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For Chloe

who is drawn to what was and is committed to what will be


We are in a wilderness without a single footstep to guide us.

—James Madison, June 1789

The intrigues, the cabals, the underhanded and insidious dealings of a factious and turbulent spirit are even much more frequent in this republic than in the most absolute monarchy.

—Louis-Guillaume Otto, July 1790

We are beginning to forget that the patriots of former days were men like ourselves, acting and acted upon like the present race, and we are almost irresistibly led to ascribe to them in our imaginations certain gigantic proportions and superhuman qualities, without reflecting that this at once robs their character of consistency and their virtues of all merit.

—Charles Francis Adams, 1871



Members of the First Federal Congress
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THE SENATE

Connecticut

Oliver Ellsworth

William Samuel Johnson

Delaware

Richard Bassett

George Read

Georgia

William Few

James Gunn

Maryland

Charles Carroll

John Henry

Massachusetts

Tristram Dalton

Caleb Strong

New Hampshire

John Langdon

Paine Wingate

New Jersey

Philemon Dickinson (seated on December 6, 1790, after election to the seat of William Paterson)

Jonathan Elmer

William Paterson (resigned on November 13, 1790, after being elected governor of New Jersey)

New York

Rufus King

Philip John Schuyler

North Carolina

Benjamin Hawkins

Samuel Johnston

Pennsylvania

William Maclay

Robert Morris

Rhode Island

Theodore Foster

Joseph Stanton Jr.

South Carolina

Pierce Butler

Ralph Izard

Virginia

William Grayson (died March 12, 1790)

Richard Henry Lee

James Monroe (seated on December 6, 1790, after election to the seat originally held by William Grayson)

John Walker (appointed to fill the vacancy left by William Grayson; served from March 31 to November 9, 1790)

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Connecticut

Benjamin Huntington

Roger Sherman

Jonathan Sturges

Jonathan Trumbull Jr.

Jeremiah Wadsworth

Delaware

John Vining

Georgia

Abraham Baldwin

James Jackson

George Mathews

Maryland

Daniel Carroll

Benjamin Contee

George Gale

Joshua Seney

William Smith

Michael Jenifer Stone

Massachusetts

Fisher Ames

Elbridge Gerry

Benjamin Goodhue

Jonathan Grout

George Leonard

George Partridge

Theodore Sedgwick

George Thatcher

New Hampshire

Abiel Foster

Nicholas Gilman

Samuel Livermore

New Jersey

Elias Boudinot

Lambert Cadwalader

James Schureman

Thomas Sinnickson

New York

Egbert Benson

William Floyd

John Hathorn

John Laurance

Peter Silvester

Jeremiah Van Rensselaer

North Carolina

John Baptista Ashe

Timothy Bloodworth

John Sevier

John Steele

Hugh Williamson

Pennsylvania

George Clymer

Thomas Fitzsimons

Thomas Hartley

Daniel Hiester

Frederick Augustus Muhlenberg

John Peter Muhlenberg

Thomas Scott

Henry Wynkoop

Rhode Island

Benjamin Bourn

South Carolina

Aedanus Burke

Daniel Huger

William Loughton Smith

Thomas Sumter

Thomas Tudor Tucker

Virginia

Theodorick Bland (died June 1, 1790)

John Brown

Isaac Coles

William Branch Giles (seated on December 7, 1790, after election to replace Theodorick Bland)

Samuel Griffin

Richard Bland Lee

James Madison Jr.

Andrew Moore

John Page

Josiah Parker

Alexander White



INTRODUCTION

Nebuchadnezzar’s Monster
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The vast Continent of America cannot be long subject to a Democracy, if consolidated into one Government—you might as well attempt to rule Hell by Prayer.

—Thomas Wait, November 1787

The First Federal Congress was the most momentous in American history. Had it failed in its work, the United States as we know it today would not exist. Beginning less than two years after the conclusion of the Constitutional Convention and before all thirteen states had ratified that document, the First Congress was charged with creating a new government almost from scratch. No one, neither in Congress nor outside it, knew if it would or could succeed. How it did so is an epic story of political combat, vivid personalities, clashing idealisms, and extraordinary determination. It breathed life into the Constitution, established precedents that still guide the nation’s government, and set the stage for political battles that continue to be fought out across the political landscape of the twenty-first century: sectional rivalry, literal versus flexible interpretations of the Constitution, conflict between federal power and states’ rights, tensions among the three branches of government, the protection of individual rights, the challenge of achieving compromise across wide ideological chasms, suspicion of “big money” and financial manipulators, hostility to taxation, the nature of a military establishment, and widespread suspicion of strong government.

Confidence in government was abysmally low. Since the end of the Revolutionary War in 1783, Congress had struggled to govern, with little actual power and even less respect. Along with many disgruntled Americans, newly elected South Carolina senator Ralph Izard complained to Thomas Jefferson of “the humiliating state into which we are plunged. The evil has arisen principally from the want of an efficient & energetic government, pervading every part of the United States.” Contempt for politicians was rife: a New Englander transplanted to Georgia groaned, “The people here are as depraved as they are in Rhode Island, for Most of the Offices in the State are filled by the worst characters in it.” Many political men held an equally low opinion of the voting public. “The people,” condescendingly asserted Roger Sherman of Connecticut, one of the preeminent members of the House of Representatives, “should have as little to do as may be about the government. They lack information and are constantly liable to be misled.”

In the late winter of 1789, the United States had only a ghost of government. The rump end of the Confederation Congress still wobbled along in New York City, where it had met since 1785, but it hadn’t achieved a quorum since October. Its secretary, Charles Thomson, buttonholed members on the street, when he could find them, and dragged them into his office so that he could claim in his records that they had, technically, “assembled.” The old Congress, though not formally dissolved, was literally homeless, having been ejected from its meeting rooms in what was now being called Federal Hall on Wall Street, which was being remodeled for the new Federal Congress under the direction of the French-born engineer Peter L’Enfant. (Proudly American, he no longer called himself Pierre.) Workmen were putting on a new roof, tearing out the dilapidated interior, erecting a grand, pillared balcony, and crafting a new facade in the fashionable Tuscan style. L’Enfant, remarked the French minister to the United States, Élénor-François-Élie, the Comte de Moustier, was building “a monument that can serve as an allegory for the new Constitution. Both have been entirely changed by their framers, who brought their interested clients a great deal further than they had thought to go.” So impressive was the building that some suspicious members considered it to be a deliberate “trap to catch the Southern men,” by inducing them to keep the seat of government in New York.

Enormous challenges confronted the men who were expected to assemble at Federal Hall in March 1789. Strident opponents of the Constitution were demanding scores of amendments, or a new constitutional convention to revise the founding document. The government lacked sources of revenue, European lenders shunned American loans, and several states teetered on the brink of fiscal collapse. Settlers were pouring by the thousands into the vast territory across the Appalachians, provoking the powerful native tribes that dwelled there, and inspiring fear among the nation’s leaders that “the great Increase of New States will make so many Republics too Unwieldy to manage.” From New Hampshire to North Carolina, aroused farmers had defied government attempts to tax them. Southerners were suspicious of northerners, westerners of easterners. Advocates of emancipation were organizing to press Congress to regulate the slave trade or even legislate an end to slavery, while the defenders of the “peculiar institution” contemplated secession if Congress dared to tamper with it. Where would the nation’s permanent seat of government be established? The roiling debates that took place over these and other critical issues were not legalistic exercises. Every member of Congress knew that the nation’s survival hung in the balance.

The United States, a shaky assemblage of eleven sovereign states—North Carolina and Rhode Island were still, in effect, foreign countries when Congress convened and would remain so for months to come—was less a reality than it was an idea, an argument even. “Our present Confederacy is not very unlike the Monster of Nebuchadnezzar, which was composed of Brass, Clay & Iron—It is neither completely national, federal nor sovereign,” sighed William Tudor, a friend of John Adams’s, in a letter to the vice president. “A Country extensive as the present united States, so differently settled, & so widely dissimilar in Manners & Ideas cannot easily be reduced to a homogeneous Body.” As late as December 1790, North Carolina’s legislature would vote by a large margin to reject a bill that would require it to take an oath to support the Constitution. Given the primitive and unreliable communications and transportation of the day, the prospect of governing such a diverse and far-flung country was daunting. The nation extended about twelve hundred miles from south to north, from Georgia to Maine—then still a part of Massachusetts—and about five hundred miles from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi River. Americans mentally divided the country into four regions: the northern or, sometimes, eastern states—east of the Hudson River, that is—of Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire (and after 1791, Vermont); the middle states of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania (and sometimes Maryland, Delaware, and even Virginia); the South, including Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia (and sometimes Maryland and Delaware); and the West, which roughly followed the course of the Appalachians from the middle of New York State south into Georgia, and also comprised portions of the future states of Ohio and parts of today’s Upper Midwest, Virginia’s western district of Kentucky, North Carolina’s Tennessee district, and Alabama and Mississippi, both of which were claimed by Georgia.

Most Americans lived in what were essentially little more than hamlets that had been cut from the wilderness only a generation or two earlier, many of them far from any significant town. About half the country’s population of just under 3 million was of English stock. Of the remainder, slaves made up about 18 percent, roughly equal to the number of recent immigrants, or children of immigrants, who were mainly from Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and Germany. To these may be added an unknown number of Indians, perhaps as many as several hundred thousand, who were ignored by census takers and belonged to a congeries of fractured and scattered tribes including, among others, New York’s Iroquois, and the Creeks and Cherokees of western Georgia, who remained a formidable barrier to westbound settlers. Only Philadelphia, with forty-three thousand people, New York with thirty-three thousand, Boston with eighteen thousand, Charleston with sixteen thousand, and Baltimore with thirteen thousand could be considered cities in 1790, and all were dwarfed many times over by London, which had a population of almost 1 million, and by Paris, with half a million.

Americans only notionally regarded themselves as a single people. Many New Englanders thought of Pennsylvanians and their state “as opposite [to themselves] in manners and customs as light and darkness.” Representative George Clymer of Pennsylvania remarked that he had less feeling for anything going on in New York than “for the transactions in Grand Cairo. The New Yorkers and I are on an equal footing—mutual civility without a grain of good liking between us.” Southerners were suspicious of everyone to their north: “I fear much that whoever plays the Music—the Southern States will pay the Piper,” Representative Theodorick Bland warned a fellow Virginian. Faced with such ingrained antagonisms, Fisher Ames of Massachusetts, a passionate proponent of national unity, wished every American to “think the union so indissoluble and integral that the corn would not grow, nor the pot boil, if it should be broken.” Meanwhile, enemies of the untried Constitution, which was meant to bind Americans more closely together, contemptuously dismissed it as “no more than general principles thrown into form,” warning that it heralded a tyranny that would soon squelch free speech and silence the press.

Could the new government be made to work? As James Madison, who would do more than anyone else to guide the First Congress along its path, put it, “We are in a wilderness without a single footstep to guide us.” The powerful presidency that is today taken for granted still lay far in the future. There was an elected president, George Washington, but little agreement on what his job entailed. There were no executive departments, and no federal employees except the clerks of the Senate and the House of Representatives, and Washington’s personal secretaries. Nor was there a Supreme Court, or any lower federal courts. The nature of the relationship between the federal government and the states was pretty much anyone’s guess. Congress had no majority or minority leaders, no organized parties, no established rules of procedure, and no clear definition of the relationship between the executive and the legislative branches of government. Congressional districts varied dizzyingly in size: Representative James Jackson of Georgia represented just sixteen thousand people, while George Thatcher of the Maine district of Massachusetts represented more than ninety-six thousand. Slavery further skewed congressional representation. To secure ratification of the Constitution in the South, Yankee delegates agreed that each slave would count as three-fifths of a person for the purpose of apportioning the size of a state’s delegation in the House of Representatives. Slave states thus received bonus seats for 60 percent of their enslaved population, giving them clout in Congress far beyond what they would have enjoyed if bound by the same rules as the free states, along with the presumption that they would enjoy their advantage in perpetuity.

Though rarely addressed directly, the specter of slavery would threaten to intrude upon some of the most crucial debates of the First Congress, like an asteroid hurtling toward Earth whose impact could be foreseen and was feared, but which few dared acknowledge. Under the Articles of Confederation, which the Constitution had replaced, each state had only one vote in the Confederation Congress, an arrangement that made slavery politically irrelevant, since it gave Virginia, with its 100,783 slaves, no more weight than Massachusetts, which had none. At the Constitutional Convention, the larger states had demanded that representation reflect the size of a state’s population, raising a new dilemma: Were slaves people who should be counted, or property that should not? If only free whites were counted, the more populous North would obviously dominate the government and would eventually have the power to bring an end to slavery, if it wished. However, it was widely believed that the North would eventually lose its demographic advantage as new slave states were carved from the West. If the South could achieve sufficient leverage over the government in the short run, periodic reapportionment would eventually cement its hegemony. Counting slaves toward each state’s representation in Congress was an exquisite solution, since no one was suggesting that slaves be actually permitted to vote for the men who would “represent” them.

If slavery was the largely unmentioned monster in the basement of the new nation, other threats could hardly be suppressed. Congress would meet in the shadow of an event that had rocked many Americans’ confidence in republican government itself. Shays’s Rebellion is almost forgotten today except as a footnote in American history. But it loomed large in the anxieties of many members of the First Congress. In the fall and winter of 1786–87, overtaxed farmers led by a war veteran named Daniel Shays shut down courts, ambushed judges, roughed up tax collectors, and invaded the homes of wealthy officials in western Massachusetts. Militiamen sent to suppress the rebels joined them by the scores. Conservatives feared that the rebels—“desperate and unprincipled men”—were bent on fomenting class war and on seeking an alliance with the British. The rebellion was finally put down by an armed force raised by wealthy Bostonians. But it revealed the hopeless weakness of the country’s military power. It also seemed to dramatically demonstrate the dangers of unmediated democracy, free assembly, and unbridled speech. In the debates to come, members of Congress would often express a dread that America was already beginning the downward trajectory of historical republics that had collapsed into civil strife. As Virginia senator Richard Henry Lee would later opine to George Washington, Shays’s uprising seemed to prove “that mankind left to themselves are unfit for their own government.”

Reports of foreign subversion, cabals, and Indian attacks swirled everywhere around the country’s borders. Among members of the new government anxiety was widespread that the West, in particular, bound as it was to the rest of the nation only by “lax and feeble cords,” would break away and form either a separate country or ally itself with Spain or Britain. (Some Americans opposed the settlement of the west, for fear that it would depopulate the old states: “Can we retain the Western Country within the Government of the United States, and if we can, of what use will it be?” wondered the retired Revolutionary War general Rufus Putnam.) Beyond the mountains, boundaries between whites and natives were largely undefined, animosities deep, and border warfare chronic. Settlers were begging for laws and protection, which the feeble Confederation government had failed to give. Unless they were satisfied, warned Representative Thomas Scott of Pennsylvania, “They will either throw themselves on the Spanish government, and become their subjects—or they will combine, and give themselves possession of that territory and defend themselves in it against the power of the Union.” To the south, hundreds of Creek warriors were said to be mobilizing to attack Georgia’s frontier. General Anthony Wayne reported that the security situation there was dire, not just from Indian depredations, but also from “the insidious protection afforded by the Spaniards to our runaway Negroes . . . threaten[ing] this lately flourishing State with ruin & depopulation” unless Congress acted quickly. In the Northwest Territory, encompassing most of today’s Upper Midwest, the British not only refused to relinquish their border posts, as required by the peace treaty of 1783, but had reinforced them with eight thousand troops and were reportedly fomenting discontent among the local Indians.

Even more threatening to stability was the nation’s precarious financial condition. During the Revolutionary War, the Continental Congress had borrowed massively from European banks and governments, as well as Americans. The government was deeply, cataclysmically, in debt, owing almost $2 million in overdue interest, with $500,000 in new payments to overseas creditors alone falling due annually. “We are in the dark,” confessed a Pennsylvania congressman. “I do believe we are now walking on the brink of a precipice that will be dangerous for us to step too fast upon.” State debts, too, were a rat’s nest of unsupported currency and promissory notes, some of which were unredeemable even at a discount of forty to one. The face value of all outstanding national and state government debt would eventually prove to be $74 million. In 1789, no one in Congress knew what to do about this debt. “In America we had hitherto but little experience in this science [of finance],” Massachusetts representative Elbridge Gerry gloomily observed. “We are going onward blindfolded, and have seriously to apprehend evils from every step.”

The days of the United States as a world-striding titan of trade and a manufacturing powerhouse were barely a gleam in the eye of a few farsighted financiers. Only three banks then existed in the United States, in Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, and few corporations, and those mostly to build turnpikes. Meanwhile, at least fifty bewilderingly disparate kinds of money were in use, many of them counterfeit: Spanish doubloons and pistoles, Dutch guilders, British pounds, French guineas, and a multitude of state-issued currencies. In 1787, the New York legislature declared all the copper currency in circulation to be officially fake. So many coins had already been clipped or trimmed for fractions of their value that even the simplest transactions often required a pair of scales. All this monetary bedlam tortured travelers and businessmen alike. In parts of the South, receipts for tobacco often substituted for money. In some states, such as New Jersey, travelers were obliged to accept local currency that was worse than worthless everywhere else: someone who bought Jersey money in New York at a 25 percent discount, expecting to profit by it, might well suffer a further discount of 50 percent when he tried to spend it in New Jersey. This “abominable traffic,” raged a French traveler, “makes a science of deceit and teaches a man to live not by honest and useful work but by dishonest and pernicious dealings.”

Public confidence that the new government would be able to cope with all the “confusions, animosity and discord that now seems to dominate in the several States” was shaky at best. “Is there not danger from the imbecility of the national Govt.?” worried Vice President John Adams, who expected fully half the members of Congress to give up and resign within two years. “What has it to attract the hopes or excite the fears of the People? Has it power? Has it Force to protect itself or its Offices? Has it Rewards or Punishments in its power enough to allure or Alarm?”

The First Congress, particularly its first session, was dominated by the diminutive figure of James Madison, who often led the debates and overawed the House of Representatives with his unrivaled command of legislative machinery and by his powers of persuasive argument. Although he held no formal position beyond that of representative from Virginia, his intimacy with Washington and his commanding grasp of the Constitution bestowed on him a tacit authority in shaping the House’s agenda. The office of the House Speaker commanded little authority, and the positions of majority and minority leader would not come into being for generations, no one was surprised that Madison presumed to take the leading role in the House’s deliberations. But Madison was only the first among equals in a diverse and individualistic body. The ninety-five senators and representatives who served in the First Congress were a comparatively youthful lot, mostly in their forties and thirties. A few would prove themselves far from suited to patient deliberation. The workaholic Madison tartly commented, soon after Congress opened, that he saw only “a very scanty proportion who will share in the drudgery of business,” while the impatient, young Fisher Ames of Massachusetts derided “the yawning listlessness” of his colleagues and “their overrefining spirit in relation to trifles”—in other words, their pettifogging small-mindedness. But most were professional political men of talent, experience, and resourcefulness. Most had also served the patriot cause during the Revolutionary War, although a handful were tainted by allegations of wartime Loyalist sympathies.

Roger Sherman had brokered the Constitutional Convention’s Great Compromise, which produced a Senate with equal representation for all states and a House of Representatives where representation was based on the population of the individual states. His Connecticut colleague, Senator Oliver Ellsworth, born poor but later Yale-educated, had served for years in the Continental Congress and would shape the creation of the judicial branch. Senator Richard Henry Lee had occupied public office for forty years, beginning with Virginia’s colonial House of Burgesses, and was regarded as one of the finest orators of the age. Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts, spartan by temperament, radical and republican by conviction, had served in public offices since 1762, signed the Declaration of Independence, and would become one of the most aggressive critics of centralized power. The philanthropic Representative Elias Boudinot of New Jersey, an evangelical Presbyterian, had spent much of his own fortune supplying the patriot army, as well as charitably providing for British prisoners of war, and later served as president of the Confederation Congress. There were plutocrats, such as Senator Robert Morris of Pennsylvania, one of the wealthiest men in America, and agriculturalists such as Senator Ralph Izard of South Carolina, who owned five hundred slaves and forty-three hundred acres of plantation land; there were soldiers such as Representative James Jackson of Georgia, who had fought Indians on the frontier, and men of faith such as Representative Frederick Augustus Muhlenberg of Pennsylvania, who had left the Lutheran ministry to join the Continental Congress and become Speaker of Pennsylvania’s Assembly. Despite their competing interests and personalities, they would perform a feat of collaborative political creativity that has rarely been rivaled.

Political parties in the modern sense didn’t exist. But sharp differences between supporters and opponents of the Constitution had already emerged. Self-described “Federalists,” who held twenty of the twenty-two seats in the Senate, and forty-six of the fifty-nine seats in the House, were committed in differing degrees to entrenching a stronger central government. A significant minority of “Antifederalists”—enough, one Federalist wrote, to “keep [the Constitution’s] friends active and vigilant”—had opposed the Constitution and now sought to curtail the federal government and to preserve as much power as they could for the states. Generally, Antifederalists believed that the national government should be allowed to operate only through the states as distinct independent republics, not directly on individual citizens, and that federal authority should be restricted to a few limited spheres of activity, such as interstate commerce, foreign affairs, high-seas navigation, coinage, and national defense. In agreeing to ratify the Constitution, one Antifederalist essayist, writing as “Federal Farmer” in a series of widely reprinted letters, charged that Americans had been hoodwinked by a cabal of “aristocratical men” who had long schemed to create a “consolidated government” upon the ruins of the states. The new system, Federal Farmer added, “was a dangerous experiment, a disaster waiting to happen,” unless states retained the power to nullify laws they deemed “injurious to the people.” One anonymous New Yorker, remarkable only in his snarling ferocity, denounced the Constitution in the New-York Daily Advertiser as nothing less than a “monarchical, aristocratical, oligarchical, tyrannical, diabolical system of slavery.” Others feared that the consolidation of powers in the presidency would make its occupant “a King as the King of Great Britain, and a King too of the worst kind—an elective King.” The only remedy, most Antifederalists held, was a massive overhaul of the Constitution.

Federalists worried that if opponents of the Constitution succeeded in making the new government subservient to the will of the states, they would destroy the government itself. “We cannot yet consider ourselves in the Harbour of safety,” the former Revolutionary War general Benjamin Lincoln of Massachusetts warned John Adams. Most Federalists considered amendments of any kind a frivolous waste of Congress’s time, and liable, as the grammarian Noah Webster protested, to “sow the seeds of discord from New-Hampshire to Georgia.” Others were scathing, such as an anonymous editorialist in the Freeman’s Journal, a Philadelphia newspaper, who scoffed, “The worship of the ox, the crocodile, and the cat, in ancient time, and the belief in astrology and witchcraft by more modern nations, did not prostrate the human understanding more than the numerous absurdities” proposed as amendments. An equally sarcastic writer to the New-York Daily Gazette declared, “If we must have amendments, I pray for merely amusing ones, a little frothy garnish.”

Despite all the complaints and anxieties, hopes for the new government were high, and popular interest was intense. “All eyes are looking up to Congress for the restoration of the golden age,” a constituent wrote to Elbridge Gerry. In the months that followed, lofty ambitions for sweeping legislation would collide, sometimes violently, with sectional jealousies and commercial self-interest. Personal rivalries would at times trump the public interest. Political fissures within delegations, among states, and between regions would burst their sutures. Among some, doubts about the nation’s survival would grow. Yet the output of the First Congress was prodigious, as it transmuted the Constitution from a paper charter and a set of hopeful aspirations into the machinery of a functioning government.

In its three sessions, the first two in New York and the third in Philadelphia, it would create the Departments of State, War, and Treasury, the Supreme Court, the federal court system, and the first federal criminal code. Congress would debate and pass the first amendments to the Constitution, today known as the Bill of Rights. It would enact a bold agenda of duties and tariffs to create a revenue stream for the federal government and adopt a far-reaching financial plan that rooted the nation’s economic system in capitalist principles. The first national bank of the United States would be launched, the first census begun, and the patent and copyright systems established. Treaty making would be initiated through negotiations with the Indian tribes of the trans-Appalachian west, the site of the nation’s permanent capital would be decided, and the last holdouts among the thirteen original states—North Carolina and Rhode Island—would be brought into the Union, along with Vermont, setting a precedent that new states would be admitted on an equal basis with the old. “In no nation, by no Legislature, was ever so much done in so short a period for the establishment of Government, Order, public Credit and general tranquillity,” John Trumbull, a Hartford lawyer not to be confused with the painter of the same name, would exuberantly write to John Adams after the third session’s close.

It would take months for the other parts of the government to take shape and bring their own political coloration to the dawn of the new system. During the First Congress, however, George Washington, so nervous that his hands shook at his inauguration, would gradually invent the presidency, stretch its powers, pry it away from the domination of Congress, and begin to define the parameters of the office for generations to come. John Adams would woefully fail to shape the vice presidency into an assertive force in the deliberations of the Senate, condemning that office to the diminished status that it retains today. Alexander Hamilton, the first secretary of the treasury, would devise an economic system for the US government and see it enacted by a Congress almost totally unlettered in the principles of economics. Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, a latecomer to New York, would be instrumental in bringing into being the nation’s permanent capital, and—against his own visceral instincts—Hamilton’s financial plan. Henry Knox, the secretary of war, would advocate for peace with the Indians, then call for the nation’s first standing army to wage war against them. Chief Justice John Jay would set the new Supreme Court on its path.

Where would it all lead? “Here are these Americans, launched onto this great sea,” one of the Americans’ most acute and sympathetic foreign observers, the Comte de Moustier, reflected with the almost audible sigh of a world-weary Old World cynic. “These pilots, accustomed to steering small boats with some success on water seldom and little disturbed, will have another notion of the art of governing when they will have weathered the same storms and encountered the same perils that prove formidable even for men more able and experienced than the great politicians of America. They will recognize through experience what distance and what difference lies between theory and practice and that it is just as difficult to know how to exploit a victory as it is to know how to be victorious.” But now, at the birth of a government that was to defy expectations and endure beyond the hopes of even many of its creators, all was thrill and excitement. As Congress assembled that dank and chilly spring of 1789, the world seemed new, and Americans felt in their hearts that they stood at the dawn of a new epoch. “All ranks & degrees of men seemed to be actuated by one common impulse, to fill the galleries as soon as the doors of the House of Representatives were opened for the first time,” recalled an elderly James Kent, who as an enthralled child had watched the Congress’s first stirrings. “I considered it to be a proud & glorious day, the consummation of our wishes; & that I was looking upon an organ of popular will, just beginning to breathe the Breath of Life, & which might in some future age, much more truly than the Roman Senate, be regarded as ‘the refuge of nations.’ ”



CHAPTER 1

An Ocean Always Turbulent
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Our Constitution is like a vessel just launched, and lying at the wharf; it is not known how she will answer her helm, or lay her course; whether she will bear in safety the precious freight to be deposited in her hold.

—Representative James Jackson of Georgia

Winter in the Potomac River Valley was unpredictable. Sheets of icy rain, sleet, and sometimes snow waterlogged much of the farmland around Alexandria and turned the roads into glutinous muck that played havoc with travelers’ schedules. One of those travelers, in late February of 1789, a diminutive figure bundled against the cold, had crossed Virginia from his home near the Blue Ridge Mountains to see a friend who was also the most famous man in America. As he approached George Washington’s Mount Vernon, James Madison would first have noticed the long avenue of broad-boughed, winter-bare oaks, and eventually the stately house itself, porticoed and colonnaded on its bluff overlooking the river. Madison was en route to New York City, to take up his duties in the new Congress that was about to come into being. Mount Vernon was out of his way. A more direct route would have taken him across the Potomac at Georgetown, Maryland, and from there directly to Baltimore. But Washington had summoned him, a trusted protégé who they both knew was likely to play a central role in the great debates that were to come. Denied one of Virginia’s Senate seats by his political opponents, Madison had just won a hard-fought contest against his friend James Monroe for a seat in the House of Representatives. Enemies of the Constitution, who were both passionate and powerful in Virginia, had warned that the election of Madison would produce “rivulets of blood throughout the land.” Fortunately such dire predictions did not come to pass.

Washington wanted help with his inaugural address, which the president-to-be would deliver in April. He had first entrusted the job to his aide David Humphreys, who had delivered a seventy-three-page behemoth of an oration full of policy proposals that expressed Washington’s support for a powerful federal government and an assertive executive. Madison told Washington, in essence, to toss Humphreys’s handiwork: it was too long and tried to say too much. Instead, he urged Washington to speak more simply to a fragile nation that was about to embark on a political experiment whose outcome few could see, and many feared. They dismembered and finally discarded Humphreys’s prolix draft and boiled down what Washington would say to the nation to essential ideas that every American could support. Drafting any address might have seemed like presumption on Washington’s part: he was not yet president. Voting for presidential electors was still taking place in several states—no citizen could cast a vote directly for president—and the results could not be officially declared until Congress met. But since he had no opposition, the outcome was a foregone conclusion.

The two men could hardly have been more dissimilar. At fifty-seven the aging war hero, a giant by the standards of his time, with his great beak of a nose, broad shoulders, and massive thighs that seemed to have been crafted by the Almighty to fit the back of a horse, was a living demigod. During the war, he had exhibited superhuman stoicism through the years of brutal winters, hunger, battlefield defeat, and civilian disaffection. He was also brave to the point of foolhardiness, repeatedly exposing himself to enemy fire; allegedly, at one point during the rout of American troops on Long Island, with a large rock in both hands, he was said to have stormed up to a boat filled with fleeing soldiers and threatened to “sink it to hell” unless the men went back to the fight. Popular writers commonly called him the nation’s “deliverer” and “savior” and occasionally even likened him to Jesus Christ. “O WASHINGTON! How do I love thy name!” declared Ezra Stiles, the president of Yale University, in a widely reprinted sermon. “How have I often adored and blessed thy God, for creating and forming thee the great ornament of human kind! Not all the gold of ophir, nor a world filled with rubies and diamonds, could effect or purchase the sublime and noble feelings of thine heart. Thy fame is of sweeter perfume than arabian spices in the gardens of persia.” His face, which appeared everywhere—on engravings, mezzotints, dinner plates, wall plaques, jugs, and mugs—was probably the only one that was known to virtually every American. Although he had publicly professed “the most unfeigned reluctance” to take on the presidency, Washington was, as one New Englander put it, “the only man which Man, Woman & Child, Whig & Tory, Fed’s and Antifed’s appear to agree in.”

Madison, twenty years Washington’s junior, was respected in political circles for his scholarship and persuasive powers, but not much loved. Sickly and slight—he stood five feet four and weighed only a hundred pounds—and deemed “unmanly” by many of his contemporaries, it seemed as if all his vigor had been sucked into his copious and muscular mind. The wife of one prominent Virginia politician dismissed him as “a gloomy, stiff creature . . . the most unsociable creature in Existence.” The two men had first met in 1781, when Madison was serving in the Continental Congress. Washington immediately recognized the Princeton-educated Madison as a young man of unusual talent. Although his wartime soldiering consisted only of a brief turn in the Virginia militia, his background in government was impressive. He had already served as a member of Virginia’s revolutionary convention, and then—still only in his midtwenties—as a political adviser to Governor Patrick Henry, and to Henry’s successor, Thomas Jefferson. After the war, as a member of the Virginia Assembly, Madison advocated for Washington’s commercial interests in the Potomac Valley and became one of the former general’s closest advisers.

Although Madison spoke in a whispery, often-difficult-to-hear voice, and without oratorical flourish, he consistently impressed those who worked with him with his “most ingenious mind,” and his mastery of parliamentary strategy. He understood, as many of his more emotional colleagues did not, his biographer Richard Brookhiser acutely observed, that “losing a vote was not the same as losing the argument, because if you could then write the guidelines for implementing the decision, you could nudge it in a better direction.” It was a lesson well learned at the Constitutional Convention, where Madison had unsuccessfully proposed, among other things, that the president be chosen by the legislative branch rather than by a popular vote channeled through an electoral college, that Congress be given the power to override state laws, and that the membership of both houses of Congress be based on population. Madison would carry with him to the First Congress a disdain for Pyrrhic moral victories, and a pragmatic determination to make the imperfect machine of government work.

Madison, more than any other man, had convinced the conflicted Washington first to attend the convention, and then to accept its chair. Washington would have preferred to remain at Mount Vernon beneath his “vine and fig tree,” his favorite euphemism for political disengagement, although he well knew that he could not remain so if the convention were to succeed. Though he shared Madison’s anxiety for the country, he feared that he would be accused of selfish ambition if he reentered public life, having so publicly proclaimed his official retirement from it in 1783. Madison, however—he was nothing if not persuasive, everyone agreed—made the case that no other American had the prestige to win nationwide support for a radical overhaul of the hapless Confederation government. Once committed, Washington was unshakable. Jefferson observed of him, “Perhaps the strongest feature in his character was prudence, never acting until every circumstance, every consideration, was maturely weighed; refraining if he saw a doubt, but, when once decided, going through with his purpose whatever obstacles opposed.” As Madison had hoped, Washington’s presence in Philadelphia helped to balance the discontent of those in the convention who felt that it was going too far in reinventing the government.

Madison’s reputation increased during the long campaign for ratification of the Constitution when, as a coauthor of The Federalist (with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay), he had laid out a reasoned case for a powerful central government, arguing that it would not weaken but strengthen personal liberties, and explaining to a doubtful public how its machinery would actually function. He boldly challenged the widely held belief that stable republics could work only in miniature societies, such as Greek city-states or homogeneous American communities. “Latent causes of faction”—that is, individual self-interest—he argued, was “sown in the nature of man,” and because it was inescapable, it had to be accommodated, not denied. This could best be accomplished in an extensive republic whose very diversity would prevent dangerous majorities from riding roughshod over political minorities, where it was less likely that any single party could outnumber and oppress the rest, and that a representative government rather than direct democracy would “refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their country.”

Like many political men at the time, Madison believed that the legislature would long remain the most powerful branch of government, and the most likely to suck “all power into its impetuous vortex.” To restrain the legislature’s greed for power, he maintained that all three branches of government had to be made equally vigorous and endowed with the “means and personal motives to resist encroachments of the others,” to prevent an accumulation of legislative power that would inexorably lead to tyranny. Mere “parchment barriers”—that is, well-meaning sentiments with no force to back them up—would not be enough. Dividing Congress itself into two branches vested with different powers was just a first step. The greater challenge was empowering the two weaker branches of government—the executive and judiciary—to resist legislative dictatorship. To this end, the president had been given a veto to protect the independence of the executive branch, while lifetime tenure for members of the Supreme Court would help insulate the judiciary from political interference. “Ambition must be made to counteract ambition,” he declared, in a famous formulation. “What is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary.”

As election results for the new Congress trickled in from the states—there was no fixed day for elections—the results proved vastly more favorable than Washington, Madison, and their fellow supporters of the new Constitution had hoped. Federalists had won overwhelming majorities in both houses of Congress. Americans, in Washington’s opinion, had shown good sense, but the future remained fraught with risk. It might not take much to unravel the tentative fabric of a nation that had been rewoven at the Constitutional Convention less than two years earlier. “Some unforeseen mischance,” Washington worried, could still “blast [our] enjoyment in the very bud.”

The pressure on Washington was immense, and public expectations so high that he could never fully satisfy them, he knew. The president-to-be had received any number of importunate pleas from men such as John Armstrong Jr., a former member of the Continental Congress, who had begged him “to yield your services to the providential voice of God expressed in the voice of your country.” (Armstrong may have been one of the less convincing voices, however: In 1783, he had been a central figure in the so-called Newburgh Conspiracy, which toyed with the idea of a military coup against the Congress.) So many conflicting worries tore at Washington, both political and personal: the unrest on the frontier and the financial instability in the states, the resurgence of the Constitution’s opponents in Virginia, the planting schedules for his next season’s crops of wheat and rye, the challenge of managing the remote lands he owned in the West, the declining health of his eighty-year-old mother, who was dying of cancer at Fredericksburg. And now he was about to shoulder the unprecedented burdens of the presidency. To his neighbor Samuel Vaughn he confessed, as he doubtless did to Madison, “The event which I have long dreaded, I am at last constrained to believe, is now likely to happen. From the moment, when the necessity had become more apparent, & as it were inevitable, I anticipated in a heart filled with distress, the ten thousand embarrassments, perplexities & troubles to which I must again be exposed in the evening of a life, already near consumed in public cares.”

What was left of the old Confederation government was scheduled to cease functioning on March 3, and the new Congress to begin on March 4. But continuing wretched weather slowed Madison’s northward progress to a crawl. From Baltimore, he wrote Washington the happy news, reported to him by a courier from Georgia, that Federalists had triumphed in that state’s elections, too: “All the Candidates I understand are well affected to the Constitution.” But Madison’s spirits sank a few days later at Philadelphia, when a traveler from New York told him that only a handful of senators and congressmen had arrived there, and that neither New Jersey nor New York had even completed their elections. (The traveler, a planter whom Madison trusted, also delivered the ominous news that British agents were active in the trans-Appalachian Kentucky district of Virginia, agitating against the American government, a development that Madison knew would have to be dealt with.) Much more worried Madison as well during the long, muddy journey to New York: the country’s chaotic financial state . . . the angry veterans who everywhere were demanding back pay . . . the divisive debate raging over the site for a permanent federal capital . . . the numerous amendments that roiling popular conventions had demanded be made to the Constitution, which might well undo all the work that Madison had done. He also knew that popular hopes for the new government were unrealistically high. “The people,” wrote one Massachusetts voter, “are on tiptoe in their expectation from Congress, we expect more than Angells can do from your Body.”

From all over the eleven states that had approved the Constitution, newly elected members of Congress were heading, if glacially, toward New York. None of them knew with confidence whether they could rise to the demands of a new, untested government whose machinery they would have to invent as they went along. “Leaving my domestick peace and hapiness and plungeing into the Ocean of Publick Business, Politicks, and Etiquette is unaccountable even to Myself But the fates will have it so,” sighed Senator John Langdon of New Hampshire. Fisher Ames of Boston was so nervous at taking his seat in the House that it seemed like a kind of death. “I am about to leave and renounce this world and go to New York and must so far settle my worldly affairs as to be in a degree prepared for my future state (a state of terror and uncertainty to me),” he confided to a friend. One of Ames’s traveling companions, the much more experienced Elbridge Gerry, hardly knew what to expect either. He had been one of only three members of the Constitutional Convention who refused to sign the final document, and the sneering ridicule he had endured ever since left him depressed and discouraged. “You are now launching into the Ocean of Politics, an ocean always turbulent,” a supporter gently advised him. “I wish your habits & Experience may preserve you from Seasickness while the rectitude of your mind may lead you to stem the rolling Billows.”

New York City, in 1789, occupied only the southern tip of Manhattan Island and still bore the visible ravages of the seven-year British occupation during the Revolutionary War. There was no New Yorker who didn’t remember the overcrowding and starvation, the shortages, the streets torn up to build defensive works, the charred swathes of the city leveled by fire, the pathetic tent colonies of refugees, the harsh reprisals against rebels, the winters without firewood when the poor were found dead in their hovels at dawn. Even now, disintegrating forts and redoubts still punctuated the island’s rural landscape, while across the East River the bones of American soldiers killed during the 1776 battle for Long Island lay yellowing in plain sight.

As recently as June 1787, a visitor returning from several years in France had found the city still “in a state of prostration and decay.” Now, however, the city was roaring back to life. Everywhere, workmen were flattening hills, filling out the shoreline to create a new waterfront, erecting new houses, cutting new streets, constructing new docks. Business was thriving, trade on the rise, and the harbor a forest of tall-masted sailing ships from around the world. Although New York was the nation’s second city, with few buildings that rose higher than three stories, for the many members of Congress who hailed from rural areas, it was phantasmagorically cosmopolitan. Its doglegged lanes teemed with Hudson Valley Dutchmen, sailing men from the coast of New England, Jews and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Germans, frontiersmen from the backcountry of western New York, visiting Iroquois tribesmen, free blacks, slaves, and indentured white servants, who—like the enslaved—were forbidden to buy or sell, gamble or marry, or travel more than ten miles from their master’s home. The city’s newspapers were unfettered and combative. At the Merchant’s Coffee House at Wall and Water Streets, one might glimpse the politically potent young lawyers Aaron Burr or Alexander Hamilton amid the crowd of speculators, shipowners, importers, and traders in everything from real estate to slaves. In the surrounding business district, between Broadway and the East River docks, you could find whip makers and wigmakers, refiners of spermaceti and vendors of “nernous essence” for toothache, nurseries selling potted oleander and Arabian jasmine, retailers of tinderboxes, sleigh bells, quills, knee buckles, imported wines and liquors, publishers and printers, dancing masters to teach the latest European steps, and musicians such as the master “klokkenist and componist” Mr. Van Hagen willing to take on students. Even the city gallows was an astonishment, enshrined within a gaudily painted Chinese-style pagoda, next to the whipping post and stocks.

The city’s leading physician, the boosterish Samuel Bard, might gush over the city’s healthful location, surrounded by luxuriant farmland and blessed with “sweetening and salubrifying air.” But many members of Congress were appalled by the ubiquitous filth. The stink of rotting garbage was pervasive, while laundresses scrubbed the city’s linen on the shores of the Collect, a body of water near the present-day courthouses, both state and federal, where tanners dumped their chemicals amid floating effluvia that included dead cats and dogs, and rotting offal. Congressman John Page of Virginia disgustedly observed, “The Streets here are badly paved, very dirty & narrow as well as crooked, & filled up with a Strange Variety of wooden Stone & brick Houses & full of Hogs & mud.” And excrement. The poor simply dumped their chamber pots in the gutters, leaving it to rain and battalions of roaming, rooting hogs to deal with it. For the wealthy, sanitation (such as it was) devolved upon slaves: long lines of them could be seen in the dawn light trudging toward the river with tubs of plutocratic “night soil” on their heads.

Unfazed by such noisome realities, the pious Senator Oliver Ellsworth of Connecticut found New York reassuringly religion-minded, and well regulated. There were bans against sawing wood on the sidewalk, planting trees south of the Collect except in front of churches, and driving water carts any faster than a walk. Swearing was punishable by a fine of three shillings or imprisonment in the stocks; churches were plentiful and their pews were well filled. “And what has added to my pleasure,” Ellsworth wrote to his wife, Abigail, “has been the great decence & appearance of devotion with which divine service is attended. Instead of gazing, whispering & laughing, most of the Ladies, & many of the Gentlemen kneel at prayers on . . . benches in their seats with their heads inclined so as to conceal their faces.” Ellsworth apparently never noticed the whorehouses that jammed the lanes behind the docks just a few minutes’ stroll from his rooming house.

In contrast to the inhabitants of Quakery Philadelphia and straitlaced Boston, New Yorkers prided themselves on their taste for fashion. Women wore spectacular dresses luxuriantly displayed over hoops that were flattened fore and aft and stood out two feet on either side. Hairstyles were architectural confections that rose a foot or more in height and were festooned with lace and flowers. Congressional wives were dazzled by the array of fabrics available in local stores: lawns, chintzes, calicos, palampoors, fustians, dimities, armozeens, taffities, crepes, velvets, bombazeens, osnaburgs, ticklenburgs, shalloons, fearnaughts, and dozens of others that were unheard of in the backcountry of New Hampshire or Georgia. Puritanical Yankees were shocked at the bursting bodices of the local women, which they considered intolerably decadent, not to mention the outrageous behavior of the French ambassador, who affected American homespun clothing but lived openly in his embassy with a mistress who was also his sister-in-law. Others were offended by New Yorkers’ overly refined manners and incessant socializing. “The Tyrant Custom” particularly annoyed the austere Presbyterian sensibilities of Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania, who sneered at women who accoutered themselves with “a bunch of Bosom and bulk of Cotton that never was warranted by any feminine appearance in nature” and walked bent forward at the middle “as if some disagreeable disorder prevented them from standing erect.”

Maclay detested not only New York’s inhabitants, congestion, dissipation, and outlandish prices, but even Federal Hall, which he derided as a waste of money, the epitome of New York ostentation, and no better than a “Great Baby House.” (This was a play on words: L’Enfant’s name meant “child.”) “With so many windows and doors, and corners and loop holes . . . all your Honorable Body may play bo-peep, hide and seek, or anything else, for a whole twelve-month in it, without being found out,” he wrote anonymously in the Federal Gazette. The majority of arriving legislators, however, were amazed at the hall’s harmonious redesign and elegant, up-to-date interiors. The facade included an arcade in the Tuscan style, while inside, the lofty vestibule was flagged with marble and led to an atrium roofed with a glass cupola that bathed the first-floor lobby in light. The octagonal House chamber, where many of the most dramatic debates would take place, was widely regarded as a masterpiece. This fifty-by-seventy-foot “representatives’ apartment,” as it was often called, rose two stories and was amply lit by six tall windows, three on each side, and embellished with fluted, Ionic columns arranged throughout the room. The members’ desks and chairs—each covered in blue damask that matched the curtains—formed a semicircle. The smaller upstairs Senate chamber—forty feet square and fifteen feet high—was adorned with graceful pilasters whose capitals had been designed by L’Enfant, and a light blue ceiling from which a sun and thirteen stars radiated over the senators. The oversize chair—some meaningfully referred to it as a “throne”—of the presiding officer, the vice president, was elevated three feet above the floor beneath a draped canopy of crimson damask. Only the House chamber provided galleries for spectators, who flocked in great numbers to hear debates that were regarded as great public entertainment; the deliberations of the self-consciously elitist Senate would not be open to the public until 1795.

On the evening of March 3, while Madison was still on the miry road from Virginia, the old Confederation was officially “fired out” by thirteen cannon posted at Fort George, at the foot of Broadway. Crowed one newspaper, “The Copartnership of Anarchy and Antifederalism being dissolved by the death of the concerned, the firm ceases to be.” At sunrise the next day, eleven guns—one for each of the states that had approved the Constitution—boomed out again across the New York harbor, along with more joyous tolling of bells. “The old government has gently fallen asleep, and the new one is waking into activity,” optimistically wrote Representative George Thatcher, who was a member of both. Church bells rang and rang, flags waved, crowds cheered in an atmosphere of uninhibited joy. The fourth of March 1789, predicted Pennsylvania senator and merchant prince Robert Morris, “will no doubt be hereafter Celebrated as a New Era in the Annals of the World.”

Morris had crossed the Hudson from New Jersey that morning, just in time to watch the national flag hoisted atop Federal Hall, and to mingle with the rejoicing mobs of citizenry. He had good reason to celebrate. He had done more than most men to bring the new nation into being during the Revolutionary War. As superintendent of finance for the Confederation Congress, he had almost single-handedly saved the revolutionary government from collapse by underwriting its expenses with his personal fortune. As a staunch Federalist he had high hopes for the new government. But he was also a hardheaded businessman and no sentimentalist. That morning on the streets of Manhattan, he saw further than many, if not most, of his euphoric compatriots. No matter how hard Congress struggled to do its duty, he wrote to his wife, Molly, “The Public’s expectation seems to be so highly wound up that I think disappointment must inevitably follow after a while. But you know well how impossible it is for Public measures to keep pace with the sanguine desires of the interested, the ignorant, and the inconsiderate parts of the Community.”



CHAPTER 2

The Fostering Hand of Government

[image: image]

I never felt greater Mortification in my life to be so long here with the Eyes of all the World on Us & to do nothing.

—Senator William Maclay, March 1789

The guns boomed again at noon on March 4 to signal the opening of Congress. Senators and congressmen gathered in the glamorous chambers that Peter L’Enfant was building for them only to discover to their deep embarrassment that both houses fell far short of the quorum required to do business. Only eight senators had shown up, and only thirteen representatives, all but two of them from just three states, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania. When James Madison finally reached New York on March 14, he found that only two more congressmen and no additional senators had arrived. “When a Quorum will be made up in either House, rests on vague conjecture,” he fumed in a letter to Washington. Without quorums the new government didn’t really exist. The ballots for president and vice president couldn’t be counted. No legislation could take place. Courts couldn’t be created. Revenues couldn’t be raised. “This is a very mortifying situation,” Fisher Ames wrote to a friend in Massachusetts. “We lose spirit, credit, everything. The public will forget the government before it is born.”

Governor John Sullivan of New Hampshire, who complained that “our Spirit of Electioneering is dirty like the weather of the Season,” was just one of many observers who shook their heads in dismay at the political mess. New York’s senatorial election was paralyzed by a standoff between the Federalist-controlled state Senate and the Antifederalist Assembly: it would be months before the state had any representation in the Senate. In western Massachusetts, one congressional district was engaged in its fifth runoff election, with no end in sight. In South Carolina, a defeated candidate for the Charleston seat was challenging the victor, William Loughton Smith, who had remained safe in England and Europe during the Revolutionary War. And in New Jersey, conflict between two competing slates of delegates threatened to delay the seating of its representatives as well. Reportedly, one Congress member was busy running his gristmill, another was doing spring planting, a third fitting out his fishing vessels. Still others seemed more preoccupied with personal than with public affairs. “One of the Delaware Senators is engaged—in business!” gasped Fisher Ames, adding gloomily, “So much is to be done by so few, and those few are not all competent to do it.”

But mostly the missing members blamed bad weather, bad health, bad roads, and bad luck for their absence. Theodorick Bland of Virginia had been “shipwrecked & landwrecked, mired, fatigued with walking &c. &c” and was recovering at George Mason’s estate on the Potomac, having completed less than a third of the trip. Representative Samuel Livermore of New Hampshire was stuck at home “seized with a Chollick.” Overland travel from Boston meant a six-day journey by sleigh “tumbling from one rock to another riding over the Ice for miles down a river & pushed in a wherry across another,” or packed on springless benches in a stagecoach in which shoemakers and statesmen, preachers and peddlers, men and women, all jostled together with egalitarian abandon, through territory that was, though long settled, almost completely unmapped. (The country’s first atlas would not be published until 1790 and would describe only about one thousand miles of road between Albany, New York, and Yorktown, Virginia.) When currents, skippers, and weather cooperated, sea travel could be more comfortable, but shipwrecks were not unusual, and drownings were common even on crossings of the Hudson River from New Jersey to Manhattan. When Pennsylvania senator Robert Morris reached the New Jersey shore opposite Manhattan, “the wind blew so hard, the Evening so dark & Fogg so Thick,” he wrote to his wife, that he dared not risk a nighttime crossing.

The absent were begged, badgered and cajoled, with only middling success. “What must the world think of us,” Charles Thomson, the lame-duck secretary of the Confederation Congress, wrote to laggard Senator George Read of Delaware, who by the third week in March still had not left his home: “As a friend, [I] entreat you to lay aside all lesser concerns & private business and come on immediately. Those who feel for the honor and are solicitous for the happiness of this country are pained to the heart, while those who are averse to the new constitution and those who are unfriendly to the liberty & consequently to the happiness and prosperity of this country, exult at our languor.”

What government there was during those pathetic weeks pretty much devolved upon Thomson, who had held his post since 1774 and expected to be named to a post in the new administration. There was also John Jay, who ran the Confederation’s Department of Foreign Affairs from his law office, and Henry Knox, who presided over the War Department from rented rooms at a Water Street tavern. The Comte de Moustier was amused by the absurdity of the situation. Americans, he wrote to a superior in France, defensively blamed everything on the weather. But, he opined, the members of the new Congress, like their predecessors, “suffer from the general indifference toward public service when it comes to actually doing their part.” The new Congress, he felt sure, would prove no more capable of governing than the old one and would surely need foreign protection to survive. If France didn’t step in with “guidance,” England surely would, he predicted.

Such anxieties nagged relentlessly at the members of Congress as, day after day, they trooped to Federal Hall hoping for the sight of new faces. Meanwhile, they marked time. Wherever they gathered, in taverns and coffeehouses, or during long walks through the fields outside the city, they schemed less about the immediate affairs of state than about the more than two dozen competing sites for the nation’s permanent seat of government, from Alexandria, Virginia, to the Bronx. Whatever state won could expect to exert outsize influence over federal patronage, and over the government itself. New Yorkers, having just spent a fortune to renovate Federal Hall, wanted to keep the government right where it was. Virginians dreamed of a capital on the Potomac, Marylanders of Baltimore, Jerseymen of the Delaware River near Trenton. The well-organized Pennsylvanians were fiercely determined to establish the seat of government at “a more Centrical Situation,” either adjacent to Philadelphia or on the Susquehanna River. “Pennsylvania will obtain her wishes especially, if we remain to appearance passive, and let the matter be brought on by some of the other States,” Representative John Peter Muhlenberg, a Revolutionary War hero and the brother of fellow Representative Frederick Muhlenberg, cautioned. The Philadelphians were certain that if they snagged the temporary capital for their city, with its reliable Federalists, its libraries, printers, and scientific societies, Congress would never want to leave. The caballing Keystoners hatched a plan to call for an immediate adjournment of Congress as soon as the president’s election was announced, then to meet again in Philadelphia to proceed to business. But others were well aware of what the Pennsylvanians were up to and were determined to resist. By April, the Pennsylvanians had to face the fact that their numerous rivals had no intention of allowing an adjournment. “You can scarce conceive the rancor and Malevolence that is uttered against Pennsylvania in this place,” remarked Pennsylvania senator William Maclay, whose diary is the only detailed record of what took place in the Senate during the First Congress. (In keeping with the Senate’s principle that its debates remain closed, senators were explicitly directed not to keep notes. Maclay ignored these instructions.)

On the snowy morning of April 1, the House of Representatives at last mustered a quorum. With the House chamber still under construction, the twenty-nine members on hand crowded into a conference room to begin—four weeks late and still many members short, in an atmosphere redolent of hope and fear, fierce determination and repressed sectional jealousy—to transact the first business of the United States under the Constitution. “The eyes of the people are upon you,” a constituent warned George Thatcher of Massachusetts. “We look up to you, and wait for those measures which will bless and rejoice us, or fill us with pain and despair.” (“Woe betide you all if you do not make us all compleatly happy,” another citizen warned Representative Benjamin Goodhue of Massachusetts.)

The House’s first order of business, on April 1, was the election of the corpulent Frederick Muhlenberg of Pennsylvania to the largely ceremonial post of Speaker. William Duer, who as a boy hurried after school to listen to the debates, years later vividly recalled Muhlenberg’s powdered head, brown coat, and brass buttons, reminiscing that “his voice and manner were indeed well enough, but yet it seems to me that he wanted both ease and dignity.” The job had almost nothing in common with today’s powerful, agenda-setting speakership. Muhlenberg’s main duties were to ensure decorum and to serve as the initial arbiter for questions involving parliamentary order. In accordance with the rules of procedure, the Speaker rarely participated in debate and was so infrequently permitted to vote, mainly just to break ties, which occurred only five times during the First Congress, that a nasty bit of doggerel had it that

Fred Augustus, God bless his red nose and fat head

Has little more influence than a Speaker of Lead.

The vacuum of institutionalized leadership in the House was what would permit, almost require, Madison to seize the legislative initiative so vigorously in the coming days.

The Speaker was responsible for assigning members to committees, however. These collectively bore no more resemblance to the highly structured system of today than did the speakership. Apart from the Committee on Elections and later Ways and Means, the body’s first standing committees, House committees—about 150 were created during the First Congress—were generally appointed ad hoc to review individual pieces of legislation and summarize them. They rarely included more than a few members, carefully selected by Muhlenberg to incorporate differing points of view, and their existence usually expired upon the delivery of their report. The Senate was so small—just twenty members in the spring of 1789, and twenty-six at the close of the First Congress—that committees were often dispensed with altogether and legislation simply discussed by the entire body as a “committee of the whole.” (The Senate’s first standing committee would not be formed until 1816.)

Four days after Muhlenberg’s election, on April 5, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia arrived in New York to make a quorum in the Senate. The celebratory cannon were long silent, the cheering long gone, but at last Congress was able to sit down to work.

Both houses required all members of the federal and state governments, elected and appointed, to take an oath to uphold the Constitution, whatever their politics or sentiments. This might seem merely a bit of political housekeeping, but many Americans, several state governments, the governors of New York, Massachusetts, and Virginia, and a significant minority of members of Congress had once opposed the Constitution, sometimes quite violently. As Congress opened, no one could be sure if these Antifederalists would attempt to subvert the government from within, as a political fifth column, who without such an oath would be free to carry out any sort of political mischief. All those who wished the new government well were relieved when the oaths were made without incident.

The next order of business was the counting of the electoral ballots for president and vice president. As expected, they were unanimous for George Washington. The votes for vice president were another story. They were, in Madison’s words, “sufficient to give John Adams the second dignity,” but only by a plurality. To Washington’s sixty-nine, Adams received just thirty-four, a splintered result that greatly embarrassed a man whose amour propre was easily wounded; the remaining votes were scattered among ten losing candidates, including Foreign Minister John Jay, Governor George Clinton of New York, Governor John Hancock of Massachusetts, the eminent South Carolina politician John Rutledge, and others. “Is not my Election to this Office, in the scurvy manner in which it was done, a curse rather than a Blessing?” Adams demanded, adding that with respect to his native New England “a greater Insult was never offered to a People than the Manuvere by which she was horse jockeyed in the late election of the Vice President.” He never forgave Alexander Hamilton, who had helped stage-manage the electoral vote to diminish Adams’s numbers. Hamilton held no office as yet, but he exerted considerable influence among northern Federalists. He harbored no ill feeling toward Adams, with whom he shared many views, but he doubted that Adams possessed the personal skills to knit together the still fractious country and feared that if any votes were withheld from Washington, Adams might wind up being elected president by a fluke; until the Twelfth Amendment, in 1804, votes were cast only for president, and the runner-up became vice president. Hamilton personally asked at least seven northeastern electors to hold their votes back from Adams, to guarantee Washington’s election.

The son of a farmer and church deacon, Adams was born in 1735, educated at Harvard, a lawyer by training, and already famous as early as 1774 for defending British soldiers for shooting civilians in the so-called Boston Massacre. He was a voracious and sophisticated reader, deeply introspective, and given to relentless self-criticism. He was also startlingly outspoken for an age that prized self-control over self-expression, passionate, quarrelsome, censorious, fiercely independent, and notoriously thin-skinned, a challenging combination. Of him, biographer Joseph J. Ellis acutely wrote, “He was riven by insecurity and self-doubt, not in the sense of doubting his talent or intelligence, but in the sense of requiring incessant assurance that what he knew to be his considerable gifts would be given to a cause larger than himself.” He was an ardent and superhumanly energetic member of the Continental Congress, where he was quickly acknowledged as one of its most effective leaders, “the first man in the House,” in the words of Benjamin Rush. Adams early recognized that war with England was inevitable and was thereafter a tireless advocate for independence, when many other leading Americans equivocated or hoped for a peaceful alternative. In 1776, it was Adams who rose to ringingly proclaim “that these United Colonies are, and of right, ought to be free and independent states . . . and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is and ought to be totally dissolved.” He authored the Declaration of Rights and Grievances, denying Parliament’s authority over the colonies, successfully advocated for republican governments for the states, and chaired the committee charged with drafting the Declaration of Independence, as well as the Board of War and Ordnance—“in effect, a one-man war department,” in Ellis’s words—during the Revolutionary War. He was probably the most subtle political thinker of the founding generation.

Yet it often seemed that Adams set out deliberately to make himself unpopular, and he usually succeeded. As a diplomat in Paris, his prickliness and lack of finesse irritated both Benjamin Franklin and the French. Later, as the first American minister to England, he acquired an enthusiasm for British forms that would not go down well with the many ardent republicans of the First Congress, where he unhelpfully insisted on referring to the presidency as the “monarchical” branch of government, the Senate as “aristocratical,” and the House as “democratical.” The Comte de Moustier, who had little fondness for Adams personally and less for his pro-British sentiments, cuttingly reported to the French foreign ministry of the vice president–elect, “Thus it is that small talents mustered and employed with perseverance often elevate an ordinary man, who possesses the art of self-promotion and sometimes the impudence to make use of it for himself above men who are superior to him in talent; in virtue; in merit of all kinds.”

However, no other New Englander was more honored and admired in his native region than Adams, and none other had achieved such international renown. Nor had any other New Englander seriously been considered for the vice presidency. (John Hancock, though widely respected, was an Antifederalist and never a serious competitor.) While many Americans, at least initially, considered Adams the perfect “ticket-balancer” for Virginia’s George Washington, the new vice presidency was not so well tailored to Adams the man. As David McCullough has put it, “Action had been his métier, advocacy his strength, and the vice presidency offered opportunity for neither.” Crowds in every Yankee town through which he passed lined the roadside to cheer him on his journey by coach from Massachusetts to New York. But his shortcomings would do much to mold the lasting disdain of Americans for their country’s second-highest office.

Charles Thomson was dispatched posthaste to Virginia to announce to Washington that he was now officially the first president of the United States. Thomson, desperate for a federal job, must have relished the prospect of several days in the company of the great man. He reached Mount Vernon on April 14, having overcome “tempestuous weather, bad roads, and many large rivers,” after an eight-day journey from New York. Perhaps standing formally face-to-face with Thomson in Washington’s office, Washington delivered a formal statement that, historian Kenneth R. Bowling has wryly written, had been “conveniently waiting in his pocket” for some time: “Whatever may have been my private feelings and sentiments, I believe I cannot give a greater evidence of my sensibility for the honor [the two houses of Congress] have done me by accepting the appointment.”

Washington’s modesty was calculated, but not insincere. He was by no means sure that he possessed the skill to do what was expected of him—not just to fill, but to create, an office that had never before existed, and to tame, if he could, the roiling political seas in which, he feared, the entire national enterprise might easily sink. (Under the Confederation, the chief officer of Congress was known as its “president,” but Washington was the first president of the United States as a nation.) For months the prospect of election had worried him. The long delay in the opening of Congress now felt to him like a “reprieve,” he wrote to Henry Knox. “I can assure you that my movements to the chair of Government will be accompanied with feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of his execution: so unwilling am I, in the evening of a life nearly consumed in public cares, to quit a peaceful abode for an Ocean of difficulties.”

His finances depleted by two years of poor crops, he was compelled, humiliatingly, to borrow six hundred pounds to pay for the trip north. A thousand tasks had to be completed before he could leave. Rents had to be collected from tenants, flour casked for shipment, livestock fed, manure sprinkled, tobacco hills allotted to each farm, grass seeds sown, bricks made, slaves dispatched to dig ditches, fill gullies, mend fences, and sow timothy before the next storm dumped more rain onto the soggy land. What lay in store for him in New York was likely to prove much harder, he suspected. The work before him would require infinite prudence, conciliation, and delicacy, as well as firmness. He could only hope and pray that he was up to the task. “I walk on untrodden ground,” he later wrote to a British well-wisher, Catherine Macaulay Graham. “There is scarcely any action [I may take] whose motives may not be subject to double interpretation. There is scarcely any part of my conduct which may not hereafter be drawn into precedent.” He added, with a sincerity born from deep and anxious introspection, “All see, and most admire, the glare which hovers around the trappings of elevated Office. To me, there is nothing in it, beyond the lustre which may be reflected from its connection with a power of promoting human felicity.”

In New York, Fisher Ames was taking stock of his colleagues. The strikingly handsome, Harvard-educated son of a tavern keeper and almanac writer was regarded as a prodigy for having defeated, by just eleven votes, the aging revolutionary Samuel Adams for Boston’s seat in the House of Representatives. He would quickly gain a reputation as the House’s most elegant orator. Rather to his surprise, Ames felt unawed by luminaries such as Robert Morris, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, and Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, all of whom proved to be appealingly republican in their manners, dress, and speech. But most of his new colleagues, he discovered, fell far short of the “demi-gods and Roman senators” he had anticipated. To a Harvard classmate, he wrote, “I felt chagrined at the yawning listlessness of many here, in regard to the great objects of the government; their liableness to the impression of arguments ad populum; their state prejudices; their overrefining spirit in relation to trifles; their Attachment to some very distressing formalities in doing business, and which will be a curse to all despatch and spirit in transacting it. I was sorry to see that the picture I had drawn was so much bigger and fairer than the life.” Yet, he conceded, “There are many who have experience, the virtues of the heart, and the habits of business,” experienced men, “sober, solid folks,” who were not “for the most part” men of intrigue.

Ames was most acutely disappointed in James Madison. “Before I came, I was cautioned against pinning my faith on any man’s sleeve. I was afraid of it, for I think I am not apt to resist the influence of those whom I esteem. But I see in Madison, with his great knowledge and merit, so much error, and some of it so very unaccountable, and tending to so much mischief.” Madison possessed sound judgment, “which perceives truth with great clearness, and can trace it through the mazes of debate, without losing it,” a rare enough talent, and the foundation of his persuasiveness, Ames conceded. “What a man understands clearly, and has viewed in every different point of light, he will explain to the admiration of others, who have not thought of it at all, or but little, and who will pay in praise for the pains he saves them. Upon the whole, he is an useful, respectable, worthy man.” Having thus lauded Madison, Ames launched a less flattering parting shot: “Let me add, without meaning to detract, that he is too much attached to his theories, for a politician. He adopts his maxims as he finds them in books, and with too little regard to the actual state of things.” Few credited him with the toughness to be an effective leader. To many, he seemed “too meek to govern,” too soft-spoken, and lacking “that strength of nerves which will enable him to set at defiance popular and factious clamors.” Nevertheless, he immediately plunged the House into urgent and divisive debate over the critical dearth of national revenue.

The Constitution had given Congress the authority to raise revenue, but little guidance on how to do it. Without income, public credit could not be established, and the costs of government could not be met. Although direct taxes were common in several of the states, such taxation by the federal government was anathema to citizens who had fought a revolution in no small part against the king’s aggressive tax collectors. But without revenue to sustain itself the new government would be no more than a sad joke that would justify the scoffing of Europeans such as Moustier. The most politically viable approach was to levy tariffs on imports and fees on ships, but this posed all kinds of knotty political challenges.

If duties were to be enacted, Madison and his allies knew, it must be done quickly. Otherwise, the government stood to lose a fortune in potential revenue, since the spring shipping season was already under way, and cargo ships were flocking to American ports. Secretary of War Henry Knox estimated that the country was facing a loss of $300,000 unless it could enact import duties on the cargoes arriving in American harbors. This was no abstraction. Members of Congress had only to walk three blocks to the East River waterfront to see the forest of masts rising from some of the eleven hundred seagoing vessels that would enter the port of New York in 1789. The future held even greater promise: the first ship to fly the American flag on the Ganges was even now on its way back to New York, while the recent opening of trade with China unfolded the prospect of vast new Asian markets for exports. Even the Ottoman Empire would soon become a prime market for southern rice, Ralph Izard of South Carolina was telling his fellow senators—if the Barbary pirates could be driven from the Mediterranean, where they were wreaking havoc on American commerce.

On April 9, Madison rose to deliver his first major address to the House of Representatives in its elegant octagonal chamber. From their arc of desks, congressmen leaned forward, straining to hear his tiny voice as he declared that “the union, having recovered from the state of imbecility that heretofore prevented a performance of its duty,” now had to act decisively. The plight of the treasury was steadily worsening. “Every gentleman sees the prospect of our harvest [from potential taxes] from the spring importations is daily vanishing; and if [Congress] delay levying and collecting an impost there will be no importations of any consequence on which the law is to operate because, by that time all the spring vessels will have arrived and unloaded.”

He proposed four bills. They had two broad goals: to raise revenue, and to encourage nascent American manufactures, commerce, and navigation. The first bill would levy a general 5 percent tariff (or impost), with higher duties on commodities including West Indian molasses, salt, liquors, teas, pepper, sugar, cocoa and coffee, hemp and cordage, silk shoes, tin, brass, wool, rawhide, and many other items. The second would levy a tonnage fee on all ships in which goods were imported, ranging from a modest six cents per ton on ships owned wholly by Americans, to thirty cents per ton on ships belonging to the subjects of countries with which the United States had signed a commercial treaty, to fifty cents per ton on ships owned by citizens of other powers, most significantly Britain, whose ships carried more American trade than all other foreign countries combined. The third bill would establish tariff collection districts at ports of entry and provide for collectors, surveyors, naval officers—the foundation for both the federal bureaucracy and the patronage system. The fourth bill would assume federal control of all lighthouses, beacons, and buoys. Although such revenue sources were familiar in several states, “it is only against their establishment by the general government that the public outcry is raised,” observed Moustier, for they required states for the first time to yield jurisdiction over tax collection and parts of their territory to the federal government.

To enact the bills would require all the persuasive power that Madison could muster. Commerce, he declared, “ought to be as free as the policy of nations will permit,” in principle. But there had to be exceptions. If the United States left her ports completely free and made no distinction—or “discrimination,” in the language of the time—between American- and foreign-owned vessels, American shipping would suffer grievously, to the detriment of the entire country. The imposition of high fees on foreign carriers would, however, bring multiple benefits. It would enable American producers to ship their goods more cheaply, in turn fostering the development of embryonic national industries and protecting the jobs of thousands of workers. The corollary: without “the fostering hand” of government, Madison argued, whole industries would likely perish from cheaper foreign competition.

Madison repeatedly tried to make clear that England was his primary target. (More than one-third of all the ships arriving in New York alone that year would be English owned, and many more were owned by British-American partnerships.) He argued that far too much of the nation’s trade was transacted through British merchants and in British ships. “That nation is in possession of a much greater proportion of our trade than she is naturally intitled to,” he declared.

Almost as soon as Madison finished speaking, opposing sectional and commercial interests clamorously collided. New Englanders called for heavy duties on all foreign-owned shipping, while southerners, who manufactured little and imported much, rejected any duties at all, asserting that this proposal would hit the South disproportionately hard. One South Carolinian congressman asserted, for instance, that a salt tax would discriminate unfairly against the southern poor since the poor consumed more salted food than the wealthy, and the measure would therefore “operate as a poll tax, the most odious of all taxes.” Some New Englanders felt that discrimination against British ships would antagonize their best customers, and perhaps even lead to a commercial war. New Yorkers, the most ardent free traders, protested any form of discrimination against foreign ships, asserting that merchants should be left alone “like the industrious bee to gather from the choicest flower the greatest abundance of commercial sweets.”

The bills posed many confusing questions, with implications that reached beyond the simple rules of trade. Could such laws be enforced? Would enforcement be handed over to the states? Would state judges instantly be transformed into federal ones, entitled to permanent jobs and salaries? To succeed, the cooperation of merchants was essential—but could they be trusted? Wouldn’t high duties spur an epidemic of smuggling and evasion? And what about Rhode Island and North Carolina, which had rejected the Constitution? How could the law be enforced against them? “It is to be feared that it will produce more frauds than money,” worried Fisher Ames, who confessed that he was “not an adept in the mysteries of finance.” The whole business, he feared, was a “mere experiment,” a leap in the dark.

Moralists further complicated the debate. Rum, declared Pennsylvania representative Thomas Fitzsimons, was “not an article of necessity, but on the contrary of luxury, and luxury of a most pernicious kind.” He added, “If we could lay the duty so high as to lessen the consumption in any degree the better.” James Jackson of Georgia retorted sarcastically that Yankee rum was “five hundred times” worse than any imported rum, and that if certain members really cared about the public welfare, they ought to start by destroying all their own distilleries first. Soon, Fitzsimons reported, the impost “has so intirely occupied us that little else has been thot of.”

Debate went on for days over a proposed eight-cent tax on molasses. Members from Massachusetts forcefully insisted that molasses was “a necessary of life” for the poorer class of people, who could never bear the weight of such a high tax. All this was about a lot more than molasses, however. Although they never said it in so many words, the New Englanders were defending Yankee investment in slavery as much as they were the interests of the molasses-eating poor in Salem and Portland. Molasses was the cornerstone of an immensely profitable three-cornered trade that intertwined North Atlantic fisheries, slavery, and rum and bound nominally antislavery New England to both the transatlantic slave trade and to the brutally labor-intensive sugar industry of the West Indies. Cod that was salted and dried hard so that it could survive in tropical heat had long been a staple of the slave diet in the West Indies. New England merchants also traded it along with rum for slaves in West Africa, sold the slaves to planters in the Indies, and purchased molasses, which they carried back to New England to be converted into rum that would be traded for slaves in Africa. In the 1780s, New Englanders also traded vast quantities of the lowest-quality cod directly to the French West Indies, in exchange for molasses and sugar. (When Americans were barred from trade with the British islands from 1780 to 1787, it was claimed that fifteen thousand slaves starved to death in Jamaica alone.) “These circumstances form a material link in our chain of navigation, and upon our success in navigation the most important interests of the United States depend,” declared Ames, a professed antislavery man, who nonetheless never faltered as an advocate for the New England shipping industry. If commerce in “summer fish” was injured, “it would carry devastation throughout all the New England states.”

Madison appealed to members to transcend their sectional self-interest. “We must consider the general interest of the union,” he pleaded, arguing that any system of taxation that was adopted had to be founded on mutual concession. “Let me ask, gentlemen, why these apprehensions for one part of the union more than the other? Are the northern people made of finer clay? Do they respire a clearer air? Do their breasts burn with a more generous ardor for their rights as men, or for their country’s happiness and glory? Are they the chosen few? Are all others to be oppressed with accumulated burthens, and they to take their course easy and unrestrained?” Each tax must be seen as part of a larger system. “Let us,” he urged, “endeavour to distribute the public burthen with a just and equal hand.”

Madison’s words fell on listeners who, if sympathetic to his conciliatory appeal, remained so aggressively partisan on behalf of their sections that their interests seemed close to irreconcilable. Months of intermittent but contentious debate still lay ahead before the revenue bill would be hammered into law.



CHAPTER 3

A New Era

[image: image]

The scene was solemn and awful beyond description.

—An eyewitness to Washington’s inauguration

George Washington considered the sluggishness in getting the government up and running to be a national embarrassment. He was determined not to add to it. “As this delay must be very irksome to the attending Members, I am resolved no interruption shall proceed from me that can well be avoided,” he assured Madison. The House of Representatives was still debating codfish and molasses when on the afternoon of April 22, Congress learned that Washington had reached the Jersey shore.

Before leaving Virginia, he rode to Fredericksburg to see his dying mother, promising that as soon as he had seen the new government established on a firm footing, he would return to Virginia. She stopped him before he could continue. “You will see me no more,” she told him. Washington’s relations with her were not warm, and there is no record of any intimacy that now passed between them. But he doubtless knew that what she said was true. Cancer would kill her within the year. Turning his granite face in the direction of New York, he left behind the scenes of his youth, early manhood, and military triumph and began his journey toward the last and most complicated phase of his life.

Washington left Mount Vernon accompanied by his aide David Humphreys, his secretary, Tobias Lear, his enslaved manservant, Billy Lee, and the hopeful Charles Thomson. They crossed the Potomac at Georgetown and headed north toward Baltimore across the rolling hills that some Potomac Valley promoters, Washington among them, hoped might become the site of the nation’s permanent capital. He had hoped to travel “in as quiet & peaceable a manner as possible,” to conserve his energy. But that was not to be. The entire route was aswarm with cheering, shouting, flag-waving well-wishers throwing flowers at him, holding up their babies, and demanding speeches. Towns that had cannons fired them, veterans marched alongside him for miles, men wept. Banners proclaimed A NEW ERA and BEHOLD THE RISING EMPIRE. Though he slipped the crowds when he could, he agreed when pressed to deliver addresses in Baltimore, Wilmington, and Philadelphia, where twenty thousand people—half the city’s population—thronged the cobbled streets shouting, “Long live the father of his people!,” and a laurel wreath fit for a Roman emperor was placed on his head. More cheering crowds were waiting for him on the New Jersey bank of the Delaware River, where he had famously crossed during the war. Crisply uniformed cavalry and infantry escorted him to Trenton, between ranks of girls crowned with garlands, who strewed flowers before his feet and sang odes of glory. The Gazette of the United States proclaimed that Washington had become virtually divine, standing “upon a scale of eminence that Heaven never before assigned to a mortal.”

Finally on the morning of April 23, at Elizabeth, New Jersey, he was met by a committee of both houses of Congress, John Jay, numerous New York officials, and the uniformed rotundity of his Revolutionary War colleague Henry Knox. Dressed in a blue-and-buff suit that recalled his wartime uniform, and seated imperially beneath an awning hung with red curtains, Washington was rowed across the Hudson River in a forty-seven-foot barge manned by thirteen pilots dressed in white garments and black caps, as flag-festooned ships fired cannonades across the harbor. As if inspired by the jubilation, porpoises leaped and dove around the barge. Near Bedloe’s Island, the future site of the Statue of Liberty, a boatload of gentlemen and ladies trilled a welcoming ode to the tune of “God Save the King.” As Washington neared the Manhattan shore, passed around the Battery, and turned north up the East River to the booming of artillery, huzzahs rose from multitudes of men, women, and children packed “as thick as ears of corn before the harvest.” Another observer recalled the successive motion of hats being doffed from the Battery to Murray’s Wharf like the rolling of the sea.

The panorama, Washington later wrote, “filled my mind with sensations as painful (considering the reverse of this scene, which may be the case after all my labors to do good) as they are pleasing.” It was Washington’s first trip back to New York since the end of the war. If any New Yorkers held him personally responsible for losing their city to the British in the catastrophic battle of Long Island, they had clearly forgiven. He was filled with trepidation: all his sacrifices, the years of war and political struggle, the great experiment upon which the nation was about to embark—it might yet collapse into fiasco and come to nothing. An assembly of war veterans met him at Murray’s Wharf. At the top of the steps, carpeted in his honor, an officer declared that a guard of honor was ready to take his orders. At this, Washington, turning to the crowd and with a democratic inspiration, declared that he would accept the honor guard, but in truth “the Affections of his fellow citizens was all the Guard he wanted.” He rejected the use of a carriage, however, and, preceded by a troop of cavalry, artillery, and uniformed officers, New York governor George Clinton, New York’s mayor, assorted clergymen, and “an amazing concourse” of ordinary citizens, strode slowly through streets, hung with silk banners, wreaths of flowers, and branches of evergreen, to the mansion on Cherry Street, near the present-day Brooklyn Bridge, that had been rented for him. Later the skies burst in a torrential downpour, but no one seemed to care. New Yorkers of all classes joyfully roamed the streets admiring the pyramids of candles and other exotic celebratory illuminations that had been mounted in windows everywhere. Massachusetts representative George Thatcher wrote home to his wife, “The streets, houses, doors, windows, stoups, and every eminence of sight was crouded with Spectators in one moving body. Every mind was agitated with joy & ready to brake out in Halelujahs & Hosannas.”

Not that there weren’t dissenters. To at least some republicans, Washington’s entire journey seemed like a royal progress that smacked of monarchical excess and hinted at the elevation of the new president into a sort of American king. A satirical and sacrilegious caricature that spread around New York, labeled “the Entry,” showed Washington arriving, in the guise of Jesus, at the American Jerusalem of New York, sitting in “Billy Lee’s” lap and mounted on a donkey led by David Humphreys wearing devil’s horns, and chanting, “The glorious time has come to pass when David shall conduct an Ass.” Less nastily, but in its own way no less significant of the ambivalence toward what some feared were Washington’s monarchical pretensions, a member of Congress reported that a prominent Quaker who had lent assistance to the patriotic struggle, when told that Washington was approaching his house, replied with Quakerly disdain for ceremony that he was “perfectly indifferent to the general commotion at the door” and declined to rise from his dinner table as the president-elect’s procession marched by.
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