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To Mary





PREFACE

ON SEPTEMBER18, 1787, the day following adjournment of the Constitutional Convention, an exhausted George Washington dashed off a quick note to the Marquis de Lafayette. He had promised his old comrade in arms a full account of the proceedings of the Convention, but, desperately eager to return to Mount Vernon, he could summon up only enough energy to offer a brief characterization of that summer's work. The “production of four months deliberation,” Washington wrote, was “now a Child of fortune, to be fostered by some and buffeted by others. What will be the General opinion on, or the reception of it, is not for me to decide, nor shall I say any thing for or against it—if it be good, I suppose it will work its way good—if bad it will recoil on the Framers.”1

Nearly five months later, comfortably ensconced at Mount Vernon and warmed by a fire on a bitterly cold February day, the general's optimism about the proposed new Constitution had improved considerably. Writing again to Lafayette, Washington observed that it was “little short of a miracle” that the men gathered in Philadelphia that past summer could “unite in forming a system of government so little liable to well-founded objections.”2

Catherine Drinker Bowen began her stirring 1966 account of the making of the Constitution, Miracle at Philadelphia, with an evocation of Washington's more sanguine assessment of the Constitution. “Miracles,” she wrote, “do not occur at random.… Every miracle has its provenance, every miracle has been prayed for.” Her intention, she declared, was to celebrate the “most remarkable political document in history”3

Gouverneur Morris, a Convention delegate from Pennsylvania who shared Washington's hopes for the proposed Constitution, had achieved his fame and fortune by keeping his eyes fixed on worldly concerns, not on the heavens. Speaking of the document that emerged from the Assembly Room of the Pennsylvania State House, Morris noted that “while some have boasted it as a work from Heaven, others have given it a less righteous origin. I have many reasons to believe that it is the work of plain, honest men.”4

Morris's homely description, though perhaps less inspiring than Washington's or Bowen's, brings us closer to the truth. But it takes us only a part of the way toward understanding either the individuals or the set of circumstances that brought the American Constitution into being. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 effected a revolution in the nature of the American government. That revolution occurred neither by accident nor by divine intervention. It was, in its inception, the work of a small group of men who had become convinced that America's experiment in republican liberty was in jeopardy and that bold action was necessary if that experiment was to flourish. Those men—most conspicuous among them Washington, James Madison of Virginia, and two Pennsylvania delegates—Gouverneur Morris and James Wilson—set the revolution in motion by introducing during the early days of the Convention a bold, even audacious, plan for an entirely new form of national government. But their attempt at revolutionary change, once launched, proved difficult both to sustain and to control.

This book presents a full narrative account of the work of the fifty-five men who spent the summer of 1787 in the Assembly Room of the Pennsylvania State House crafting an entirely new form of continental government. Much of their work occurred during the formal sessions of the Convention itself, running six days a week—with only Sundays off— between May 25 and September 17. But I intend also to take readers behind the scenes and beyond the debates, into the taverns and boardinghouses of the city, to present a full account of how the world's most important constitution was forged.

An important part of the story hinges on the individual and collective characters of the men responsible for the Constitution's drafting. Interspersed with the narrative of events of the Convention, I have sought to free our “Founding Fathers” from their bronze or marble likenesses and bring them to life. These men were—I state it unabashedly—extraordinary individuals. Their ultimate achievement, however difficult it may have been to come by, was magnificent. They were, however, mortals— not, as some have characterized them, “demigods.”5

As the historian Gordon Wood has reminded us, the leaders of America's Revolutionary generation were not men of the twenty-first century. They were the product of a particular place and moment of the late eighteenth century. They were deliberating at a point in history when intellectualism and political activism could naturally, easily, coexist. The most influential of these men could lay claim to being both the intellectual and political leaders of their respective states—men confident of their ability to put their ideas about politics into practical form.6

For all of their ability to combine intellect and activism, however, the Founding Fathers were also products of a provincial world—one in which the perspective of even the most cosmopolitan among them was limited by the vast expanse of the American landscape and the inadequacies of the communication networks available to them in eighteenth-century America. Whether residents of Georgia or Maryland, New York or New Hampshire, the delegates of the 1787 Constitutional Convention struggled against the limitations they faced not only to envision themselves as citizens of a single nation but to forge a coalition of their individual states into a unified whole.

When viewed through the lens of the twenty-first century, the creation of a durable, democratic nation among thirteen disparate and far-flung sovereign states assumes an aura of inevitability. But when viewed from the perspective of the summer of 1787, that outcome was more improbable than inevitable. It is my hope that the readers of Plain, Honest Men: The Making of the American Constitution will come to appreciate not only the extraordinary achievements of the Founding Fathers, but also the conflict, contingency, and uncertainty that marked their deliberations.

While most of the delegates came to Philadelphia hoping to create a significantly strengthened continental government, none of them could have imagined the goliath of a nation that America was to become. And few of them could have imagined that this goliath would become a democratic nation. The vast majority of the Founding Fathers were republicans, not democrats, which is to say that they had rejected monarchy and hereditary rule and they had embraced unequivocally the idea of representative government. But there were nearly as many different answers to the question of how to define the relationship between representatives and the citizens they served as there were delegates to the Convention. At one extreme, there were those who believed that representatives had an obligation to mirror faithfully the views of their constituents. At the other, many of the Convention delegates believed that the best form of representative government was one in which the virtuous few, once elected or appointed to office, acted independently of the whims of public opinion to serve the “public good.”

Just as the delegates regarded democracy with varying degrees of enthusiasm, so too did they differ in their understanding of the meaning and character of the very structures of government they were creating. As the delegates began their deliberations in late May, they most often spoke of creating a “national” government. As they ended their deliberations in mid-September they tended to describe their creation as “federal.” Within a few months of their adjournment, James Madison was speaking of the proposed new government as “part national” and “part federal,” but there was precious little agreement among even those who had drafted the Constitution as to the precise meaning of this new definition of federalism.

If the debate over the “national” or “federal” character of the Constitution was often confusing, the debate over the nature of the American presidency was pure torment. Although the delegates wished at all costs to avoid creating an “elective monarch,” there the agreement ended. What should the relationship of the new American president to the new Congress or, more problematically, to the people of America be? Again, the delegates’ answers to those questions varied enormously, and few among them had much confidence that their attempt to harmonize those differences of opinion—through the creation of an electoral college— would prove a durable and workable solution.

Democracy, federalism, and executive power are words that have been at the center of our political life—and our political and constitutional debate—from 1787 forward. There is yet another word—equality—that has come to define the very nature, the highest aspiration, of the American experience. Yet neither that word, nor its antithesis—slavery—is anywhere mentioned in the text of the Constitution. The seemingly anomalous existence of slavery in a nation founded on a revolutionary promise of equality was not—at least in the minds of the framers—the central issue at stake in the making of the American Constitution. But it was certainly more important than most previous histories of the Constitutional Convention have made it out to be.

This history of the Constitutional Convention of 1787 will devote more space to the delegates’ inconclusive and, in the end, unsatisfactory decisions about the place of slavery in the new republic than any previous work of its kind. In dealing with this vexing subject, I have been mindful once again that the framers of the Constitution were men of the late eighteenth century, a time when the enslavement and subjugation of one group of human beings by another was more often the commonplace, rather than the exceptional, occurrence. This fact does not excuse the failure of the Founding Fathers to eradicate what historian Bernard DeVoto long ago called “the paradox at the nation's core,” or, indeed, their failure even to address the moral issues associated with slavery, but it does provide a frame of reference for understanding the causes of that tragic failure.

AMERICANS BEGAN TO ARGUE about how their Constitution should be interpreted from the very moment that the new government under that Constitution commenced. Those arguments have persisted, sometimes with extraordinary vehemence, to the present day. Politicians, jurists, and ordinary citizens insist, at one extreme, that ours is a “living Constitution,” intended by the founders to be interpreted in light of constantly changing circumstances. At the other extreme, the Constitution is viewed as a straightforward legal text, to be interpreted according to the “plain meaning” of the words on the page, as understood by the people of the United States at the time it was drafted. One of my hopes in writing this book is that those who profess a self-confident certainty about either the “intent” of the framers or the “original meaning” of the words written on the Constitution's four parchment pages will, as they confront the uncertainty and humility with which the framers approached their task, admit to a bit more uncertainty and humility in their own pronouncements about our nation's fundamental charter.

The most important purpose propelling this work is—dare I say it?— a patriotic one. The American experiment in liberty and constitutional governance has had its rocky moments, but our Constitution has not only proven to be the world's most durable written frame of government, but it is also, I believe, its most just and equitable. The men who drafted it knew that they had not created a “perfect” constitution, but they were nevertheless committed to continuing the quest for a “more perfect union.” They knew that they were embarked on an important experiment, one that could achieve success only by a combination of conscientious stewardship and an openness to further experimentation and change.

Americans of the twenty-first century are the stewards of the United States Constitution, and perhaps we will be able to learn some valuable lessons from both the humility and the audacity of those men who came together in Philadelphia to effect the revolution of 1787.
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

THE INDISPENSABLE MEN OF THE CONVENTION

JAMES MADISON: Short, sickly, and with a tendency to mumble in his speechmaking, the thirty-seven-year-old Madison was as politically and intellectually astute as he was physically unimposing. Through his diligent preparation before the Convention—embodied most dramatically in the draft of the Virginia Plan—he was able to seize the initiative from those delegates who arrived at the Convention with only the modest goal of “amending” the Articles of Confederation.

GEORGE WASHINGTON: Having agreed to attend the Convention only with the greatest reluctance, Washington did not miss a single day of the body's proceedings. And although he uttered barely a word during the debates, his prestige, dignity, and evenhandedness in presiding over the proceedings established him at the Convention—as those qualities had in other instances—as America's “indispensable man.”

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN: “Dr. Franklin,” wrote the Georgia delegate William Pierce, “is well known to be the greatest philosopher of his age; all of the operations of nature he seems to understand, the very heavens obey him, and the Clouds yield up their lightning to be imprisoned in his rod.” Franklin's contributions to the debates in the Convention were often quirky, but his final speech, urging the delegates to put the need for a harmonious union above their own interests and ideologies, to check their egos at the door, in essence, marked a decisive moment in the process of the making of the Constitution.



MEN WHO HELPED SHAPE THE CONSTITUTION

GOUVERNEUR MORRIS: Born into a family of wealth and privilege in New York, Morris moved to Philadelphia shortly after the outbreak of independence because he thought his financial and political ambitions would be better served there. Only Madison spoke more often than he in the Convention, and Morris's contributions to the debate—always on the side of creating a vigorous national government—were forceful and eloquent, although occasionally bombastic. As chair of the Committee of Style, Morris supplied some of the necessary polish to the Constitution.

JAMES WILSON: Like Madison, Pennsylvania's James Wilson lacked the attributes of charm or oratorical eloquence that were the traditional marks of an eighteenth-century gentleman, but, like his Virginia counterpart, he made up for those deficiencies with the sharpness of his mind and the depth of his knowledge of law and political theory.

ROGER SHERMAN: “The oddest shaped character I ever remember to have met with, he is awkward, un-meaning, and unaccountably strange in his manner.” Thus observed William Pierce of Georgia. But Sherman would be in the thick of every important debate in the Convention—whether on the subject of the apportionment of representation in the legislature, the powers of the chief executive, or the thorny subject of slavery—and he would play a crucial role in key compromises on all of those issues.

CHARLES PINCKNEY: The young delegate from South Carolina combined in his character high intelligence, eloquence, and an overriding vanity that caused him to claim, falsely, that he was the youngest man present in the Convention. He would also claim, with greater plausibility but nevertheless excessive grandiosity, that he—not Madison—was the true “author” of the Constitution. Pinckney would play a key role in writing into the Constitution important protections for the institution of slavery.



INFLUENTIAL CHARACTERS

WILLIAM PATERSON: The sternly moralistic Princeton graduate was the author of the so-called New Jersey Plan, the principal alternative to Madison's Virginia Plan. He was one of the Convention's strongest advocates for the interests of the “small states.”

NATHANIEL GORHAM: Gorham did not play an active role in debate, but as chair of the Committee of the Whole, the Massachusetts delegate presided effectively over the Convention's early deliberations during the first half of the summer.

EDMUND RANDOLPH: Governor of Virginia in 1787, Randolph could trace his lineage back to one of the state's most distinguished families, and it was perhaps for that reason that he—not Madison—was selected to present the Virginia Plan to the Convention. In the end, however, he would join the ranks of those dissenting from the final document.

JOHN DICKINSON: A reluctant Revolutionist in 1776, Dickinson was the author of an early draft of the Articles of Confederation. Although he did not play a major role in drafting the Constitution, his speeches on a wide range of subjects—from the meaning of federalism to the importance of a separation of powers within the new government—were timely and sagacious.

OLIVER ELLSWORTH: Like his fellow delegate from Connecticut Roger Sherman, Ellsworth was involved in all of the important compromises that enabled the Convention to move forward with its agenda.

JOHN RUTLEDGE: The most powerful politician in South Carolina, Rutledge played a key role as chair of the so-called Committee of Detail, which reviewed and refined all of the confusing and conflicting proposals that had been presented to the Convention during the first two and a half months of debate. On August 6, Rutledge presented the first coherent version of the Constitution yet to appear.

ALEXANDER HAMILTON: The young and ambitious Colonel Hamilton may have been the smartest man in the Convention, but his fondness for the British Constitution and disdain for the state governments may have alienated other delegates.

ROBERT MORRIS: The “financier of the American Revolution” was among the most powerful and influential men in America. He said little on the Convention floor, but, as the patron of James Wilson and Gouverneur Morris and the host of George Washington during the summer, his behind- the-scenes influence was no doubt considerable.



THE PRINCIPAL DISSENTERS

ELBRIDGE GERRY: This Massachusetts delegate was contentious, deeply suspicious of what he believed to be the “democratic excesses” of the state governments, and equally suspicious of the dangers of unchecked central government power. Gerry may have been the most consistent naysayer at the Convention, and, in his final act of naysaying, he refused to sign the Constitution on September 17.

LUTHER MARTIN: Martin's reputation has been shaped primarily by his fondness for drink. But Luther Martin in a state of inebriation could sometimes be more shrewd than many of the delegates in states of sobriety. An advocate for keeping the essential elements of the Articles of Confederation intact, he left in a huff before the work of the Convention was complete.

ROBERT YATES and JOHN LANSING: These two New York delegates constituted two of the three members of their state's delegation. As long as they were present at the Convention, New York's delegation could be counted on to oppose anything that might weaken the power of their state. Their decision to leave the Convention early would leave the New York delegation without a quorum and therefore unable to participate in many of the key votes in the Convention.

GEORGE MASON: Author of Virginia's Declaration of Rights, Mason was one of the few delegates who insisted that the new Constitution contain a bill of rights. He made important contributions to the debates in the Convention, but, in the end, he refused to sign the completed document.





THE CONSTITUTIONAL
CONVENTION OF 1787:
A CHRONOLOGY

MARCH 25, 1785—Delegates from Virginia and Maryland meet at Mount Vernon to discuss issues of commerce.

SEPTEMBER 24, 1786—Annapolis Convention adjourns, calling for a “general convention” to meet in May 1787.

WINTER 1786-87—Shays’ Rebellion breaks out in Massachusetts.

FEBRUARY 21, 1787—Continental Congress approves call for a convention.

MARCH 28, 1787—George Washington agrees to attend the convention.

MAY 3, 1787—James Madison arrives in Philadelphia.

MAY 13, 1787—George Washington arrives in Philadelphia.

MAY 14, 1787—Convention scheduled to open, but it is postponed due to lack of a quorum.

MAY 16-MAY 24, 1787—Virginia and Pennsylvania delegates meet informally to devise a new plan of government.

MAY 25, 1787—Convention opens for business. George Washington elected president of the body.

MAY 29, 1787—Edmund Randolph presents the Virginia Plan. Charles Pinckney presents his plan for a new government.

MAY 30, 1787—Delegates endorse the Gouverneur Morris resolution proposing that “a national government ought to be established consisting of a supreme legislative, executive, and judiciary.”

JUNE 11, 1787—Roger Sherman proposes an early version of the so-called Connecticut Compromise. James Wilson and Charles Pinckney propose the three-fifths clause.

JUNE 15, 1787—William Paterson presents the New Jersey Plan.

JUNE 18, 1787—Alexander Hamilton proposes a government based as much as possible on the “British model.”

JULY 2, 1787—Grand Committee established to seek compromise on representation in the Congress.

JULY 6, 1787—Grand Committee proposes a version of the Connecticut Compromise.

JULY 16, 1787—Delegates narrowly endorse the Connecticut Compromise, including the three-fifths clause.

JULY 17, 1787—Delegates reject Madison's proposal for congressional veto of state laws.

JULY 23, 1787—Delegates appoint a five-person Committee of Detail to “prepare and report a Constitution.”

JULY 27 AUGUST 5, 1787—Convention is in recess while Committee of Detail does its work.

AUGUST 6, 1787—Committee of Detail submits its report.

AUGUST 25, 1787—Delegates agree to prohibit Congress from interfering with international slave trade until 1808.

AUGUST 28, 1787—Delegates approve fugitive slave clause.

SEPTEMBER 8, 1787—Committee of Style is appointed.

SEPTEMBER 12, 1787—Committee of Style presents its report. Delegates choose not to include a bill of rights in the Constitution.

SEPTEMBER 15, 1787—Final draft of the Constitution is approved and ordered to be engrossed.

SEPTEMBER 17, 1787—Final draft of the Constitution is signed and Convention adjourns.

SEPTEMBER 28, 1787—Continental Congress approves sending the proposed Constitution to the states for their consideration.

DECEMBER 7, 1787—Delaware ratifies the Constitution.

DECEMBER 12, 1787—Pennsylvania ratifies the Constitution.

JANUARY 2, 1788—Georgia ratifies the Constitution.

JANUARY 9, 1788—Connecticut ratifies the Constitution.

FEBRUARY 6, 1788—Massachusetts ratifies the Constitution.

MARCH 24, 1788—Rhode Island refuses to call ratifying convention.

APRIL 28, 1788—Maryland ratifies the Constitution.

MAY 23, 1788—South Carolina ratifies the Constitution.

JUNE 21, 1788—New Hampshire ratifies the Constitution.

JUNE 25, 1788—Virginia ratifies the Constitution.

JULY 26, 1788—New York ratifies the Constitution.

MARCH 4, 1789—The Constitution goes into effect.

SEPTEMBER 25, 1789—Congress proposes the Bill of Rights.

NOVEMBER 21, 1789—North Carolina ratifies the Constitution.

MAY 29, 1790—Rhode Island ratifies the Constitution.

DECEMBER 15, 1791—States ratify the Bill of Rights.




CHAPTER ONE

THE CRISIS

IT WAS A BLUSTERY SATURDAY morning on March 15, 1783, and patches of snow still flecked the ground. General George Washington strode up a long hill toward a rocky promontory at the American army encampment seven miles southwest of Newburgh, New York. He was about to face the greatest personal challenge of his career. He was uncharacteristically nervous and uncertain, roiled by sensations of anger, frustration, and inadequacy. He had led his army to a brilliant victory over the British at Yorktown some seventeen months earlier. Yet the soldiers at Newburgh remained in the field, languishing, while peace negotiations dragged on in Paris. His troops had not been paid for many months, and the Continental Congress's promises of a generous pension seemed as empty as the coffers of the bankrupt Confederation government.

To make matters worse, a cabal of American army officers, angry over the failure of the continental government to make good on its promises, had decided to take matters into their own hands. Five days earlier, Major John Armstrong, aide-de-camp to the commander at Newburgh, General Horatio Gates (Washington's longtime rival), circulated an “address” to the soldiers, urging them to cease their meek supplications to an uncaring Congress and, if necessary, to throw off Washington's leadership and redress their grievances by force of arms. In a letter to his former aide-de-camp and protégé, Alexander Hamilton, Washington expressed his fear that the disgruntled soldiers might throw “themselves into a gulph of Civil Horror.” Yet at the same time he had deep sympathy for their plight. Indeed, Hamilton had been gently nudging his mentor to throw in his lot with the discontented soldiers. As he approached his destination, Washington faced a painful choice: to remain loyal to his long-suffering troops or to honor the rule of law.1

America's ambitious experiment in liberty had seemed full of promise seven years earlier, in the summer of 1776, when Washington had ordered his commanders to read the Declaration of Independence aloud to their troops in order to steel them for the sacrifices ahead. And they had met the challenge. Since that time they had persevered through the cold and deprivation of Valley Forge, through nearly seven years of often dispiriting battle against the better-equipped British Army. Washington had come to understand that American liberty and American union—a strong union—were inseparable. The discontented soldiers at Newburgh threatened to put both liberty and the union at risk.2

When he reached the top of the promontory, Washington entered a cavernous, drafty building, one hundred ten by thirty feet, which looked down on the Continental army encampment below. The “New Building” had been constructed a few months earlier to encourage “sociability” among the officers. But as Washington walked the length of the long hall past the five hundred assembled officers toward a small stage and lectern at the far end, there was little feeling of sociability in the air. The spectacle presented by the officers, many of them with faces set in anger, deepened Washington's gloom. Everything about their appearance testified to the shameful neglect they had suffered at the hands of the continental government—from their torn and soiled uniforms to their worn-out boots and gaunt faces. And these were the privileged few, the officers. Washington knew that the enlisted men, waiting in their barracks for news of the outcome of the meeting, had suffered even greater privation. While the officers were at times reduced to making their overcoats out of blankets, they wore those overcoats, as historian Charles Royster has observed, “in the presence of men who had no blankets.” Forced to endure bitterly cold winters, often clad in uniforms pieced together from an old hunting shirt, overalls, or even rags, and subsisting on a diet barely adequate to keep body and soul together, the ordinary foot soldiers in Washington's army had every reason to believe their country had betrayed them. The failure of the government to pay the soldiers their wages hit the enlisted men the hardest, and it seemed to Washington nothing short of criminal. Their wives and children back home were reduced to begging in the streets in order to avoid starvation. Was this the “liberty” for which Americans had fought?3

By the time Washington made his entrance, General Gates had already opened the meeting. Washington interrupted him, asking for permission to address the officers. Visibly shaken by Washington's presence, Gates had no choice but to accede to the request of his rival, who was, after all, the commander in chief of the Continental army4

A man typically comfortable and confident in any public situation, Washington was visibly agitated and uneasy. He began with an apology. He had not intended to involve himself in the controversy, but upon reading the content of Major Armstrong's address, he felt it necessary to speak his mind. In a departure from his usual manner in speaking to his officers, he would not speak off-the-cuff. Instead he took from the pocket of his coat a speech he had painstakingly written out the day before. He began by vowing that he would extend every effort and power at his command “in the attainment of complete justice for all of your trials and dangers,” but then, assuming a suppliant tone, he proceeded.


Let me entreat you, gentlemen, on your part, not to take any measures which, viewed in the calm light of reason, will lessen the dignity and sully the glory you have hitherto maintained; let me request you to rely on the plighted faith of your country, and place a full confidence in the purity of the intentions of Congress.… You will, by the dignity of your conduct afford occasion for posterity to say, when speaking of the glorious example you have exhibited to mankind, “had this day been wanting, the world had never seen the last stage of perfection of which human nature is capable of attaining.”5



It was an impressive ending, perhaps as impressive a speech as Washington had ever given, but looking out at his audience, he could see that many of the officers remained unmoved. At that point he pulled from his pocket a letter from one of his Virginia friends—Joseph Jones, a delegate to the Continental Congress—who had written him expressing sympathy for the plight of the soldiers and promising to work in the Congress to honor the government's obligations to them. The letter was scrawled out in barely legible form, and Washington stumbled over its first few sentences. Disoriented, he searched in the pocket of his coat once again and pulled out a pair of spectacles that had recently been sent to him by the Philadelphia scientist, David Rittenhouse. It was probably the first time anyone had ever seen Washington wear spectacles in public. “Gentlemen,” he said, “you must pardon me. I have grown grey in your service, and now find myself going blind.” He put on the glasses and finished reading the letter, making it clear to the officers that he would place his prestige and honor on the line in their cause, so long as that cause was served in a peaceful and lawful manner. Then, without fanfare, he left the room—and the soldiers to their deliberations.6

As he made his exit, tears streamed down the cheeks of some of the soldiers’ faces, and a hush—a hush borne of contrition and shame—fell over the hall. When they recovered their composure, the soldiers gave him a formal vote of thanks, repudiated Major Armstrong's address, and asked their commander in chief to act as their agent in securing their just rewards for service to their country7

Was it a guileless performance? It probably was not, for Washington was a man who always carefully gauged the effects of his demeanor and his words in any public situation. But one thing is certain. No other man in America could have pulled it off. And Washington was true to his word. The Continental Congress, terrified by the threat of armed revolt and grovelingly grateful to Washington for his intervention, pledged its support for a financial settlement that went at least a part of the way toward meeting the soldiers’ salary and pension demands.

If one is looking for critical turning points in American history, times when the future direction of the republic might have altered course, Washington's performance at Newburgh, the Constitutional Convention, Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, and the subsequent passage of the constitutional amendments eradicating slavery from the American Constitution stand out as decisive. Washington was the only man in America who possessed the combination of charisma, political and military experience, and public support capable of converting America's experiment in republican liberty into a dictatorship—a benevolent dictatorship perhaps, but a dictatorship nevertheless. Given the financial disarray and civil disorder represented by the discontent of the soldiers at Newburgh, Washington could have convinced himself that military solutions to civil political problems were the best course of action, as did many leaders in the revolutions of Latin America in the century to come. Some, like Simón Bolívar in Venezuela, Peru, and Columbia, did so reluctantly. Others, like Santa Anna in Mexico or Bernardo O'Higgins in Chile, did so more eagerly. All of these countries have lived with a tradition of military intrusion in the affairs of their governments ever since.

As he confronted the soldiers, Washington realized that his standing with the officers might not be enough to assuage what were very reasonable grievances. His discomfort was all the more acute precisely because he shared these grievances so deeply and, indeed, shared much of the soldiers’ contempt for the weakness of the central government. How tempting it must have been to think that he—alone among all others—had it in his power to correct the weaknesses of the Confederation by stepping in and assuming control of the country. But he never even considered it.

WASHINGTON'S DECISIVE PERFORMANCE at Newburgh was one of the moments in his career that help explain why he occupies such a preeminent place in our nation's history. But the fact that he found himself in a position in which he had to put his prestige on the line in order to avert a military uprising reflected the weakness and fragility of the Confederation government. We will never know all of the details of the “Newburgh Conspiracy,” for, as with most conspiracies, the planning behind the soldiers’ efforts was shrouded in secrecy. But one thing was clear to all. The soldiers’ grievances cast a harsh spotlight on many of the fundamental weaknesses of the new American union, in particular the potentially disastrous effects of the bankruptcy of the Confederation government's treasury. And another thing was becoming clear as well. Certain politicians in America were eager to leverage the soldiers’ discontents to further their own plans to strengthen the continental union.

It is hardly surprising that Americans had been wary about giving too much power to a new continental government. One of the logical conclusions to be drawn from the struggles with Great Britain leading to the Revolutionary War was that government should be small, weak, and, whenever possible, local. How else could lawmakers be sensitive to the effects—good and bad—of the laws they had enacted? And how else could the people express their displeasure when things went wrong?

Yet the imperatives of fighting and winning a war would clarify the need for a government that was neither purely local nor provincial. It was one thing to declare independence. It was quite another to secure it. Military victory required a sizeable army drawn from all of the colonies. And the financing of that effort required a measure of sacrifice and a degree of cohesiveness far greater than any the British had ever demanded of them. Securing independence would require Americans to act not as individual states but as “united states.”

How would the former British colonies in America, often ignorant and suspicious of one another, overcome their provincialism and unite in a continental union? On the eve of independence, residents of the thirteen colonies were more likely to be familiar with events and fashions back in England than they were with those of a neighboring colony, and the representatives of those colonies, when they first gathered in Philadelphia in the fall of 1774 to consider common action against the British, were just as often struck by the differences as the similarities among them. The resolutely provincial John Adams, surveying his fellow delegates to the Continental Congress, exclaimed that “the art and address of Ambassadors from a dozen belligerent Powers of Europe, nay, of a Conclave of Cardinals at the Election of a Pope… would not exceed the Specimens We have seen [in the Congress].”8

America's patriot leaders knew, however, that some form of union was essential if they were to succeed in their quest for independence. Just a week after they had adopted the Declaration of Independence, America's representatives in the Continental Congress began work on a new frame of government, the Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union. The Articles of Confederation, America's first “constitution,” was not really a proper constitution, but rather a peace treaty among thirteen separate and sovereign states. It amounted to nothing more than a league of friendship, a form of alliance in which “each state retains its sovereignty, freedom, and independence, and every power, jurisdiction and right, which is not by this Confederation expressly delegated to the United States, in Congress assembled.”9

Faced with the task of fighting a war against the world's most formidable military power, the Articles of Confederation created a government with vast responsibility—but little authority. Armed with the power only to “request” contributions of men, materiel, and money from the individual states, officials in the Confederation government discovered how ephemeral public support of the war effort could be. America's commitment to liberty and independence had been accompanied by a surge of utopian idealism in the summer of 1776, with the newly established state governments pledging solemnly to contribute to the common cause. But as the optimism of 1776 confronted the reality of a protracted and bloody war, officials in the continental government struggled to persuade the individual  state governments to match their words with their deeds. By the beginning of 1777, those government officials were reduced to begging the states to contribute their fair share to the war effort. When it became clear that the states themselves were too strapped for cash to contribute money to finance the war, the Continental Congress began to request that the states meet their obligations by providing supplies— food, clothing, weapons—directly to the army. Unfortunately, the economic dislocations caused by the war made it difficult for the states to do so.

The American military effort ebbed and flowed between hope and despair. America's eventual victory at Yorktown in October of 1781 seemed nearly miraculous, coming as it did in the wake of a devastating military campaign in the South, where victory in most of the savage and bloody battles—fought amidst a divided American population—went to the British. The successful outcome of the Patriot war effort owed as much to British indecisiveness as it did to American military prowess. Even after victory was secured, the leaders of the American government in Philadelphia faced the daunting task of holding their fragile continental union together.

The Articles of Confederation suffered from three fatal flaws. It didn't allow the continental government the power of the purse—the power either to levy taxes directly or to compel the states to pay their fair share of the expenses of the government. It required unanimous approval of the state legislatures for any amendment to the Articles—including any amendment that might provide a remedy for the government's inability to raise revenues independently. And it failed to provide for a chief executive capable of giving energy and direction to the new central government as it sought to carry out its essential tasks. Lacking the power to tax and unable to rely solely on voluntary contributions from the states, the Continental Congress initially issued paper currency whose value was supposedly guaranteed by the thirteen states. Those guarantees proved meaningless, and over the course of the war continental currency depreciated to the point of near worthlessness— from whence came the derisive phrase “not worth a Continental.” Beginning in late 1776, the Continental Congress began to experiment with another expedient, issuing loan office certificates—government bonds— which offered a modest rate of interest, but that, like the continental currency, were quickly depreciated by rampant inflation. The results of this dubious system of public finance were predictable. Confidence in the credit of the continental government—and in the government itself—plummeted. The events at Newburgh brought into bold relief the inadequacies of America's first experiment in union.10

THE CONTROVERSIAL ROBERT MORRIS

Philadelphia merchant Robert Morris, surveying the wreckage of America's finances, could not contain his dismay. Writing to Benjamin Franklin in the fall of 1781, Morris observed, “A Revolution, a war, the dissolution of government, the creating of it anew, cruelty, rapine, and devastation in the midst of our very bowels. These Sir, are circumstances by no means favorable to finance.”11

Morris was thirteen years old when he emigrated from Liverpool to Oxford, Maryland, in 1747 to join his father, a tobacco trader of modest means. He quickly made his way to Philadelphia as an apprentice to a major shipping company. Just a few years later, at the age of twenty, he became a partner in the company, and in the process established a reputation extending well beyond Philadelphia for extraordinary financial acumen. By 1776 he was quite possibly the wealthiest man in America. He was also one of his city's most reluctant revolutionists. In the years immediately preceding independence, he consistently argued for reconciliation with Great Britain, fearing that his trade with the mother country—and the profits he derived from it—would vanish should America go to war with England. As a member of the Continental Congress, he voted against the Declaration of Independence in July of 1776, but he reconsidered in August, signing the document only when he realized that the consequences of being branded a Tory might be even worse than the risks of being identified by his British trading partners as a Patriot.12

A large man standing fully six feet tall, with a round, somewhat fleshy face and graying brown hair, Morris sported a stoutness of frame that bespoke a healthy appetite for both food and drink. He rarely hesitated to use either his wealth or his imposing physical presence to intimidate a business associate or a rival. Self-assured to the point of arrogance, he had little patience for those “vulgar souls,” as he derisively labeled them, whom he did not consider his social or intellectual equals. Operating in an eighteenth-century world that viewed unbridled ambition with unease, Morris was, undeniably, ambitious. His critics tended to view him as a man whose single-minded devotion to the pursuit of wealth and power led to business practices that were self-serving and dishonest. Arthur Lee and Richard Henry Lee, influential members of the Continental Congress from Virginia, positively despised Morris. They considered his conduct and character a “danger to liberty.” Thomas McKean of Pennsylvania, contemplating Morris's rise to power, went so far as to suggest that Morris's ambition would lead him to become the “financial dictator” of the new republic. But however much some may have disliked his personal manner and distrusted his business practices, few doubted his financial genius.13

In February 1781, the Continental Congress, desperate to put the country's finances in order, offered Morris the position of superintendent of finance. But Morris drove a hard bargain before he would accept the job. He insisted not only that he be given sweeping powers over government finance, but that he be given power over virtually every other aspect of the Confederation government's operations as well—including its dealings with other nations. Morris's demands seemed outrageous to some members of the New England and Southern delegations to the Continental Congress, but his supporters—who viewed him as the only man in America capable of bringing the country back from the brink of insolvency—won the day. With the greatest reluctance, the Continental Congress acceded to Morris's demands, and on May 14, 1781, Morris accepted the job. The Articles of Confederation's third fatal flaw—the failure to provide for a chief executive or “president” within the structure of the new central government—effectively left Morris as the closest thing to a “prime minister,” British style, that America has ever had. Indeed, Morris had prevailed. But at what cost? Because so much of Patriot feeling and rhetoric was driven by an intense fear of concentrations of power of the sort they had faced under the British, many in the country worried that the Morris cure might be worse than the disease.14

From a purely financial point of view, Morris's efforts to put the failing finances of the Confederation government in order were heroic. Using a combination of his business expertise, his own considerable wealth, the strength of his personal credit rating, and the influence of his prominent and wealthy friends in the mercantile community, he halted the spiral of inflation and introduced up-to-date management practices in the conduct of the continental government's financial business. Aided by the shrewd diplomacy of Benjamin Franklin, he was successful in securing $5.9 million in loans from France and, with the help of the American ambassador to Holland, John Adams, another $2 million from the Dutch. For all his skill and power, Morris could not remedy the central government's inability to obtain for itself a stable, permanent revenue. Without that revenue, even a man of Morris's formidable abilities found it difficult to pay and supply the troops. Moreover, the task of getting every state in the fragile new union to agree to grant the government the all-important power to impose taxes proved formidable indeed.15

Using a combination of his forceful personality and his extensive financial leverage, Morris relentlessly pressured the state legislatures, many of whose members included some of his mercantile associates, to ratify an amendment permitting the government to levy an impost (a tax on imported goods) of 5 percent. By the fall of 1782, it looked as if he might attain the unanimous approval required. But Morris had not reckoned on a dramatic change in the political winds in America's smallest state. Rhode Islanders had a long history of resistance to intermeddling by any outside authority, beginning in 1636 when Roger Williams, banished from Massachusetts because of his unorthodox religious views, established the colony. The fall 1782 elections for the legislature produced a strong resurgence in that independent resolve. Led by a fiery agrarian democrat, David Howell, the state legislature expressed its implacable hostility to any cession of power to the central government. In a letter to the governor of the state, Howell and his colleagues wrote that it was “as clear as the Meridian sun,” that the power to levy taxes, once granted to the central government, would “add the Yoke of Tyranny fixed on all the states, and the Chains Rivotted.” The opposition of that single group of Rhode Island provincial politicians was enough to sink Morris's plans to strengthen the continental government.16

Morris, furious that a tiny state could stand in the way of the welfare of the entire country, was quick to act when he learned of the discontent brewing among the troops at Newburgh. Morris encouraged the soldiers to press their demands, and, having fomented a more rebellious mood, he spread the word to the Congress meeting in Philadelphia that “the army have swords in their hands” and that a “most violent political storm” threatened the very existence of the union. James Madison, who was not part of the cabal with the soldiers, was nevertheless thoroughly alarmed. “The opinion seems to be well founded,” he wrote, that “the arms which have secured the liberties of the country will not be laid down until justice [for the soldiers] is secured.” Others openly hinted that if Congress did not act, the army would be “ripe for annihilating them.”17

This was the point at which Washington made his fateful appearance before the soldiers at Newburgh, after which he managed to prod the Continental Congress into fulfilling at least part of their obligations to the soldiers. Robert Morris and his nationalist aims did not fare so well. The Continental Congress refused to act on Morris's demand for a permanent source of revenue for the government. Moreover, Washington, long a supporter of Morris, was infuriated by the financier's role in fomenting the unrest at Newburgh and broke off relations with him. (Although, as we will see, they would eventually reconcile.) On September 3, 1783, American and British diplomats reached final agreement on terms of a Treaty of Peace in Paris, and when news of the signing of the treaty reached America in late October, the Continental army began quietly to disband. Morris, left with little support either in Congress or in the military, had no choice but to resign as superintendent of finance.18

Washington, for his part, received the news of the signing of the Treaty of Peace with an overwhelming sense of joy and relief. As the British prepared to evacuate their troops from New York in November 1783, Washington issued a proclamation to his troops declaring the achievement of American independence “little short of a standing miracle.” At last, America's citizen-soldiers, and their commander in chief, could lay down their arms.19

INTERLUDE

On December 4, 1783, Washington bade an emotional farewell to his officers at Fraunces Tavern, on Pearl Street, in what is now lower Manhattan. He then made his way to Annapolis, Maryland, the temporary home of the Continental Congress, where he attended a dinner and dance in his honor on the evening of December 22. Washington loved to dance, and, even at the age of fifty-one, the six-foot-two-inch general continued to display unusual grace on the ballroom floor. One of those present reported that “the General danced every set, that all the ladies might have the pleasure of dancing with him, or as it since has been handsomely expressed, get a touch of him.” The next day he appeared before the Congress of the Confederation and formally resigned his commission as commander in chief of the American army. He had served his country for eight and a half years—a service far longer and more arduous than anything he could have imagined when he accepted the commission. As soon as the ceremony was over—about midday—he set off on the final leg of his journey. After a day and a half of hard riding, he ascended the circular driveway of his beloved Mount Vernon on Christmas Eve as the sun was setting. His wife, Martha, awaited him at the door.20

An unusual cold spell, accompanied by snow and ice, would bring to the retired general a splendid isolation for the next six weeks. He wrote few letters, and, as the roads were impassable, he received no visitors. During the first few weeks of his solitude he continued to worry about the effects of the fragile state of public finance on the welfare of the men who had served with him in the Continental army, but, gradually, he began to feel a sense of peace. When the snow and ice lifted, Washington threw himself into the business of being a farmer once again, overseeing every aspect of the management of his multiple plantations. Writing to the Marquis de Lafayette, he expressed perfect contentment at being


a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac, and under the shadow of my own vine and my own fig tree. Free from the bustle of the camp and the busy scenes of public life, … I am not only retired from all public employments, but I am retiring within myself, and shall be able to view the solitary walk and tread the paths of private life with heartfelt satisfaction.21



But it was not to be. While Washington was enjoying his retirement, the threads holding the fragile union together were unraveling, and by the late fall of 1786 the general would be forced to confront an end to his idyll.

THE COLLAPSE OF THE CONFEDERATION

Although Americans had won their war for independence, and the soldiers in the Continental army had returned peaceably to their homes, their fragile union remained in a precarious state. While Washington was reveling in his return to private life during the years 1784–86, the continental government was barely functioning. The sole branch of that government, the Congress, went for weeks at a time without the ability to attract the necessary quorum of members to allow it to do its business. The immediate cause of this inactivity and apathy was obvious. Chronically short of revenue, Congress could accomplish very little.

With the official end of the war and the disbandment of the army, some of the financial strains on the Confederation government's treasury had abated, but they did not disappear altogether. The first installments on the loans Robert Morris, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams had negotiated with France and Holland came due in 1785, and the Confederation cupboard was bare. It was one thing for America's weak central government to default on its payments to private creditors, but it was quite another to fail to honor its obligations to powerful nations in Europe. American commercial interests in Europe depended on the stability of the American government's credit abroad. Moreover, although France and Holland had been America's allies during the Revolution, one of the painful lessons that American diplomats had learned during that Revolution was that today's allies could become tomorrow's adversaries. The American government simply could not default on its loans to France and Holland.

The 1782 success of the Rhode Island state legislature's move to quash the amendment to the Articles of Confederation that would allow the Confederation government to levy taxes on goods imported into America did not stop the Continental Congress from trying again the following year, when it presented to the states yet another proposal for a federal impost. However, the signing of the Treaty of Peace and the disbandment of the army in 1783 caused the states to lose interest in the proposal. Faced with the demands of the French and Dutch for repayment of their loans in 1785, though, they began to reconsider. The individual state governments finally began to awaken to the severity of the financial crisis and to recognize that their well-being might also be threatened by the collapse of America's public credit. By the summer of 1786, nearly all of the states, including recalcitrant Rhode Island, had ratified the impost in one form or another. But New York, already enjoying substantial revenue from its own tax on goods entering the port of New York City and fearful of the effects of imposing a federal impost on top of her own, put so many qualifications on its approval that the proposal was effectively killed.22

Once again, provincial interests had trumped those of the country as a whole. But the action of New York's legislature did more than threaten the financial well-being of the young American nation. It brought into bold relief an even more painful reality: the very structure of the Articles of Confederation, which required that any meaningful change in the country's federal charter receive the unanimous approval of the states, was fundamentally defective. Those who sought to strengthen the federal union knew that unanimity on any issue within the diverse confederation of American states was bound to be fraught with obstacles. They now recognized  that unanimous agreement on an amendment allowing the American government even a limited power to levy taxes—an amendment vital to the government's survival—was virtually impossible.

“A PRETTY FORMIDABLE REBELLION”

At nearly the exact moment that New York was dealing a death blow to plans for a federal impost, the fabric of society in Massachusetts began to tear. The threat of violence had hung over Massachusetts like a heavy fog all during the summer and fall of 1786. The state's government, intent on shoring up its own credit rating, had implemented an aggressive policy of fiscal restraint. The practical effect of this was to place a heavy burden on cash-poor farmers in western Massachusetts, who found themselves threatened with foreclosure because they owed back taxes or had unpaid loans. Facing destitution, the discontented farmers turned to vigilante action, banding together to close the courthouses in some western counties and mobbing those unfortunate county sheriffs charged with the task of implementing the courts’ edicts.23

Captain Daniel Shays, a farmer and former Revolutionary War officer from Pelham, was among the throng of Massachusetts men—estimates have varied from several hundred to as many as fifteen thousand—who joined the insurgency. He was only one of many local leaders of the grassroots revolt, but local law enforcement authorities apparently singled him out as one of the prime movers, and Shays’ Rebellion has forever borne his name. Placing sprigs of pine needles from a metaphorical “liberty tree” in their hats, the Shaysites intensified their resistance to the government, threatening a government arsenal in Springfield and, in the process, frightening the state's political leaders in Boston out of their wits.24

William Cushing, chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court, fell into a paroxysm of hysteria. He railed against the “ignorant, corrupt… and evil minded persons” who had fomented the rebellion and warned that Massachusetts was on the precipice of anarchy. Then Henry Knox weighed in. Knox was one of the largest landowners in Massachusetts in more than one sense of that word. He tipped the scales at 280 pounds. More important, he was a trusted confidant of General Washington. In the early fall of 1786, the Confederation Congress commissioned Knox to investigate reports of the disturbances in western Massachusetts, and he returned with a wildly exaggerated account of the situation. Estimating that there were upward of fifteen thousand western Massachusetts rebels under arms (in all likelihood, there were probably no more than a few thousand), he predicted that “this business must and will progress from one stage to another until it amounts to a pretty formidable rebellion.” He believed that the rebels were “determined to annihilate all debts public and private.… The dreadful consequences which may be expected from wicked and ambitious men,” Knox reported, were such that they threatened “to overturn, not only the forms, but the principles of the present constitutions.”25

General Henry Lee, a close friend and neighbor of General Washington, had been receiving copies of Knox's overheated reports on the situation in Massachusetts. In mid-October he wrote the general an anguished letter warning that “the malcontents” in Massachusetts had as “their object… the abolition of debts, the division of property, and re-union with G Britain. … In one word my dear General, we are all in dire apprehension that a beginning of anarchy with all its calamitys has approached.” Lee entreated Washington to use his “unbounded influence” to bring the Massachusetts rebels “back to peace and reconciliation.”

On October 31, 1786—a cold, raw fall day with gusts of wind and mists that turned into a hard, driving rain—Washington responded to Lee's plea with a mixture of despair and exasperation.


The picture you have drawn … of the commotions & temper of numerous bodies in the Eastern states are equally to be lamented and deprecated. They exhibit a melancholy proof of what our trans-Atlantic foe have predicted; and of another thing perhaps, which is still more to be regretted, and is yet more unaccountable: that man kind, left to themselves are unfit for their own government. I am mortified beyond expression when I view the clouds which have spread over the brightest morn that ever dawned upon any country.



Washington adamantly declared that he was not the solution to his country's distress. “You talk, my good Sir, of using influence to appease the tumults in Government—I know not where that influence is to be found; and if attainable, that it would be a proper remedy for the disorders. Influence is not government. Let us have one by which our lives, liberties, and properties will be secured, or let us know the worst at once.”26

James Madison, at that point a relatively obscure representative from Virginia in the Continental Congress, had also begun to worry about the deficiencies of the Confederation government on the basis of his frustrating service there. When he received Henry Lee's exaggerated reports that the Massachusetts rebels greatly outnumbered those who supported the government, he wrote in a letter to his father that the rebels “profess to aim only at a reform of their constitution and of certain abuses in the public administration, but an abolition of debts public and private and a new division of property are strongly suspected to be in contemplation.” Madison ended gloomily, expressing an apprehension that “an appeal to the sword is exceedingly dreaded.”27

But while government officials in the Continental Congress were among those most terrified by the threat posed by Shays’ Rebellion, they had no money with which to pay a force of federal troops to quash the insurrection. Realizing that the Confederation government was helpless to do anything about the rebellion, Massachusetts governor James Bowdoin managed to raise twenty thousand dollars from private donors, and with that sum he put together a force of 4,400 men to confront the rebels. On January 25, 1787, Bowdoin's private militia, led by General Benjamin Lincoln, marched to Springfield, Massachusetts. It was an incredibly cold day, with temperatures dipping to twenty degrees below zero and heavy snowdrifts obscuring portions of the battlefield. Bowdoin's forces overwhelmed the Shaysite insurgents, killing four of the rebels during the first volley of fire and forcing the remainder to take flight. Shays’ Rebellion, such as it was, had ended.28

Most ordinary Americans, living and working on their farms, were as unconcerned with matters of continental finance as they were with the events of an abortive uprising of discontented debtors in western Massachusetts. But for those who cared about the fate of America, not as a loose collection of states and localities but, rather, as a single nation— particularly those who had seen firsthand the deficiencies of the continental government—the developments of late 1786 and early 1787 seemed ominous indeed. Shays’ Rebellion convinced many of America's most influential people that something drastic needed to be done to save their experiment in liberty and union.

THE ANNAPOLIS CONVENTION

The twin crises of the government's financial collapse and Shays’ Rebellion unfolded just as a small group of delegates was gathering in Annapolis, Maryland, on September 11, 1786, to consider ways to remedy yet another of the Confederation government's deficiencies. The Articles of Confederation lacked any provision permitting the American government to impose uniform commercial regulations among the states. As a consequence, the individual American states frequently fell into destructive competition with one another. Virginia and Maryland argued over navigation rights on the Potomac River, disputes between New York and the Vermont territory occasionally erupted into violence, and several of the states imposed onerous restrictions on interstate commerce. At times, the behavior of the American states toward one another seemed reminiscent of some of the worst examples of competition among the rival nations of Europe.

The Annapolis Convention, as it came to be known, was really not a proper convention. Although called into being by the Continental Congress, only twelve delegates from five of the thirteen states turned up and, lacking a quorum, they had no authority. But the twelve delegates who had gone to the trouble to make the trip to Annapolis—among them John Dickinson of Delaware, Alexander Hamilton of New York, Virginia's James Madison, and Virginia's governor, Edmund Randolph—all held unusually strong views about the need for a significantly stronger central government. Concluding their business, or, rather, facing the reality that they had no business to conclude, the twelve delegates directed an address to the Continental Congress—prepared by Hamilton—asking, “with the utmost deference,” that the states appoint commissioners to meet in Philadelphia in May of the coming year “to devise such further provisions as should appear to them necessary to render the constitution of the federal government adequate to the exigencies of the union.” What harmless-sounding words! But the men in Annapolis—Hamilton and Madison in particular—had something more ambitious in mind than a mere tinkering with the Articles of Confederation. They intended to scrap the Articles of Confederation altogether, create an entirely new government in its place, and, in the process, effect a dramatic change in the balance of power between the central government and those of the individual states.29

But if they were to move their plans forward, they would have to gain the approval of a somnolent—and occasionally hostile—Continental Congress in New York. Although the Congress received the address from the Annapolis Convention on September 20, 1786, it didn't get around to considering it for another three weeks, at which time it merely referred it to a Grand Committee that was supposed to consist of a delegate from each of the thirteen states. And there the proposal for a convention languished. Some of the inactivity stemmed from the reservations of committee members, especially those from New England, who believed that the Congress had no right to call such a convention. The more important reason for Congress's inaction stemmed from its inability to get the requisite number of delegates together to take up the matter at all. The Congress went for seventy-two consecutive days between early November of 1786 and mid-January of 1787 without achieving a quorum.30

Finally, on February 20, 1787, the Grand Committee, by a majority of only one, presented a report to the Congress recommending that a convention be held in Philadelphia in May for the purpose of considering changes to the Articles of Confederation that would make the government “adequate to the exigencies of the union.” Some of the credit for finally getting things moving belongs to James Madison, who, overcoming bouts of hypochondria, roused himself to travel to New York to urge his colleagues to act on the Annapolis proposal. Another important factor in motivating Congress to act was the changing attitudes of some of the representatives to the Congress from New England. Although the Shaysite rebels in western Massachusetts had been dispersed by Governor Bowdoin's private army two weeks earlier, they continued to believe that Massachusetts was in danger of lapsing into a state of anarchy, and therefore felt a new sense of urgency about the need to strengthen the federal government.31

The whole Congress received the report of the Grand Committee the following day, February 21, and proceeded to wrangle over the wording of the resolution endorsing the calling of a convention. Congress's final approval of the proposal was carefully hedged. It stipulated that a convention of delegates be held in Philadelphia in May “for the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation, and reporting to Congress and the several legislatures such alterations and provisions therein as shall when agreed to in Congress and confirmed by the States, render the federal Constitution adequate to the exigencies of Government and the preservation of the Union.”32

The congressional delegates, grudgingly agreeing to the idea of a convention, proceeded to make every effort to limit its authority. The authorization for the convention made it clear that anything accomplished at the gathering would be subject to the approval of both the Confederation Congress and the states. But those strictures would soon be ignored by a small cadre of Americans who had in mind a more ambitious idea for a federal union. Those men—led by James Madison and Edmund Randolph of Virginia, Gouverneur Morris, James Wilson, and Robert Morris of Pennsylvania, and Alexander Hamilton of New York—had by early 1787 reached a conclusion strikingly at odds with the one initially embraced by most of the Patriots of 1776. In 1776, most Americans, embarking on a perilous war against a powerful Empire, believed that the greatest threat to liberty was to be found in the overriding power of a distant, centralized government. The men responsible for initiating the call for a constitutional convention, their hopes and fears shaped by the challenges and frustrations of fighting a long, costly war and of securing peace and public order at home, had come to believe that the continental government's lack of “energy” posed an equally formidable threat to liberty. As they prepared to meet in the Pennsylvania State House—the same building in which Americans had declared their independence in 1776—they were contemplating a second revolution in American government.
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