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Writing and Ratifying the Constitution

The thirteen American colonies declared their indepen-
dence from Britain in 1776. But they had to win their inde-
pendence in a long war that followed. During that war the
colonies were. united by an agreement called the Articles of
Confederation.

The union was a loose one. The Articles of Confedera-
tion did not organize a central government. They did not cre-
ate courts or decide laws. They did not provide an executive
to carry out the laws. All the Articles of Confederation did
was to create a Congress. But it was a Congress with little
power. It could only advise the separate thirteen states and
ask them to do some things. It could not pass laws for the u-
nion of states.:

The weakness of this system became clear soon after
the war for independence ended.

British General Charles Cornwallis surrendered at
Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781. A messenger brought the
Congress news of the victory. The Congress had no money.
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It could not even pay the messenger. So money had to be col-
lected from each member of the Congress.

Even before the war ended, three men called for a
change in the loose confederation of states. They urged for-
mation of a strong central government. Those three men
were George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and James
Madison.

George Washington commanded America’s troops dur-
ing the revolution. He opposed the Articles of Confederation
because they provided little support for his army. His sol-
diers often had no clothes or shoes or food. They had no
medicines or blankets or bullets.

During the war, Washington wrote many angry letters
about the military situation. In one letter, he said : “Our sick
soldiers are gg@g, Our healthy soldiers are naked. Our sol-
diers who hav?x\eﬁt&m;%d by the British are naked”

\

General Washington;]gters produced little action. The
thirteen separate states refused to listen when he told them
the war was a war of all the states. He learned they were
more interested in themselves than in what his soldiers need-

ed.

After the war,there was much social , political and eco-
nomic disorder. General Washington saw once again that
there was no hope for the United States under the Articles
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of Confederation. He wrote to a friend: “I do not believe we
can exist as a nation unless there is a central government
which will rule all the nation, just as a state government
rules each state. ”

Alexander Hamilton agreed. He was a young lawyer and
an assistant to General Washington during the revolution.
Even before the war ended , Hamilton called for a convention
of the thirteen states to create a central government. He ex-
pressed his opinion in letters,speeches,and newspaper sto-
ries. , oo

Finally, there was James Madison. He saw the picture
clearly. It was an unhappy picture.
/ \

There were thirteen governments. And each tried to
help itself at the cost of the others. Nine states had their
own navy. Each had its own army. The states used these
forces to protect themselves from each other. For example,
the state of Virginia passed a law which said it could seize
ships_that did not pay taxes to the state. Virginia did not
mean ships from England and Spain. It meant ships from
Maryland ,Massachusetts,,and Pennsylvania.

James Madison often said most of the new nation’s po-
litical problems grew out of such commercial problems.

In the 1780s,many people in America and Europe be-
lieved the United States was on the road to anarchy. One
—_— T T
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sign was the money system. There was no national money.
Many Americans thought of money as the pounds and
shillings of the British system. There was an American dol-
lar. But it did not have the same value everywhere. In New
York,the dollar was worth eight shillings. In South Caroli-
na,it was worth more than thirty-two shillings.

‘This situation was bad enough. Yet there also were all
kinds of other coins used as money:French crowns,Spanish
doubloons, European ducats.

In 1786, representatives from Maryland and Virginia
met to discuss openin'g’iand for new settlements along the
Potomac River. The Potomac formed the border between
those two states.

The representatives agreed that the issue of settling
new land was too big for just two states to decide. “Why not
invite Delaware and Pennsylvania to help?”someone asked.
Someone else said all the states should be invited. Then they
could discuss all the problems that were giving the new na-
tion so much trouble. The idea was accepted. And a conven-
tion was set for Annapolis ,Maryland. -

The convention opened as planned. It was not much of a
meeting. Representatives came from only five states. Four
other states had chosen representatives, but they did not
come. The remaining four states did not even choose repre-

' sentatives.
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The men who did meet at Annapolis ,however,agreed'it
was a beginning. They agreed, too, that a larger convention
should be called. They appomted% representative from
New York, Alexander Hamilton put the agreement in
writing. So Hamilton sent a message to the legislature of
each state. He called for a convention in Philadelphia in May
of the next year, 1787. The purpose of the convention, he
said,would be to write a consti't-ution for the United States.

Many people believed the convention would not succeed
without George Washington. But General Washington did .
not want to go. He suffered fron}\éeug;atism. His mother
and sister were sick. He needed to take care of business at
his farm ,Mount Vernon. And he al eady said he was not in-
terested in public office. How would it look if —as expected
—he was elected president of the convention?

George Washington was the most famous man in Amer-
ica. Suppose only a few states sent representatives to the
convention? Suppose it failed? Would he look foolish?

Two close friends — James Madison and Edmund Ran-
dolph—urged Gerieral Washington to go to Philadelphia. He
trusted them. So he said he would go as one of the represen-
tatives of Virginia. From that moment it was clear the con-
vention would be an important event. If George Washington
would be there,it had to be important.

The first man to arrive in Philadelphia for the conven-
——
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