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I. Introduction

Two hundred years ago this day:

Phi | adel phi a brewer Thormas Mrris brewed 60 bushels of |ast year's
malt and 85 pounds of hops, producing 15 barrels of Keeping Beer and
8 barrels of small beer. | have seen no evidence that M. Mrris was
consciously preparing for the May 1787 Trienni al .

Phi | adel phia's six street comm ssioners net to consider paying
Frederi ck Shingle and John Hal berstat for building a public sewer
through their lots alnbost twenty years earlier. (Bureaucracy doesn't
change.)

The United States in Congress Assenbled nmet in New York City, nine
states and M. Varnumof R1., M. Mtchell of Delaware and M.
Forrest of Maryland present. Congress considered a conmttee
reconmendati on not to stop recruiting the 1300 troops which were
being raised to fight the Indians in Chio froma base at Springfield,
Mass. (Sone hardened cynics thought this force was really intended to
make sure Daniel Shays and his Wstern Massachusetts rebels didn't
try to attack the arnory again.)

A menber of the New York State |egislature, one Colonel A Hamlton
brought in a bill "to render nore effective an Act, entitled an Act
for granting certain privileges to the college, heretofore called
King's College, for altering the nanme and charter therof, and
erecting an university within this state.”

At M. Vernon, General Washington as was his daily routine "rid" to
his plantations to supervise hands at work plow ng, fencing and
ditching. He also sent the body of a deceased ol den Pheasant off to
Phi | adel phi a nuseum keeper Charles WII|son Peale for preservation and
di spl ay, and wote Maryl and Governor Thomas Stone concerni ng paper
noney -"The wi sdom of man, in nmy hunbl e opinion cannot at this tine
devise a plan, by which the credit of paper noney would be | ong
supported. Consequently depreciation keeps pace with the quantity of
the em ssion, and articles, for which it is exchanged, rise in a
greater ratio than the sinking value of the noney."

Secretary of Congress Charles Thonmson wote Virgi nia Governor Ednund
Randol ph to acknow edge recei pt of Virginia s Act appointing

del egates to neet in Philadel phia on the second Monday of May next
and report that Congress was considering the Virginia Act and the
report of the Annapolis conm ssioners to which it was a response.

On February 21, 1787, Congress, presided over by the founder and then
presi dent of your state society, General Arthur St. Cair, confirnmed
the call for a Federal Convention. Let us now | ook quickly at the
situation of the United States in 1786, and then nore |leisurely at
the role of your Society and its nmenbers in addressing the situation



t hrough a convention, in fram ng the concepts for anew nati onal
government and enbodyi ng those concepts in a witten Constitution,
and finally in getting that Constitution ratified.

II. Government in 1786.

In 1774, revolutionary commttees in twelve of the thirteen col onies
had sent deputies to congress. That congress had net, and called for
anot her congress to neet In 1775. That congress, In turn, resting on
not hi ng but the consent of the colonies and their citizens, had

decl ared the col oni es i ndependent and run a successful war, financed by
borrowed noney and the printing press. Not until 1781 did the states
decl ared i ndependent by Congress in 1776 charter a central governnent.
Then, they ceded only limted powers to maintain an arny and navy,

decl are war, conduct relations with foreign nations, and so forth. They
did not cede the power to tax —the central governnent would just ask
the states for the noney it needed.

By 1786, Engl and barred American ships fromits ports while its

mer chants dunped English manufactures in Anerica, the Barbary states
hel d Ameri can seanen captive, the nmen who had won the revol ution
remai ned unpaid, principle " and interest was due on noney borrowed
from France, but the governnent had no noney with which to pay.

III. What should be done.

One obvi ous answer to the chaos of the early 1780's was

a stronger national governnent. By and |l arge, the original nenbers of
your Society had not fought to build a nation which could be bullied
by Tripoli and Al giers, and which could not pay its just debts, even
to its deserving fornmer officers. So, by and | arge, nenbers of the

Ci ncinnati supported the three distinct but inter-related forces
wor ki ng toward a stronger governnent.

A) G ve Congress the power to tax inports.

Thi s novenent began in early 1781, even before the Articles of
Conf ederati on were adopted. Robert Morris (Hon, PA) and

Al exander Hamlton (NY) were anong its | eaders, but, while
within 12/13ths of success on a few occasions, it finally went
nowher e.

B) Ceneral Agitation.

Wil e the novenment to give Congress authority to tax was noving
ahead toward the stone walls of New York and Rhode Island, a
network of nen who wanted a stronger central governnent

devel oped. Sone (John Jay, James Madi son, Abigail and John
Adans) were not G ncinnati. O hers were- Edmund Randol ph, George
Washi ngt on, Jerem ah Wadsworth, David Hunphrey, and above all,
Henry Knox. Henry Knox was a big (6 feet), fat (270) and | ooked
| i ke he m ght be easygoing, lazy, and a little dunb. He was none



of these things. He was a very capable adm nistrator and in
1787, perhaps the best infornmed man in the county. A network of
old and cl ose friends throughout the county, nmany of them

G ncinnati, kept himinformed, and gave himgreat influence.
Later he even wote, unofficially, on behalf of the Federal
Conventi on:

(Private) Phi | adel phia 21 May 1787
To Hi s Excel l ency President Sullivan.

My dear sir. As an old friend, a nunber of gentlenen nenbers

of the convention have pressed ne to wite to you soliciting
that you urge the departure of the del egates from New Hanpshire.
| mpressed nost fully with the belief, that we are verging fast
to anarchy, and that the present convention is the only nean of
avoiding the nost flagitious evils that ever affected three
mllions of freemen | have cheerfully consented to their
request, and beg | eave to have recourse to your kind friendship
for an excuse if any is necessary.

There are here a nunber of the nost respectable characters from
several states, among whomis our illustrious friend, GCeneral
Washi ngton, who is extrenely anxious on the subject of the New
Hanpshi re del egat es.

A nunber of states sufficiently [sic] for organization and to
commence business, will assenble this week. |If the del egates
conme on, all the states excepting Rhode Island will be shortly
represented. Endeavor then nmy dear Sir to press this matter with
all your powers. | am persuaded fromthe present conpl exi on of
opi nions, that the issue will prove that you have highly served
your Country in pronoting the neasure.

| ametc
H Knox

C) A third novenent rose out of the practical problem of whether
Virginia and Maryl and shoul d share the costs of channel narking
and ot her navigation aids in the Chesapeake Bay and Pot onac

Ri ver. Del egates from Maryland and Virginia net at M. Vernon,
al t hough Washi ngt on was not a del egate, and agreed on which
state woul d do what, decided that another conference, to involve
Pennsyl vani a, about |inking the Potomac and the Ohi 0o was

needed, and reported back to the state legislatures. O the M.
Ver non comm ssioners, Daniel of St. Thomas Jenifer (MD) was a
soci ety nenber. Led by Ednmund Randol ph (H., Virginia), Virginia
reacted to the M. Vernon report by calling for a convention at
which all thirteen states would be represented to neet at
Annapolis in Septenber, 1786. Only four states and Tench Coxe
from Pennsyl vani a attended, so the convention could not act.
However, it did call for a Federal Convention to neet in

Phi | adel phia on May 14, 1787 “to devise such further provisions



as shall appear to them necessary to render the constitution of
t he Federal Governnent adequate to the urgencies of the Union."
O the dozen nmen present at Annapolis, four (Ham |ton, John

D cki nson, Randol ph and St. George Tucker) were C ncinnati.
Ham [ ton wrote out and Di ckinson signed fourteen copies of the
Annapolis report, to be sent to each State and the Congress.
Acting on this report eight states had appoi nted del egates
before they | earned that Congress had joined in the call.

At this point, the Society of the C ncinnati alnost cost the proposed
convention the presence of the one man who had to attend if the
convention was to have a chance to succeed. The Society's triennia
neeti ng was schedul ed for Phil adel phia in May of 1787. In Cctober, 1786
Washi ngton had declined re-election as President of the Society, and
deci ded not to attend the next neeting. How could he now attend the
Federal Convention w thout appearing disloyal to his old conrades? And,
since he had listed conpelling reasons for not |eaving M. Vernon, he
would be a liar if he nowleft to attend the convention. But what the
Soci ety threatened to take away, nmenbers of the Society hel ped give.
Gover nor Edmund Randol ph kept urging the General to attend. Jerem ah
Wadsworth (CN) visited M. Vernon in February, 1787 to try persona

per suasi on, and Henry Knox (NY) weighed in: "I am persuaded that your
nanme has had already great influence to induce the States to cone into
the neasure, that your attendance will be grateful, and your absence

chagrining that your presence would confer on the assenbly a nationa
conpl exion, and that it would nore than any circunstance i nduce a
conpliance to the propositions of the Convention". Reluctantly the
General agreed to attend. On March 28, 1787, General Washington wote
Randol ph that he woul d attend.

IV. The Convention's plans.

The Convention assenbl ed, attaining a quorum (a quorum of del egates
fromeach of seven states) on May 25, 1787, and turned to the concepts
to be pursued. From the begi nning, and nearly unani nously, they deci ded
that they would interpret |oosely, (some would say ignore) their
mandat e from Congress, and woul d propose not a strengthening of
Congress but a new national governnent. On May 29, Randol ph introduced
the Virginia Plan, calling for a new governnment with a bicanera
| egi sl ature, an executive and a judiciary. Thereafter, discussions
centered on how strong the National governnment would be vis a vis the
states, how the various political and econonic interest (and individua
|iberty ~ a political interest) could be protected, and how the
governnent coul d be nmade efficient but controll able.

Now | et us examine the role of the 21 del egates who were Cincinnati in
t hese deci si ons.

A) N cholas GIlmn (NH), Jonathan Dayton (NJ), Thomas Mfflin
(PA), James McClurg (VA), WIlliamBlount, WIIliam R chardson
Davi e, Richard Dobbs Spai ght and Al exander Martin (all NC and al



but Martin Honorary), and Abraham Baldwin (GA) contributed their
presence and their votes within their state del egation. This was
no small contribution since the absence of anyone of them or a
difference in their vote on any nunber of questions could have
substantially changed the outcome of the convention.

And with debaters |ike Madi son, Mason, James W/ son and Gouver neur
Morris, none of them G ncinnati, nenbers who would sit and |isten
wer e needed.

B) Al exander Ham Iton (NY), was a forceful spokesman for a very
strong, al nost regal national governnent, thereby partially

of fsetting the argunents for keeping state control of inportant
areas of governnent.

C) John Lansing and Robert Yates (NY) had been sel ected by
Governor George Cinton, President of the New York Society, to
count er bal ance Ham I ton and keep the articles and their weak
central governnent intact. They went honme in md-July depriving
New York of its convention vote.

D) WIlliamLivingston (Hon, NJ) and David Brearley, (NJ), hel ped
| ead the fight of the snmaller states against dom nation of both
houses of Congress by the large states which led to the equal
vote in the Senate. Brearley, as Chair of a Comrittee on
unfinished parts, may have proposed the el ectoral college.

E) Robert Morris (H, PA) led the Nationalists in Pennsylvania
who chose that state's del egates, and since Franklin was ill on
May 25. Nom nated Washi ngton to chair the convention.

F) John Dickinson (H, DE), perhaps the only G ncinnati of that
ti me who woul d have been wel coned by any neeting of the
Rel i gious Society of Friends, was an early and effective
advocate of that bal ance between Nation and State which
characterizes our Constitution.

G Daniel of St. Thonmas Jenifer (H, MD) worked with Dani el
Carroll (perhaps the only active nenber of the Masonic O der
active to have been the brother of a Jesuit priest and Roman
Catholic Bishop) to offset states - fighters Luther Martin and
John Francis Mereer, and keep Maryland in support of an
effective National Governnent.

H) Edmund Randol ph (H) led the Virginia del egati on and
introduced the Virginia Plan, which channeled all subsequent
conventi on debate.

) George Washington (VA, National President) brought a prestige
whi ch was essential if the convention was to succeed. He
presided (seemingly with nore common sense than strict attention
to the rules). The provisions relating to the President of the



United States are in part due to the accepted fact that he would
be the first to fill the office.

J) Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (SC) supported a strong nati onal
government and hel ped engi neer the conprom se on navi gation and
t he sl ave trade.

K)Y WIlliamLeigh Pierce (GA) wote brief descriptions and
characterizations of his fellow del egates which are a delight.

Here, let me digress, for Pierce is in many ways illustrative of the
gaps in our know edge of the convention, both as to us as a nation
and as to us as historians.

As a nation, we've never heard of WIlliamPierce. That is probably
nore our |loss than his. As historians, we know very little about him
Pierce seens to have been born about 1740 in either Georgia, or nore
likely, Virginia. He is reputed to have attended WIIliam and Mary,
per haps as the Revol utions' southern campai gn was runni ng down.

ot herwi se, we know not hing about himuntil 1776, when he appears as a
Captain, 1st Continental Artillery. From 1780 through 1782 he served
as an aid to Nathaniel Geene. It nmay have been during these years
that he forned deep and lasting friendships with such nen as CGeorge
Turner (who had just been el ected General Secretary of the Society
200 years ago), St. George Tucker, "Light Horse Harry" Lee, and

W |i am Washi ngt on.

I f Pierce had not been born in Georgia he relocated there by 1783,
when he married Charlotte Fenw ck, by whom he had two sons. He was
el ected to the CGeorgia legislature in 1786 and as a Georgi a del egate
to the Continental Congress |later that year. Major and Ms. Pierce

| eft Savannah by ship in late 1786. When within 300 mles of New
York, their ship was disnmasted and driven into Martha's Vi neyard,

whi ch Pierce noted gave them a chance to tour New Engl and. By 1786
Pierce's nercantile firmwas failing, and personal business and the
sessions of Congress kept himfromthe convention after June. During
the summer Pierce challenged a British creditor, John Auldjo, to a
duel, but Pierce's second, congressman Kearney of Del aware, and
Aul dj o' s second, Col onel Al exander Ham | ton, resolved the quarrel.

Anmong ot her things, Pierce may have witten the first review of an
Anerican play. On April 14, 1787, he wote St. George Tucker that he
had read the script of their nmutual friend Royal Tyler's play, The
Contrast, and liked it. On June 27, he again wote Tucker, "you ask
what kind of a reception the Conedy net with. | answer a very good
one but it was very deficient in my opinion in the representation.
The di al ogue was | ong and tedi ous, and the incidents flowed in with
too much gravity to enliven and keep up the | augh. But there was sone
genui ne strokes of wit, and a good deal of originality init."

On Decenber 10, 1789, Pierce died | eaving no material possessions but
a of host of friends.



But back to the Convention. In addition to the part played by nenbers
of the society was the part played by the Society itself. The Society
hel ped prevent direct popular election of the President. As El bridge
Gerry, an old foe of the society noted:

"A popul ar election in this case is radically vicious. The ignorance
of the people would put it in the power of sone one set of nen

di spersed through the union and acting in concert to delude theminto
any appoi ntnent. He observed that such a Society of Men existed in
the Order of the Cincinnati. They were respectable, united, and
influential. They will in fact elect the chief Magistrate in every
instance, if the election be referred to the people.”

. Ratifying The Constitution

Once witten, the Constitution had to be ratified in at |east nine
states, and realistically, all the large ones. Ratification was a tough
fight in which nenbers of the Society participated, usually on the
Federalist side. In Georgia, four of the 26 nenbers of the state
rati fying convention were Cincinnati, all Federalists. In New Jersey, 7
of the 38 were Cincinnati, all Federalists. In Massachusetts the 8
Ci ncinnati out of 355 del egates hel ped swing a very close vote to the
Federalist side. In Virginia, eleven of the twenty del egates who were
nmenbers of the Society opposed ratification, and hel ped keep the fina
vote for ratification close in this crucial state. In Pennsylvani a,

Soci ety nmenbers Mfflin and Thomas McKean | ed the Federalist forces. In
New Yor k Al exander Ham |Iton and Sanmuel B. Wbb | ed the Federalist cause
and the nove by New York City and Long Island to secede fromthe state
if it did not ratify, which led that state to becone the 11th nenber of
the new union. Finally, it was Society nenber Al exander Ham | ton who
hel ped concei ve that notable exercise in both propaganda and gover nnment
theory known as the Federalist Papers, and wote 50 of the 85.

By June, 1788, the Constitution had been ratified, and in March, 1789,
Gover nnment under it began.

It is the nost enduring of the world's witten charters of Governnent.
Your predecessors in the Society of the C ncinnati played a significant
role in creating the Constitution and getting it ratified and

i npl enented. | hope that each of you will find tine in this

Bi centenni al year to re-read this docunent, and think about its

provi sions and ~ responsibility, as citizens, for its perpetuation.






