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The epitaph that Thomas Jefferson chose for his tombstone reads: "Here was buried Thomas Jefferson, Author of the Declaration of Independence, of the statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, and Father of the University of Virginia." While these represent only a few of Jefferson's numerous accomplishments, they reveal much about the passions that motivated him in both his public and private life.

Americans most often recognize Jefferson as the principal author of the Declaration of Independence. The son of a respected Virginia planter, Jefferson had access to the best education available in the American colonies. While studying law, and later as a young member of Virginia's legislature, he joined others who came to detest the tyranny of England's tight control over the American colonies. When Jefferson was chosen to represent Virginia at the outlawed Second Continental Congress in 1775, his personal passion and eloquence made him a natural choice to be on the committee to draft the document that would declare America's independence from the British Crown. Jefferson was credited with actually writing the Declaration of Independence.

As the Democratic-Republican candidate for President in 1796, Jefferson finished second to Federalist John Adams and served as Vice President from 1797-1801.In response to events such as the Quasi War and the Alien and Sedition Acts, Jefferson wrote the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions. 

Jefferson once referred to his presidential terms, from 1801-1809, as a "splendid misery" and did not think enough of that chapter in his life to mention it when he wrote his own epitaph. Yet his White House years had some significant accomplishments, the greatest of which was the 1803 acquisition of the vast trans-Mississippi wilderness known as the Louisiana Purchase from France which doubled the size of the US.

To the end of his life, Jefferson was a firm believer in the natural rights of the individual. In his words, "The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them." One of the most significant expressions of that conviction was his authorship of Virginia's Statute for Religious Freedom, which he always considered one of his greatest accomplishments.

Despite his busy public life, Jefferson engaged in an amazing diversity of intellectual pursuits. He was an avid reader, linguist, inventor, and student of mathematics, science, agriculture, viticulture, and architecture. He was an astute observer of both the natural world and the world of people, and he recorded many of his observations in notes and letters. He loved his Virginia plantation, Monticello, where he designed an elegant house. He ardently believed in universal education, and while he never lived to see his hope for free public schooling in Virginia realized, he could take satisfaction in the central part he had played in founding and designing the original buildings for the University of Virginia.

Alexander Hamilton
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Alexander Hamilton was one of the most influential and enigmatic of America's founding fathers. As a pamphleteer who supported the actions of the Continental Congress, he embraced the concepts of natural law and natural rights to defend the American Revolution. Later, as a representative to the Constitutional Convention and author of 51 of The Federalist Papers, Hamilton argued for the establishment of a strong federal government based on the British model.

Following the Revolution, Hamilton turned his attention to civilian life. He had married Elizabeth Schuyler in 1780. Schuyler was the daughter of General Philip Schuyler one of the richest and most prominent men in New York State. Hamilton began studying law and was admitted to the bar in 1783, but he remained politically active. He represented New York in the Continental Congress, was a member of the New York state assembly, and was one of New York's three delegates to the Constitutional Convention 

At the Constitutional Convention Hamilton was an adamant proponent for the establishment of a strong federal government. He believed that a "fundamental defect" in the Articles of Confederation was "a want of power in Congress." He warned that just "as too much power leads to despotism, too little leads to anarchy, and both, eventually to the ruin of the people." Power, to Hamilton, consisted of two critical components; coercive force and independent revenue. Because neither of these had been invested in the Confederation government, he directed a good deal of his energies after the convention to the establishment of both. No fewer than seven of his Federalist essays addressed the need to raise a standing army "to preserve the peace of the community and to maintain the just authority of the laws. On the subject of revenue, he was equally as prolific, stating, "power without revenue, in a political society, is a name." He incorporated that argument into at least six of his Federalist essays.

Hamilton also had reservations about the structure of the Continental government. While an advocate of a republican form of government, the failures of Congress during and after the Revolution had convinced Hamilton that a large legislative body could not effectively "play the executive." As he put it, "Two thirds of the members, one half of the time, cannot know what has gone before them, or what connection the subject in hand has to what has been transacted on former occasions." Hamilton's solution was the establishment of a government with a strong executive tempered by a separation of powers, much like the British model. Although other delegates to the Constitutional Convention roundly criticized Hamilton for that  belief, but it was just such a system of government that was established by the new constitution, and that has served the United States so ably for over two hundred years since. 

Following ratification of the Constitution, President Washington named Hamilton as the first Secretary of the Treasury. During his five years in that position, Hamilton was instrumental in establishing the financial stability of the new nation. His policies promoting commercial development led to a political rift with more agriculturally oriented contemporaries such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. That rift eventually led to the formal establishment of the two prominent political parties of the day, the Federalists, led by Hamilton and the Anti-Federalists, or Democratic-Republicans, led by Jefferson.

James Madison
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James Madison's Career Before the Presidency: Madison was a delegate to the Virginia Convention (1776) and served in the Virginia House of Delegates three times(1776-77; 1784-86; 1799-1800). Before becoming a member of the Continental Congress (1780-83), he on the Council of State in Virginia (1778-79). He called for the Constitutional Convention in 1786. He served as a US Representative from 1789-97. He drafted the Virginia Resolutions in 1798 in response to the Alien and Sedition Acts. He was Secretary of State from 1801-09.Father of the Constitution: Madison wrote most of the US Constitution at the Constitutional Convention in 1787. Even though he would later write the Virginia Resolutions which were hailed by anti-federalists, his Constitution created a strong federal government. Once the Convention ended, he along with John Jay and Alexander Hamilton wrote the Federalist Papers, essays that were intended to sway public opinion to ratifying the new Constitution. 





Election of 1808: Thomas Jefferson supported Madison's nomination to run in 1808. George Clinton was chosen to be his Vice President. He ran against Charles Pinckney who opposed Jefferson in 1804. The campaign centered around Madison's role with the embargo that had been enacted during Jefferson's presidency. Madison had been the Secretary of State and had argued for the unpopular embargo. However, Madison was able to win with 122 of the 175 electoral votes.










Election of 1812:  Madison easily won the renomination for the Democratic-Republicans. He was opposed by DeWitt Clinton. The campaign's main issue was the War of 1812. Clinton tried to appeal to both those for and against the war. Madison won with 128 out of 146 votes.








War of 1812:  The British were impressing American sailors and seizing goods. Madison asked Congress to declare war, although support was anything but unanimous. America began poorly with General William Hull surrendering Detroit without a fight. America did well on the seas and eventually retook Detroit. The British were able to march on Washington and burn the White House. However, by 1814, the US and Great Britain agreed to the Treaty of Ghent which resolved none of the pre-war issues.





Historical Significance: James Madison was in power during an important time. Even though America did not end the War of 1812 as the ultimate "victor," it did end with a stronger and independent economy. As the author of the Constitution, decisions made during his time as president were based on his interpretation of the document. He was well respected in his time for not only authoring the document but also administering it.



Events and Accomplishments of James Madison's Presidency:  At the beginning of Madison's administration, he attempted to enforce the Non-Intercourse Act. This allowed the US to trade with all nations except France and Great Britain because of the attacks on American shipping by those two nations. Madison offered to trade with either nation if it would stop harassing American ships. However, neither agreed. In 1810, Macon's Bill No. 2 was passed that repealed the Non-Intercourse Act and instead said that whichever nation would stop harassing American ships would be favored and the US would stop trading with the other nation. France agreed to this and the British continued to stop American ships and impress sailors.  As previously described, America participated in the War of 1812, sometimes called the Second War of Independence, during Madison's time in office. This name did not necessarily come from the treaty that was signed to end the war which virtually changed nothing between the two nations. Instead, it had more to do with the end of economic dependence on Great Britain. Support for the War of 1812 was not unanimous and in fact, the New England Federalists met at the Hartford Convention in 1814 to discuss this. There was even talk of secession at the convention. In the end, Madison attempted to follow the Constitution and tried not to overstep the boundaries set before him as he interpreted them. This is not surprising since he was the primary author of the document.

George Washington
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George Washington's Military Career:  Washington joined the Virginia militia in 1752. He created and then was forced to surrender Fort Necessity to the French. He resigned from the military in 1754 and rejoined in 1766 as an aide-de-camp to General Edward Braddock. When Braddock was killed during the French and Indian War (1754-63), he managed to stay calm and keep the unit together as they retreated.
Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army - 1775-1783:  Washington was unanimously named Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army. This army was no match for the British regulars and Hessians. He led them to significant victories such as the capture of Boston along with major defeats including the loss of New York City. After the winter at Valley Forge (1777), the French recognized American Independence. Baron von Steuben arrived and began training his troops. This help led to increased victories and the British surrender at Yorktown in 1781.
Election as the First President - 1789: Despite being a member of the Federalist Party, Washington was immensely popular as a war hero and was an obvious choice as the first president for both federalists and anti-federalists. He was unanimously elected by the 69 electors. His runner up, John Adams, was named Vice President.
Reelection - 1792:  George Washington was able to rise above the politics of the day and carry every electoral vote - 132 from 15 states - to win a second term. John Adams, as runner-up, remained the Vice President.
George Washington's Post-Presidential Period:  Washington did not run a third time. He retired to Mount Vernon. He was again asked to be the American commander if the US went to war with France over the XYZ affair. However, fighting never occurred on land and he did not have to serve. He died on December 14, 1799 possibly from a streptococcal infection of his throat made worse from being bled four times.



Historical Significance:  Washington's significance cannot be overstated. He led the Continental Army to victory over the British. He believed in a strong federal government which greatly influenced the nation during his eight years in office. He did not allow others to trap him as royalty. He worked on the principle of merit. His warning against foreign entanglements was heeded by future presidents. By declining a third term, he set up the precedent of a two-term limit.










Events and Accomplishments of George Washington's Presidency:  Washington's administration was one of precedents with many standards that are still followed. For example, he relied on his cabinet for advice. Since his cabinet appointments went unchallenged, presidents are generally able to choose their own cabinets. He chose a successor for Chief Justice John Jay from outside the bench instead of based on seniority. Domestically, Washington was able to stop the first real challenge to federal authority with the suppression of the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794. Pennsylvania farmers were refusing to pay a tax and he sent troops to ensure compliance. In foreign affairs, Washington was a huge proponent of neutrality. He declared the Proclamation of Neutrality in 1793 which stated that the US would be impartial toward belligerent powers currently in a war. This upset some who felt we owed a greater allegiance to France. His belief in neutrality was reiterated during his Farewell Address in 1796 where he warned against foreign entanglements. This warning became part of the American political landscape. 
Washington signed Jay's Treaty which gave away the United States' right to neutrality of the seas allowing the British to search and seize anything they found on American ships travelling into ports of Britain's enemies. In return, the British withdrew from outposts in the Northwest Territory. This forestalled further conflict with Great Britain until 1812. 

John Marshall
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John Marshall was born on September 24, 1755 at Germantown County, Virginiar. He served first as lieutenant, and after July, 1778, as captain in the Continental Army in the Revolutionary War. John Marshall spent the winter of 1777-1778 with the troops in Valley Forge.

In 1788, he took a leading part in the Virginia convention called to act in 1788 on the proposed Constitution of the United States. His popularity and the advocacy of Patrick Henry aided his election as a Federalist to the House of Representatives in the spring of 1799. He was Secretary of State under John Adams from June 6, 1800 to March 4, 1801. In the meantime he had been appointed Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, his commission bearing the date January 31, 1801. Thus while still Secretary of State he presided as Chief Justice.

Marbury v. Madison:  The 1803 Supreme Court case Marbury v. Madison arose out of a fairly trifling matter of political intrigue, yet the case would have enormous consequences for the young American nation. In his decision, John Marshall would assert the Supreme Court’s doctrine of judicial review, the power to strike down unconstitutional laws. A series of other landmark decisions followed, such as the 1819 decision in McCulloch v. Maryland, which determined the distribution of powers between the federal government and the states, and Cohens v. Virginia, which emphasized federal power and upheld the supremacy of federal courts. 
 John Marshall's Legacy at the Supreme Court: Over the 34 years of Marshall’s tenure the Supreme Court became an equal branch of the federal government. The stature and great power the Supreme Court holds today would be impossible to imagine without Marshall's guidance in the early years of the 19th century. 
Marshall died on July 6, 1835. His death was marked with public displays of grieving, and in Philadelphia the Liberty Bell cracked while it was being rung in tribute to him. Though Marshall was largely self-taught in the law, and his appointment to the Supreme Court seemed to be a spur of the moment decision, yet he has been proclaimed “The Great Chief Justice.” 

On a personal note, John Marshall married Mary Willis Ambler in 1782. She was the daughter of the then treasurer of Virginia. They had ten children, six of whom grew to full age. His wife died in 1831 and he was never quite the same again. On returning from Washington in 1835, he was in a stagecoach accident, suffering severe injuries. His health, which had not been good, rapidly declined and in June he returned to Philadelphia for medical assistance. There he died on July 6. His body was taken to Richmond and he was buried in Shockhoe Hill cemetery.

As a tribute to his judicial service a bronze statue stands on the lower west terrace of the Capitol. It represents the Chief Justice, sitting in his judicial robe, expounding some subject of great interest to him. The statue looks toward the monument of Washington whom he so greatly admired.

Chief Justice

Marshall took his seat on the Court on March 5, 1801, and from that time until his death was absorbed in judicial duties. He did find time, however, to write a five-volume biography of George Washington (1804-1807) and to serve in the Virginia constitutional convention (1829-1830). But it was as chief justice that Marshall made his mark on American history. The pressing problem in 1801 was to unify and strengthen the Court. Accordingly he persuaded his colleagues to abandon the practice of delivering separate opinions and to permit him to write the opinion of the Court, which he did in the great majority of cases from 1801 to 1811. In addition, Marshall gave the Court a needed victory. His opinion in Marbury v. Madison (1803) for the first time declared an act of Congress unconstitutional, thus consolidating the Court's power of judicial review and providing future Courts with an elaborate defense of judicial power.
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Charles Carroll of Carrollton
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Charles Carroll was born into a wealthy Roman Catholic family in Annapolis Maryland. He began his rather remarkable formal education at the age of 8, when he was packed off to France to attend a Jesuit College at St. Omer. He graduated the College of Louis the Grande at age seventeen and continued practical studies in Europe until, at the age of 28, he returned to his home. Into the radical climate produced by the Stamp Act, walked a highly refined gentleman with all of the education and experience that might be expected of an emissary of the finest courts in Europe. Charles Carroll is said to have identified with the radical cause at once, and he proceeded to work in the circles of American patriots. In 1772 he anonymously engaged the secretary of the colony of Maryland in a series of newspaper articles protesting the right of the British government to tax the colonies without representation.

Carroll was an early advocate for armed resistance with the object of separation from Great Britain. However, his native colony was less certain in this matter and did not even send a representative to the first Continental Congress. He served on the first Committee of Safety, at Annapolis, in 1775, and also in the Provincial Congress. He visited the Continental Congress in 1776, and was enlisted in a diplomatic mission to Canada, along with Benjamin Franklin. Shortly after his return, the Maryland Convention decided to join in support for the American Revolution. Carroll was elected to represent Maryland on the 4th of July, and though he was too late to vote for the Declaration, he did sign it.

He served in the Continental Congress, on the Board of War, through much of the War of Independence, and simultaneously participated in the framing of a constitution for Maryland. In 1778, he returned to Maryland to participate in the formation of the state government. He was elected to the Maryland Senate in 1781, and to the first Federal Congress in 1788. He returned again to the State Senate in 1790 and served there for 10 years. He retired from that post in 1800.

Charles Carroll was the last surviving member of those who signed the Declaration. He died in 1832 at the age of 95.
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