and “other gentlemen of learning” and received his degree. He had finished a four-year program in three. Madison returned to Orange County in 1772.

In Orange, Madison was isolated. He kept himself busy tutoring his younger siblings in literature. Correspondence with his former classmate William Bradford in Philadelphia was his only connection to the outside world he had left behind—and also a source of news about the historic events brewing in the colonies. Bradford was concerned about his friend’s well-being. He believed that Madison had injured himself by excessive study, and he urged him to be attentive to his health. Even naturally sickly people can outlive healthy ones by working at it, Bradford wrote to the man who would live to be the “last of the Founders.”

Prophetically, Bradford wrote to Madison that “you seem designed by Providence for extensive usefulness.” At the time the observation must have seemed like so much fluff to Madison. He was bored, lonely, doing nothing with his life, and without prospects for a change. Bradford kept Madison abreast of the lives of their friends and acquaintances, their  career advancements, successes, and marriages. The world, it seemed, was passing Madison by. He was confined in the cash-poor agricultural economy of the Virginia colony, where his father was a planter just as his ancestors had been, back to the days of Isack.

His time away from home had caused Madison to see Virginia in a new light. Madison was concerned about the lack of religious liberty in his home colony, and he asked Bradford to send him a copy of Pennsylvania’s religious tolerance laws. “Is an Ecclesiastical Establishment absolutely necessary to support civil society... ?” he asked. Madison was increasingly concerned with the treatment of religious dissenters in neighboring counties; some were in prison on account of their faith.

Soon Bradford’s letters to Madison were full of dramatic events. In December of 1773 Bradford sent Madison an account “of the destruction of the tea at Boston.” To prop up the British East India Company, Parliament had licensed it to sell tea directly to the colonies. For the most part tea would be cheaper for colonists, even cheaper than in England. But the colonists maintained that Parliament had no right to levy the tax on the tea. The taxed tea was prevented from landing anywhere in the colonies. In New York and Philadelphia, it was sent back; in Charleston, it was placed in a cellar. Boston customs officials, however, refused to send the tea back and kept it in ships docked in the Harbor. On December 16, 1773, a group of fifty or sixty men dressed as Indians boarded the ships and dumped the tea in the harbor.10


Madison congratulated Bradford on the “heroic proceedings” in Philadelphia. He approved of that city’s refusal to accept the tea. But the cautious Madison was ambivalent about the Boston Tea Party, as it later became known, wishing the patriots in Massachusetts would “conduct matters with as much discretion as they seem to do with boldness.”

The British responded predictably, ratcheting up the pressure—this time past the point of no return. In 1774, Parliament adopted a series of “Coercive,” or “Intolerable” Acts. The Port of Boston was closed to commerce until the tossed tea should be paid for.11 Massachusetts public officials would henceforth be appointed at the discretion of the Crown.12  Public meetings were prohibited without prior permission. British soldiers sent to get Boston under control were lodged in private residences, against the will of their owners.13


The “Sentiments of Virginia are strongly with Massachusetts,” Madison wrote to Bradford in July of 1774. An attack on one colony was perceived as falling upon them all.

The two young men sensed the increasing consequence of the moment. Bradford wrote, “Indeed my friend the world wears a strange aspect at the present day; to use Shakespeare’s expression, ‘the times seem to be out of joint...’ our liberties invaded by a corrupt, ambitious, and determined ministry is bringing things to a crisis here in America and seems to foretell some great event.”

Virginia would take the lead in resistance to the Intolerable Acts. A young member of the House of Burgesses named Thomas Jefferson successfully introduced resolutions to set aside “a day of fasting, humiliation, and prayer; devoutly to implore the Divine interposition” to avoid war and to guide the Burgesses’ hands in opposing “every injury to American rights.”14


On September 22, 1774, Madison bought two hundred acres of land from his parents at a cost of thirty pounds. He seemed resigned to the life of a country farmer. But that same month, the First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia. The Virginia delegation included George Washington and Patrick Henry.15 Tremendous events were preparing on the political stage where Madison’s talents would one day shine so brightly.

Madison was eager for information on the workings of Congress. Bradford had little to share about the secret proceedings but obliged as best he could, sending copies of the numerous political pamphlets circulating through Philadelphia. Congress adjourned October 26, having resolved that all exports to Great Britain would cease.16 Colonies not represented at the meeting—Quebec, St. John’s, Nova Scotia, East and West Florida, and Georgia—were invited to join the next Congress, and a declaration of rights enumerating the British offenses against her American colonies was adopted.17


To enforce the embargo with Britain, the Continental Congress created the grandly named Continental Association to boycott all British imports beginning December 1, 1774, and all exports to Britain and her territories on September 10 of the next year.18 A committee would be created in every county and in every town to publish in local newspapers the names of any who continued to trade with the British and to take other steps as necessary to enforce the trade ban.19 Congress concluded by agreeing to meet again in Philadelphia on May 10, 1775, if Parliament or the king failed to respond.20 The actions of the colonies were greeted with silence on the other side of the Atlantic. The boycott’s most immediate effect on Madison was the delay of the arrival of a treatise on government that he had ordered from London. More significantly, he was caught up in the patriotic fervor sweeping the colonies. “A spirit of liberty and patriotism animates all degrees and denominations of men,” he wrote to Bradford. “Many publicly declare themselves ready to join the Bostonians as soon as violence is offered them or resistance thought expedient.” Madison noted that independent militias were forming in many counties, drilling, and preparing for what might come.

As Virginians readied themselves for war, Madison considered the colony’s many vulnerabilities. In addition to deploying their armed forces, the British might successfully incite a slave revolt. (This possibility probably held more terror for the Madisons than for the average Virginia family. Ambrose Madison, James Madison’s grandfather, had been poisoned by his own slaves.) The British might also activate their alliances among the Indians as they had during the French and Indian war. Recent clashes between Indians and colonists along the frontier increased the fear of this danger.

On December 22, 1774, the Orange County Committee of Safety was organized and chaired by Madison’s father, James Madison Sr.21 As a large landowner and one of the first men of Orange County, he was a logical choice for the role. Madison gave his father and the committee his assistance. “We are very busy at present in raising men and procuring the necessaries for defending ourselves and our friends in case of a sudden  invasion,” he wrote to Bradford. Though Madison was still in Orange, the world had come to him. British actions, he warned, “require a preparation for extreme events.”

In March of 1775, the leaders of Virginia met in St. John’s Church, Richmond. In attendance were Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington. On March 23, Henry moved “that this colony be immediately put into a posture of defense,” calling for the recruitment and training of more militia.22 Reconciliation was impossible, Henry argued. “If we wish to be free, we must fight! I repeat it, Sir, we must fight! An appeal to arms and to the God of Hosts is all that is left us.”23 Henry is said to have concluded his stirring call to arms with the most famous words attributed to him: “Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, almighty God! I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.”24 The motion to mobilize passed.

As the delegates to the Second Continental Congress prepared to convene in May of 1775, the situation in Massachusetts deteriorated. Eight hundred British troops were dispatched to Lexington, Massachusetts, to destroy a stockpile of weaponry belonging to the militia. Captain John Parker and sixty or seventy militiamen were waiting for them on the village green.25 The previous night Paul Revere and William Dawes had warned the militia of the troop movement.

Both British and Americans who stood on the Lexington green swore to their final days that their side was not the first to fire what ended up being the first shot of the American Revolution. But who fired first scarcely mattered to the men standing on that little patch of green. Great events—events that would soon engulf the entire continent—had led these men to this moment. Eight militiamen were killed and ten more were injured. The Revolutionary War had begun. From Lexington, the British marched to Concord, where they again engaged the militia in armed combat. By now, the militia had gathered in sufficient strength to drive the British back toward Boston.

The day after Lexington and Concord, Governor Dunmore of Virginia ordered British troops to seize powder and ammunition from a  local militia storehouse. No one believed his stated purpose—to prevent a slave revolt. Patrick Henry, as the head of the Hanover County militia, marched on Williamsburg with three hundred men to demand retribution. A Lexington-style shoot-out was avoided only because the governor made a financial arrangement to pay 330 pounds for the lost munitions.26


In response to the governor’s weapons-grab, college students at William and Mary began daily drills on the Williamsburg village green, antagonizing British redcoats by openly preparing for combat. Latin and history could not hold the attention of these young men who were unwittingly stationed at the front lines of a rapidly escalating conflict. Among the students preparing for war was the young James Monroe, who had turned seventeen just five days after Lexington and Concord.

Madison and Monroe’s college years were thus excellent preparation for their respective roles in the Revolution: Madison, the statesman, and Monroe, the soldier.
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Two turning points in the lives of the Monroes had involved rebellion against the King of England. The loyalty of Andrew Monroe, a cavalier in service to King Charles I, had led him to sever ties with England when Oliver Cromwell severed the head of his sovereign. But Andrew’s most famous descendant, James Monroe, born on April 28, 1758, in Westmoreland County, Virginia, on the same land that Andrew had first farmed in the new world, would join a Revolution against the British monarch.

Monroe remembered his own father, Spence Monroe, as “a very worthy and respectable citizen of good landed and other property.” He described his mother, the former Elizabeth Jones, as “a very amiable and respectable woman, possessing the best domestic qualities, a good wife and good parent.”27 When James Monroe was eleven years old, his father joined one hundred other Westmoreland planters in a boycott of British goods, consistent with the Continental Association.

Giving up British goods to advance a matter of principle was a critical early lesson in Monroe’s political education, shaping his character and adult reputation for putting duty before his self-interest. That same year he began his formal studies under Archibald Campbell. The eponymous Campbelltown Academy was renowned throughout Virginia; in Monroe’s words, “so high was its character that youths were sent to it from the more distant parts of the colony.”28 Monroe lived within walking distance, but those who came from farther away boarded with Campbell during the twelve-week school year between fall harvest and spring planting. Among Monroe’s two dozen classmates was John Marshall, future Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, with whom he would form a life-long friendship. The early years of these Campbelltown Academy boys, who would grow up to fight in a war for colonial independence, were colored by the hostility between colony and crown as Vergennes’ prophecy began to play itself out almost immediately.

Even setting aside the brewing American Revolution, James Monroe’s teenage years were hard ones that saw him lose both of his parents. Monroe, now the head of his family, was forced to leave his studies. With little education, a modest inheritance, and responsibilities to fulfill, Monroe seemed headed for an unremarkable life. But the intervention of his mother’s brother, Joseph Jones, would send the boy in a direction he never imagined.

Monroe would describe his uncle as “a distinguished revolutionary patriot, honored by his country with the highest offices and at the most difficult period.… Few men possessed in higher degree the confidence and esteem of his fellow citizens, or merited it more, for soundness of intellect, perfect integrity, and devotion to his country.”29 Jones, educated as an attorney at London’s Inns of Court, was a deputy king’s attorney representing the Crown in court and an important member of the House of Burgesses from King George’s County.

Joseph Jones had no heirs, but he served as executor of Monroe’s father’s estate. It seems that he and his nephew James each found in the other what they were searching for. Monroe was an impressionable sixteen-year-old orphan in need of a strong adult interested in him,  dedicated to his success, and possessed of the resources to make it possible. Jones was a wealthy man of the world looking for a protégé and a legacy, and for the kind of familial relationship that outshines all the honors the world can give. Jones enrolled his nephew in the College of William and Mary, which had revived its reputation since the time Madison was choosing schools. William and Mary, founded in 1693 by the king and queen the college is named for, was the second institution of higher learning in the New World. Monroe’s classmates included the sons of the most elite Virginia families. Spence Monroe, if he had lived, probably could not have afforded to provide such an education for his son, and it is an open question whether he would have permitted his brother-in-law to foot the bill.

James Monroe arrived in Williamsburg to begin his classes at William and Mary in the run-up to the Revolution. Two weeks before Monroe arrived, the royal governor had dissolved the House of Burgesses after their public stand in support of the people of Boston. After the dissolution in May of 1774, the burgesses met unofficially at the Raleigh Tavern on Duke of Gloucester Street. They had called for a meeting of representatives from every colony—it would become the First Continental Congress—and for a convention in Virginia with representatives from every county.30 This “Virginia Convention” would become the successor to the House of Burgesses and would itself eventually be superseded by the House of Delegates of the independent state of Virginia.

The next spring, Lexington and Concord—and the Gunpowder Affair, with the appearance of Patrick Henry and the Hanover County militia in Williamsburg itself—inspired Monroe and the other William and Mary students to train for war. Drilling with muskets, not parsing Latin sentences, was the order of the day. Monroe entered enthusiastically into military preparations.

The situation must have looked grim to Governor Dunmore. He was far from England, and as the city filled with angry mobs, the Governor’s Palace became a splendid prison. Dunmore’s life was in danger, and his wife was living on a ship for her own safety. When he had originally accepted the post as governor of the most populous and prosperous  colony in the Americas, Dunmore could not have imagined he would see college students openly training for war in the middle of the city.
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Meanwhile, in Orange County, the Committee of Safety adopted a strongly worded resolution on May 9 praising Henry’s response and condemning Governor Dunmore. James Madison accompanied other members of the committee to present their resolution in person to Henry, who was by this time in Port Royal, Virginia, on his way to the Second Continental Congress.

It is likely that the party from Orange found Henry in a tavern surrounded by admirers hanging on his every word. Not yet thirty-nine, Henry had become a celebrity by taking on the British in what became known as the Parson’s Cause.31 His fame had only grown with his electrifying call to arms. Now he had marched at the head of a body of armed men, confronted the symbol of royal authority in Virginia, and forced the governor to back down without firing a shot. Next he would represent Virginia in Philadelphia, among the other great men of the colonies.

Patrick Henry probably barely noticed or acknowledged the diminutive twenty-four-year-old boy standing in front of him. We can imagine Madison sheepishly asking the man of the hour to carry a letter to Bradford in Philadelphia for him, to the merriment of Henry’s hangers-on. Henry, however, graciously agreed to take Madison’s letter to his friend. So went the first meeting between James Madison and Patrick Henry. That this young man would soon become his colleague, Henry would have found improbable. That the delicate, awkward boy would some day become his formidable political adversary, he would have found unthinkable.

The letter Henry carried for Madison was filled with the latest events in Virginia, but Bradford had little to contribute in response. The Second Continental Congress met in absolute secrecy. Everyone was anxious for information. The men in Congress were making life-and-death decisions. Things were tense inside the Pennsylvania State House. Any man in the room could have been arrested and hanged for treason. One attendee  was suspected of being a spy—Benjamin Franklin, who had only recently returned from London where he had been serving as the colonial representative.

Boston, meanwhile, was enduring a famine. Milk and meat were scarce, and the British soldiers did not distinguish between what belonged to the people and what was theirs. No one could leave the city except on certain days, and then only with the permission of a military officer. And the hostilities that had begun on the Lexington green were spreading. On May 10 came the fall of Fort Ticonderoga in upstate New York.32 Ethan Allen—later known as the founder of Vermont—and Benedict Arnold, entirely on their own initiative, took over the British fortress and the weaponry inside.

On June 14, 1775, the Second Continental Congress declared the Coercive Acts a violation of Americans’ rights, resolved to withhold all taxes from Great Britain, and voted to raise twenty thousand troops in support of Boston. The next day a general was chosen to command these forces. The unanimous choice of Congress was George Washington of Virginia.33 Washington was an experienced military leader, popular in the Congress, and willing to forego a salary—a definite advantage for a government with no money and no means of procuring any. Washington also hailed from the largest colony, and from the South. His selection telegraphed that the struggles of Boston were a continental concern.

Now that it would have an army, the Continental Congress needed a way to pay the soldiers. Congress resolved to print two million bills of credit, which each of the twelve colonies present (Georgia was not represented) would redeem.34 New York’s request via its delegates in Congress summed up the mood in the colonies: “Send us money, send us arms, send us ammunition!”35 Committees of Safety throughout the colonies, like the one Madison and his father were serving on in Orange County, were preparing for war.

In Philadelphia, late in the evening of Saturday, June 24, rumors of war were confirmed by Congress. A week earlier, in what became known as the Battle of Bunker Hill, the militia had occupied and fortified the heights around Boston. The British dislodged them at the cost of a  thousand men, killing fewer than half that number of American patriots. “I wish we could sell them another hill for that price,” observed one militia leader.36


On July 6, 1775, Congress adopted the “Declaration on the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms.”37 It began with an appeal to God and a history of the British belligerence that had set the colonies on their present path. Madison read it and thought it “amazing.”38
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As the situation in Williamsburg threatened to boil over, Governor Dunmore joined his wife on the frigate—just in time. On June 24, 1775, Monroe was the youngest of twenty-five armed militiamen who stormed the Governor’s Palace, seizing two hundred muskets and three hundred swords. Monroe later had his musket engraved “JM. W-M 1776.” It was a souvenir he treasured for the rest of his life.

A few months later, on October 2, 1775, Madison was commissioned as a colonel in the Orange County militia in recognition of his “patriotism, fidelity, courage, and good conduct .… And we do hereby require” your men “to obey you as their Colonel.” His appointment was made by the Virginia Convention meeting in Williamsburg and now functioning as the government of the colony since the dissolution of the Burgesses. James Madison’s commission was signed by Edmund Pendleton as Chairman of the Virginia Committee of Safety.

Madison was the number two officer in his county’s militia, second to his father. But at a slight 5’4” and prey to continual bouts of debilitating illness, he was not cut out for a military career. Madison’s organizational strengths meant a well-trained militia for Orange, but his infirmity made him unfit for a wartime command. He never saw action.
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In November of 1775, Governor Dunmore offered slaves and indentured servants emancipation if they would enlist in the royal forces for  the pacification of the colony. The following month, a group of Virginia militiamen including Monroe’s former schoolmate John Marshall marched on Norfolk to take possession of that chief commercial town. The militia engaged Dunmore’s troops at the Great Bridge, killing sixty-one and losing not a single man.39 On New Year’s Day of the year 1776, Dunmore responded. The British navy shelled Norfolk for three days and three nights, until the town of nine thousand souls was “laid in ashes.”40


And in those fateful first days of 1776, James Monroe—his destiny on the battlefield, not in the classroom—was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Third Virginia Infantry. Throughout the spring and summer, the Third trained with other regiments under General Andrew Lewis, and prepared for war.

On April 25, 1776, James Madison was elected one of two delegates to serve in the upcoming Virginia Convention. This was the fifth such convention since the dissolution of the House of Burgesses by the royal governor; anyone who had previously wanted to serve had likely already done so. Some conventions had dragged on and accomplished little, and the time away from home was a sacrifice for those with active plantations. It was a perfect opportunity for someone like Madison, who had just turned twenty-five. The rudderless, restless four years since he left Princeton were at an end.

And so was the colony of Virginia.





 Chapter Two

 THE SOLDIER AND THE STATESMAN

“The student is converted to the warrior.”

—THE REVEREND JAMES MADISON
 (JAMES MADISON’S COUSIN)

 




America was on the verge of independence, and the spectators and delegates in the old House of Burgesses chamber in Williamsburg sensed it.

 



Edmund Pendleton had been elected chairman of the fifth and final Virginia Convention to meet between the fall of the colonial government and independence. Previously, as head of the Committee of Public Safety, he had overseen Virginia’s military mobilization.

From the chair Pendleton looked out at many new faces. Of the 126 delegates, fifty had not served in any of the previous four conventions.1 Pendleton had given prominent members their preferred committee assignments, but had then taken the unorthodox step of filling the remaining positions alphabetically by county. This opened up a great opportunity for new members and won Pendleton many friends.2 One beneficiary was James Madison. In the Virginia Convention, the future  author of the Bill of Rights would get his first opportunity to define and protect fundamental liberties.

If Madison hoped for a consequential entrée into public life, he would not be disappointed. He soon joined a unanimous convention in instructing Virginia’s representatives in Congress “to propose to that respectable body to declare the United Colonies free and independent states absolved from all allegiance to our dependence upon the crown or Parliament of Great Britain.” The resolution declared the colonies free to pursue foreign alliances. It authorized Virginia to confederate with other colonies, but not to cede authority over the internal affairs of Virginia to any new government.

Thus Virginia became the first colony to declare independence, and to instruct its members of Congress to seek the same for the American colonies as a whole. Bells rang out throughout the city of Williamsburg in recognition of independence, artillery was fired, and spontaneous celebrations began in the streets. Did the revelers realize that the next time they heard cannon it would be for a cause other than celebration?
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The Virginia Convention prepared for war, while also taking on the responsibility of defining Virginia as a new and independent state. After the resolution on the colonies’ independence, the next action of the Convention was to create two committees—one to prepare a “declaration of rights” and the other, a “plan of government.”

George Mason, a delegate from Fairfax, was chairman of the former committee; he took the lead in authoring the Virginia Declaration of Rights. James Madison was a member of the committee and contributed to the creation of the Declaration. This enormously influential document of sixteen articles inspired the Declaration of Independence, as well as Madison’s own Bill of Rights to the U.S. Constitution.

The Virginia Declaration of Rights recognized and guaranteed man’s “inherent rights.” It also established and codified other concepts that became important to American government, such as separation of powers,  the right to jury trial, the prohibition of “cruel and unusual” punishment, the necessity of prior evidence for search-and-seizure warrants, and freedom of the press. The final provision of the Virginia Declaration of Rights guaranteed freedom of religion: “Religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator and the manner of discharging it, can be directed by reason and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore, all men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; and... it is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and charity towards each other.”

On June 7, 1776, in Philadelphia, Richard Henry Lee, acting on the instructions that Madison had voted for in the Virginia Convention, made a motion in Congress to declare the colonies “free and independent states.”3 A committee of five including Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Robert Livingston, and Roger Sherman was appointed to draft a document setting forth the declaration of independence, should it be approved by Congress. Meanwhile, back in Virginia, on June 29 the Convention adopted “the first written constitution ever framed by an independent political society.”4 That constitution listed the offenses of the Crown against the colonies and declared the bonds between them “TOTALLY DISSOLVED.”5


Only three days later, on July 2, the Second Continental Congress, by a “unanimous” vote (twelve states in favor, New York abstaining), declared the colonies free and independent. Writing to his wife the following day, John Adams pronounced, “The second day of July, 1776, will be the most memorable epoch in the history of America...it ought to be commemorated, as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty.”6 Indeed, it is a curiosity of history that America’s birthday is celebrated on any other day.

On July 4, Congress adopted “The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America.” The Declaration of Independence was chiefly the work of Jefferson, with major assistance from Adams and Franklin. (Originally, Jefferson was not even supposed to be a member of Congress, much less compose the Declaration. He was a replacement for Peyton Randolph, who had resigned to return to the Burgesses.)  Congress adopted a number of revisions to the committee’s draft, but the passages that have been most remembered through the ages are nearly all those of the principal author.


When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

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



The Declaration of Independence presented a long list of complaints against King George III. These included making war upon Americans, “imposing taxes on us without our consent,” denial of trials by jury, and harmful trade regulations. Jefferson’s Declaration ends with an appeal “to the Supreme Judge of the world,” and its signers, in support of the same, “with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence ...mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.” The official, “engrossed” copy of the Declaration would not be created and signed by members of Congress until August.

During this period the Continental Congress was also considering how to formalize its authority. Up until now, Congress had convened for specific purposes and in response to events. A body formed to file formal complaints would now be charged with a different task entirely. As the former colonies hurtled toward independence and war with England, they would need some manner of organizing a common defense. Congress would have to coordinate the war effort among the thirteen states and attempt to obtain the support of foreign powers.

The idea of a confederation of the colonies was at least as old as the Albany Plan, which had been proposed by Benjamin Franklin in 1754. The Albany Congress, attended by seventeen delegates from seven colonies (and one lobbyist), considered a plan for a continental government to defend America during the French and Indian War. The plan they considered, however, in no way contemplated independence. Franklin had renewed his efforts for unity among the colonies in 1775, this time with independence in mind. Thomas Jefferson had responded favorably to Franklin’s proposed “Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union,” but the reception in Congress had been decidedly cool. At that time reconciliation with Britain was the primary goal of most members; Congress refused even to vote on Franklin’s plan. In fact, he was allowed to present his proposal to Congress only on the condition that no reference would be made to it in any of the journals.7


That was on July 21, 1775. Less than a year later, the mood in Congress was very different. With independence in sight on June 12, 1776, a committee was created, chaired by John Dickenson of Pennsylvania, “to prepare and digest the form of confederation.”8 The Dickenson Committee report, laid before Congress on July 12, 1776, was modeled closely on Franklin’s proposal from the previous year.9 The Articles of Confederation, then—the document establishing the Confederation in which the thirteen newly independent states would join to fight Great Britain—can be said to have sprung chiefly from the pens of two Pennsylvanians.

The debate over the Articles was characterized by the same divisions that would eventually, after America had finally won the independence Congress had just claimed, doom the Confederation and inspire Madison and the other delegates to the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention to draft a different form of federal government, one that would ensure “a more perfect Union.” These were the same issues that would return again and again to bedevil the government under the Articles and that both Madison and Monroe would one day struggle with as members of the Confederation Congress. The Confederation—and the war—would  be funded by “requisitions” paid by the individual state governments. But representatives defending the Articles in Congress disagreed over how to set the requisitions for the different states, and how to define the population on which the requisitions would be based. They differed about how many votes each state should have in Congress—whether it should depend on the states’ monetary contributions, or not. They disagreed about how to settle disputes between the states about Western lands. And they differed on how many representatives should make a quorum, and where the capital should be—and even whether there should be one permanent capital, or not.

And while the Congress bickered, young men readied for war.
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In August of 1776, Monroe’s Third Virginia Regiment, along with the Fifth, was ordered to join Washington on Long Island.10 The strong young man, now over six feet tall and broad-shouldered, had commenced his life of service. Monroe later described his public career in his memoirs. (He refers to himself throughout in the third person, in a tradition at least as old as Caesar’s Commentaries.) “As Mr. Monroe had been employed, with little intermission, from the time that he entered into the army until his retirement in 1825 from the high office which he then held, and from a very early period, in the most important trusts abroad and at home, he was necessarily a party, in the stations which he held, to the great events which occurred in them, so far as they related to his own country; a spectator of many others on the interesting theatre on which he moved; and well acquainted with almost all which mastered that very interesting epoch.” Like so many young men both before and after him, Monroe left the place of his birth for the first time in the company of armed compatriots, setting forth for a place distant and different from anything he had ever known.

The Third Regiment reached Washington’s army shortly after the Battle of Long Island, which had seen two American regiments “nearly  cut to pieces.”11 Monroe’s company and three others under the command of Major Leitch and Colonel Knolton were sent to Harlem Heights to meet the advancing British. It was a vicious fight, in which both the major and colonel were killed. But the British were checked. After more than a year of training and spoiling for a fight, Monroe had seen war close up. It is an open question whether the sight of men trying to kill him, and the experience of leveling his musket to respond in kind, conformed to Monroe’s excited expectations—or whether it ever has for any eager young man in a theater of war. After Harlem Heights, members of the Third Regiment were awarded the highest possible commendation by George Washington.12


Like the army and the country at large, Monroe admired George Washington. Years later he described the great general as
an example to the world for talents as a military commander, for integrity, fortitude, and firmness under the severest trials, for respect to the civil authority and devotion to the rights and liberties of his country, of which neither Rome nor Greece have exhibited the equal. I saw him in my earliest youth, in the retreat through Jersey, at the head of a small band, or rather, in its rear, for he was always near the enemy, and his countenance and manner made an impression on me which time can never efface...a deportment so firm, so dignified, so exalted, but yet so modest and composed, I have never seen in any other person.13
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