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To Jeannie. To David.
And to all who appreciate the true complexity of the past.




 

There is very little difference in that superstition which leads us to believe in what the world calls “great men” and in that which leads us to believe in witches and conjurors.

—DR. BENJAMIN RUSH TO JOHN ADAMS, 1808
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Preface

THOMAS JEFFERSON (1743–1826) AND JAMES MADISON (1751–1836) were country gentlemen who practiced hardball politics in a time of intolerance. As agents of the American Enlightenment, they took premeditated action to overturn ingrained ideas they saw as insidious and unrepublican. As keen political operatives, they fought to humble some equally determined individuals whom they considered misguided or simply threatening. Like all politicians, Madison and Jefferson walked a fine line in condemning corruption while exercising power. They risked their personal prestige because they saw imminent danger. They were watchful. They were guarded. Their times did not allow for complacency.

We need a better understanding than we currently possess of the strong-willed politicians who helped mold the United States. Our modern leaders quote the founders in magnificent tones, hoping to obtain insights into their minds. But they know them mainly as indefatigable characters in an oft-told and problematic story—they tend to see the founders as they were on their best days. The discipline of history exists to reexamine time-honored treatments of people and events, and to separate myth from reality. Historians are concerned, above all, with accuracy in interpretation. As researchers, they are expected to navigate competing explanations and sort out ideological biases. That is how this book came about.

Previous biographers are not in all ways to blame for common effusions and misconceptions. Present beliefs about the early years of the American republic derive to a considerable extent from falsehoods the participants themselves planted, their filial offspring nurtured, and commemorative ritual compounded. Each generation gets to weigh in anew.

One might expect this book to be titled Jefferson and Madison rather than Madison and Jefferson. Its closest relative, Jefferson and Madison: The Great Collaboration (1950), by Adrienne Koch, remains a serviceable piece of scholarship. The ever-quotable author of the Declaration of Independence took precedence in Koch’s title for the same reason that a beautiful monument was erected to his memory in the Tidal Basin of Washington, D.C., in 1943. Madison, the dry, distant “Father of the Constitution,” generated little posthumous sentiment.

Textbooks highlight the “Age of Jefferson.” Madison’s high point as a public figure is generally associated with the one banner year of 1787, when the Constitutional Convention met; his low point was an unheroic flight from the President’s House during the British invasion of 1814. His manner and moods remain obscure, his long congressional career understudied. What could be a better invitation to learn more?

Our title is not meant to be cute or ironic. It is not to degrade Jefferson as a force in politics—not one iota—but rather to suggest that it is time to reevaluate their relationship and their distinct individual contributions. Popular historians have done precious little with Madison. And while political scientists have boiled him down to his noteworthy contributions to The Federalist Papers, the historians who place him within the larger context of party formation have presented Madison as a man unaffected by an emotional life, a man eclipsed by the more magnetic, more affecting Jefferson.

People have long been tempted to compare the third and fourth presidents. In 1824 an itinerant bookseller called on the Virginia neighbors. Jefferson was a man of “more imagination and passion,” he said; Madison, “more natural, candid and profound.” What exactly does this distinction mean? Did Madison lack imagination and passion? Was Jefferson less profound? The bookseller had spent too little time with his potential customers to know them at all well, and he was speaking in relative terms anyway.1

As a persuasive stylist, Jefferson described the idea of America in ways that students of history have long admired. Investing his words with lyrical power, he indulged often in a sentimental idiom. So yes, he possessed imagination and passion. Madison had a literary faculty too, and a rich wit. But he succeeded foremost as a deliberative, direct, and usually (though not always) tactful legislator. Stepping before the public, he was not concerned with style in the way Jefferson was. Madison preferred to supply information that enlivened an intellectual atmosphere. So yes, he was both candid and profound.

Even though Madison was unsentimental, he was every bit as intense as his more inspirational friend. Those who write about the American founding are dead wrong when they make Madison stiff and stilted. And some historians have rendered Jefferson so placid and elegant as to deprive him of spontaneous moments. Men and women who observed them at their most relaxed, in close quarters, remarked that Madison’s facility for conversational humor sometimes led him to make Jefferson the butt of a joke, and Jefferson to laugh so well that he nearly cried. The chapter headings alone instruct the reader that ours is a book about the ruthlessness of politics, aimed at demonstrating what is missing from the genre of Revolutionary heroics. Yet we do not lose sight of the power of personality, without which the annals of time would be cold, linear histories featuring absurdly rational actors.

The founders did not resist when the national creation story was brilliantly painted and sculpted in marble and their personal exploits made into something nobler than they were. We should not expect them to have done otherwise. The truth, however, is that Madison, Jefferson, and their peers loathed as well as they loved. As they chased self-serving objectives, they got bogged down in banking arrangements and caught up in obstacles associated with seductive land deals. To a far greater extent than most realize, their public lives were conditioned by matters of personal health and vital impulses not usually part of the historical record. The giants of politics past immersed themselves in mundane matters that, taken together, measured social status. They juggled responsibilities and were dismayed by unexpected outcomes in many areas of their lives.

To celebrate blindly those who were long ago given poetic protection as “founding fathers,” and who remain in the national spotlight today as our protectors, invites massive self-deception. In this book we do not denigrate, but historicize, the patriotic impulse. We do all we can to reconstitute the gritty world in which Madison and Jefferson operated. We guide the reader through nuances in eighteenth-century American English—a foreign language in many respects—to help make better historical sense of the emotional range within individual experience. Compared to our own time, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were primal and suggestible when it came to people’s expectations from life. Yet they were decidedly flamboyant times too, with more ill feeling than studied consensus. This alien culture, which eventually became ours, is more interesting when we strip away the loving haze.

Let us set aside for a moment America’s early heroes and speak about the materials of history. It was not a comprehensive mind that brought forth the republic’s critical texts. It was, to a large degree, the “tribal” identities of men like Madison and Jefferson, who were Virginians first and keenly aware of the clannish objections that one part of the continent had to the positions and attitudes of another. Though we associate their rich organizing talents with their commanding national legacies, they did nothing without first asking, How will this play in Virginia?

If this book has one overriding purpose, it is to bring back overlooked elements in a panicky political culture that dangerously provoked as often as it positively motivated Madison and Jefferson and those who fell into their circle. What reassurance Madison and Jefferson obtained, as they fought for what they believed in, derived in a very real way from the trust they eventually came to lodge in each other. Their partnership was one of the few constants either of them knew over his long political life. Yet it is wrong to suppose that they thought alike, as we will show at length.

They were insatiable readers. They both read extensively in the law. But they were not powerful courtroom pleaders of the sort that swayed juries with oratorical flourishes. That was their close acquaintance and formidable opponent Patrick Henry. Madison never argued a case in court, and Jefferson defended his clients’ interests with minimum verbiage. They were concerned with the law in bookish ways; it helped them think of how to improve civil society. This may sound uninviting at first, but their common immersion in dry treatises sheds light on their popular political agendas and cannot be divorced from a history of their long collaboration. If we are to be thorough, we must recover the unromantic elements that produced moments of real excitement.

For a six-foot-two-and-a-half-inch-tall man, Jefferson was not particularly imposing. His eyes were small, his skin tone fair. A delicate pallor shed about him. In later years his grandson remarked on how the sun caused his face to peel. His manner was almost retiring. Though his voice did not carry, he paid attention to acoustic power in all he wrote. He claimed he did not wish to draw attention to himself. He obviously failed in this.

Madison is a bit harder to sum up. Known principally as a political thinker, he was surprisingly multifaceted, and as a political actor contentious without being divisive. Even so, he was always thought of as “Little Madison” and, to his worst detractors when he was president, “Little Jemmy.” The consensus is that he stood about five foot four; his private secretary insisted, years after his death, that he was five foot six. His voice was never described as impressive nor his style as flashy, yet he was frequently (perhaps out of politeness?) praised for his able oratory. He might have been the sort to get lost in a crowd, but he weighed in on every public issue that mattered to Americans for more than half a century. And no one ignored what he had to say.

Both men were excellent dinner-table companions, affable and unhurried. This was the one social function they were bred for and excelled at. The greatest difference between them lay in their approaches to political disputation: Madison thrived in politicized settings of which Jefferson despaired. As the more easily irritated, Jefferson held a deep-seated desire to impose his will and crush his political enemies. Madison’s opinions were well defined and forcefully drawn, and he could certainly exhibit cold-heartedness; but he did not carry around the same degree of spite or the same need for historical vindication.

Neither Madison nor Jefferson was truly a “man of the people,” in spite of their press. Jefferson, shy by nature, idealized yeoman farmers more than he identified with their grubby lives; the physically unimposing Madison closely observed people and manners, though he was not warm or hearty with strangers. In political councils, he was prepared for anything; no one who has served in Congress can claim to have shown greater determination to shape policy than James Madison. We know more about Jefferson’s doggedness, but Madison was no less assertive.

They grew up on plantations in the Virginia countryside as privileged eldest sons. Their country seats, Madison’s Montpelier in Orange County and Jefferson’s Monticello, to the southwest, in Albemarle County, are about twenty-five miles apart. The world they shared was that of the Piedmont gentry. Jefferson enjoyed his book-lined, mountaintop retreat, which he started building in his twenties and which, for most of his adult life, was a domeless, and simpler, version of what exists today. Jefferson was only fourteen when he came into his patrimony upon the death of his pioneering father; his mother died in 1776.

Except for when he traveled, or sat in legislative bodies in Virginia and Philadelphia, Madison lived with his parents at the mansion built in 1731, twenty years before he was born. Until his death in 1801, Madison’s father subsidized his son’s education and political career. It is important to point out that although James Madison, Jr., was the eldest son, his political inclination led him to cede day-to-day management of the family estate to his brother Ambrose, four years younger; the politician became squire of Montpelier as a result of Ambrose’s unexpected death in 1793. And it is rarely noted that Eleanor (Nelly) Conway Madison, Madison’s mother, was born the same year as George Washington and lived ninety-seven years, until 1829, twelve years after her famous son had retired from the presidency. She bore ten children, only three of whom survived her.

Reared for leadership, Madison and Jefferson made connections with similarly inspired scholars at home and abroad. Jefferson remained in Virginia for higher education, but Madison went north to Princeton, where he became comfortable in the culture of the middle colonies. Jefferson escaped Virginia’s provincialism by going to France; Madison did not travel abroad but spent many years in Philadelphia and even sought to buy land in New York State.

Theirs was a time when print culture was dominant, when ostensibly personal letters were widely reprinted for the “news” they contained, when weeks and even months passed before information could be acted upon. Political gossip traveled across a rutted, bumpy, and often muddy landscape, or aboard unsteady sailing ships; interior communities struggled to keep pace with the more active and concentrated populations of America’s commercial ports. Life revolved around slow, arduous, meaningful communications.

The real story of Madison and Jefferson and their political ascendancy comes alive in this rich cultural terrain. Jefferson, the elder of the pair, took the first step, producing two Revolutionary texts: A Summary View of the Rights of British America (1774) and, of course, the Declaration of Independence (1776). Combined, these writings addressed the nature of society and the psychological poverty of British colonialism. He put his political imagination to the test, arriving at a lively and quotable manner of presentation as he made the embrace of liberty a daring proposition. Less well known is his pique: severe and judgmental in private communications, Jefferson spoke his mind to his friends but refused to debate his adversaries in public.

Madison’s career in national politics effectively began in 1780. From that year forward, he was known among his peers for a bold legislative agenda. In the 1790s he contributed incisive political pieces to the newspapers—often prompted by Jefferson. Jefferson appeared withdrawn, but allies inside Virginia and beyond its borders rarely misunderstood his and Madison’s policy preferences.

In constitutional matters, Jefferson opposed a strong executive; yet he became one. He served in executive positions for most of his political career: as Virginia governor, as George Washington’s secretary of state, as John Adams’s vice president, and as a two-term president. He was in the Continental Congress and Confederation Congress for relatively short periods and, though respected for his mind, voiced few opinions while there. At the Constitutional Convention, Madison worked to establish a strong executive, yet he was a relatively cautious president (though not a weak one, as some have said) who watched as a more aggressive Congress extended its influence. He was a legislator for longer than he was an executive, a leader both in Virginia and in national bodies.

From the above, the story of Madison and Jefferson would appear to be as much about unintended consequences as about straightforward political ambition. As is often true in American politics, not everything is what it seems.

We have written this book to establish what sustained a fifty-year-long personal bond that guided the course of American history. It turns out that beyond the relatively superficial differences outlined above, the Madison-Jefferson relationship was not always as smooth and effortless as history (and the actors themselves) want us to believe. Remarkably, after the Constitutional Convention, Jefferson sought to undermine the ratification process—to Madison’s severe embarrassment.

We have to question familiar assumptions if we are to achieve greater clarity in our appreciation of the past. Sometimes we find that what history calls triumphs were, in fact, less than billed. Madison was not particularly successful at the Constitutional Convention, certainly not in the way Americans have been taught and certainly not enough to warrant the title “Father of the Constitution.” Nor did The Federalist Papers that he collaborated on with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay carry the weight at the state ratifying conventions that our collective memory imagines. Their real value applies to a later time. Jefferson’s pseudo-scientific racism, iconoclastic statements about religious practices in America, and other philosophical musings were criticized as part of a larger political game—scare tactics, partisan politics—and did not always mean that the driving moral concerns of his critics were joined to practical solutions.

During much of his public career, Jefferson was steeped in bitter and lasting controversies created by his sometimes careless pen. As the less closely studied of the two, Madison has been grossly oversimplified as a brainy man whose vivacious wife ran his social schedule. Perhaps the most astonishing of ignored facts is Madison’s orchestration of Jefferson’s career. Jefferson might otherwise have retired from public service after the Revolution, in 1782, and again in 1789, after his five years as a diplomat in France. Madison was the driving force behind Jefferson’s reemergence in 1796, when Jefferson was urging Madison, then at the height of his congressional career, to seek the presidency. Rejecting the idea, Madison lured Jefferson away from the quiet of his mountaintop, where he was experimenting with new farming measures, and set him up to battle John Adams. Madison, in short, was Jefferson’s campaign manager, long before the term was coined.

It has become customary to refer to Madison as Jefferson’s “faithful lieutenant,” and at times he certainly was that. But we should remember that the lieutenancy was constructed in the early years of the republic by a politically charged press. Madison was Jefferson’s secretary of state and successor; to those of their contemporaries who sought a simple calculus, the dutiful lieutenant sounded right—a convenient shorthand—whether or not it properly described their association. Most of what they said to each other remained between themselves, though we have deduced that Madison periodically exercised veto power over Jefferson’s policy decisions.

It has been too easy for history to tag Madison as “modest.” This was the very word Jefferson used to explain why Madison did not come to the fore in debate during his first three years on the political stage in Virginia, 1776–79, before he and Jefferson became close. To extrapolate from this statement and define Madison’s character as modest is dangerous: “modesty” retrospectively helped to explain, for example, why he was a bachelor until he was past forty. By the same token, contemporaries who identified with the Democratic-Republican Party associated Jefferson’s soft, almost feminine voice with his much vaunted harmony-seeking political style—a dubious designation, to say the least.

All historians are answerable for their shortcomings. Even the best resort to synecdoche: they seize on one attribute of an individual’s behavior and enlarge it to explain, in the broadest terms, his or her impulses. In the interest of a flowing narrative, much conscientious history is sacrificed. It happens often. The more intensively one researches, the hardier a book’s organizing themes are, and the easier it is to become attached to the book’s trajectory. For this reason, the research process is both a gold mine and a land mine. Contentment is the researcher’s enemy. All of us know what the stakes are when we attempt to overturn received wisdom. We know that readers will judge how scrupulous we have been.

Of the coauthors, Andrew Burstein has previously concentrated on Jefferson as a citizen of the republic of letters, a political writer, and an ex-president contemplating his own mortality. Nancy Isenberg has tackled Jefferson’s political instincts insofar as they explain the troubled relationship he had as president with his controversial first-term vice president, Aaron Burr. In refocusing on the founding era, our purpose is not to privilege Madison but merely to restore balance where the historical record is skewed.

Perhaps the bookseller was on to something when he called Madison “more profound,” though genius, especially political genius, cannot be defined in rational terms. If Jefferson occasionally used language as camouflage, he charged his words with feeling. That is why his popular appeal is unmatched by any in his time. Madison was appreciated for his candor, but candor usually comes in second place behind imagination in the business of constructing a national memory.

This is a history of two men operating in a world whose cultural and intellectual boundaries Americans are still trying to draw accurately. In that world, the pursuit of happiness was a matter of grave uncertainty. Although it is hard to find agreement among scholars, all are likely to grant that together Madison and Jefferson introduced a mode of persuasion that changed political discourse and moved the country in directions it probably would not otherwise have gone. If history must be a story, then that is the story we tell in this book.


Chronology



	1743 April 13                     
	Thomas Jefferson born at Shadwell (Albemarle County), Virginia



	1751 March 16
	James Madison, Jr., born on the plantation of his maternal relations, raised at Montpelier (Orange County), Virginia



	1760–62
	Jefferson attends the College of William and Mary



	1769–72
	Madison attends the College of New Jersey (Princeton)



	1772 January
	Jefferson marries the widow Martha (Patty) Wayles Skelton



	1774 July
	Jefferson writes A Summary View of the Rights of British America



	1774 August
	First Virginia Convention meets in Williamsburg



	1774 September
	First Continental Congress meets in Philadelphia



	1775 March
	Second Virginia Convention meets; Patrick Henry delivers “Give me liberty” speech; Jefferson elected to the Second Continental Congress



	1775 April
	Battles of Lexington and Concord



	1775 May
	Second Continental Congress holds opening meeting



	1775 July
	Third Virginia Convention establishes Committee of Safety



	1776 May
	Madison joins Virginia Convention, which instructs its delegation in Philadelphia to move for independence



	1776 June
	Virginia Declaration of Rights, George Mason its principal author; Richard Henry Lee moves for independence; Jefferson assigned responsibility for drafting Declaration of Independence



	1776 October
	Madison and Jefferson meet for the first time



	1777
	Reverend James Madison becomes president of William and Mary



	1778
	Madison boards with Reverend Madison, as he serves on Governor Patrick Henry’s Council of Advisors; Jefferson in Williamsburg during Assembly sessions



	1779 June
	Jefferson elected governor of Virginia; Madison remains on Council of Advisors



	1780 March
	Madison enters Congress (Philadelphia)



	1781 January
	Benedict Arnold invades Virginia, marches on Richmond



	1781 June
	Jefferson’s governorship ends, as British attempt his capture



	1781 October
	Battle of Yorktown



	1782 September
	Patty Jefferson dies



	1782 December
	Believing he is heading to Europe as a peace negotiator, Jefferson arrives in Philadelphia and lodges with Madison, who is courting young “Kitty” Floyd



	1783 April
	Jefferson returns to Virginia



	1783 October
	Jefferson travels north again, joining Congress (which has moved to Annapolis), as Madison completes his term



	1783 December
	Madison leaves Philadelphia for the first time in more than three years, returns to Montpelier



	1784 April
	Madison elected to Virginia House of Delegates



	1784 July
	Jefferson sails for France (from Boston)



	1785 May
	First, limited printing of Notes on Virginia



	1786 September
	Madison attends Annapolis Convention



	1787 January
	Shays’s Rebellion takes place in western Massachusetts



	1787 May
	Madison attends Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia



	1788 June
	Madison attends Virginia Ratifying Convention



	1789 April
	Madison defeats Monroe to win a seat in the first Congress of the United States; inauguration of George Washington



	1789 July
	French Revolution begins



	1789 October
	Jefferson departs France for home



	1790 January
	Hamilton’s Report on Public Credit proposes assumption of state debts, infuriating Madison



	1790 March
	Jefferson arrives in New York, assumes duties as secretary of state



	1791
	First signs of coming revolution in St. Domingue (Haiti)



	1791 May
	Madison tells Jefferson he considers the national bank conclusive proof of Hamilton’s usurpation of power



	1791 May–June
	Madison and Jefferson tour New York and western New England
	



	1791 October
	Philip Freneau’s National Gazette begins operation



	1792 April
	Madison writes scathing article, “The Union: Who Are Its Real Friends?”



	1792 May
	Hamilton writes Virginian Edward Carrington, offering an interpretation of Madison’s defection and Jefferson’s lust for power



	1792 July
	Hamilton reopens newspaper attacks aimed principally at Jefferson



	1792 September
	Madison authors “A Candid State of Parties”



	1793 April
	America learns England and France are at war; Genet arrives in the United States



	1793 June
	Hamilton begins publishing “Pacificus” letters



	1793 August
	Madison responds with his first “Helvidius” letter



	1794 January
	Jefferson resigns from cabinet and retires to Monticello



	1794 September
	Madison marries the widow Dolley Payne Todd; Hamilton and Washington overreact to Whiskey Rebellion



	1795 June
	Senate approves Jay Treaty



	1795 August
	Edmund Randolph resigns from cabinet, authors self-vindication



	1796 April
	Madison gives up protesting House exclusion from treaty-making, and Jay Treaty is implemented



	1797 March
	John Adams inaugurated as second president, Jefferson becomes vice president



	1797 May
	Jefferson’s Mazzei letter of April 1796 translated and published, angering Washington



	1798 April
	News of XYZ Affair widely disseminated, war fever develops



	1798 July
	Alien and Sedition Acts passed



	1798 September
	Jefferson covertly authors Kentucky Resolutions



	1798 December
	Madison’s Virginia Resolutions approved by state assembly



	1799 December
	Washington dies



	1800 September
	Gabriel’s Rebellion (in vicinity of Richmond) foiled



	1800 December
	Jefferson and Aaron Burr tied, election moved to House of Representatives



	1801 February
	James Madison, Sr., dies



	1801 March
	Jefferson inaugurated as third president



	1802 September
	Callender publishes articles linking Jefferson and Sally Hemings



	1803
	Louisiana Purchase



	1804 April
	Death of Maria Jefferson Eppes



	1804 May
	Lewis and Clark expedition gets under way (from St. Louis)
	



	1804 July
	Burr kills Hamilton in duel



	1804
	Jefferson easily reelected, George Clinton of New York as vice president



	1805 March
	Impeachment trial of Justice Samuel Chase ends in acquittal



	1807 May
	Treason trial of Aaron Burr begins in Richmond



	1807 June
	Chesapeake incident, Royal Navy fires on U.S. ship near Norfolk



	1807 December
	Embargo approved by Congress



	1808 January
	Further importation of slaves prohibited by U.S. Constitution



	1809 March
	Madison inaugurated as fourth president



	1810 October
	West Florida throws off Spanish rule, is annexed to United States



	1811 April
	Madison prods Secretary of State Robert Smith to resign



	1812 June
	Congress declares war on Great Britain



	1812 Fall
	Madison reelected, defeating DeWitt Clinton



	1813
	United States achieves naval supremacy on Great Lakes



	1814 August
	British burn government buildings in Washington, D.C.



	1814 September
	Madison proclaims British actions “deliberate disregard of the principles of humanity”



	1814 December
	Treaty of Ghent signed, ending War of 1812



	1815 January
	Battle of New Orleans



	1817 March
	James Monroe inaugurated as fifth president; Madison retires to Montpelier



	1820
	Missouri Compromise



	1821
	Madison drafts parable based on Missouri question, “Jonathan Bull and Mary Bull” (not published until 1835)



	1824 November
	Lafayette visits with Madison and Jefferson



	1826 July 4
	Jefferson and John Adams die



	1829 February
	Nelly Conway Madison (mother of president) dies at age ninety-seven



	1829 March
	Andrew Jackson becomes president



	1829 December
	Madison and Monroe attend Virginia Constitutional Convention



	1831 July 4
	Monroe dies



	1831–32
	Nullification controversy



	1836 June 28
	Madison dies
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A TIME OF BLOOD AND FORTUNE


CHAPTER ONE

The Virginians
1774–1776


This morning I received a letter from Mr. Maddison who is a member of the Virginia Convention, informing me of the declaration of Independency made by that body.

—FROM THE MEMORANDUM BOOK OF PHILADELPHIAN WILLIAM BRADFORD, CA. MAY 21, 1776




You’l have seen your Instructions to propose Independance and our resolutions to form a Government … The Political Cooks are busy in preparing the dish.

—EDMUND PENDLETON, IN VIRGINIA, TO THOMAS JEFFERSON, IN PHILADELPHIA, MAY 24, 1776



IN MAY 1776, AT THE AGE OF TWENTY-FIVE, THE SLIGHTLY FORMED James Madison, Jr., was party to a critical conversation taking place among Virginia’s leaders in the colonial capital of Williamsburg. Across the middle colonies, some still believed that negotiation with Great Britain could have its desired effect. But in Virginia active debate had already ended, and a formal break was to take place. Instructions to that effect were being forwarded to the Virginia delegation at the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia—a precise directive from the “Political Cooks” in Virginia. Without this, thirty-three-year-old Thomas Jefferson would have had priorities other than writing the Declaration of Independence. And that is where we begin.

Before there was a United States of America, its colonists belonged to separate competing units within a sprawling empire. Cultures were as diverse as currencies were dissimilar. For most of its existence, Virginia cared more about its own vital interests, and securing its own expanse, than it cared about forging a common continental bond. The Old Dominion, in total square miles, was the largest of the thirteen colonies. This fact bred satisfaction among its landed elite and a distinctive sensibility as well. Mannered country gentlemen oversaw broad estates that enjoyed commanding views. They had names such as Lee, Randolph, Carter, Harrison, Taylor, and Byrd. They counted their herds, their hogsheads of tobacco, their silver, and the luxuries of the dining table. They calculated provisions for the slave families who shared their land but little else. They sat for portraits; they rode in coaches.

The Virginians were substantially different in temperament from New England’s elite. The latter, it was said, were solemn, critical, and intense, trained for the bustle of business. Harsh seasons and a rocky coastline conditioned them. Along with good, plain common sense, the northern environment appeared to have produced a severity of manners and a tautness of disposition that stood in contrast to southerners’ relative laxness and fondness for amusement. One can debate whether these traits—exuberance and extravagance versus cunning and conceit—were any better than stereotypes. Nevertheless they prevailed in the literature for quite some time and adhered most to those who guided the political direction of the country.1

Only a series of extraordinary events could induce the otherwise divergent colonies to imagine a cooperative future. Once provoked, the states found common ground and eventually united. Before they could, however, the constituent parts of British America had to acknowledge on some level the Virginians’ sense of their own importance—their special place on the continent.

We all know that North and South, fourscore and five years after celebrating their initial union, entered into a ruinous civil war. While its origins are debated by scholars, its general contours are well established. Historical memory is hazier as we retreat in time and ask what triggered the French and Indian War, and why it matters. That war eventually extended into Canada and established collective purposes among otherwise disobliging colonies. Hostilities, begun in 1753, were not settled until the French were expelled from all of North America ten years later.

The war was instigated by Virginia. And not just by Virginia, but in a very real way by twenty-one-year-old Major George Washington, at the behest of Virginia’s lieutenant governor, Robert Dinwiddie, an intense man with an intense desire to protect and expand the colony’s frontier settlements. In November 1753 Washington journeyed west and declared to an encroaching French force that the Ohio Country belonged to Virginia. The British government did not in fact know whether the Ohio Valley lay within Virginia’s boundaries; but Dinwiddie forged ahead regardless, unconcerned with the claims of other colonies and aware that he had the support of his colony’s leading men. To put it simply, Virginians thought big. Their vast land stood for autonomy and permanence.2

If any of the Virginians doubted the propriety of what they wished for, the French and Indian War erased that uncertainty. The conflict aroused a kind of pathos among colonial Americans that, before mid-century, they had experienced only in sermonic messages and declared days of fast. The long and barbarous war created a more powerful literature and a more heated vocabulary of human atrocity. Up to now dramatic poetry had tended to feature individual soldiers’ cruelty; now images of a “bleeding country”—stark depictions of communal suffering and redemptive courage—predominated. The political propagandists of the 1770s would paint pictures of an abused and terrorized people striving for justice, happiness, and peace of mind. An enlarged discourse of responsibility drew a deep and dark distinction between heroic values and an unsympathetic and merciless enemy.3

In the prelude to the Revolution, two decades after Major Washington’s first foray to the west, Virginia had a very different royal governor in Lord Dunmore, who was, compared to the engaging Dinwiddie, hard, spiteful, and suspicious. Patriot planters who met to decide the future of the country felt pressure coming from multiple directions, and yet they were giving up none of their claims to western territory. By 1775 Virginia was part of a defensive union—what was called, for a time, the United Colonies. And George Washington, no longer the young, uncertain emissary of a royal appointee, was a general, the persevering commander of a rebel armed force, and the confident owner of some twenty thousand acres of quite valuable land in western Virginia, awarded to him by Dinwiddie for his service in the 1750s.4

Washington took a risk when he agreed to lead the Continental Army. He was doubtful about his inexperienced junior officers and utterly shocked by the lack of discipline among their disrespectful troops. Vulnerable to attack, the newly designated United States of America learned in 1776, one year after he assumed his command, that it was unlikely to win independence from England without considerable aid from the former French enemy. In short, the country frantically struggled to sustain itself as it was striving to establish a collective identity.

Enter James Madison, Jr., and Thomas Jefferson. Theirs were prominent but not heralded names in Virginia—not yet. They are best described as members of the steering committee that directed the patriot effort in 1775–76. Madison made his contributions from Williamsburg, Virginia, and Jefferson made his from Congress in Philadelphia. Both were in the thick of things, but neither had any expectation of increased visibility after completing his present duties.

Their lives were shaped by the Revolution. Their life visions were shaped by it too. Yet the Revolutionary experience was not a uniform one across the United Colonies. To write about Madison and Jefferson, we must first see the American Revolution through the eyes of their people, the Virginians.

But we cannot stop there. For the next half-century or more, both in and out of government, Madison and Jefferson devoted themselves to the elusive ideal of a nation possessed of multiple cultures—multiple power centers—and still, somehow, a working Union. Wherever they were employed, they never set aside their provincial identities for long. Even in Williamsburg, on the Atlantic side of their state, they retained their local prejudice in favor of the river-fed interior or Piedmont section. The pair were not simply Virginians; they were Virginians of a particular breed.

“The Ablest Man in Debate”

The year America declared its independence from Great Britain was the year in which James Madison and Thomas Jefferson met. There is anecdotal evidence that as a student, Madison once watched Jefferson argue a court case, but they were never introduced.5 Neither could have foreseen how essential the other would become to his public career and individual legacy. At that time, in fact, the relationship each had with Edmund Pendleton was far more important than the relationship these two future allies had with each other.

Pendleton should not be lost to history. He was Virginia’s preeminent politician at the time of independence, a moderating voice amid turbulence, known for his decisiveness and praised for his diligence. Fifty-five years old in 1776, he was instrumental in Virginia’s declaring its independence from Great Britain. It was Pendleton who gave Jefferson advance warning that the leaders of the colony were hammering out a text, urging Congress to terminate the relationship with Britain.

Unlike Madison and Jefferson, Pendleton was one of the few leaders not born to wealth. Because his father died before he was born, and his mother, caring for six older children, bore two more by a second husband, Edmund received little attention as a child. First apprenticed to a tailor, he knew nothing of the classics—that measure of wisdom and key to social respect that the children of privilege acquired from their private tutors. But he had a facility for the law, and over the years this studious “son of nobody” acquired a reputation for ethical practice. As an attorney, he wrote up deeds for land purchases. Among his many clients over the years, George Washington and James Madison, Sr., regularly engaged his services.

Beginning in 1745, Edmund Pendleton was one of a small number of attorneys authorized to bring cases before Virginia’s most prestigious tribunal, the General Court. From within his legal circle would emerge the leaders of the Revolutionary resistance. As he invested in land—the path to upward mobility since the colony’s founding—he became their advocate on more than one front. Though he was not born to privilege, Pendleton’s personal genealogy still helped him along. He came into the world the same year as James Madison, Sr., and was the grandson of a seventeenth-century settler, James Taylor, by his second wife. The elder Madison was the great-grandson of the same Taylor, by his first wife.

And so the “son of nobody” became a member of the Virginia House of Burgesses in 1752. It was an association of men united by their strong family and social networks—and not inconsequentially, by their common indebtedness to British merchants—who tended to get on well with one another and with royal appointees as well. Pendleton remained in that body up to its dissolution at the time of the Revolution and expressed opposition to the imposition of taxes even before outspoken younger patriots such as Patrick Henry did. As much a lover of liberty as any of the more memorable founders, Pendleton was no firebrand, no troublemaker. Rather, he was a detail man, cautious, deliberative. Elected as a delegate to the First Continental Congress in 1774, he was joined by George Washington, Patrick Henry, and four others. To take the phrase “cooler heads prevailed” and apply it to Virginia on the eve of the Revolution, his was that cooler head.

The worst one could say of Pendleton he said of himself: that he was a substandard writer. But he had an encyclopedic knowledge of the law and was an easy man for a younger political aspirant to approach. In his 1821 autobiography, Jefferson recalled Pendleton in glowing terms: “one of the most virtuous & benevolent of men, the kindest friend.” Both in the General Court and in the House of Burgesses, he had symbolized competency for the young lawyer from Albemarle. He was, Jefferson acknowledged, “the ablest man in debate I ever met with.” Madison too completely trusted in his integrity.6

Ordinarily, revolutions are long in brewing. Not so America’s. Though joint operations of British regulars and colonial American fighters had brought victory in the French and Indian War, the decade 1765–75 proved the undoing of their transatlantic bond. Britain had debts after the war, and Americans were told they had to pay their fair share. No American sat in any governing body in Britain, yet Parliament claimed it could tax the colonies without their consent. The colonists did not like being dictated to from across the sea. They especially resented the loss of local autonomy.

The Stamp Act of 1765 was the opening salvo and provoked everything from angry taunts to street theater. All paper documents across the colonies (newspapers, pamphlets, contracts, and licenses) were to be imprinted with a special stamp, which had to be paid for in hard currency. As a new member of Virginia’s House of Burgesses, Patrick Henry introduced a series of resolutions, among which was one insisting that people could be taxed only by their elected representatives. Northern newspapers carried the Virginia Resolves, and Henry acquired a wide reputation. The crisis over taxation was everybody’s problem, not a single colony’s.

Although the hated Stamp Act was repealed in 1766, Parliament did not retreat. It passed the Declaratory Act, defending its power to impose laws on the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.” New taxes followed, including one on tea, the Americans’ favorite drink. The drama enlarged in December 1773, as a band of protesters appeared at Boston Harbor dressed in “the Indian manner” and, in defiance of the tax on tea, boarded ships and dumped 342 chests into the deep. The Boston Tea Party has long stood as a symbol of American determination, but at the time even the most uncompromising Virginia patriots thought this form of resistance unwarranted. All awaited Parliament’s response. When it came, it was unexpectedly severe.

The Coercive Acts shut down Boston Harbor and curtailed Massachusetts self-government. The Quartering Act placed soldiers in Bostonians’ homes. The Quebec Act lowered the Canadian border to the Ohio River and threatened the western land interests of the colonies south of New England, including Virginia. The king, his ministers, and a majority in Parliament all believed that aggressive restrictions were needed to force the wayward Americans into submission, but the new acts only goaded the various colonies to cooperate more closely.7

The opposing sides in this face-off regarded each other as obstinate. In 1774 they grew increasingly adamant. For their part, proud Virginians refused to stand idly by as the Bostonians faced hardships. In May of that year the Virginia House of Burgesses called for a day of fasting and prayer as a show of support. Their royal governor, Lord Dunmore, countered by calling a halt to the session. Jefferson, a burgess, had a hand in the fasting resolution; he issued a plea for the colonies to be of “one Heart and one Mind” in answering “every injury to American rights.” It was in the same year that Jefferson, soft-spoken in person, proved himself a staunch critic on paper with A Summary View of the Rights of British America, printed in Williamsburg and subsequently reprinted in Philadelphia and London.

The House of Burgesses, through its Committee of Correspondence, remained in contact with the Massachusetts political organizers. Meeting in rump session at the Raleigh Tavern in Williamsburg, Jefferson and his peers took the decisive step of calling for a “general congress” of the beleaguered colonies. They called as well for a gathering of the best political minds in Virginia. Thus the same men who had previously sat in the House of Burgesses now represented Virginia at an extralegal convention—a shadow government bypassing royal authority. The Virginia Convention met for the first time in August 1774. A few weeks later, when the First Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia, Virginians were given prominence. Peyton Randolph, Speaker of the House of Burgesses, was promptly elected the first president of Congress.8

Patriot sentiment disseminated through newspapers. The delegates to Congress were described in supernatural terms as “assembled gods” and “Oracles of our Country.” A Marylander claimed that Congress was not only the American equivalent of Parliament but excelled it “in honor, honesty, and public spirit.” James Madison, Jr., agreed, writing from his Orange County, Virginia, home to his Philadelphia friend William Bradford: “Proceedings of Congress are universally approved of in this Province & I am persuaded will be faithfully adhered to.” Virginia’s leaders accomplished much in a few short months. They created a viable opposition government in their colony and authorized their delegation in Philadelphia to voice “the united wisdom of North America” in the intercolonial congress.9

Yet the First Continental Congress was not particularly radical. It may have pronounced an embargo on British goods, but it also adopted a conciliatory posture toward King George III. Then over the winter of 1774–75, British forces stationed in Boston marched on towns where weapons and gunpowder were stored. In April 1775 the redcoats, or “lobsterbacks” as the locals derisively called them, raided Lexington and Concord in a renewed attempt to capture stores of ammunition. The ensuing fight brought out thousands of villagers, who took deadly aim from inside their homes and behind trees, routing the redcoats. The provincials gained in confidence. If any doubt remained as to the colonies’ future, the Battle of Bunker Hill, in a sweltering June heat, let men and women up and down the coast know that a hot war had begun, one not likely to be confined to the Northeast.

A second Virginia Convention had been held in March 1775. Patrick Henry made an impassioned speech that was remembered but not recorded. Even before Lexington and Concord, he saw where the struggle was heading, and he appealed to Virginia’s leaders to remain committed to the cause of liberty at all costs. Whether he actually uttered the immortal “Give me liberty or give me death!” or his clever contemporaries edited their own memories in later years, William Wirt’s 1817 biography of Henry made history come alive with the attribution. The words, in fact, are less important than the perception they convey: Virginia, no less than Massachusetts, called the shots. Without Virginia’s commitment, colonial resistance would have been tepid, if not impossible.10

“American Ardor”

In August 1775 General Washington, a Virginian, was in command of American troops outside Boston. The town itself was occupied territory, with British forces poised to break out and march into the interior. On a smaller scale, Virginians were repelling advances from the last royal governor, who had sought refuge among a group of armed British vessels anchored offshore.

At this critical juncture Edmund Pendleton assumed leadership of the Committee of Safety, his rebellious colony’s department of defense. There was no more crucial piece of work than to coordinate resistance, and that was Pendleton’s job. When Peyton Randolph died suddenly at the age of fifty-four, Pendleton succeeded him as president of the all-important Virginia Convention, which would meet twice more to map out the future of a self-governing Virginia and weigh its role in the United Colonies.

Virginia had been Britain’s first commercial settlement in North America. By mid-1775 it was independent in all but name. Pendleton was, in this way, the state’s first executive and remained so through the murky period preceding the legal establishment of a government. During the war years he would be a clearinghouse for political information and an essential sounding board for both Madison and Jefferson.

In early May 1776, in his role as president of the Virginia Convention, meeting again in Williamsburg, Pendleton received the thoughtful twenty-five-year-old James Madison, Jr. The new representative hailed from Orange, and Pendleton well knew that the family’s landholdings were the largest in that interior county. He may not yet have known Madison as well as he knew his influential father, Colonel James Madison, but he had certain expectations of this firstborn son of the Virginia gentry.

Madison had not been a real player in provincial politics until this moment. Since his return from the College of New Jersey (Princeton) in 1771, he had been living 125 miles from the colonial capital, at the family estate of Montpelier. Jefferson had already established himself on a larger stage, with finely crafted writings protesting injustice—in particular, his hard-hitting Summary View of the Rights of British America, which contended that America was settled by free individuals at the cost of their own blood and their own fortunes. For most of the colonial era, according to Jefferson, they had avoided asking for even a shilling from the British treasury. Jefferson insisted on sizing up political events “with that freedom of language and sentiment which becomes a free people.”11

Despite his youth, Madison plunged immediately into Revolutionary politics. He was well versed on matters of natural rights and social contract theory. He believed that Great Britain was in the process of defaulting on an agreement based on economic fairness. Though we have no record to suggest a reaction from Madison to Jefferson’s Summary View, he too was steeped in the vocabulary of those pamphleteers who framed their appeals around such loaded words as sovereignty, freedom, humanity, and happiness. For several years now, American writers north and south had employed psychologically powerful metaphors to convince themselves that the parent country was betraying a union based on affectionate concern.12

Although life on his father’s plantation often felt isolating, Madison was more than just theoretically attached to the patriot cause. In 1776 he was as familiar with the political hub of America, Philadelphia, as Jefferson was, and his letters show an eagerness to stay abreast of news from the North. Jefferson was writing from Philadelphia with a minimum of self-censoring to John Page, his close companion from their days at the College of William and Mary and now, along with Pendleton, a member of Virginia’s Committee of Safety; Madison had the equivalent outlet in Princeton classmate William Bradford, the son of a prominent Philadelphia printer.

The Bradford firm was the official printer to the Continental Congress, which first met a short time after Madison had concluded a visit to Philadelphia and sampled the political spirit there. He and Bradford exchanged animated, occasionally extravagant letters, each prompting the other with patriot logic. Bradford railed against the “corrupt, ambitious & determined” British ministry. Madison elaborated on “the Characteristics of a free people,” attested to the warm sentiments his fellow Virginians felt for Boston’s patriots, and praised “American ardor” in opposing the “secret enemies” of good and generous government. He saw little chance that the Crown would deliver justice and was opting for a continental defense against possible attack.13

What had shaped his mind? At Princeton, Madison was exposed to a wide variety of subjects, and though he never had any intention of becoming an attorney, he began the study of law in late 1773. His real intellectual passion lay with arguments in favor of religious and civil liberty. Here Reverend John Witherspoon, the president of Princeton, was his guide. A stout man with a Scottish accent as pronounced as his satirical bent, Witherspoon exposed Madison to the Scottish philosophes as well as the powerful Presbyterian critique of religious oppression. The Scots’ contribution to the Enlightenment was their particular emphasis on sympathy and sociability—how to nourish manners on a national scale and improve the human condition.

Revolutionary ideas were already in the air at Princeton during Witherspoon’s presidency, and he was subsequently elected to the Continental Congress. He would, in fact, be the only ordained minister to sign the Declaration of Independence. The great majority of those who took his classes became avid supporters of the patriot cause.

Passionate about liberty, Witherspoon believed that every human being had a natural inclination to behave morally in pursuit of temporal and eternal happiness alike. But he also believed in sin and human depravity: the moral sense was blunted whenever selfishness—an unjust authority, within or without—took over. Resistance to that authority through acts of virtue preserved liberty of conscience. In Witherspoon’s words, conscience set bounds to authority by saying: “Hitherto shalt thou go, but no further.”

Believing that liberty of conscience was uniquely a Protestant endowment, he reviled the Catholic Church. “Unjust authority is the very essence of popery,” he wrote. The Church of Rome was distant, hierarchical, and oppressive, “making laws to bind the conscience” and punishing those who called its authority into question. Yet he held Protestants responsible for similar abuses, because all human institutions, religious and political, were prone to corruption, bias, and human error. The Church of England itself had an embarrassing history of persecuting Quakers, Presbyterians, and other dissenting sects on English soil.

As tensions built between America and England, Witherspoon saw in the British ministry a replication of these abuses. If the pope was fallible, then so were the British king, his council, and the members of Parliament. In short, London had become another Rome. Its distance from America had generated error, persecution, and the faulty claim that it could make laws “to bind us in all cases whatsoever.” In 1776, in one of his best-known published sermons (dedicated to John Hancock, who was then president of the Continental Congress), Witherspoon said that the central aim of American independence was to protect civil and religious liberties. His logic was formidable, and his robust language a strong stimulus for Madison.14

Writing to his friend Bradford early in 1774, Madison noted that while the recently engineered Boston Tea Party may have involved too much “boldness,” it was ultimately right because of the “ministerialism” of the royal governor. His choice of words was not accidental. Madison saw a direct connection between Britain’s ministers—the king’s chief political advisers—and the established church. Referring to the primacy of the Congregational Church in New England, he wrote: “If the Church of England had been the established and general Religion in all the Northern Colonies as it has been among us here [in Virginia], and uninterrupted tranquility had prevailed throughout the Continent, it is clear to me that slavery and subjection might and would have been gradually insinuated among us.”

A state of “tranquility” was nothing desirable—it meant surrender of the will. Madison was saying that the Bostonians’ love of liberty flourished in a dissenting religious environment, for Anglicans were without power there. If the Anglican Church had held sway in Massachusetts as it did in Virginia, a general passivity—“slavery and subjection”—would have sunk the colonies into a political grave. Virginia could learn from Boston’s example.

Madison possessed the fire of a young activist. Thinking of the contest between freedom and servitude, he was livid that religious persecution should continue in Virginia. In a county near Orange, a half dozen Baptists had been thrown into jail for publishing their beliefs. Madison expressed his disgust with “knavery among the Priesthood,” and the “Hell conceived principle of persecution” that raged among the Anglican clergy. Though the House of Burgesses was then considering petitions on behalf of dissenters, he doubted much would change. The self-interested clergy were “numerous and powerful” due to their connection to the “Bishops and the Crown”; they would do all they could to retain control.

Just as he admired the Boston patriots, Madison told Bradford that he wished Virginia could be more like Pennsylvania, where the “air is free” and free people evinced a “liberal and equitable way of thinking as to the rights of conscience.” Pennsylvania had long been a haven for religious dissenters; its original charter protected liberty of conscience from state interference. Madison said that Pennsylvania “bore the good effects” of its history. If only, he mused, liberty of conscience might be revived among Virginians.15

His 1774 visit to Philadelphia further convinced Madison of the need for change in Virginia. After he returned south, he became a member of the local committee of safety in Orange, where he took part in the confiscation of Tory pamphlets being distributed by an Anglican minister, recommending that the offensive literature be reduced to ashes. Nor did he have qualms about applying tar and feathers to another minister who denied the authority of the Virginia Convention. By January 1775 Madison was reporting to Bradford that Virginians were “procuring the necessaries for defending ourselves.” Within a short time, he predicted, there would be “some thousands of well trained High Spirited men ready to meet danger whenever it appears.” Between then and early May 1776, when he presented himself to Pendleton, Madison had become a passionate proponent of revolutionary change. The interior counties of Virginia, where he had grown up, were in general more radical than the vulnerable coastal, or Tidewater, region, where the threat to life and property felt more immediate and made men more tentative in their questioning of royal authority.16

It is especially interesting that Madison in his early twenties should have sounded so combative and should have so eagerly assumed a leading role in Virginia politics. He had a preoccupation with his physical infirmities, a history of convulsive outbursts attributed to a combination of “feebleness” in constitution and “epileptoid hysteria,” or hypochondria. These were believed to be diseases of the learned (those who sap their own strength with too much study). Now generally used to refer to an imaginary medical complaint, hypochondria was defined in Madison’s day as a weakness in the nervous system producing low spiritedness, fearfulness, and distrust. “I am too dull and infirm now to look out for any extraordinary things in this world,” he wrote to Bradford at one point. “My sensations for many months past have intimated to me not to expect a long or healthy life.” It may be that he suffered from a form of depression.17

“Dull and infirm,” Madison, who also had gastrointestinal complaints, was an unlikely candidate for the army. So was the unmartial Jefferson, who though a competent hunter in his youth was too mild and bookish now to partake in acts of physical aggression, even at the moment of revolution. Yet in the expectant autumn months of 1775, Madison was named a colonel and Jefferson a lieutenant (and commander in chief) in their respective county militias. The lead signature on both commissions was that of Edmund Pendleton. Neither would ever put on a uniform. But they were, on paper at least, officers.18

“Most of Them Glowing Patriots”

Of those Virginians who preceded Jefferson and Madison in attaining political eminence, Edmund Pendleton was one of the few who did not need to justify his position within the governing elite. Having risen gradually over several decades, he was respected in all corners of the Old Dominion. After Pendleton came the militant Patrick Henry. Forty years old in 1776, Henry was still not content with where he stood among the powerful, though his reputation for soaring oratory held steady and his rustic appeal to ordinary men was making him appear more and more heroic.

Pendleton warmed to the younger patriots Madison and Jefferson, partly because of the quality of their minds and partly because of who their parents were. But he was decidedly unimpressed with Henry, for reasons that had nothing to do with his pedigree—his father, born in Scotland, had achieved respectability in Virginia—and everything to do with his pose.

Patrick Henry was Virginia’s darling who became, as time passed, leader of the knee-jerk opposition to every reform that the Madison-Jefferson partnership stood for. Jefferson’s account of Henry’s career, written in later years to William Wirt, Henry’s first biographer, tells how Jefferson disparaged (and no doubt also envied) the talents of the sensation-causing oracle, who was seven years his elder. Jefferson’s prejudices may also help to explain Pendleton’s discomfort with Henry’s ambition.

Jefferson told Wirt that he first met Patrick Henry at the end of 1759, when, just shy of seventeen, he left Albemarle County and rode off to college. At a holiday party, he witnessed the vaunted sociability of Henry, then twenty-four, and came to know of his passion for deer hunting. Should his reference to rusticity be read as neutral in tone, Jefferson added for Wirt that Henry lived for weeks in the wilderness without changing his dirty shirt. In Jefferson’s eyes, Henry was a man of hunger and passion and little else, one who resisted gentrification and was a lazy thinker.

A few months after their first meeting, Henry was in Williamsburg to be licensed as an attorney. According to Jefferson, “he told me he had been reading law only 6. weeks.” Two of Henry’s examiners, brothers Peyton and John Randolph, “signed his license with as much reluctance as their dispositions would permit them to shew.” But Jefferson’s own law tutor, the virtuous George Wythe, “absolutely refused.” The Randolph brothers subsequently acknowledged to Jefferson that they considered Henry “very ignorant of law.”

As far as Jefferson was concerned, the facts proved Henry’s intellectual weakness. Yet he saw Henry as an ally in the years leading up to the Revolution. “The exact conformity of our political opinions strengthened our friendship,” he wrote. What that friendship consisted in, Jefferson did not say. But he did say that as his reputation built, Henry capitalized on every opportunity: “His powers over a jury were so irresistible that he received great fees for his services, & had the reputation of being insatiable in money.” Jefferson repeatedly damned Henry with faint praise.

Henry specialized in criminal law, where his obvious passion swayed juries. If we take Jefferson at his word, Henry only preferred jury trials because he sensed that well-educated judges would be able to see through him and expose his limited knowledge of the law. Jefferson dated his break with Henry to 1780, but his extant notes of 1773 (when he observed Henry argue for one side in a marital dispute) already suggest friction: “Henry for the plaintiff avoided, as was his custom, entering the lists of the law … running wild in the field of fact.” Jefferson’s phrasing was colorful but dismissive. A gifted student never celebrated for his public performances, Jefferson disliked Henry’s unorthodox manner and was frustrated by the success of style over substance. In this case Henry bested the opposing attorney—none other than Edmund Pendleton, whom Jefferson lavishly praised for his legal erudition.

To the vast majority of Virginians, Henry was a champion. Even an old and begrudging Jefferson was to admit that it was Henry “who gave the first impulse to the ball of revolution.” His strength lay in his prophetic power. He sensed what the royal court was up to and made certain that America understood the inevitability of war. He prepared his countrymen for it, risking treason in justifying rebellion.19

All recollect Jefferson’s role in the Second Continental Congress, in 1776, but he was also among fourteen notables considered in 1774 for inclusion in the seven-member Virginia delegation to the First Continental Congress. In the balloting, Henry tied for third with George Washington. Jefferson came in a distant ninth. He was, at this point, a leader of the second tier only. Whether he expected something more, or felt the slightest bit hurt by the vote that excluded him from the First Continental Congress, is pure conjecture.20

Nor can we know precisely who James Madison was referring to when he wrote to his friend Bradford: “This Colony has appointed seven delegates to represent it on this grand occasion, most of them glowing patriots & men of Learning & penetration. It is however the opinion of some good Judges that one or two might be exchanged for the better.” The unanimous first-place finisher, Peyton Randolph, and the graceful, classically trained Richard Henry Lee (whom Jefferson later described as “frothy”) are unlikely to have struck Madison as lesser lights; nor Pendleton, of course. Richard Bland was advanced in years, and suggestions in Madison’s later correspondence point to him as one he considered expendable. The relatively conservative Benjamin Harrison, a man of known veracity noted more for his wide girth and his dark humor than for his scholarly credentials, may have been the other.

Then there was George Washington, who possessed an intellect no better than average. He did not protest the Tea Act at the time it passed Parliament, and he focused his frustration with London on an issue where he stood to lose personally: the military’s refusal to award five thousand acres to American officers of the French and Indian War. (He had already paid another Virginia officer for his share and anticipated receiving ten thousand acres.) Beyond this evidence of self-interested behavior, Washington expressed his open concern over Britain’s divide-and-conquer approach, its punishing Massachusetts first while hoping to minimize dissent in other, unaffected colonies. It is hard to imagine that Madison meant for Washington to be exchanged.

So how was it that Patrick Henry was able to endear himself to so many of his fellow Virginians? Jefferson again: “I think he was the best humoured man in society I almost ever knew, and the greatest orator that ever lived. He had a consummate knoledge [sic] of the human heart.” The original editor of the Madison papers has speculated that Patrick Henry might have been too “fiery” for Madison’s tastes. But Henry, at this juncture, seems rather to have embodied Madison’s Revolutionary spirit.

The personalities of Henry and Washington were rather different: the one gregarious, the other grave. But they received the same number of votes and held similar views while members of the Virginia delegation to the First Continental Congress. Perhaps the most formidable combination of mind and voice in that delegation belonged to Richard Henry Lee, who was born the same year as Washington. Lee had grown up nearby on the estate of Stratford (whose best known occupant, yet unborn, would be his grandnephew, Confederate general Robert E. Lee). The Lees were already an influential Virginia clan, and Richard Henry was English-educated. The Virginia delegation may not have been quite as intimidating as Madison wished it were, but in their secret proceedings the Virginians were animated and decisive. The southern group worked closely with a Massachusetts delegation that included cousins John and Samuel Adams; combined, they challenged the conservative elements in other colonies point by point.21

“We Shall Fall Like Achilles”

Virginia was not fully committed to independence until it tasted British tyranny directly in the form of the royal governor, John Murray, the fourth Lord Dunmore. Appointed in 1770, Dunmore was a passionate Scotsman trained in the military and prone to explosive outbursts. At least one newspaper described him as a “devil more damned in evil.” He was berated for his sexual indulgences with “black ladies” and mocked for convening a “promiscuous ball.” In 1775–76, Lord Dunmore was the most hated man in the colony. Madison to Bradford: “We defy his power as much as we detest his villainy.”22

On April 21, 1775, following instructions from the British ministry, Dunmore had removed gunpowder from the public magazine in Williamsburg. He did so clandestinely, ordering a few of his men to slip into town before dawn and carry off fifteen barrels. They loaded them onto a war vessel docked nearby. An alarm was sounded, which drew a crowd, angry and armed, to the town green. A group of the colony’s leading men addressed the royal governor at the palace, with reasoned arguments to counteract the energy of the masses. The gunpowder belonged to the colony and not to the king, they claimed. It should be returned because of rumors that a slave revolt was imminent.

Pleased with their mild response, Dunmore offered assurances that the powder would be returned if needed for defense. But the next day the governor abruptly changed his mind. Finding himself accosted by one angry alderman, he lashed out at the entire colony, threatening to free all slaves and reduce the colonial capital to ashes. Dunmore is alleged to have snarled: “I have once fought for the Virginians, and by God I will let them see that I can fight against them.”23

Within a week, six hundred men had mustered in Fredericksburg, ready to march on Williamsburg. Urged by Pendleton and others to disband, the majority took their leaders’ advice. But a few volatile companies thought otherwise. One was an independent company from Jefferson’s Albemarle County, and another was from Madison’s Orange County. They joined forces with Patrick Henry’s Hanover County band and marched east. When news of Henry’s troop movement reached the governor, Dunmore fumed that if the marchers did not stop, he would free untold numbers of slaves and spread “devastation where I can reach.” He reminded the colonists that they were vulnerable to Indian uprisings too.

Henry never made it to Williamsburg. The leaders of the Virginia Convention convinced him not to proceed, having arranged a truce of sorts in which the governor agreed to compensate the colonists for the gunpowder. Still bent on retribution, Dunmore declared Henry an outlaw, which only made Henry more of a hero; county after county rallied to his defense. When he set out for Philadelphia to resume his seat in the Continental Congress, three companies decked out in full military dress escorted him to the Maryland border. Through one intemperate act, the colonial governor had ensured that his chief rival became Virginia’s champion.

Having watched these events unfold, Madison wrote William Bradford a detailed account. Fully aware that most of Virginia’s leadership disapproved of Henry’s action, he wholeheartedly sided with Henry for his resolute effort “to procure redress.” In “the most spirited parts of the country,” Madison said, Henry’s boldness had “gained him much honor” among the citizenry.

He himself was one of those citizens, drafting an address to express thanks to Henry, which he and his father both signed as ranking members of the Orange County Committee of Safety. In this message to the public, published in the Virginia Gazette, Madison contended that Henry had the right to use “violence and reprisal” even if vengeance was his sole motivation. Conditions had changed with the “blow struck” at Lexington and Concord. The time for reconciliation was past.24

At this historic moment, then, Madison’s thinking was closest to Henry’s, setting him apart from Jefferson and Pendleton, who saw Henry as a man of impulse unable to resist responding to Dunmore’s provocations. Sizing up the magazine incident, Pendleton concluded that “the Sanguine are for rash measures without consideration, the Flegmatic to avoid that extreme are afraid to move at all, while a third Class take the middle way” toward a “Steddy tho Active Point of defense.” Henry’s boldness had shifted the balance of power away from the middle ground. Jefferson echoed this view in a letter to William Small, his college mathematics professor, now living in England. He worried that Dunmore had unleashed the “almost ungovernable fury of the people,” which no one but the “more intelligent people” of Virginia could temper. In Jefferson’s mind, Henry deserved no thanks.25

Young Madison had no fear of popular passions and no wish to restrain Henry. He was so deep in the marchers’ column and so uncomfortable with Jefferson and the moderates that he bought into a rumor that the half-blind sixty-five-year-old Richard Bland, in Congress at Philadelphia, had “turned traitor” after having been offered a lucrative job by the British. “We all know age is no stranger to avarice,” Madison charged, willing even to believe that the venerable Benjamin Franklin had returned from fruitless negotiations in London no longer worthy of the patriots’ trust. “Indeed it appears to me that the bare suspicion of his guilt amounts very nearly to a proof of its reality,” Madison stated, jumping to conclusions well at odds with his later reputation for reasoned analysis.26

Dunmore’s real transgression—his most inflammatory act—was the undisguised “malice,” as Madison termed it, of threatening to incite a slave uprising. Virginians were not taken by surprise, however. Rumors had been circulating that the design of the British administration all along was to pass an act freeing slaves and servants so that they could then take arms against the Americans. Congressional delegate Richard Henry Lee believed that Americans should free their slaves before the British did. Months before Dunmore revealed his plans, Madison had written to Bradford that he feared an insurrection. There had been a meeting of slaves (“a few … unhappy wretches”) who intended to seek out the invaders once British troops landed on Virginia soil. Bradford was no less appalled at the prospect, finding it incomprehensible that “the Spirit of the English” would countenance “so slavish a way of Conquering.”27

Madison was prepared to admit that its slave population was Virginia’s greatest vulnerability, its Achilles’ heel: “If we should be subdued,” he said in June 1775, “we shall fall like Achilles by the hand of one that knows that secret.” Madison knew that free, white Virginians had created an unstable society, and that all their bravado, all their talk of liberty, could not hide this fact. When his paternal grandfather, Ambrose Madison, had died at the age of thirty-six, in 1732, a court determined that he had been poisoned by at least one of his slaves; three were tried, one hanged.28

To be literal, using real slaves might be called a “slavish” way of conquering, but that is not precisely what Bradford meant. In 1775 the idea of slaves fighting their masters under sanction of the British military was an insult to the inherited sense of honor claimed by the king’s freeborn British subjects in Virginia. London had long maintained that plantation slavery could be safely managed and hitherto had done nothing to reverse or undo the arrangement. A new, “slavish” way of conquering meant setting up British Americans for destruction. Whether one looked at “slavish” conquering as race war or mere indecency, the situation was grim.

In June 1775, once Dunmore fled the governor’s palace, fearing for his life, his detractors assumed that his departure was part of a larger plan to invade Virginia. He had already kept the burgesses from meeting for over a year when the Virginia leadership finally felt compelled to establish its substitute government, the Virginia Convention. Fairfax County patriarch George Mason proceeded to devise the first serious plan for an organized military, and Patrick Henry made known his ambition to lead the First Regiment. After Henry won his colonelcy and the title of commander in chief of the Virginia militia, George Washington remarked caustically: “I think my countrymen made a Capitol mistake, when they took Henry out of the Senate to place him in the field; and pity it is, that he does not see this.” Washington believed that Henry, energetic though he was, did not reason (or strategize) as a military man should.

Meanwhile Dunmore made good on his threats, initiating raids along the coastline, harassing planters, and recruiting slaves. In November 1775 he did battle with the Princess Anne County militia, seizing its captain and securing a hold on the oceanside town of Norfolk. Victory so emboldened Dunmore that he issued the most infamous of his proclamations, charging rebellious Virginians with treason while promising freedom to all slaves and servants who flocked to his standard.

In simple terms, he had declared war on the Virginia planter class. Arming former slaves turned their great white world upside down. Dunmore’s so-called Ethiopian regiment, which helped defeat the Norfolk area militiamen, were musket-bearing slaves led by white officers, eager troops who wore the words Liberty to Slaves on their chests. There appeared to be more than one revolution in the offing.29

Jefferson recognized Dunmore’s new army as a menace. Writing from Philadelphia to his college chum John Page, he concluded his letter by reprising Cato the Elder’s call in the Roman Senate, substituting Norfolk for Carthage: “Delenda est Norfolk”—Dunmore’s stronghold must be destroyed. A prominent planter reported to Jefferson and the Virginia delegation in Congress that Dunmore’s ships were “plying up the Rivers, plundering Plantations and using every Art to seduce the Negroes. The Person of no Man in the Colony is safe.” Pendleton likewise expressed indignation over Dunmore’s “Piratical War,” telling Jefferson that all Dunmore really had in mind was to lure slaves on board his ship and then sell them for profit to plantations in the West Indies. This was not true, but it served Pendleton’s purposes.

General Washington, stationed outside a besieged Boston, shared in the moral confusion and outright indignation. Dunmore was the “Arch Traitor to the Rights of Humanity,” he charged, and if his movement was not quickly crushed, it would have a “snow Ball” effect; for Dunmore knew how to grow his army through a combination of “fear” and “promises,” most notably among the “Negros,” who otherwise had no reason to be tempted. He too understood that race relations constituted Virginia’s Achilles’ heel.30

Just a few weeks earlier Washington had appealed for a discontinuation of black enlistments in New England. He was uncomfortable with the number of blacks under arms and their easy camaraderie with white soldiers. But the slow pace of recruitment caused him to acquiesce at least to the reenlistment of free blacks. The commander of Continental forces was not alone: in Congress, John Adams echoed Washington’s concern, empathizing with the white southern troops who arrived in Massachusetts only to encounter this strange situation.

Lord Dunmore’s words and actions ensured that slavery remained central to how Virginians thought about their future prospects. The members of the Virginia gentry felt that their backs were to the wall. Whether or not the Continental Congress acted en masse, the colony’s elite was getting closer to declaring Virginia’s complete independence from Great Britain.31

“The General Inconvenience of Living Here”

Americanness had been forced upon the Virginians. Despite their good educations and their country seats, the English persistently portrayed them as clumsy provincials. In 1770 less than one-tenth of Virginia’s white males owned one-half of the colony’s land, while their slaves—human beings designated as property—accounted for nearly 40 percent of the population. Under such circumstances, late colonial Virginia would hardly seem to possess the building blocks of a healthy republic.

Madison and Jefferson were passive beneficiaries of a severely hierarchical system. Virginia’s landowners had overborrowed to maintain their opulent lifestyle. There is no better proof of the Virginians’ rank among the colonies than the fact that their most important product, tobacco, represented some 40 percent of the thirteen colonies’ combined exports to Great Britain. And it was declining in value. Financial worries intensified feelings of mistreatment by a Parliament that insisted on taxing the colonies. In short, the Virginians who exercised power at home felt dangerously exposed abroad.32

Slavery could not but define them. North of Maryland most slaves were house servants, playing a far less decisive role in the economy. To feed the commercial engine of the South, slavery had been made cruelly efficient. It had to be energetically maintained, policed by communities, and encoded in laws; otherwise it would not thrive. As a result, the Virginia gentry upheld inherently contradictory ideologies in the 1770s. They proclaimed their love of liberty, appealed to philosophy and literature, and exhibited a genteel and increasingly sentimental appreciation for the human potential. Admitting slavery’s corruption of whites’ morals, they did not, however, abandon the old compulsion to mix kindness with violence in dealing with their human property.

Were they helpless, born wrapped in an economic straightjacket? Or were they spineless? That is history’s problem to solve. In 1773 Patrick Henry, writing in a style that belies both Jefferson’s and Wirt’s descriptions of his intellectual limitations, told a Quaker who had educated and then freed his own slaves what Jefferson, Madison, and their compeers all felt in varying degrees: “Is it not amazing,” wrote Henry, “that at a time when the rights of humanity are defined and understood with precision, in a country above all others fond of liberty … we find men professing religion the most humane, mild, gentle, and generous, adopting a principle as repugnant to humanity as it is inconsistent with the Bible and destructive to liberty?” Henry did not speak in the abstract: “Would anyone believe I am the master of slaves of my own purchase! I am drawn along by the general inconvenience of living here without them. I will not, I cannot justify it.”33

His words embodied the paradox facing Virginians. Since 1765 white Americans had repeatedly and dramatically termed their suffering at the hands of Parliament “enslavement.” Yet all soon realized that their poignant metaphor invited comparisons to the slavery they practiced. In the famous case of Somerset v. Steuart (1772), British jurist Lord Mansfield ruled that slavery could not be sanctioned by the common law. It was, as the trial transcript reads, incompatible with the “natural rights of mankind” and the “mild and humane precepts of Christianity.” Once a slave stood on British soil, the very air he breathed gave him legal protection and made him free. A writer in the New-York Journal assumed that this ruling would produce “greater ferment” than had the Stamp Act protests, for it placed the regulation of American slavery within the jurisdiction of British courts.

Mansfield had no intention of freeing British slaves or of undermining the British slave trade. But he did imply that Parliament could, if it chose, pass legislation affecting slavery in the colonies. A successful attorney in the case went so far as to declare that the laws of Virginia were as repugnant to the British constitution as the customs found in the “barbarous nations” of Africa. Another contended that recognizing Virginia law in England was no different than permitting a Muslim to bring his fair-skinned slaves to London and rape them at will.34

Benjamin Franklin, in England at the time, saw the case as a perfect example of the hypocrisy of Englishmen. The state could congratulate itself on the “Virtue, Love of Liberty, and Equity of its Courts, in setting free a single Negro” named Somerset, while at the same time protecting what Franklin called a “detestable” slave trade on the high seas.

The British did not stop taking potshots at America after Somerset. In 1775 the conservative wit Samuel Johnson, essayist and lexicographer, wrote a heckling pamphlet, Taxation, No Tyranny, in which he mocked the colonists’ use of the slavery metaphor. Johnson famously asked readers: “If slavery be thus fatally contagious, how is it we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of slaves?” The American slave poet Phillis Wheatley came to a similar conclusion in a 1774 letter published widely in New England newspapers, pointing out the “strange absurdity” of American slaveholders “whose Words and Actions are so diametrically opposed.”35

The great contradiction could not be ignored. Only weeks before the First Continental Congress assembled in Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania Packet boldly inquired: “Can we suppose the people of England will grant the force of our reasoning, when they are told, that every colony in the continent, is deeply involved in the inconsistent practice of keeping their fellow creatures, in perpetual bondage?” Cognizant of the Somerset ruling, the same patriot writer reasoned that if slaves were instantly free on British soil, then the only way Americans could contend for genuine liberty was to drive an “inhumane practice” from their borders. He urged Congress to outlaw the slave trade. And so it did: in calling for a general boycott of British goods, the colonies’ delegates all agreed to a ban on the importation of slaves, which was kept in force even after the other import restrictions were lifted.36

The contest with Lord Dunmore obviously tested Virginians’ discomfort with the institution of slavery. When it became clear that the Somerset precedent was not going to lead to the emancipation of slaves, Dunmore’s innovative approach to war—arming slaves—raised new and disquieting prospects. Slave owners now suspected that London was going to issue an “act of Grace,” thereby setting all slaves free. The Virginia Gazette reacted to the panic by giving a distorted picture of the slaves who sided with Dunmore, putting them in two broad categories: they were either stolen property or wayward men, easily tricked. The writer laughed nervously at the military pretensions of the slave conscripts, supposing that they performed their drills to the absurd tune of “Hungry Niger, parch’d Corn!” The New-York Gazette dismissively labeled Dunmore’s recruits as the “scum of the country.” Depicting slaves and indentured servants as hapless pawns, if not mindless creatures, enabled the Virginia militiaman to conclude that he had nothing to fear from them.37

As one can imagine, not all white Virginians believed the stereotype that their slaves were inferior beings. A good many were forced to concede that if given a taste of freedom, slaves were fully capable of pursuing private interests with a will of their own. As slaves began to desert their masters to join up with Dunmore, an unnamed writer in the Virginia Gazette promised those who chose to stay with their current masters that slavery would be abolished by the rebellious colony in due course. At the same time, members of the Virginia Committee of Safety executed two liberty-loving slaves who had shown an inclination to serve with Dunmore. Their deaths were meant to serve as an example to others. To judge by the variety of what appeared in the Virginia Gazette in 1775–76, there was no universally agreed-upon policy in response to Dunmore’s arming of the slaves.38

One of the most intriguing reactions comes from the private journal of Robert Carter, a prominent forty-eight-year-old planter who lived sixty miles north of Williamsburg. He owned seventy thousand acres and more than five hundred slaves. On July 13, 1776, he gathered his slaves together and carefully explained the logic behind the Declaration of Independence. He told them that Dunmore had “called upon black People of North America to join him” and enter the king’s service. And then, without apparent guile, he asked whether they disliked their “present condition of life” enough to join Dunmore. They replied that they had no wish to fight against the “white people of the 13 united colonies” and proffered their allegiance to Carter, vowing “to use our whole might & force to execute your commands.” (This is as his diary reads.) Continuing to treat slaves as rational beings, Carter demanded on the spot that they take an oath of allegiance—which free whites would have to do shortly, when General Washington and the Continental Congress required them to pledge their loyalty to the new government. Carter may have been unusual in his approach, but his history reminds us of the complex psychology involved in relationships between masters and slaves. Both had aspirations. Both constantly reckoned with the meaning and extent of power.39

We must be careful not to conflate the eighteenth century with the nineteenth. Once the American Revolution began, the cause of liberty was everywhere shouted, and responsibility for the slave trade was laid at England’s door. In later decades, as more North American land was released from foreign dominion and the British brought slavery in their colonies to an end, a new defense of southern slavery was constructed. Tender masters were turned into philanthropists, somehow the holy victims of a northern conspiracy against them, and slavery became “a necessary evil.” It was different in 1776, when Virginians would have preferred to wish slavery away. A simple logic told them that differences in physical appearance did not dictate that one person should own another. It was a Boston preacher who pronounced in 1774 that “a dark complexion may cover a fair and beautiful mind,” but Virginians too knew that something was terribly wrong.40

Madison, schooled at Princeton where he was one of only a handful of Virginians, identified as easily with his northern peers as with his southern. Yet he evidenced no greater discomfort with slavery than Jefferson did. The “junior” James Madison was a dutiful son whose long-lived father bore chief responsibility for the Montpelier plantation. Madison acquiesced to the slavery system his father administered. His letters home show that he had no interest in questioning the man who sent him funds and provided him every opportunity for personal and intellectual growth.

Jefferson, on the other hand, came into his full patrimony with the death of his mother in the spring of 1776. His father, Peter, had died in 1757, when Thomas was only fourteen. Sometime afterward he spied the nearby mountaintop and resolved that he would design a classical villa and place it there. He began to level the ground in 1768 or 1769 and moved there permanently in 1770, the same year that he began courting the young widow Martha (Patty) Wayles Skelton. As war approached, Jefferson continued to direct his slaves to bake bricks on the site and build his splendid Monticello. His father had left him at least 7,500 acres and perhaps fifty slaves; in 1773, upon the death of his father-in-law, John Wayles, a ready participant in the transatlantic slave trade, Jefferson inherited 135 more slaves and, with them, crippling debts to English bankers. It was infinitely harder for Jefferson than for Madison to separate his fortunes from land worked by slaves.41

“Adventurers”

To understand what Madison and Jefferson represented, we need to better understand who they represented. The circle they moved in contained a good number of privileged and determined men, planters and lawyers steeped in Enlightenment doctrine. We see them today in contradictory roles: self-controlled letter writers with strength of will who, as heavy borrowers, remained prisoners of a slave economy.

As noted, the sprawling Virginia economy centered on the production of tobacco. Because that crop destroyed soil, the lure of western lands—rich and fertile Indian lands—was irresistible. Nearly all the leaders of Revolutionary Virginia were invested in one or more western land companies. Peyton Randolph, first president of the Continental Congress, was among the earliest. George Washington and his neighbor George Mason were principal backers of the Ohio Company, which laid claim to 200,000 acres. Richard Henry Lee lobbied the British ministry for a grant of comparable size to promote his Mississippi Company. Both Jefferson and Patrick Henry lent their names to a petition directed to the Governor’s Council in 1769, requesting 45,000 acres along the Ohio River.

The speculators from the verdant hills and fertile valleys of Virginia’s river-fed Piedmont section deserve our special consideration. Longtime Jefferson family friend and Albemarle neighbor Dr. Thomas Walker was the lead player in the Loyal Land Company over two decades leading to the Revolution. The Loyal Company had an interest in nearly a million acres, primarily in what would become Kentucky. James Madison, Sr., known as Colonel Madison, was a part of this enterprise, and so was Thomas Jefferson’s father, who traveled almost as widely as Dr. Walker and whose pioneering map of Virginia hangs at Monticello today. When Peter Jefferson died, his shares in the Loyal Company were divided among his eight surviving children, and Walker was named the guardian of his son. In the late 1760s, Edmund Pendleton became an outspoken advocate for the Loyal Company, when he contested the claims of a rival company in Pennsylvania and lobbied the British government for titles to this desirable territory.

Here was a direct link between the fathers of James Madison and Thomas Jefferson. In one respect, then, the “glue” that held their interests together was Edmund Pendleton. And until he became their enemy, Lord Dunmore was another eager participant in the Loyal Company investment plan. Powerful Virginians were all somehow connected. So it stands to reason that Pendleton’s eagerness to declare Virginia independent in May 1776, and to instruct its delegates in the Continental Congress to vote for national independence, was related to the landed gentry’s urge for western land. If more evidence is needed of the planters’ expansionist ambitions, note that in 1776 Virginia’s claim to the territory of Kentucky was finally recognized.42

These tensions existed because the Proclamation of 1763, issued by the British Parliament, expressly prohibited western migration. London did not wish to be saddled with costly Indian wars merely to support the colonists’ desire to spread out. True, American speculators were frustrated by the Proclamation line, but legal restrictions actually did nothing to dissuade all species of squatters from moving into Indian Territory.

Their appetite for land and their hatred for Indians made war inevitable. In 1774, using Indian attacks as an excuse for a full-scale invasion, Lord Dunmore waged war against the Shawnee people of the Ohio Valley. The defeated Indians ceded their land, and Virginians secured through conquest what had been denied through treaties. It was the last action Dunmore authorized (ignoring London’s opposition) before giving up on cooperation with the colonists.

Not every Virginian turned a blind eye. As James Madison, Jr., read of these events, he expressed the uncommon view that a war against the Indians had been provoked by Dunmore and others out of self-interest. He did not, however, relate his own father’s involvement in western speculation to the seizure of Indian land. Writing to Bradford, Madison conventionally blamed the “unhappy condition of our Frontiers” on the “cruelty of the savages,” before acknowledging that the Indians had been provoked and their “mischiefs … grossly magnified & misrepresented” to rationalize expansion.43

Though by our standards he displayed little empathy toward Indians, Madison did send Bradford what he called a “specimen of Indian Eloquence and mistaken valour.” It was “The Speech of Logan a Shawanese Chief, to Lord Dunmore.” Logan was an Ohio Valley Mingo with extremely friendly ties to white settlers—he had taken a white man’s name in tribute to a Pennsylvania friend. He accused a Maryland militiaman named Michael Cresap of having murdered the women and children in his family. In his speech, Logan admitted to performing acts of bloodshed to avenge his loved ones’ deaths. The speech evoked an image, already familiar to white readers, of the honorable Indian warrior, careless of his own fate, seeking a just retribution and nothing more. “There runs not a drop of my blood in the Veins of any human creature,” the Mingo explained, posing and answering a single question: “Who is there to mourn for Logan? No one.”44

Bradford was so taken by Logan’s sublime speech that he saw to its publication in his father’s newspaper. Jefferson would read the same lamentation in the Virginia Gazette and never forgot it. Yet Madison conveyed a mixed message when he offered only faint praise for Logan’s “mistaken valour.”

Madison did not elaborate on the Indian problem to the extent that Jefferson did. Like many of the delegates in Congress, Jefferson believed that the British in Canada would be able to “excite” more tribes to ally with them against the rebellious Americans. His words to John Page reveal a deep anger as well as anxiety: “Nothing will reduce those [Indian] wretches so soon as pushing war into the heart of their country. But I would not stop there. I would never cease pursuing them while one of them remained on this side of the Misisippi.” He could scarcely see any point in trying to sway Indians to abandon their alliance with the British, for they could only be, he said, “a useless, expensive, ungovernable ally.”

This was why the Quebec Act, passed by Parliament in 1774, did more than simply thwart the interests of land speculators. It declared that the border separating Virginia’s claims from Canada was to be drawn at the Ohio River. Since the early seventeenth century, based on their original charter, Virginians had held that there was, in effect, no legal barrier to their land claims to the west—the province extended as far west as their imaginations could encompass and their surveyors could range. And so, seen together, Dunmore’s willingness to turn slaves against their masters and Parliament’s decision to redraw borders led Virginians to see an exponential threat: they were not safe anywhere. The British could easily and unexpectedly send armed parties of Indians across frontiers, while continuing to appeal to the Virginia-born underclass, white and black. From the perspective of the Virginia gentry, 1776 was the culmination of years of intimidation.45

Jefferson, like Madison, had little use for real Indians. He was pleased, however, to romanticize the North American continent in ways that suited the ambitions of the upwardly mobile Virginians of his generation. Those who inhabited the lands of Virginia, exclusive of Indians, were, for Jefferson, the descendants of hardy English adventurers. They were the heroes of a fantasy frontier, justifying Anglo-American claims to autonomy, to self-determination. In A Summary View of the Rights of British America, Jefferson advertised himself as a discoverer of historical meanings.

As a strategic document, the Summary View was a forerunner to the Declaration of Independence, a kind of “test” to determine how his patriot colleagues, as well as the king and Parliament, might react to an assertive picture of American power, Virginia-led. Here, as in his Declaration, Jefferson’s argument was dazzlingly drawn, celebrating “the lives, the labors and the fortunes of individual adventurers,” who provided a rationale for the right of conquest. Indians commuted from place to place and used the land in the manner of primitive tribes. Lacking the skill of enterprising white adventurers, they could be supplanted for the sake of productivity and progress.46

Jefferson relied on a straightforward logic. Early British settlers freely migrated to America, exercising their natural right to explore for “new habitations.” Without any help from the British government, “America was conquered, and her settlements made, and firmly established, at the expense of individuals.” Emphatically he added: “For themselves they fought, for themselves they conquered, and for themselves alone they have the right to hold.” He criticized the British government for discouraging westward settlement, and he rejected what he called the “fictitious principle that all lands belong originally to the king.” America was blood-soaked soil, a conquered land, whose conquerors retained the incontrovertible right of ownership. That right superseded their former ties to Britain.47

For Jefferson the legal philosopher, British Americans had created for themselves a parallel country to their distant motherland. England’s offspring were, in effect, a new race of people—a new lineage, a new bloodline—possessing a real but somewhat thinned blood connection to their transatlantic kinsmen. In reasoning thus, Jefferson transformed the entire continent into a frontier nation formed by a righteous, independent, conquering people—more than a century before the historian Frederick Jackson Turner espoused his famous “frontier thesis,” associating Americans’ distinctiveness in the world with their desire to conquer frontier.

Jefferson was not the only Virginian to glamorize the frontier for purposes of political argument. His ode to “adventurers” was matched by Madison’s evocation of the rifleman, an American original who left his permanent imprint on the land. Writing to his friend Bradford in July 1775, Madison sang the praises of the Virginia sharpshooter, reasoning that the “strength of this Colony will lie chiefly in the rifle-men of the Upland Counties, of whom we shall have great numbers.” Who were these heroes? “Brave hearty men,” said Madison, men who had rallied against Dunmore and would continue to make their mark on the land. They were known for their rustic appearance, wearing hunting shirts and carrying a tomahawk or scalping knife in their belts. They could repeatedly hit a handheld target at 250 yards. These men were hardly figments of Madison’s imagination: he had seen them up close while he drilled with the Orange County militia, honing his own shooting skills.48

We have already seen the name of one such frontiersman, the Maryland militia officer Michael Cresap, blamed for the deaths of Indian women and children; his reputed acts had led to the heartrending speech of the Mingo Logan. Incredibly, the same Michael Cresap was heralded in 1775 as a symbol of the rifleman’s virtues. Numerous newspapers recounted his exploits. This transformation from murderer to war hero occurred for reasons of patriotism: as news of the battles of Lexington and Concord reached the Ohio frontier, Cresap had organized his own company of riflemen. They attracted attention as they marched all the way to Massachusetts to join the Continental Army, staging shooting exhibitions, even war dances, en route. One paper reported that the riflemen were stripped “naked to the waist and painted like savages.” The traveling rifleman-adventurer was an early version of the “Wild West show.”49

At a time when the British ministry was prepared to use slaves and frontier Indians to carry out acts of violence, Cresap’s raw display of masculinity set the new American militiaman apart. Was he the answer to British arrogance? That was the idea. The proud rifleman who appealed to his fellow colonists’ pride could be made to symbolize the idea of liberty.

The frontier fighter had great resonance because Americans were otherwise being disparaged. Lord North had announced in Parliament that the mere presence of British redcoats would at once reduce the “cowardly sons of America” to an “unreserved submission.” A Pennsylvania paper reported that the colonists had been described in England as “rank dunghill cowards.” He would never fire a shot in anger, yet Thomas Jefferson wrote to his Albemarle friend George Gilmer: “As our enemies have found we can reason like men, so now let us show them we can fight like men.”50

Though they had yet to meet, Madison and Jefferson shared a high opinion of the heroic, arms-bearing Virginian. Around the time of independence, Jefferson was moved to incorporate such a figure into the design of Virginia’s state seal. On one side of the escutcheon, or heraldic shield, is the erect figure of a “Virginia rifle man of the present times completely accoutred”; on the other side of the shield stands a seventeenth-century adventurer, dressed in the Elizabethan style. Pierre Eugène Du Simitière, a Swiss illustrator living in Philadelphia, was engaged to produce the design. The penciled description is in Du Simitière’s hand, but it reads as if Jefferson had written it.

More than the Declaration of Independence was under consideration in Congress on July 4, 1776. That day Jefferson was appointed to another committee, teamed again with Benjamin Franklin and John Adams. They were to devise a Great Seal for the new republic. It was probably Jefferson, thinking of his native state, who recommended the frontiersman for the national device, this time describing him as “an American soldier completely accoutred in his hunting shirt and trousers, with his tomahawk, powder horn, pouch, &c.” Once again Du Simitière was to be responsible for the design.

When Congress finally adopted the Great Seal of the United States ten years later, the American bald eagle was substituted for the soldier. The only part of the seal Franklin, Adams, and Jefferson conceived that remained in 1786 was the unifying motto in Latin: E Pluribus Unum or “Out of many, one.” By then the nation was at peace, and the winged predator understood to symbolize a burgeoning empire.51

“A Declaration of Rights”

Lord Dunmore was strenuously urging an invasion of Virginia in the spring of 1776, but his superiors were bent on a middle colonies strategy, eyeing New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. This did not alter to any great degree the Virginians’ campaign of readiness. The state’s Committee of Safety removed Patrick Henry, who had no military training or experience, from his role as commander in chief, while allowing him to retain the rank of colonel. Hearing of his demotion, Henry did not think twice before resigning. He blamed Pendleton and never forgot the slight.

Down but not out, the radical retained his base of support. He had inspired younger members of the Virginia gentry with his stirring speeches, and he appealed to the rank and file as well. After the insult to their favorite, many of these raw recruits suddenly questioned whether they should continue in the militia. Even if Henry’s military credentials were questionable, the crisis in morale was real. Revolutionary Virginia needed him.52

None of this deterred Pendleton, who had a good sense of timing as well as judgment. When the Virginia Convention met for the third time, in May 1776, he capitalized on the prevailing mood and introduced a dramatic resolution calling for the Continental Congress to declare national independence. The vote in Williamsburg was unanimous, and though it was not an official statement of Virginia’s independence, it was just that—unambiguous—a de facto denunciation of any political dependency. Britain’s flag was pulled down from the top of the capitol, and the flag of Washington’s fledgling army rose in its place.53

At Pendleton’s direction, committees formed for the purpose of establishing a new Virginia government. Madison was assigned to the most significant one, where he was teamed with the state’s ablest and most outspoken: the brilliant, testy, and intensely private George Mason; the crusading, charismatic Patrick Henry; and a promising twenty-one-year-old, Edmund Randolph, the amiable son of the colony’s most prominent attorney, a Loyalist who had abandoned Virginia for England. Edmund was, no less significantly, nephew of the late Peyton Randolph, the only Virginian of Pendleton’s generation whose stature can be said to have exceeded his. In the decades to follow, Randolph would be virtually everywhere Madison and Jefferson were, always holding key posts in the heat of political battle alongside his better-remembered Virginia associates.

Complications have to be expected in the midst of a revolution. The gouty George Mason, a legal scholar who was never actually licensed to practice, lost his wife of twenty-three years in 1773 and was so devastated that he expected to depart public life. George Washington, his longtime Potomac neighbor, was among those routinely urging him to reconsider. The irrepressible Henry needed no such prodding. Edmund Randolph, full of impatient energy and eager to contribute to the cause, was intent on proving how far he stood from his father’s Tory principles. He had already done a brief stint in the Continental Army by the spring of 1776, functioning as an aide at Washington’s Cambridge, Massachusetts, headquarters. To obtain that posting, he secured letters of recommendation from both Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry. Madison and Randolph had much in common: as sons of the Virginia elite, they were expected to come forward and lead—in government, if not in the army.

All Williamsburg was astir on May 24, 1776, as the leading figures gathered. Pendleton wrote to Jefferson, in Philadelphia, about what was going on. “The Political Cooks are busy in preparing the dish,” he said, “and as Colo. Mason seems to have the Ascendancy in the great work, I have Sanguine hopes it will be framed to answer its end, Prosperity to the Community and Security to Individuals.” While Pendleton made no mention of the young delegate from Orange, James Madison, Jr., had already become a witness to history.54

The greatest weight rested on Pendleton’s shoulders, but Mason had his hands full and so did Madison. They were all “political cooks” at this moment, and the dish was the Virginia Declaration of Rights. With its exalted language, this impressive document became a guide for future declarations. Jefferson likely had a copy in his hands as he was laboring over his own better-remembered declaration. The tone—the very wording—is unmistakable:


A Declaration of Rights, made by the Representatives of the good people of Virginia, assembled in full Convention; and recommended to Posterity as the Basis and Foundation of Government.

That all Men are born equally free and independant, and have certain inherent natural Rights, of which they can not by any Compact, deprive or divest their Posterity; among which are the Enjoyment of Life and Liberty, with the Means of acquiring and possessing Property, and pursueing and obtaining Happiness and Safety.55



A protracted debate broke out. The Tidewater planter Robert Carter Nicholas protested its all-inclusive language: that “all Men are born equally free and independant” could reasonably be interpreted as justification for the emancipation of Virginia’s slaves. Pendleton came up with compromise language, adding after “certain inherent natural Rights” the phrase “of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any Compact deprive or divest their Posterity” (italics added). Those few words quieted Nicholas and any others who needed to convince themselves that slaves, as property, had not entered into any compact or joined civil society. The original version was prepared on May 24, and the amended version presented and accepted on June 12.56

As the Virginia Declaration proceeds, it addresses qualities of life that are contained in the eighteenth-century meaning of “pursuit of happiness” and that include “Justice, Moderation, Temperance, Frugality,” and freedom of the press. Madison was perfectly happy with this language, but he wished it openly advocated the free exercise of religion.

Here, the young legislator made his first decisive attempt to recast republican society. Dissatisfied with the old, unadventurous language of religious toleration, Madison wanted something much stronger: “the full and free exercise of [religion], according to the dictates of conscience,” which no force could tamper with; religion could not be the basis for social privileges of any kind. Here was the influence of Princeton’s John Witherspoon on the rights of conscience.

Toleration was not the same as complete freedom. Toleration meant that the state had the power to grant or limit freedom of conscience. Pendleton and the majority did not wish the disestablishment of the Anglican Church, which Madison’s language would have implied; so the young reformer twice redrafted his amendment in order to forge a compromise, and toleration was replaced with “all men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience.” It would take a whole decade for Madison and Jefferson, combined, to chip away at the establishment. Madison’s substitution in the Virginia Declaration of Rights was small but significant, a harbinger of things to come.57

“We Must Endeavor to Forget Our Former Love”

In Congress, on July 1, Jefferson wrote to Will Fleming, who like John Page had been an intimate since their college days: “My country,” by which he meant Virginia, “will have my political creed in the form of a ‘Declaration &c’ which I was lately directed to draw.” He could not predict that a single paper in his handwriting would attain an iconic quality, and these few words are the only indication of the pride he felt at this historic moment.58

Jefferson was, by all accounts, itching to return to his “country,” where he knew important work needed to be done, work he expected to influence. More than he wanted to occupy a seat in Congress, he wanted to claim principal authorship of the state constitution. Pendleton understood this and commiserated. Instead, Jefferson’s colleague Richard Henry Lee returned to Virginia first—called home, it was said, because his wife was ill. The real reason may have been the same as Jefferson’s: a desire to influence Virginia politics.

Lee had been as provocative in Philadelphia as Henry had been in their home state, proposing, well before any shots were fired at Lexington and Concord, that Congress organize and arm militias. On June 7, 1776, before leaving town, Lee (not Jefferson) introduced the fateful resolution calling for America’s national independence. It was owing to his absence (and, some have said, his contentiousness) that Jefferson was given the task of putting on paper the collective reasoning of Congress.59

Jefferson thoughtfully composed several drafts of the Declaration in mid-June, which he then passed to Benjamin Franklin and John Adams for review. On one of those days, he learned that Virginia had decided on the new slate of delegates to Congress. His own term would expire in a month, and two of his colleagues were being called home. Although Jefferson had been reelected to Congress, his name was near the bottom of the list of successful candidates. Thinking his popularity in Virginia was waning, he wrote to Will Fleming: “It is a painful situation to be 300. miles from one’s country, and thereby open to secret assassination without a possibility of self-defence.” As he learned of the vote count in Virginia, Jefferson felt he had to tell Fleming what his role was in declaring national independence. It was as if to say, Don’t my fellow Virginians know how productive I’m being up here?

As it turned out, Jefferson’s concern was unwarranted. His narrow reelection to Congress was strictly a response to his protest to Pendleton that he needed to be with his sickly wife, Patty. This was the rationale Lee had used. But Jefferson was not making excuses: tormented letters to Lee and to John Page, and Patty Jefferson’s subsequent medical history, are ample evidence that Jefferson was not scheming to return to Williamsburg. What his correspondence does show, though, is strong concern for his reputation as a statesman and a pronounced suspicion that secret enemies were out to defeat him, or “assassinate” his character.60

Hidden angst and sensitivity to personal honor induced Jefferson to take sharp aim at Great Britain in his highly polemical Declaration of Independence. As he and his colleagues had to build a common case on a series of justifications, Jefferson appealed to the “candid world” whose attention—and financial and military support—the Continental Congress wished to attract. The “candid world” encompassed Britain’s colonial competitors France, Spain, and the Dutch Republic, plus potential benefactors Prussia and Russia. America wanted to be counted “among the Powers of the earth,” to quote from the preamble.

Jefferson of Virginia was doing more than cribbing from Virginia’s Declaration of Rights, of course, just as he was expressing more than the collective reasoning of Congress.61 The animated tone of his Declaration meant that it could be read theatrically. Governments are not changed for “light and transient causes,” he says, then segues to a more sentimental form of persuasion by making pain personal and justice nonnegotiable: “All experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer while evils are sufferable … But when a long train of abuses and usurpations … evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism …” Even the sound of his “long train” of words is seductive.

Jefferson knew when to raise the pitch for effect. First, he indicted King George III for having “refused his assent to laws the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.” The ensuing verbs increased the severity of the king’s alleged crimes: “He has dissolved”; “He has combined with others”; “He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns”; “He has constrained our fellow citizens.” “He has”—and here Jefferson associated the tyrant king’s official appointments with a predatory, wasting disease—“sent hither swarms of new officers to harass our people and eat out their substance.” Jefferson’s voice varied subtly across the page: determined, reproachful, confrontational, and at all times principled.

The author of the Declaration did not always get his way. Congress edited out what was possibly Jefferson’s most theatrical line of all, his protest of the king’s “unfeeling” act in sending mercenary armies to invade America: “These facts,” wrote Jefferson most vividly, “have given the last stab to agonizing affection.” What could be more unbearable, more unspeakable, than for those who profess to love their fellow countrymen to hire foreigners to commit wanton acts of violence against them? Jefferson presents his conclusion almost as though it had come to him as an epiphany: “Manly spirit bids us to renounce forever these unfeeling brethren.” And then his resolve: “We must endeavor to forget our former love for them.” It is, indeed, great theater.62

But Patrick Henry could provide theater; Jefferson had to do more. And so he carefully constructed a legal brief, justifying the causes for separation. Both British royalists and American patriots habitually referred to the king as a father figure, but Jefferson consciously avoided this metaphor. The text of the Declaration mentions the “present king of Great Britain” once, the “Christian king of Great Britain” once, elsewhere dismissing him as a mere “prince” or “chief magistrate.” By stripping the king of his royal aura, Jefferson enumerated his crimes as though the “He” that is the subject of the list of crimes was an unexceptional individual, an ordinary political official. If Jefferson did not ritually “kill” the king in his prose, he certainly demoted him. This flawed official, having committed “injuries and usurpations,” warranted public censure and justified an act of permanent separation by his colonies.

Jefferson’s organizing metaphor was not paternal and filial but marital. His choice of words suggested the breakup of a husband and wife, not a father and child. In the opening paragraph, he announced that a disconnection was occurring between two equal parties: “it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the bands which have connected them with another.” Echoing language usually applied by jurists and philosophers to regulate (and minimize) divorce, Jefferson asserted that governments (like marriage) should not be changed for “light & transient causes.” When he described the “patient sufferance of the colonies,” he was invoking the image of the long-suffering wife, so often described in the literature of his generation as one “born to suffer and obey.”63

As Jefferson’s argument progressed, allusions to the king as a bad husband became clearer. One passage describing the king’s character called him a prince “unfit to be the ruler,” who, in the “short compass of twelve years,” dominated in a union (read: a twelve-year marriage) marked by cruelty and misadventure. In “future ages,” few would believe the “hardiness of one man adventured”—that is, how one man could have been so greedy and rapacious as to commit the “long train of abuses” to which Americans have reacted with understandable outrage. The abusive husband George III was a reckless, and therefore unfit, head of the British household; as an unresponsive spouse, he answered “repeated petitions” with “repeated injuries.”

Jefferson wished to make the king’s crimes personally felt, so the marriage analogy made perfect sense. The legal bonds that America needed to sever were the bonds of affection, evoked in the Declaration’s highly emotive line: “we must endeavor to forget our former love.” The marital union collapsed, Jefferson concluded, when the king dispatched to America “disturbers of our harmony”—the military equivalent of a home wrecker—heartless soldiers and “foreign mercenaries” who “invade and destroy us.” In 1776 the word mercenary stood for acts of rape and pillage committed by the “unfeeling.” It was the large number of Hessians hired by the British government to fight in America that provoked this strong reaction.

In line with the stereotype of the cold-blooded mercenary, newspapers that year were to report with pathos the story of a Pennsylvania farmer who surprised a Hessian officer in the act of raping his daughter; he killed the mercenary “in an agony of rage and resentment,” only to be killed in turn by a comrade of the offending officer. In labeling the king’s appendages “unfeeling,” Jefferson was accusing George III of condoning rape and violating the most sacred trust of marriage and family honor.64

Influenced by John Locke’s concept of the social contract, Jefferson naturally understood that marriage was the first social compact formed in the state of nature, the act that created civil society. Marriage was a voluntary agreement based on consent, whereas absolute monarchy predicated its rule on a combination of descent and brute power. In “constituting … government,” Jefferson wrote, the American colonies had, sometime past, “adopted one common king.” Having done so voluntarily, they could therefore discard the monarchy voluntarily too. Having “abdicated government” in America, “declaring us out of his allegiance & protection,” the king could be divorced, just as a husband who ceased caring for his wife could. Here Jefferson drew on one of the Jewish justifications of divorce, the act of repudiation, in which the husband ends the marriage by putting his wife outside his house.65

As a practicing attorney, Jefferson was well versed in the arguments for and against divorce. In 1772 he prepared a detailed series of notes for a client who intended to divorce his wife, notes that bear a marked resemblance to Jefferson’s world-famous manifesto of 1776. Jotting down his thoughts in two columns, he listed reasons in favor of divorce on one side, and reasons opposed to divorce on the other. His first entry in favor cites the Scottish philosopher David Hume: “Cruel to continue by violence a union made at first by mutual love, but now dissolved by hatred.” It is a perfect rendering of his logic in the Declaration. His additional notes in defense of the divorce principle include “Liberty of affection” as a “natural right” and “happiness” as the reason why marriage exists at all. This might help explain, as many over the years have wondered, why Jefferson revised Locke’s triad, “life, liberty, and property,” by substituting “happiness” for “property.” Happiness conjured feelings of “tranquil permanent felicity,” another of Jefferson’s fine-sounding phrases, which was as integral to his deeply sentimental view of marriage as to his idyllic mountaintop home.66

In listing the arguments against divorce, he observed that “frivolous quarrels” must be avoided—this accords with his reference in the Declaration to “light and transient causes.” He quoted the eighteenth-century French political philosopher Montesquieu in contending that it was “cruel to confine divorce or repudiation to the husband” without granting the wife the same power. Divorce thus “restores to women their natural right of equality.” This is what is conveyed in the opening lines of the Declaration, as America, depicted in Revolution-era cartoons as a passive female, dissolved its “political bands” by necessity, in order to “assume among the powers of the earth a separate & equal station.” It was the law of nature and of nature’s god.67

Reconciliation, like separation, had marital overtones. Politicized people were painfully aware of what it meant when the king repudiated his colonies in an October 1775 speech before Parliament, openly rejecting the colonists’ professions of loyalty and affection. He considered these assurances as mere subterfuge. Even so, in the early months of 1776, rumors circulated that the king’s ministers were coming up with a plan of reconciliation, and moderate members of the Continental Congress clung to the hope that commissioners would be sent to negotiate favorable terms of reunion.68

In March 1776 a particularly lurid piece in the Virginia Gazette argued passionately against the possibility of “reconciliation and reunion with your butchers.” The writer was echoing Thomas Paine’s wildly popular pamphlet Common Sense, just published in January. Paine had declared that the only feelings American hearts should harbor toward the British were those of pride and contempt. Whoever could “shake the hands” of “murderers” was no longer worthy of “the name of husband, father, friend, or love,” possessing instead the “heart of a coward and the spirit of the sycophant.”69

Language gives enormous clues to one’s emotional state; it is true for communities as well as individuals. In the Revolutionary lexicon, “manly spirit” (which in the Declaration commanded Americans “to renounce forever” their “unfeeling brethren”) went hand in hand with honorable behavior, a code first defined by face-to-face gentlemanly contact. Yet on New Year’s Day 1776 the Virginia Gazette made clear that Great Britain had abandoned the key components of honor: courage, candor, and generosity. Enlisting understood social inferiors (slaves, Indians, and Canadian Catholics) to fight in America was, according to the newspaper, a “base and inhuman stratagem.” William Bradford had early protested Britain’s “so slavish a way of Conquering,” and Jefferson’s Declaration weighed in here too: the king’s deadly accomplices were savages and mercenaries. By the standards of civilized behavior, George III had unmanned himself. In Jefferson’s words, he had turned a “deaf” ear and waged a “cruel” war.70

In divorcing their king, Americans had to replace their shadow state governments with legitimate assemblies and new state constitutions. They could now proceed to make alliances with other nations on equal terms. As the stand-in for a king who had abandoned his people, the Continental Congress symbolized a new voluntary covenant, which meant that the Declaration of Independence was simultaneously a public disavowal and a new exchange of vows. When the signatories of the Declaration agreed to “pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor,” they brought a formal end to the “unfeeling” union by declaring an oath to a new, “feeling” one.71

“Consanguinity”

Virginia was on Jefferson’s mind as much as the “united States of America” when he composed the Declaration of Independence.72 The most outstanding proof is his awkward-sounding section on slavery. In describing the slave trade as “piratical warfare” engineered by George III, he was quoting from a letter Pendleton had written to him seven months earlier concerning Dunmore’s so-called slave scheme. More to the point, in damning George III for the insidious crime of perpetuating the slave trade (asking how “the Christian king of Great Britain” could have “determined to keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold”), Jefferson was principally condemning Lord Dunmore. The king stood as proxy for Virginia’s last royal governor, who continued to represent the most immediate threat to Virginia’s political integrity.

According to Jefferson’s rendering of the slave trade, the British kidnapped men from Africa and brought them to America; at this late date they had opted to recruit them for their own convenient, ad hoc use. “He”—the king, Jefferson writes, but he means Dunmore—“is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people upon whom he also obtruded them [“obtrude” meant “to insert by force”]: thus paying off former crimes committed against the liberties of one people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the lives of another.” This was to turn justice on its head.

The Declaration of Independence had to have unanimous support to be effective, and the delegates from South Carolina and Georgia refused to accept any antislavery language in its text. Thus, Congress took Jefferson’s carefully wrought protest against an “execrable commerce” in slaves and deleted it in its entirety.

To be clear, it was not owing to moral outrage, but for purely economic reasons that Virginians had been calling for an end to the slave trade since the 1750s. Jefferson’s Declaration referred to slavery as a “cruel war against human nature,” an assault on “a distant people who never offended.” This was tragedy, but even at this stage, the Virginia slave owner stopped short of calling for emancipation for the enslaved, whose value as property stood to increase with the abolition of the international slave trade. Owners of property who joined the Revolutionary cause had their rights and interests upheld; despite the Somerset ruling, unfree human beings, as property, had no claim to the pursuit of happiness. Therefore Jefferson was using the occasion of his writing the Declaration merely to absolve his “country” of Virginia of complicity in the promotion of slavery.73

Race mattered in another crucial way: It was an integral part of the mid-eighteenth-century view of nationhood. Dunmore had sparked a race war, and Hessian mercenaries had further cut the cords of an imagined racial kinship that bound Great Britain to her colonies. Transatlantic blood ties, diluted over time, reminded the Revolutionaries of a “consanguinity” that had, in some very significant way, been abandoned. Consanguinity united a people and preserved social harmony. Its loss was catastrophic. Near the end of the text of the final Declaration, just before it voted to “acquiesce in the necessity [of] separation,” Congress claimed that America’s “British brethren” were “deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity.” Because of the dissolution of blood ties, England was now a foreign country.

Jefferson had taken Congress in this direction. He simply could not let go of the theory of bloodlines that he had previously incorporated into the steadfast Summary View. Repeating his perspective on the history of settlement, he reinserted in his original rough draft of the Declaration the structure of America’s unique genealogy: “We have reminded [the British] of the circumstances of our emigration & settlement, … that these were effected at the expense of our own blood & treasure, unassisted by the wealth or the strength of Great Britain.” Land was marked by the investment of blood.74

It all fit with the Virginians’ grand vision of a frontier cleared of Indians. The British had deliberately left white settlers vulnerable to “the merciless Indian savages whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes & conditions of existence,” according to Jefferson’s draft. In this instance, members of the Continental Congress retained Jefferson’s language, word for word, proving that they were as sensitive to Virginia’s grievance about its land companies’ access to western ground as they were responsive to the Deep South’s unholy desire to protect the institution of slavery. There was Indian blood yet to spill, because land hunger entailed a certain amount of violence. But Virginians were used to that.

In more than trivial ways, then, the rest of America was following Virginia’s lead when, on July 4, 1776, the people of the former British colonies united.

“Virginia Alone Stands Up”

In the summer of 1776 it was called variously “the Declaration of Independency,” “the Declaration for Independency,” “Declaration of Independence of the United Colonies,” and “the Congress’s Declaration of the Independence of the United States of America”—sometimes several variants were used in a single newspaper article.75 All such wordings, however, were accompanied by some form of mass congratulation, to wit: The Declaration “was everywhere received with the utmost Demonstrations of Joy.” Yet as Charles Thomson, the secretary of the Continental Congress, observed in the Pennsylvania Packet (by invocation of a biblical metaphor) one week before Congress acted: “Should an immediate declaration of Independence take place, we shall only have crossed the Red Sea of our difficulties—A wilderness will still be before us.”76

Had a new era truly dawned? When word of the Declaration reached Manhattan, which was under impending threat of a British invasion, the New-York Journal termed its appearance “a grand Aera in the history of the American states” and “an event which will doubtless be celebrated through a long succession of future ages.” In Williamsburg, the Declaration was printed in the newspaper on July 20 and “proclaimed” in public five days later; the news was received in Richmond with “universal shouts of joy,” as a thousand citizens gathered for an evening celebration at which toasts were drunk—“the whole conducted with the utmost decorum,” the editor found it necessary to add.77

While Massachusetts bore the brunt of the initial British onslaught, and New York would next suffer, Virginia’s preeminent place in the Revolution seemed secure. As yet unaware of what had just taken place in Philadelphia, a writer in the Freeman’s Journal of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, spoke to the colonies at large on July 6: “Brothers, The grand, the alarming, tho’ necessary crisis, is at length arrived, for a publick declaration of independency … Virginia alone stands up, & gives the great example, with positive orders to their delegates to vote for independency at all events.” This New Englander was awed by Virginia’s longtime role in the union of states: “She has ever been the foremost in our publick measures, and the wisdom of her councils acknowledged by all parties.” Would union preserve such memories? Would the exigencies of war remove jealousies, or ultimately sharpen them?78

The Virginia gentry was composed of men of power and influence who relished union but prized their own culture above all else. As a distinctive group of people, they cared about marriage and bloodlines and legitimacy, carrying names from one generation to the next and recording their genealogies as they amassed fortunes in land. They moralized generally, paying close attention to the drinking and gambling habits that could and did squander inheritances, ruin marriages, and sink reputations. With Dunmore’s challenge in the foreground of their thoughts, it is no accident that both the Virginia Declaration of Rights and the Declaration of Independence repeat the phrase “safety and security” in the context of pursuing happiness.79

Not knowing what his Declaration would soon come to mean, or how he would personally benefit from his association with it, Thomas Jefferson sought state honors more than national position. Though his mind was highly regarded by his colleagues and his writing seriously valued, that was all the public posturing he wished to do. James Madison, Jr., was more comfortable speaking up in a deliberative body, and he too was seeing his long political career begin momentously. These two Virginians maintained their independent connections to Edmund Pendleton, Patrick Henry, Edmund Randolph, and other prominent Virginians. But they were not yet interacting with each other directly.

“Your Original Declaration of Independance”

Jefferson possessed a contagious quality of mind. He knew how to write for effect. When Congress met in general session, he scarcely spoke, but he studied the temper of his colleagues and calibrated the wit of those who were on the receiving end of his letters. His economy of words and their sonorous appeal was impressive. From the Declaration alone we can see how he drew attention to himself.

But he was not prepared for either editors or critics. It is hard to say whether the intercession of his congressional colleagues made the Declaration of Independence a stronger or a weaker document.80 Jefferson certainly had an opinion. Writing to Will Fleming, he distinguished what he had written from what Congress adopted. He let Edmund Pendleton know too, giving the most important of the Virginians his original draft so that it might be placed beside the final form and compared. “I am also obliged by your Original Declaration of Independance,” Pendleton cooed. “Your brethren have … altered it much for the worse.” He was telling Jefferson just what Jefferson wanted to hear.81

Theirs was a typographical culture, one that reveled in great oratory but venerated the written and published word. The blank page was the medium most congenial to Jefferson’s talent; but Patrick Henry was the spark that lit the fire that was the Revolution in Virginia. It was his stirring speeches that caused jaws to drop. It was he who played Pied Piper to the common men of the colony, as they marched on the royal governor’s mansion. Henry’s “Give me liberty or give me death” echoed in 1775. A call to sacrifice was something Thomas Jefferson could never quite pull off. Historian Carl L. Becker argued mischievously many years ago that one could hardly picture Jefferson uttering the seven conspicuous words Henry did; instead, it would have been: “Manly spirit bids us choose to die freemen rather than to live as slaves.” Credible, but not inspirational. On July 6, 1776, Patrick Henry became Virginia’s first elected governor. When Jefferson succeeded him three years later, and Virginia came under direct attack by British forces, it was inevitable that the two would be compared.82

Was Jefferson’s prose evidence of genius? Was Patrick Henry’s forensic skill evidence of genius? We know that they became rivals, and that Jefferson, who belittled Henry’s intellect, resented his pretensions. He would eventually find Madison siding with him in wishing Henry dead. But before we arrive at that toxic moment, a question no one has asked before needs to be spoken: As future-directed politicians, were they both more fascinating than they were perceptive? Jefferson was bewilderingly beautiful on the page; Henry was bewilderingly beautiful before the bar. But bewilderment remains. Both of them were carried away by language.

Another question: Why did Jefferson need Madison to temper his effusions? Though no less radical in the substance of his political doctrine, Madison already comes across in 1776 as unmysterious. In time, he would acquire a reputation for being nonconfrontational. Some might assume that his story lacks the controversial quality of Jefferson’s. But that too remains to be seen.
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John Jay, Efg; who'is to return
to Amcrica. Governor Jefferfon,
who has fo eminently dillinguifh-
ed himfelfin the lace glorious re-
volution, is a gentleman of very
amiable charadter, 1o which he
his joined the moft _exrentive
Anowledge. He is a Mathema-
ticin and Philofopher, s well as
a Civiliza and Poliician, and the
memorable Declaration of Ame-
rican Independence is fiid to have
been penned by him,
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TFOR THE FEDERAL GAZETTE.

Stanzas on the arrival of Comgrefs in Philadelphia,
December 1790.
ELCOME, ye former tarriors!—flatgfnea tool
Superior objc@s ye have now in vicw,
Ye come our former triumphs 1o eompletc,
And prove our city FREEDOMs frv'rite feat,
Ye come to bid all doubt, all clamonr ceafe ;
Ye come, fecuring LIBERTY and PEACE.
Ye legiflators I—wariors now no more ;
Till foreign rage Mall bid your cannon oar,
Henceforth be difcord to thofe realms confin'd,
Where haughty defpots rule the human mind—
Welcome ! may evry carthly blifs encreafe |
YecometoNiengthen COMMERCE, VIRTUE; PEACE.
Ye patriots! who defd external powers,
And nobly fruggled for your rights, md ours ;
Who in the fecnes of battle or debate,
Guided true Freedom, and prefery'd each flate;
Freedom ye love  a fuflering world releafe, *
Tl all flall boall tranquility and peace.
Be ADAMS to your nation 0ill endear'd 1
And be the powers of JEFFERSON reverd |
Be MADISON for cloguence renown’d 1
Still various worth in HAMELTON be found ]
Trath foon mult fourith ; anmity decrealem
They come, the patrans of true worth, and peace |
GERRY ! thy talcnts knowledge his refin'd—
How many fate(men rufh upon my mind |
Our fouthern brethien evry praife demand,
In council wife, they dar'd cach hoflile band.
With WASHINGTON's lov'd name my verfe fhall ceafe;
In War our CHIEF; oun PRESIDENT 1x Peacei

* By examples of heroifm, virtue, and wifdor,
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~mmurcalian with a friond . e priondshap ik has subiisled batuun s,
o hatf o coniory, amt e harmeny g ovs pebeliial proinepler and pusits,
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