CONFRONTING DEMOCRACY: EDWARD COLES AND THE
CULTIVATION OF AUTHORITY IN THE
YOUNG NATION

A Dissertation
Presented to
The Faculty of the Department of History

The College of William and Mary in Virginia

In Partial Fulfillment

Of the Requirements for the Degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

by
Suzanne Cooper Guasco

2004

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



APPROVAL SHEET

This dissertation is submitted in partial fulfillment of

the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

e lopectpres

O Suzanne Cooper Guasco

Approved by the Committee, March 2004

Chandos Michael Brown

(el /{A,th/]/l

Carol Sheriff '

\EQWO« w&u’fu

Fredsika J/Teute

Ld LD

Andrew R. L. Cayto /

Miami University of

il

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



DEDICATION

To Benjamin and Elizabeth Cooper and
Margaret and William Duncan, whose
interest in history first inspired my
curiosity about the past.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
Acknowledgments \%
List of Tables vi
List of Figures : , Vil
Abstract : viii
Introduction “The delicacy of the task . . . imposed”: Reconsidering 22
the Life of Edward Coles
Chapter 1 “The advantages of improvement”: The College of 22
William and Mary and the Cultivation of
Enlightened Sociability
Chapter 2 “A struggle between my inclinations and my reason”: 68
Politics, Society and Public Authority in Washington City
Chapter 3 “From slavery and poverty to freedom and independence™: 113
Migration and Settlement on the Illinois Frontier
Chapter 4 “Solicited . . . to become a candidate”: The Politics of Character 170
and Style in Early National Illinois
Chapter 5 “Party spirit raged with all the violence of a storm”: Slavery and 214
the Rise of Democratic Political Habits in Illinois
Chapter 6 “An herculean scheme of usefulness™: Sociability and Slavery 274
on the Eve of the Civil War
Conclusion 342
Bibliography 352
Vita 379

iv

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

As with any piece of writing, historical or otherwise, the author is never solely
responsible for the final product, and I am no exception. Therefore, I must give my thanks
to a number of people and institutions. I am particularly indebted to the members of my
committee who have offered gentle advice, enthusiastic guidance, and generous moral
support throughout this project. First and foremost, my director, Chandos Brown,
provided me with a brand of guidance and advice that consistently pushed my beyond what
I thought I could accomplish. Fredrika Teute likewise offered steady advice that was
simultaneously. critical and kind. I always left her office confident in my accomplishments,
yet eager to revise and rethink what [ had written. The two other members of my
committee, Carol Sheriff and Drew Cayton, each read more versions of this dissertation
than they should have. Still, they graciously committed themselves to making it better than
it would have been without their help. While all four of these scholars deserve some of the
credit for the valuable portions of this project, none of them are responsible for the errors
that may have slipped through my editing and revising.

[ would also like to acknowledge the support of several institutions. The College
of William and Mary in Virginia, Virginia Historical Society, Illinois State Historical
Library and the International Center for Jefferson Studies at Monticello each provided
financial support, without which I could not have completed my research. The library and
archive staffs at the Illinois State Historical Survey, Chicago Historical Society, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, University of Virginia, and the Library of Congress also provided
me with invaluable direction and frequently uncovered materials that have improved this
project. Two other institutions also deserve to be mentioned for their unselfish support as
well. Both Oberlin College and Davidson College gave me library privileges and the office
space I needed to write, revise, and revise again. I am extremely grateful for the aid these
establishments and their staffs provided.

It would have been impossible to survive the ten years it has taken me to complete
this project without the support a number of close friends, many of whom I met during this
intellectual journey. They include, in no particular order, Mary Ann McChesney, Monica
Fahar, Brooke Hunter, Mike and Anna Jarvis, Rob and Kim Galgano, Tom Chambers,
Anne Ward, Gary Kornblith, Carol Lasser, Richard Chew, Chris Brown, Holly Shulman,
Tony laccarino, James Lewis, Charlene Boyer Lewis, and Kurt and Kimberly Battenberg. 1
would like to give special thanks to my Davidson writing group, which included Nancy
Fairly, Rebecca Ruhlen, Ann Fox, and Jan Blodgett. They read the next to last version of
this manuscript and helped me to make it what it is here.

While I worked, sometimes seemingly endlessly, on my dissertation several
members of my family provided me with encouragement as well as the opportunity to take
a vacation. My sister, Cathy, and her husband, Justin, offered me refuge in their house on
numerous occasions. I even edited the first complete version of the dissertation while
sitting at their kitchen table. My Mom, Suzanne L. Duncan, always reminded me how

v

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



therapeutic a week at the beach could be and graciously organized trips to the Outer Banks
for which I am very grateful. My Dad, Benjamin S. Cooper, has always expressed as much
interest in Edward Coles as myself. His frequently offered advice to write a screenplay
about Coles’s adventures may yet come to light! My in-laws, Judy and Kevin Tweedy and
David and Marlene Guasco, have likewise always been helpful, whether it involved
babysitting the kids or tempting us to abandon work for a few weeks during the summer to
spend some time on the West Coast. Without the support of my family, I know I would
not have remained sane throughout this long process.

Lastly and most importantly, I must express my deeply-felt gratitude for the
emotional, intellectual, and moral support my husband, Mike Guasco, unselfishly
provided. He has survived this project as much as I have, and probably has more scars to
prove it. Mike graciously gave of his time and energy to encourage me, proofread my bad
writing, and reassure me that I would finish. I’m sure he is as happy as | am that it is finally
done. To Joseph and Amelia, both of whom were born during this project, I have the many
interruptions to be thankful for. Their laughter and precociousness always brought a smile
to my face. They, with their father, have kept me grounded by reminding me what is really
important, the love and support of my family.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page

1. Gubernatorial Election, 1822 202

2. Convention Contest, 1824 261
vii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



LIST OF FIGURES
Figure
1. [Illinois Settlement Pattern, 1820
2. Edward Coles Property in Madison County, IL
3. Gubernatorial Election, 1822

4. Convention Contest, 1824

viii

Page
119
131

204

263

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ABSTRACT

Born in 1786, Edward Coles came of age as Americans attempted to define this
nation’s character. Convinced of his generation’s responsibility to ensure the survival of
the republican experiment, Coles emerged from the College of William and Mary
determined to assume a position of authority. Unlike most of his contemporaries,
however, he left Williamsburg persuaded that slavery was morally and ideologically
wrong. Burdened by a conflict between a sense of duty to serve his nation and a
commitment to eliminate slavery, Coles embarked on a public career that took him from
the seat of national power in Washington City, to the rustic frontier of Illinois, and,
finally, to the cosmopolitan city of Philadelphia.

Throughout his journey, his antislavery sensibility forced him to redefine his
claim to authority. While serving as President James Madison’s private secretary, Cole’s
participated in a national political culture that utilized elite networks to accomplish
political business. Although he exercised considerable influence, he remained troubled by
the slavery issue and decided to immigrate to the frontier, where he emancipated his
enslaved property. To Coles’s dismay, Illinois’ commitment to freedom proved to be
illusory. As he attempted to transform, his environment, he adopted democratic political
tactics and, as governor, employed them to defeat a movement to legalize slavery. Those
efforts, however, left him disillusioned with public service. Unwilling to accept his role
as a displaced frontier elite, Coles moved east and settled in Philadelphia. There, the
political crisis of the 1850s drew him back into the public arena. Determined to prevent a
sectional crisis, Coles represented himself as the authority on the legacy of the American
Revolution. Highlighting his intimate relationship with Thomas Jefferson and James
Madison, he attempted to recast the founding generation as antislavery statesmen who
would have been outraged by the political developments of the antebellum era.
Tragically, his efforts were unsuccessful and the nation plunged into civil war.

Edward Coles was emblematic of a generation of Americans who were alarmed
by the democratic changes surrounding them, yet unable to prevent the erosion of elite
authority those transformations engendered.

X
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INTRODUCTION
“The delicacy of the task . . . imposed™: Reconsidering
the Life of Edward Coles

In early April 1844, ﬁﬁy—eight year old Edward Coles sat down at his writing desk
in the parlor of his Philadelphia brownstone to respond to a request from an “old & kind .
. . friend,” who had solicited a narrative of the ex-governor’s life prior to his election to
office in Illinois in 1822. More specifically, his correspondent asked him to describe “the
causes which led me to emancipate my slaves.” As he gazed around the room,
momentarily pausing when his eye caught the confident jaw line or optimistic stare of one
of the four revolutionary portraits that adorned his walls, Coles undoubtedly contemplated
the personal and public consequences of accepting the invitation to re-examine his past.
He confessed that “the impossibility of answering your enquiries without subjecting myself
to the charge of egotism & vanity” caused him to hesitate. Additionally, the request was
submitted during a particularly contentious period in the public debate over slavery and he
was aware that his response might be used as ammunition in the battle over the westward
expansion of the institution. Still, the occasion provided Coles with an unusual
opportunity both to define his legacy and present his experiences as a model for others to
emulate. Enticed by the chance to self-consciously craft a “history . . . of myself,” he

agreed to compose the requested narrative, but asked his audience “not [to] lose sight of
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the delicacy of the task . . . imposed” upon him.'

Coles’s decision to respond to his friend’s inquiry and the penning of the narrative
was an inherently self-reflective activity, an occasion when he made choices as he recalled
the story of his life. As he considered which events and individuals to include or exclude
from his autobiography, Coles pieced together a generally logical and coherent narrative
that was really more a construction than a truth; for the very act of inclusion and exclusion
distorted the tale. According to Coles, he was a man of genteel background who had
concluded, in accordance with classical republican ideas of freedom and independence,
that the enslavement of other human beings was morally and ideologically wrong. Such a
conclusion, as Coles testified, had led him to sacrifice his own personal interest, a life as a
Virginia gentleman and the inherited wealth and status it engendered, in favor of the
common good, a life dedicated to the creation of a harmonious republican society without
slavery. Additionally, he hoped his audience would understand the persecution he and the
enslaved laborers he liberated endured as a result of his selfless act. While he may not
have created a completely accurate representation of his life, Coles intended his effort at
self-construction, his relative account of his life, to define his legacy. More than anything
else, he wanted posterity to remember him as both an idealistic and benevolent Virginian
who emancipated his enslaved property despite considerable opposition and someone who

had attempted to realize the republican vision for the nation first espoused by the

'Edward Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, Historical Society of
Pennsylvania (hereafter HSP). For a recent treatment of the debate over slavery and westward expansion,
see Michael A. Morrison, Slavery and the American West: The Eclipse of Manifest Destiny and the
Coming of the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997). The following portraits
adorned Coles’s parlor walls: George Washington by Gilbert Stuart’s daughter; Thomas Jefferson and
James Madison by the artist himself; and James Monroe by Vanderlyn.

3
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Founding Fathers.”

Most historians who have investigated Edward Coles have followed their subject’s
lead and focused their studies on his antislavery activities. After establishing his Virginia
gentry heritage, identifying his tenure at the College of William and Mary as the source of
his antislavery convictions, and describing his relationship with both James Madison and
Thomas Jefferson, scholars have shifted their focus to Coles’s career in the Old
Northwest, where he emancipated his enslaved laborers, was elected governor, and played
an instrumental role in preventing Illinois from becoming a slaveholding state. Coles was
most proud of these details of his life, events he believed sustained his reputation as a
benevolent man of sensibility, a gentleman committed to privileging the public good above
his own private interest.

Coles would have been disappointed to learn, however, that these scholars have
judged him harshly for failing to inspire others to follow his example. While they have
universally celebrated his antislavery convictions and acknowledged that his career on the
frontier exhibited some moments of glory, most historians have concluded that Coles’s life
was more disappointing than inspiring. Robert M. Sutton, the most recent scholar to
focus exclusively on his role in the 1824 Illinois convention crisis, argues that Coles’s
years in Illinois exhibited “a curious mixture of sunlight and shadow - of success and

failure, with the failures seeming to clearly outweigh the successes.” Similarly, Kurt E.

’On interpreting autobiographies, see Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography:
A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001),10-81,
especially 42-47; Susan Clair Imbarrato, Declarations of Independency in Eighteenth-Century American
Autobiography (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1998), 1-5.

4
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Leichtle, the only modern historian to offer a manuscript-length study of the Virginian,
declares that Coles was “a man who appeared to have the opportunities to do
extraordinary things and to champion great causes, but who through human frailty missed
most of the opportunities.” Focused on assessing the importance of Coles’s antislavery
actions, these historians generally conclude that he failed to make a significant impact on
the world around him.? |

Even in works that explore other subjects, Edward Coles is often portrayed as a
misguided idealist or a passionate partisan whose late-eighteenth-century republican
world-view led him to misunderstand his contemporaries. James Simeone, who presents
the Illinois convention struggle of 1822-1824 as a catalyst for the region’s political
transformation, argues that Coles was an Eastern elitist who failed to recognize the class-
based resentment his abstract antislavery ideals and gentry heritage provoked. Although

he acknowledges that “Coles’s role as a counter-point to the legislature” during the

3Robert M. Sutton, “Edward Coles and the Constitutional Crisis in Illinois, 1822-1824,” Illinois
Historical Journal 82 (Spring 1989), 33; Kurt E. Leichtle, “Edward Coles: An Agrarian on the Frontier,”
(Ph. D. dissertation, University of Illinois - Chicago Circle, 1982), 2-4, quote on 4. See also Donald S.
Spencer, “Edward Coles: Virginia Gentleman in Frontier Politics,” Journal of lllinois State Historical
Society 61 (1968), 150-51 and John Thomas Cassidy, “The Issue of Freedom in Illinois Under Governor
Coles,” Journal of Hlinois State Historical Society 57 (Autumn 1964), 284-88. For accounts that
celebrate Coles’s antislavery convictions, see Nina Cherniasvsky Gitz, “Coles and Slavery, A
Reevaluation of the Role of Political Factions in the Convention Contest of 1824 in Illinois,” (M. A.
Thesis, Sangamon State University, 1978); Elizabeth Langhorne, “Edward Coles, Thomas Jefferson, and
the Rights of Man,” Virginia Cavalcade 23 (Summer 1973), 30-36; Ralph L. Ketcham “The Dictates of
Conscience: Edward Coles and Slavery,” Virginia Quarterly Review 36 (Winter 1966), 46-62; Eudora
Ramsay Richardson, “The Virginian Who Made Illinois a Free State,” Jowrnal of lllinois State Historical
Society 45 (1952), 5-22. Several hagiographic studies were produced in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. See W. T. Norton, Edward Coles, Second Governor of lllinois (Philadelphia: J. B.
Lippincott Company, 1911); Mrs. S. P. Wheeler, “Edward Coles, Second Governor of Illinois,”
Transactions of Hlinois State Historical Society (1903), 97-104; and E. B. Washburne, Sketch of Edward
Coles, Second Governor of Hllinois, and of the Slavery Struggle of 1823-24 (Chicago: Jansen, McClurg &
Company, 1882). Only one scholar has devoted his attention to Coles’s life after Illinois. See Lewis
Donald Fremont, The Philadelphia Years of Governor Edward Coles (Alton, IL, 1955).

5
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convention crisis was “important,” Simeone credits other factors, such as the transition to
statehood, Panic of 1819, and, most importantly, growing resentment against elites with
precipitating the democratic revolution that unfolded during the convention contest. In his
study of James Madison during his retirement years, Drew McCoy represents Coles as one
of several disciples who misconstrued the fourth president’s legacy. From his perspective,
Coles was politically naive and inappropriately allowed his extreme hatred of Andrew
Jackson to distort his understanding of the political turmoil of the mid—1830s. According
to McCoy, whether he encouraged Madison to condemn Jackson’s administration publicly
or insisted that he emancipate his chattel property, Coles maintained a vision of his mentor
and an understanding of how his authority should be deployed that was completely at odds
with Madison’s own intentions.*

While the image of Edward Coles generated by these works is not without merit,
this study suggests that Coles was neither as unimportant nor as naive as some scholars
would have it. Certainly, he never held national office, composed a piece of ground-
breaking legislation, or initiated any broad transformations during his lifetime. Yet, Coles
did follow through with his convictions when he emancipated his enslaved laborers, served
as governor of Illinois, and was primarily responsible for preventing the Frontier State

from legalizing slavery. All of these events make him, if not significant, then at the very

‘James Simeone, Democracy and Slavery in Frontier lllinois, The Bottomland Republic (DeKalb:
Northern Illinois University Press, 2000), 4, 99; Drew R. McCoy, The Last of the Fathers: James Madison
& the Republican Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 157-61 and 310-29. Several
other recent monographs also mention Coles. See Louis P. Masur, 1831, Year of Eclipse (New York: Hill
and Wang, 2001), 58-61; Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United
States Government's Relations to Slavery (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 67; and William
W. Freehling, Road to Disunion: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1990), 140-41.
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least, a remarkable individual’ Accordingly, this study does not ignore Coles’s antislavery
convictions and their consequences, but, instead, defines his antislavery ideals as one
aspect of his more general effort to maintain his identity as a gentleman worthy of respect
and deference.

When considered in its entirety, Coles’s life exposes the struggles many elites
endured as they attempted to retain their ciaim to authority and public influence in a
rapidly democratizing society. Although he transformed himself from a Southern patrician
slaveholder into a Western antislavery politician, and finally, into an Eastern urban
capitalist, Coles never fully embraced the liberal ethos of self-interest that allowed anyone
who mastered the skills of public performance to exercise social and political influence.
Instead, he clung to an eighteenth-century world view that rewarded men of talent and
virtue, a republican caste of natural aristocrats, who dedicated themselves to the service of
the common good. Consequently, as he confronted the democratic changes that emerged
in American society during the first half of the nineteenth century, Coles attempted to
preserve his claim to authority by constantly publicizing and displaying his allegiance to
the nation’s revolutionary heritage. More than anything, Edward Coles believed that only

the leadership of gentlemen of republican sensibility, individuals who possessed the proper

3See Clement Eaton, The Mind of the Old South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1967), 6; Ketcham, “The Dictates of Conscience,” 46-62; and Philip J. Schwarz, Migrants Against
Slavery: Virginians & the Nation (Charlottesville; University Press of Virginia, 2000), 77-78. See also
William R. Taylor, Cavalier & Yankee: The Old South and American National Character (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1979), 61; David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of
Revolution, 1770-1823 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), 180-83; and Carl N. Degler, The Other
South: Southern Dissenters in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1974), 94. All of
these historians have identified Coles as representative of a small group of Southern dissenters whose
opposition to slavery has forced scholars to alter our once monolithic view of the Old South.

7
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education, experience, and habits of civility, would ensure the survival of the republican
experiment.

Historians have spent a great deal of energy explaining how American society
changed after the American Revolution. They have painstakingly documented and
debated the emergence of a democratic society that offered unparalleled economic, social,
and political opportunities to the vast majority of its citizens even as it consciously
excluded particular groups from the benefits of those transformations.® Authors as diverse
as Joyce Appleby, Gordon S. Wood, Joseph J. Ellis and John Murrin have agreed that the
authority of a post-revolutionary ruling class gradually eroded as it confronted the
demographic, economic, and political expansion that shaped the first half of the nineteenth
century.” Similarly, a number of historians have also explored the cultural ramifications of

the democratization of American society, focusing their studies on the emergence of a

®The extensive literature on the transformation of American society during the first half of the
nineteenth century is too vast to list in its entirety here, but several recent and representative works
include, Joyce Appleby, Inheriting the Revolution: The First Generation of Americans (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2000), particularly 237-50; Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American
Revolution: How a Revolution Transformed a Monarchical Society into a Democratic One Unlike Any
that had Ever Existed (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), especially 360-69; Steven Watts, The Republic
Reborn: War and the Making of Liberal America, 1790-1820 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1987); Robert H. Wiebe, The Opening of American Society: From the Adoption of the Constitution
to the Eve of Disunion (New York: Random House, Inc., 1984); and Joseph J. Ellis, After the Revolution:
Profiles of Early American Culture (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1979).

"On the idea of “an American ruling class,” see Gary J. Kornblith and John M. Murrin, “The
Making and Unmaking of an American Ruling Class,” Beyond the American Revolution: Explorations in
the History of American Radicalism, edited by Alfred F. Young (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University
Press, 1993). For a more recent discussion of this jssue, see Michael Zuckerman, “Tocqueville, Turner,
and Turds: Four Stories of Manners in Early America;” Aaron S. Fogleman, “From Slaves, Convicts, and
Servants to Free Passengers: The Transformation of Immigration in the Era of the American Revolution;”
Kathleen M. Brown, “Antiauthoritarianism and Freedom in Early America;” John M. Murrin, “In the
Land of the Free and the Home of the Slave, Maybe There was Room Even for Deference;” and “The
Impudent Historian: Challenging Deference in Early America,” Journal of American History 85 (June
1998), 13-42; 43-76; 77-85; 86-91; and 92-97.
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middle class mentalité and the resulting transformation of American gentility.® Generally,
the transitions they describe appear to have occurred almost inevitably and relatively
smoothly. Few of these scholars, then, have investigated how America’s increasingly
marginalized post-revolutionary elites responded to and attempted to thwart the emerging
“assault on aristocracy.” This study seeks to resolve this scholarly oversight by exploring
the life of Edward Coles, a man who was representative of a generation of elites who, as
they confronted the rapidly changing character of the world they inhabited, attempted to
reformulate their claim to authority and prestige by modifying, yet retaining the essential
characteristics of, a genteel culture of enlightened republican sensibility.

Born on December 15, 1786 in Albemarle County, Virginia, Edward Coles came

of age in a world that bestowed authority on individuals who possessed the wealth, social

3Stuart M. Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Experience in the American City,
1760-1900 (Cambridge: 77?, 1989). On gentility and the importance of manners and civility, see C.
Dallett Hemphill, “Middle Class Rising in Revolutionary America: The Evidence from Manners,” Journal
of Social History 30 (Winter 1996), 317-44; Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons,
Houses, Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 1993); John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility: Manners in
Nineteenth-Century Urban America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1990); Karen Halttunen, Confidence
Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1982). For a study on a similar subject but for an earlier period, see David S. Shields,
Civil Tongues and Polite Letters in British America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1997).

For an important exception, see Daniel Kilbride, “Philadelphia and the Southern Elite: Class,
Kinship, and Culture in Antebellum America,” (Ph. D. dissertation, University of Florida, 1997). The
growing literature on the Federalist response to the emergence of the Jeffersonian opposition and their
defeat in the presidential election of 1800 is, of course, also an exception to this statement. See Doron
Ben-Atar and Barbara B. Oberg, eds., Federalists Reconsidered (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1998); David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: the Making of American
Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Simon P. Newman,
Parades and the Politics of the Street: Festive Culture in the Early American Republic (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997); Linda K. Kerber, Federalists in Dissent: Image and Ideology in
Jeffersonian America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1970; and David Hackett Fischer, The Revolutian
of American Conservatism: The Federalists in the Age of Jeffersonian Democracy (New York: 77, 1965).
For a recent study focusing on the period following the War of 1812, see Marshall Foletta, Coming to
Terms with Democracy: Federalists Intellectuals and the Shaping of American Culture (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 2001).
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connections and education of a natural aristocracy. This was particularly true in the Old
Dominion, but also in the South generally, where a small group of slaveholding elites, a
gentry class, dominated society into the early nineteenth century.'® His father, Colonel
John Coles, was one of the wealthiest men in Albemarle County, accumulating nearly
14,500 acres of land and over seventy slaves by his death in 1808. As a demonstration of
his wealth and standing, the elder Coles constructed an impressive plantation home, called
Enniscbrth‘y, on Green Mountain, as well as several other mansions in the region. Situated
just three miles outside of Charlottesville, the Coles family estate shared the Virginia
Piedmont with several other now famous estates, Monticello and Ashland, the homes of
Thomas Jefferson and James Monroe respectively. Indeed, both of these prominent
national statesmen frequently visited Enniscorthy, where they socialized and discussed
farming and politics with the Coles family."!

Although he never held an elected office, John Coles served as a colonel in the
county militia and was a member of the church vestry, both of which marked him as a
member of Virginia’s ruling elite. Additionally, the Coles patriarch maintained a genteel

lifestyle, purchasing refined clothing for himself and his family and luxury items for his

%Ryse Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790 (Chape! Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1982); Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the
Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986); James Sydnor, Virginia
Gentlemen . . .

Elizabeth Langhorne, K. Edward Lay, and William D. Rieley, A Virginia Family and Its
Plantation Houses (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1987), 11-37. See also William B.
Coles, The Coles Family of Virginia and Its Numerous Connections, From the Emigration to America to
the Year 1915 (New York, 1931). Coles constructed several mansions for his children: Woodville for
Walter between 1794 and 1796, Redlands for Mary Eliza (Polly) in 1798, Calyianthus Hill for John in
1799, and Tallwood for Tucker in 1804.

10
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household. He and his family also regularly attended local balls, dinner parties, and horse
races, vacationed at mountain springs, and journeyed into Richmond where they cultivated
the manners and deportment necessary to display their status before the public. It was
during these social occasions that the Southern elite established the social and kinship
connections that formed them into a gentry class. For the Coles family, socializing in the
Old Dominion’s polite society produced kinship connections with several first families of
Virginia, the Skipwiths, Tuckers, Madisons and Carters among them."

The elder Coles intended to ensure that his children inherited the status and
authority he enjoyed by providing his sons with the wealth and educational opportunities
characteristic of the family’s gentry heritage. Walter and John, his two eldest sons,
inherited land, bound laborers, cattle, sheep, and horses. Isaac received the family seat,
but was not to take over ownership until the death of his mother, Rebecca Tucker Coles.
Like his brothers, Tucker also received land, livestock, and chattel property when his
father died in 1808. Each of the daughters received cash, often as much as one thousand
pounds, as well as enslaved laborers and furniture. Additionally, the older children were
charged with the responsibility of raising fortunes for the youngest daughters and ensuring
that all of the remaining children below a majority received a proper education. Even
though he was the fifth of five sons in a family of ten children, Edward inherited a seven

hundred and forty-two acre plantation and over twenty bound laborers, enough property

ZCynthia A. Kierner, “Hospitality, Sociability, and Gender in the Southern Colonies,” Journal of
Southern History 62 (Fall 1996), 449-80; Charlene Boyer Lewis, Ladies and Gentlemen on Display:
Planter Society at the Virginia Springs, 1790-1860 (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2002);
Thomas A. Chambers, Drinking the Waters: Creating an American Leisure Class at Nineteenth-Century
Mineral Springs (Washington: Smithsonian Inst. Press, 2002); and Isaac, Transformation of Virginia.

11
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to maintain the lifestyle of a Southern gentleman farmer. Edward Coles, then, was born
with all the prerequisites — genteel habits, prominent social connections, and wealth — for
the exercise of public authority. Consequently, he expected to wield considerable
influence when he reached a majority."”

As was the custom among the Virginia gentry, Colonel John Coles also provided
for the formal education of his sons. Like his older brothers, Edward Coles was initially
tutored at home and at nearby plantations, but received a more formal education first at
Hampden Sidney College and then at the College of William and Mary. While in
Williamsburg he encountered an educational program designed to sustain his gentry status
and prepare him for a future career in public life. To that end, the college administration
offered a formal curriculum that emphasized politics and moral philosophy. Significantly,
students at the College of William and Mary read some of the more radical political
theorists and moral philosophers of the Scottish Common Sense School, ensuring that
most of them would emerge from the college armed with a particularly Jeffersonian
Republican political perspective. Students also pursued an informal curriculum offered by
the elite social circles of Williamsburg, where they were expected to master the art of
speech, manners, decorum and civility. Together, the formal and informal components of
his college education were designed to transform Coles and his fellow-collegians into
enlightened men of learning and sensibility, men with the intellectual and cultural

background necessary to assume positions of public authority.

BJohn Coles, Last Will and Testament, Albemarle County Will Book 4, 1789-1809, 298,
Virginia State Library. ‘
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For Coles, the liberal education he encountered at the College of William and Mary
also had an unintended consequence. Like his fellow-collegians, he developed a
commitment to the basic tenets of natural rights ideology and championed the superiority
of the republican form of government. Not surprisingly, he often espoused a strong
allegiance to the political views and actions of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, both
of whom he knew intimately as a result of family connections. As he attended elaborate
balls, formal dinners, and public celebrations in the old colonial capital, he also learned the
importance of developing a refined sense of sociability. But, unlike most of his fellow-
students, Coles’s exposure to the political and social theorists who inspired the American
Revolution led him to develop the conviction that slavery was morally and ideologically
wrong. When he left Williamsburg, then, he was troubled by an increasingly strong
tension between his commitment to pursue a public career that would ensure the survival
of the republican experiment, the particular obligation of his generation, and his heart-felt
opposition to the institution of slavery, a conflict that would shape the decisions he would
make for the remainder of his life.

When he returned to his family’s rural plantation in the summer of 1807, Coles
remained uncertain what career he should pursue. He knew his opposition to slavery
precluded a future as a planter. The death of his father in 1808 forced him to make a
decision, and he chose to survey the region north of the Ohio River where he hoped to
purchase land, liberate his enslaved inheritance, and settle down. Before he could act on
his decision, Coles received a letter from President James Madison requesting that he

serve as his private secretary. At first glance, the public post seemed to offer Coles the

13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



chance to fulfill his generational responsibility to contribute to the preservation of the
republican experiment, but his anxiety to follow through with his convictions led him to
decline the offer. A fortuitous encounter with James Monroe, however, caused him to
reconsider his decision and, after earnest reflection, he accepted the President’s offer and
moved to the nation’s capital in the winter of 1810.

While in Washington City, Coles came to understand how the abstract political
ideas and social importance of his habits of civility could be employed to accomplish
practical political goals. As he performed his day-to-day responsibilities as a presidential
secretary, he refined his political skills and became particularly adept at manipulating
social situations to achieve public business, for it was during the Madison administration’s
weekly dinner parties, Wednesday drawing rooms, and executive levees that the President
attempted to shape and define national policy. Even more importantly, as he traveled up
and down the Atlantic seaboard and abroad, Coles discovered that the politically potent
culture of sociability that regulated exchanges in the nation’s capital knew no sectional or
national boundaries. Instead, civility and politics were intimately intertwined and formed
the foundation of a national, indeed international, political culture. More than anything,
Coles’s official duties as a member of the Presidential family enhanced his public authority
and allowed him to satisfy his sense of obligation to serve the national interest.

Yet, as had been the case when he first returned to Enniscorthy after college, Coles
continued to feel torn between his desire to be counted among the nation’s political elite
and enjoy the cosmopolitan society that accompanied public service and his moral duty to

follow through with his conviction to liberate his chattel property. Ultimately, his tenure
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in Washington City and his diplomatic tour abroad reinvigorated his determination to
emancipate his enslaved laborers, for throughout his national political career he could not
escape the institution of slavery. Washington City contained a sizable enslaved population
and the President employed enslaved laborers in his home. Most significantly, the threat
of slave rebellion during the War of 1812 confirmed Coles’s suspicion that a Republic that
allowed slavery to persist would eventually perish. As he traveled through Russia,
continental Europe, and Great Britain, countries he recognized as more autocratic but less
tolerant of slavery than America, his experiences only sustained such a conclusion. When
he returned from his trip abroad in the fall of 1817, Coles was more determined than ever
before to exchange his newly cultivated sense of public authority in Washington City for a
new, yet uncertain, life on the frontier.

Coles immigrated to the Old Northwest with the expectation that Illinois would be
a free and prosperous state. He had visited the region on two earlier occasions and his last
trip in 1818, when he attended Illinois’s constitutional convention, led him to believe that
his assumptions were well-founded. It was also during his 1818 tour of the Prairie State
that he discovered a vacancy in the Land Office at Edwardsville. After soliciting the
position for himself, he received the appointment. Consequently, not only did he
anticipate settling in a region free of slavery and hospitable to free blacks when he left
Albemarle County in the spring of 1819, but he also hoped his federal appointment, when
combined with his land investments, would help him recover the financial losses imposed
by his benevolent act of emancipation.

As he had anticipated, Illinois, and Edwardsville in particular, lacked the

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



cosmopolitan society he had experienced in Washington City and abroad. Additionally, as
he had hoped, Coles was immediately recognized as a member of the region’s ruling elite,
men who possessed the wealth, political connections, and formal education of a natural
aristocracy. As Register of the Land Office at Edwardsville, he hoped to aid these men as
they exercised their considerable public authority to improve Illinois’s underdeveloped
economic and social environment. Coles discovered soon after his arrival, however, that
Illinois was entering an economic recession, boasted a population that was unreceptive to
black freedom, and contained a very visible enslaved population. Perhaps most disturbing
of all, he learned that a significant number of the state’s ruling elite intended to orchestrate
a campaign to legalize slavery. Together, these conditions led Coles to pursue political
office, a position from which he intended to apply the skills he refined in Washington City
and wield his public authority to transform Illinois into the free and economically
prosperous society he expected it to be.

All of Coles’s previous experiences had prepared him to succeed in his pursuit of
the governorship in 1822. As a student at the College of William and Mary, he had been
trained to assume a position of public authority in the new nation. Not only did he possess
the abstract political knowledge necessary to understand the workings of a republican
form of government, but he had also acquired the social skills, the habits of civility, that
were necessary to wield his authority effectively. During his tenure in Washington City,
Coles had refined his political skills by observing Madison practice the art of politics and
by contributing to the Madison administration’s efforts to forge a national political culture

that utilized sociability to sustain the Republican vision for the nation’s future. Coles,
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then, seemed ideally suited to assume public office and well-trained to accomplish his goal
of transforming the Prairie State into a free and independent republican society.

Just as he had failed to realize the true character of Illinois society prior to his
settlement in the region, however, so too did he misunderstand the political
transformations occurring on the frontier throughout the 1820s. Traditionally, deference
toward elites, like Edward Coles, whose wealth and social connections designated them as
leaders, dictated voter behavior in local elections. During the Missouri Controversy,
however, Illinoisans gradually discarded their deferential habits and began evaluating
candidates according to their position on the slavery issue. Despite these changes, some
old-style political habits persisted. Some voters who expressed concern for the slavery
issue, for example, continued to elect men they recognized as local ruling elites. The
region’s transformation into a democratic political culture, then, was incomplete, but
impossible to ignore, when Coles sought the governorship.

Coles attempted to take advantage of the confluence of both deferential and
participant political habits by displaying and publicizing aspects of his character and
experience that would be attractive to voters regardless of their electoral tendencies. On
the one hand, he emphasized his genteel background, wealth, and status, characteristics
that he believed qualified him for office. On the other hand, he identified himself with the
most important political issue of the day, slavery, by confessing his antislavery convictions.
To his dismay, this strategy provoked as much opposition as support for his candidacy.
To counteract the increasingly persistent charges of self-interest and ambition, Coles

combined the political lessons he had absorbed while in Washington City with the more
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popular political practices of the frontier by campaigning vigorously, touring the state,
visiting taverns, conversing with humble and well-to-do residents alike, and publishing
letters in the press. While he was ultimately successful, Coles’s victory by a mere plurality
revealed the extent of the political changes occurring in the state. Still, Coles remained
undiscouraged and emerged from the campaign more determined than ever before to
prevent the region’s proslavery minority from achieving their goal.

Confident that the majority of the state’s residents would oppose the legalization
of slavery, Coles used his first public address as govetnor to instruct the legislature to
abolish slavery, an event that precipitated a statewide political crisis. The resulting
convention contest presented Illinoisans with a choice between a democratic social order
populated by free and independent citizens and an aristocratic society based on enslaved
labor. More than anything, the convention contest provided the voters with an
unprecedented opportunity to shape the political culture of the region.

As governor of the state and a known opponent of slavery, Edward Coles was the
most visible leader of the anti-convention cause and played an instrumental role in
facilitating the democratization of the region’s political culture. He composed essays,
collected and distributed pamphlets, solicited the aid of other prominent antislavery
residents, and contributed his entire salary to the crusade to prevent the legalization of
slavery. His faith in popular sovereignty, a commitment he developed while a student in
Williamsburg, led him to conclude that the choice between slavery and freedom should lie
in the hands of the people and not be consigned to a small group of self-interested elites.

When they rejected the call for a convention and slavery in August 1824, Coles’s political
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gamble succeeded and he emerged from the contest praised as the man who prevented
Illinois from becoming a slave state.

Coles’s confrontation with democracy, however, proved more disheartening than
inspiring, for the convention contest victory failed to transform Illinois into the free
republican society he hoped it would become. To be sure, his efforts prevented Illinois
from becoming a slave state in the legal sense, but slavéry persisted under the veil of
indentured servitude well into the 1850s. Additionally, he recogniied-that his hard-won
triumph only came once the anti-convention forces successfully manipulated the strong
anti-black prejudices of the region’s Southern-born poor farming majority. Together,
these conditions led Coles to conclude that the only way emancipation would preserve the
revolutionary generation’s republican experiment was if it was gradual and coupled with a
colonization program. Perhaps most importantly, the integral role Coles played in the
convention contest failed to translate into increased public authority. On the contrary, his
refusal to embrace the democratic changes he helped to create led to an embarrassing
defeat in a contest for a seat in the House of Representatives. Coles, then, left Illinois in
1832 disillusioned by the democratic transformations he witnessed, changes that
perpetuated slavery, anti-black prejudice, and dismissed the wisdom and guidance of
gentlemen of enlightened sensibility.

Throughout his residence in Illinois, Coles frequently returned east of the
Appalachian Mountains to visit family and friends in Virginia, Washington City, and
Philadelphia. Even as early as 1819, he had contemplated abandoning his western plans

for a life in the more cosmopolitan environment offered by the City of Brotherly Love.
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Consequently, it was hardly surprisirig that he married Sally Logan Roberts, a young
woman twenty-three years his junior from one of the most prominent families in
Philadelphia. When they settled into their new home on Chestnut Street in the city’s
fashionable district, Coles and his new bride immediately joined an urban aristocratic
leisure class that celebrated the virtues of civility, sociability, and political conservatism,
elements that must have seemed very comforting to Coles after a career on the rural
frontier. Relying on the revenues produced by hié investments in western land and railroad
and bank stock, Coles and his family enjoyed the cosmopolitan character of city life, an
experience that was infrequently disrupted by public political issues and within which
Coles exercised considerable social influence.

The political crisis of the 1850s, however, drew Coles out of the pleasant isolation
of his family life and beyond the exclusive social circles of Philadelphia. As he observed
the debate over the westward expansion of slavery and the development of increasingly
antagonistic sectional perspectives on the issue, Coles concluded that the nation required
the leadership and guidance of enlightened gentlemen of sensibility more than ever before.
In an effort to ensure the preservation of the Union, Coles redefined himself as the
authority on Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and thé appropriate meaning of the
republican legacy. To that end, he recast both men, and the founding generation generally,
as antislavery statesmen, politicians who firmly believed that slavery was adverse to the
health of the nation, but which could only be eliminated through a moderate program that
combined gradual emancipation and colonization. Unfortunately for Coles, the public

authority of the nation’s urban elite had become increasingly marginalized over the course
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of the nineteenth century, Consequently, his efforts fell on deaf ears and the Republic he
so cherished and hoped to preserve erupted into civil war. Although he lived to witnessed
the return to peace and the destruction of slavery, Coles died in July 1868 disappointed in
the type of nation America had become, for he was a man whose eighteenth-century
world-view was dramatically out of step with the world he inhabited.

Like many of hlS contemporaries, Edward Coles’s commitment to democratic
social and political ideals, as well és his desire to manage the application of those beliefs in
a way that protected the republican experiment from self-destruction, defined the
character of his life experiences. By moving beyond a limited focus on his antislavery
beliefs and actions to investigate the larger narrative of his life and understanding him
within the context of a nationwide battle over authority, it becomes clear that Edward
Coles was emblematic of a group of Americans who did not necessarily embrace the
democratizing repercussions of the American Revolution. Instead, like Coles, many elites
continually struggled to maintain their claim to authority amidst political changes that
undermined the social assumptions upon which their power and prestige were based. As
he confronted the democratic changes around him, Edward Coles attempted to
reformulate his claim to influence by transforming himself from a Southern slaveholding
gentleman into an antislavery frontier politician, and, finally, into a guardian of the
republican legacy. If they demonstrate nothing else, his experiences serve as a testimony
to the constant struggle over the reconfiguration of authority that Americans endured

between the American Revolution and the Civil War.

21

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER 1
“The advantages of improvement”: The College of William and Mary
and the Cultivation of Enlightened Sensibility

In the wintér of 1805, a young Virginian rode his horse down Duke of Gloucester
Street and viewed the remnants of a once vibrant capital. Williamsburg’s residents
remained closed inside the many buildings that lined the main thoroughfare, protected
from the December weather. At first glance, the bare trees, empty streets, and overcast
sky presented a portrait of dreary isolation. Thus, although excited to broaden his
education by attending the College of William and Mary, nineteen-year-old Edward Coles
arrived in the town only to become “disappointed in the idea that I formed of
Williamsburg.” Additionally, he concluded that “the advantages of improvement™ seemed
wanting at the college where “books are uncommonly dear” and “they have no library
worth any thing.” After settling into equally dreary accommodations, Coles could only
lament to his father in a letter that “I see nothing very prepossessing either in the town or
»

College.

Coles was not alone in his assessment of Williamsburg and the College of William

and Mary. Joseph Carrington Cabell, a student at the school in 1798, believed that “poor

"Edward Coles to John Coles, December 6, 1805, Edward Coles Collection, Historical Society of
Pennsylvania (hereafter HSP).
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Williamsburg which was once regarded as the Asylum of Science, must [now] be an object
of secondary consideration.” Like Coles, Cabell traveled from the Virginia interior in
search of an education as well as a cosmopolitan society only to be disappointed. William
T. Barry, who studied law at the college a year before Coles’s arrival, came to
Williamsburg from Richmond, the political and social center of the state since 1780. He

- wandered the streets of the town “experiencing the most gloomy sensations” as he viewed
“ﬁlany of the houses [that] have tumbled down . . . [and] the vestiges of departed
grandeur.” From the perspective of many aspiring young gentlemen, Williamsburg and the
college appeared “gloomy and melancholy” and “on the decline.”

Edward Coles and his fellow collegians expressed such disappointment because
they arrived in Williamsburg with the expectation that their tenure at the College of
William and Mary would be the final step in their transition from dependent youths to
independent men. During this interim stage when they were physically away from the
authority of their fathers, yet still protected from the dangers of the outside world by the
in loco parentis supervision of the college administrators and faculty, students strove to
transform themselves into men of knowledge and literature, accomplishments that would

buttress their claim to authority as the nation’s next generation of public leaders. As one

ZJoseph C. Cabell to David Watson, March 4, 1798, Joseph Carrington Cabell Papers,
Manuscript and Rare Book Department, Swem Library, College of William and Mary (hereafter SLWM);
William T. Barry to Brother, February 15, 1804, “Letters of William T. Barry,” William and Mary
Quarterly 1* Ser. 8 (July 1904), 112-13 (hereafter WMQ). See also Thomas L. Preston to Andrew Reid,
Jr., January 7, 1802, “Glimpses of Old College Life,” WM(Q 1* Ser. 8 (April 1900), 216. Preston wrote
that “{mJy expectations of this place were too much raised, and as is common with the sanguine, I was of
course disappointed.” Garret Minor to David Watson, April 28, 1798, “Letters from William and Mary,
1795-1799,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 30 (July 1922), 245 (hereafier VMHB). Minor
wrote “I have entertained the opinion for some time past that this college is going down hill.”

23

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



father informed his college-bound son, “This . . . is the golden period for improvement, the
succeeding four years will be the most important to you, in the course of your whole life.”
He informed him that it was during these years that he would “form [his] character — [the]
habits of industry & study . . . which . . . last you forever.” This revolutionary father
warned, however, that if his son neglected his duty, he would “fall into idleness which
begets sloth, that engenders dissipation & finally all energy of thought, of character & of
respectability is forever gone.” Like the youthful nation, America’s young men were
perched, precariously, on a precipice. A wrong step in any direction risked a rapid descent
from which it was impossible to recover.?

Accordingly, Coles and his contemporaries turned to the College of William and
Mary to acquire “the foundation on which [their] future prospects thro life depended,” a
liberal education that included languages, poetry, history and moral philosophy. After all,
as early as 1785 Thomas Jefferson had asked, “What are the objects of an useful American
Education? Classical Knowledge, modern languages, . . . mathematics, natural
philosophy, natural history, civil history, and ethics,” he replied. Later that same year,
Jefferson boasted to Englishman Richard Price that “the college of William and Mary in
Williamsburg,” provided just such an education and “is the place where are collected
together all the young men of Virginia under preparation for public life.” Jefferson could

be so confident because Bishop James Madison, the president of the college since 1778,

3Thomas Todd to Charles S. Todd, March 9, 1808, “Letters of Judge Thomas Todd, of Kentucky,
to His Son at College,” WMQ 1% Ser. 22 (July 1913), 21. On student expectations, see James McLachian,
“The Choice of Hercules: American Student Societies in the Early 19* Century,” in The University in
Society, Volume I, Europe, Scotland, and the United States from the 16" to the 20" Century, edited by
Lawrence Stone (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 487-93; David F. Allmendinger, Jr., “The
Dangers of Ante-Bellum Student Life,” Journal of Social History 7 (Fall 1973), 79-80.
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had assured him that “the best supporters of our Republic will go forth from our
University.” The goal remained the same twenty years later, when Coles arrived in
Williamsburg. Samuel Mark, a classmate of Coles’s, maintained that a college education
should “inspire a love of virtue and a desire for literary celebrity.” By immersing
themselves in the study of belles lettres, then, Virginia’s young men hoped to emerge from
their college experience prepared to assume their proper place among the nation’s civic
leadership. The declining condition of the community they encountered, however, led
many students to doubt the probability of achieving such a goal.*

Throughout the post-revolutionary era, many of the nation’s prominent men
likewise believed that the purpose of higher education was to train and produce the next
generation of civic leaders, young men who possessed enough wisdom, courage, and
virtue to ensure that the republican experiment would become permanent. As Noah
Webster proclaimed in 1790, a republican system of education “should . . . not only diffuse
knowledge of the sciences, but may implant in the minds of the American youth the
principlés of virtue and liberty and inspire them with just and liberal ideas of government.”
Some fathers echoed this sentiment, but emphasized the rising generation’s responsibility
to live up to the reputation of their predecessors and to fulfil the duty uniquely charged to
them. “Recollect,” Thomas Todd reminded his son in 1808, that “the honor, the character

& reputation of your Country for talent & Genius is in some measure resting on you.” He

* Initial Jefferson quote in “Education in Colonial Virginia, Part IV, Higher Education,” WMQ 1*
Ser. 6(1897-98), 182; Thomas Jefferson to Richard Price, August 7, 1785, Julian P. Boyd, ed., Papers of
Thomas Jefferson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950-1997), 8: 357; [Bishop] James Madison to
Thomas Jefferson, December 28, 1786, “Letters of Rev. James Madison, President of William and Mary
College, to Thomas Jefferson,” WMQ 2™ Ser. 5 (April 1925), 87; Samuel Mark to Andrew Reid, Jr.,
November 4, 1805, “Glimpses of Old College Life,” WMQ 1* Ser. 8 (April 1900), 218.
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instructed his son not to waste the opportunity provided by attending the College of
William and Mary, for “pride, ambition, nay duty, demands of you an education.” Neither
the generation that fought the Revolution nor the one these young men would produce
shouldered such a burden. As the first generation of Americans to inherit the ideals of the
American Revolution, the first generation charged with the responsibility of ensuring the
survival of the Republic, Coles and his contemporaries were constantly reminded of their
obligation to acquire and implement a broad, liberal education upon which the very
survival of the nation depended.’

Like most of his contemporaries, Edward Coles attended the College of William
and Mary intending to acquire an education that would simultaneously sustain his gentry
status and prepare him for a future career in public life. While in Williamsburg, he pursued
a liberal education that emphasized politics and moral philosophy, a course of study that
also reflected the particular political loyalties of the college’s decidedly Republican
president. Consequently, along with most of his fellow collegians, Coles imbibed natural
rights ideology and celebrated the superiority of the republican form of government. Not
coincidently, he also developed a strong allegiance to the Republican party and the two
men, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, who led it.

During his tenure in Williamsburg, Coles also learned of the importance of

cultivating a refined sense¢ of sociability. It was in the social arenas provided by

SNoah Webster, On the Education of Youth in America (Boston, 1790) in Essays on Education in
the Early Republic, edited by Frederick Rudolph (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965), 45;
Thomas Todd to Charles S. Todd, September 25, 1808, “Letters of Judge Thomas Todd, of Kentucky, to
his Son at College,” WM(Q 1* Ser. 22 (July 1913), 26. See also, Jill Lepore, 4 is for American: Letters
and Other Characters in the Newly United States (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002); and Joseph J. Ellis,
After the Revolution: Profiles in Early American Culture (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1979).
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Williamsburg and the college that Coles and his classmates contributed to the construction
of a community-generated standard of moral taste. As he encountered some of the
political and social theorists who inspired the American Revolution and deeply influenced
the type of society that emerged during the post-revolutionary era, Coles transformed
himself into an enlightened man of sensibility. Unlike most of his fellow-collegians,
however, Coles’s exposure to ideas about freedom and equality, when combined with
directions to nurture an appropriate moral sense, prompted him to develop a deeply-held
conviction that slavery was morally and ideologically wrong. More than anything else, his
time at the College of William and Mary, then, led Coles to experience a tension between
a heart-felt duty to oppose slavery and a strong desire to claim and maintain his
membership among a national class of political leaders who distinguished themselves by
displaying their enlightened sensibility and habits of civility, a conflict that would shape the
decisions he would make for the rest of his life.
% % %k ok %k

Edward Coles entered the College of William and Mary as a member of the junior
class, having completed the first two years of his formal education at Hampden Sidney
College. By the close of his first year in Williamsburg, his critical description of the school
was replaced by a confident determination to “derive some practical knowledge” from his
tenure in the second oldest college in the nation. As the youngest of five sons and fifth of
ten children, Coles felt a sense of urgency to prepare himself to pursue any career other
than a planter. Additionally, the economic dislocations occasioned by the Revolutionary

War and persistent, and even increasing, tensions with Great Britain seemed to preclude
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the possibility of a prosperous life on a small plantation. Instead, Coles knew that he
would have to look elsewhere, most likely toward a career in public life, to find an
occupation that would ensure his usefulness to society and allow him to maintain the
genteel lifestyle he enjoyed. Thomas Jefferson’s alma matter seemed as likely a place as
any to accomplish his goal.®

All of the new nation’s colleges offered a curriculum to inculcate the
enlightenment ideas that had inspired the American Revolution and steadfastly maintained
their commitment to train the next generation of pﬁb]ic leaders. To that end, nearly every
post-revolutionary college required its students to pursue a liberal education that included
courses in classical history, modern languages, mathematics, law and civics, chemistry,
physics, and natural and moral philosophy. Offered during the junior and senior years and
taught by the college president, the moral philosophy course exercised the most influence
over the political and social views of the students and defined the political reputation of
the institutions. Bishop Madison and the rest of the nation’s college presidents divided
their moral philosophy courses into three sections, which included ethics, the relationship

between man and his god, family and friends, and the nature of government. In the latter,

SEdward Coles to John Coles, November 21, 1806, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Elizabeth
Langhorne, K. Edward Lay, and William D. Rieley, 4 Virginia Family and Its Plantation Houses
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1987), 11-37. On the economic condition of Virginia after
the war for independence, see Jan Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness: Family and Values in Jefferson's
Virginia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-39 & 106-68; Cynthia A. Kierner, ““The
Dark and Dense Cloud Perpetually Lowering Over Us:” Gender and the Decline of the Gentry in Post-
Revolutionary Virginia,” Journal of the Early Republic 20 (Summer 2000), 15-99 (hereafter JER); and
Robert P. Sutton, “Nostalgia, Pessimism, and Malaise: The Doomed Aristocrat in Late-Jeffersonian
Virginia,” VMHB 76 (January 1968), 41-46. On the decline of Virginia’s tobacco culture, see T. H.
Breen, Tobacco Culture: The Decline of the Great Tidewater Planters on the Eve of the Revolution
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).
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Madison adopted the common practice of identifying, defining and discussing the
advantages and disadvantages of the various forms of government, particularly monarchy,
aristocracy and democracy. Inevitably, Madison and his counterparts highlighted the
particular advantages of the republican form, emphasizing that sovereignty resided with
the people, most particularly property holders, who entrusted their elected officials to
enact policies that promoted the common good. But, whereas every other post-
revolutionary college president emphasized the dangers of excessive democracy, generally
criticized the radical nature of the French Revolution, and praised the increasingly
consolidated authority of the Federalist administrations of Washington and Adams,
Madison publicly expressed opinions and assigned readings that encouraged the students
at the College of William and Mary to develop a particularly pro-French and Jeffersonian
Republican political faith.”

Under Bishop James Madison’s leadership, Coles and his “Brother collegians”
became ardent Jeffersonian Republicans espousing a political vision that celebrated
popular sovereignty and looked upon a strong centralized government with skepticism.
As at other post-revolutionary colleges, they received a substantial dose of the
commonwealth canon, digesting such authorities as Emmerich von Vattel, Jean-Jacques

Burlamaqui, John Locke and Charles Louis, Baron Montesquieu.® Together, these

"David W. Robson, Educating Republicans: The College in the Era of the American Revolution,
1750-1800 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 158 and Mark A. Noll, Princeton and the Republic,
1768-1822: The Search for Christian Enlightenment in the Era of Samuel Stanhope Smith (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1989). See also David J. Hoeveler, Creating the American Mind: Intellect and
Politics in the Colonial Colleges (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002).

*Robson, Educating Republicans, 162-69 and Table 5-1. On the threat of decline in a republic,
see Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (New York: W.
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authors provided a particularly skeptical assessment of human nature and proposed the
governmental and institutional structure necessary to delay or avert the seemingly
inevitable decline of society.

According to Whig theory, human nature was balanced precariously between good
and evil, and freedom was always in danger of corruption. From the Whig perspective,
the growth of wealth, luxury, and vice were the main sources and symbols of corfuption.,
Public virtue, however, provided the most powerful defense against corruption and
tyranny and could only be achieved in an environment characterized by a freedom of
conscience. A balanced government, based on a social contract, they claimed, promoted
freedom and stabilized society by cultivating public virtue. Many of these authors also
radically declared that the right of revolution could be employed as the last safeguard
against the corruption posed by excessive bureaucracy, standing armies, and established
churches. As they studied and recited some of the most prominent enlightenment authors,
Coles and his fellow students became familiar with the ideas colonists employed to justify
the decision to sever ties with Great Britain, used to defend the superiority of a republican
form of government, and to maintain public virtue as the cornerstone of republican

society. Perhaps more importantly, however, they were armed with the theoretical

W. Norton & Company, 1980). The works by these authors included Vattel, Law of Nations (1758),
Burlamaqui, Principles of Natural and Political Law (1763), Locke, An Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1690) and Two Treatises on Government(1690), Montesquieu, Rise and Fall of the
Romans (1734) and The Spirit of the Laws (1750). For a useful study of the Enlightenment works in
American libraries, see David Lundberg and Henry F. May, “The Enlightened Reader in America,”
American Quarterly 28 (Summer 1976), 262-93.
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background to criticize the emerging Federalist vision for the Republic.’

Coles and his fellow students absorbed Bishop Madison’s political perspective
largely because it directly influenced his presentation of the standard political authorities
he assigned in his moral philosophy course. Whereas Yale, Harvard, Princeton, and
Columbia assigned texts from the commonwealth tradition and taught them from a
conservative political perspective, Madison applied a more liberal émphasis to the works
common to all the schools and supplemented the standard readings with other more
optimistic and potentially radical Enlightenment authors. Nearly every school, for
example, assigned Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, and Madison, as one student
observed, “extols and recommends him continually.” Many instructors used Smith’s text
because he argued that the pre-revolutionary economic relationship between Great Britain
and the colonies was detrimental to the prosperity of America. Smith also celebrated the
republican form of government, believing that its design best protected private property
and ensured the prosperity of society. These ideas and arguments explained why colonists
pursued independence, supported the decision to call a constitutional convention, and
approved of the Constitution.

Yet, Smith’s work also contained an aggressive critique of the British economic
system. From his perspective the best economic policy left the individual unimpaired.
Additionally, Smith was skeptical of the utility of the corporation and the influence and

power of financiers. Bishop Madison and other Republicans repeatedly used these

*Henry F. May, The Enlightenment in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 155-
57 and 282.
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elements of Smith to criticize a government that attempted to follow the mercantilist
model, arguably the ultimate goal of Alexander Hamilton’s fiscal programs during the
1790s. In Madison’s hands, then, Smith was used not only to support the Constitution,
but also to expose the potential evils displayed by the Federalist administrations of
Washington and Adams."

Similarly, while Timothy Dwight and Joseph Willard, presidents of Yale and
Harvard respectively, assigned William Paley’s Principles of Moral and Political
Philosophy because of its warning against the excesses of democracy, the author’s defense
of the unequal distribution of property, and his support for a strong tie between the church
and state, Madison emphasized the portions of Paley that favored utilitarianism. He then
augmented Paley, and countered his conservative tendencies, by assigning authors who
celebrated democracy and popular sovereignty, writers such as Count Constantin de
Volney, Joseph Priestly, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Marquise de Condorcet, Thomas Paine
and William Godwin."

Like their commonwealth predecessors, these authors warned their audiences that
the decline of civilization resulted from corruption. But, while Whig theorists remained

critical of the promise or potential of human nature, these more optimistic contributors to

Yjames Shelton Watson to David Watson, November 4, 1799, “Letters from William and Mary
College,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 147; Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the
Wealth of Nations, Representative Selections (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1961);
Robson, Educating Republicans, 170.

'Works by these authors included, Volney, The Ruins; or a Survey of the Revolutions of Empires
(1791), Priestly, Lectures on History and General Policy (1788), Rousseau, Social Contract (1762) and
Emile (1763), Condorcet, Progress of the Human Mind (1795), Paine, The Rights of Man (1790), and
Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793).
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the Revolutionary Enlightenment displayed an unerring confidence in the triumph of man,
whose reason equipped them to overcome superstition, overthrow oppression, and pursue
the path of virtue. More importantly, they viewed revolution, violent or otherwise, as a
natural and potentially inevitable part of the process. As Cordorcet and Priestly both
claimed, human progress, as exhibited by the spreading influence of the Enlightenment,
allowed man to break from his pasf and encouraged him to rely on the general will as a
guide for charting a new future. Rather than warn of the excesses of democracy and
popular sovereignty, these authors embraced the potential power of the will of the people
and called on leaders to harness its authority to ensure a successful break from an
oppressive and tyrannical past."

The students at the College of William and Mary willingly absorbed the lessons
they learned in their political course, a subject “studied with so much ardour, and . . .
which . . . is considered so preeminently a favorite” at the school. In the late 1790s, for
example, Joseph Shelton Watson contended that the works of Rousseau, Locke, and Paine
were “the most excellent that have ever been written upon the Science of Politics.” He
confirmed that many students felt it was “an act of treason against the truth, to utter a
syllable to the prejudice of Rousseau.” Similarly, Joseph Carrington Cabell, a classmate of
Watson’s and a Coles family friend, boasted that when “Rousseau, Montesquieu, Smith,
and [Vattel] are the textbooks on Politics at this college, how can the Political tenets of

the young men be wrong?” Few should doubt, declared Cabell, that the students at the

2May, Enlightenment in America, 164-76; Robson, Educating Republicans, 170-71. See also D.
L. Le Mahieu, The Mind of William Paley: A Philosopher and His Age (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1976).
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College “are purely Democratic. . .. Democrats we have in abundance,” he continued,
“some moderate, some warm, & some red hot.” Indeed, many students displayed their
commitment to the revolutionary ideals they absorbed by dating their correspondence
“Anno Rep.” or “A. R.” — in the year of the Republic — while they addressed the envelopes
to, or signed with the postscript, “Citizen.”"

Edward’s blder brother Isaac acknowledged that by exposing students to the more
radical practitioners of the Révolutionary Enlightenment, the Bishop risked radicalizing
students more than he intended. In a letter to a fellow classmate, Henry St. George
Tucker, also a distant family relation, Isaac A. Coles admitted that if the students “do not
acquire more knowledge they at least acquire more liberality & more ambition than at any
other place in the world.” On the one hand, this created the potential for the school to
produce students who could “shine forth with a splendor that dazzels the continent.” On
the other hand, an education that encouraged free-thinking threatened to create a student
body willing to carry their “Democratic principles too far,” so far that they might “make
the common mechanics and apprentices . . . intimate friends.” For the older Coles and
many of his fellow collegians, such behavior was “very dangerous” and “resembles a ship
in a tempestuous ocean without a rudder.” He firmly believed, however, that “[t]he spirit
of skepticism . . . which every student acquired as soon as he touched the threshold of the

college” was an essential “step toward knowledge” and a safeguard against such

BJoseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, January 17, 1801, “Letters from William and Mary
College, 1798-1801,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 159-69; Joseph C. Cabell to David Watson, July 8, 1798
and March 4, 1798, Joseph Carrington Cabell Papers, SLWM. For the dates and postscripts, see Joseph
Shelton Watson t David Watson, February 9, 1799, March 2, April 1, and October 26, 1801, “Letters from
William and Mary College,” VMHRB 29 (April 1921), 139, 155, 161, and 165.
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developments. From his perspective, an enlightened education that introduced students to
the ideals of the Revolution and prepared young men for their future place as leaders of
the new nation required such a risk."*

Just as it made them explore the more democratic implications of republicanism, so
too did their exposure to the radical political theorists of the era lead the students to
exbress publicly their opposition to the Federalist political agenda. Convinced that the
Adams admiﬁistration pursued a foreign policy detrimental to “the future destiny of our
Country,” a sizeable group of students published an address in the spring of 1798 warning
of the consequences of continued hostilities between America and France. Echoing the
lessons they learned in their classical history and moral philosophy readings, the students
reminded their representatives that “all governments, and particularly representative
governments” were susceptible to the corruption and eventual ruin that routinely
accompanied the expansion of executive power during a time of war. They expressed the
fear that, as had occurred under Caesar, the raising of a standing army would become “an
engine for the destruction of our liberties.” Joseph Carrington Cabell similarly viewed the
spring and summer of 1798 as a time of “crisis, when . . . a mode of thinking both
dangerous & illusory, is spreading among us,” but he found comfort in the knowledge
that, at least in Williamsburg, the majority opposed the administration’s policies. To
ensure that no one doubted their disgust with Adams and his policies toward France,

several students “paraded through the streets of Williamsburg™ during the 1798 Fourth of

“Isaac A. Coles to Henry St. George Tucker, July 20, 1799, “Glimpses of Old College Life,”
WMQ 1* Ser. 8 (January 1900), 158-60.
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July celebration and concluded their march by burning John Adams in effigy."

The political preferences of the students were even more evident during the
months preceding and following the presidential election of 1800. As he anxiously
awaited the election results, Joseph Shelton Watson contended that “the conduct of the
late administration threatened us with a relapse, which would have been ruinous to
America, joyous to tyrants, and unfortunate for the human race.” One of his classmates
agreed and credited “the number of innocent victims of the oppressive sedition law, the
repeated and frequent violations of the Constitution, the want of that cabalistic term
‘French Invasion’ and perhaps the operation of Congressional taxes” with forcing “the
people to reflect and endeavor to avoid the dangerous abyss, on the brink of which they
have so long tottered.”

Once news of Jefferson’s victory was confirmed, William and Mary’s student body
erupted into celebration. “The students assembled in the number of nearly 60, and
marched in body down the street, with shouts, huzzas, [and] whirling of hats.” The entire
affair, observed one student, caused enthusiasm for Jefferson to spread “thro the whole
town” and “occasioned an very astonishing . . . interruption of business.” Although all
the nation’s post-revolutionary colleges shared a commitment to ensuring that the rising
generation of national leaders acquired a commitment to republican principles, only the

College of William and Mary demonstrated a strong preference for Jeffersonian

Y Address of the Students of William and Mary College, signed John B. Johnson, Chairman and
John Tayloe Lomax, Secretary, June 8, 1798, Chronology File, 1781-1815, SLWM. See also Philadelphia
Aurora, June 18, 1798. Joseph Carrington Cabell to David Watson, July 8, 1798, Joseph Carrington
Cabell Papers, SLWM and Robert J. Morrison, ed., “Memoranda Relating to the College,” WMQ 1* Ser.
27 (July 1918), 232.
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democracy. Thus, when one student declared that the College was “famous for
Republicanism,” he undoubtedly meant both the abstract political principles as well as the
emerging political party."®

Edward Coles enjoyed a particularly personal relationship with Bishop James
Madison and came to view the aging college president as a mentor. As he confessed many
years later, “[wlith this truly great & good man, I was more intimate & sociable than the
students generally were.” The Bishop had been a long-time friend of his parents and was
also distantly connected to the Coles family by marriage. The Bishop’s younger cousin,
James Madison, Jr., married Dolly Payne Todd, likewise a Coles cousin, in 1789. Bishop
Madison also may have attended the couple’s nuptial celebration at the Coles family
estate, Enniscorthy. More immediately, however, several of Coles’s brothers had attended
the College of William and Mary during the post-revolutionary period and had fond
memories of their tutelage under Bishop Madison. Their previous attendance at the
school ensured an immediate familiarity between Coles and the college president. “This
intimacy,” declared Coles, “emboldened me before class to ask questions, & gave me
opportunities,” he continued, “of conversing privately with the amiable old Bishop on
subjects on which he lectured.” Consequently, although he was probably predisposed to

embrace republican political ideas, Coles’s exposure to the political authors in the

Joseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, December 24, 1799 and March 2, 1801, “Letters from
William and Mary,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 161; Chapman Johnson to David Watson, May 18, 1800 and
Joseph C. Cabell to David Watson, April 6, 1801, “Letters to David Watson,” VMHB 29 (July 1921), 271
and 279. Two years into Thomas Jefferson’s first term, support for his administration remained strong at
the college. In January 1802, Thomas L. Preston reported that “Politics in this place have entirely
subsided. We are, however, all republicans, and consequently read the President’s message with ecstacy
and applause.” See Thomas L. Preston to Andrew Reid, Jr., January 7, 1802, “Glimpses of Old College
Life,” WMQ 1* Ser. 8 (April 1900), 216.
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Bishop’s moral philosophy course as well as his frequent private conversations with the
school president led him to develop an optimistic view of human nature, a strong
commitment to the idea of popular sovereignty, and an unwavering devotion to Thomas
Jefferson, James Madison and the Republican party. Like most of his fellow-collegians,
Coles left Williamsburg an ardent supporter of Jeffersonian democracy."”

Most post-revolutionary leaders agreed that a practical understanding of the
political and philosophical foundations of a republican form of government, regardless of
party affinity, meant little if those being trained for public life lacked the moral sense or
virtue required to produce a harmonious and happy republican society. Consequently, a
second component of Bishop Madison’s moral philosophy course focused on the
cultivation of good moral judgment. The students encountered authors who emphasized
the importance of self-restraint and moderation, writers who maintained that the
preservation of liberty and the promotion of happiness required a virtuous citizenry.
Reading and close study of important moral philosophers, however, was not the only
means of cultivating sound reasoning and good moral judgement. Instead, the
development of a good moral sense also resulted from small-scale, day-to-day exchanges
between men and women. Through intimate social interactions, individuals learned
tolerance, flexibility, and, most importantly, established a standard of moral taste and

created the social bonds that promoted a harmonious society.'® In addition to developing

"Edward Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.

8 Andrew Burstein, Sentimental Democracy: The Evolution of America’s Romantic Self-Image
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1999), 7-14 and 107-13; John Dwyer, “Enlightened Spectators and Classical
Moralists,” in Sociability and Society in Eighteenth-Century Scotland, edited by John Dwyer and Richard
B. Sher (Edinburgh: The Mecant Press, 1993), 96-102. See also David S. Shields, Civil Tongues & Polite
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a sound commitment to republican principles, then, Madison hoped to transform his
students into enlightened men of sensibility who had mastered the art of sociability; for,
together, correct political views and refined sensibility would ensure the emergence of an
enlightened ruling class capable of sustaining a stable republican social order. As one
student proclaimed, only “a Republican Government can secure substantial and permanent
happiness.”"

Edward Coles’s father understood the importance of combining a formal education
with the cultivation of refined manners and sociability. Although he probably regretted to
hear about the unfortunate condition of the college, John Coles was much more interested
in whether or not his youngest son had “been invited out by any of the Town Gentlemen.”
Herbert Clairborne, whose son attended the College of William and Mary between 1802
and 1806, similarly recognized the value of developing appropriate social ties with
members of the Williamsburg community. Writing to his son in the winter of 1803,
Clairborne congratulated his namesake for “mak|[ing] yourself ‘friends that [display fine]

Conduct’” and assured him that such “affections [were] better to a young man, than a

Command of thousands ‘Without it.”” Another father agreed with Clairborne, but focused

Letters in British America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997) and Kenneth Cmiel,
Democratic Eloquence: The Fight over Popular Speech in Nineteenth-Century America (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1990), 24-54. On the important role of socializing in the education of
young men and women during the early national period, see Daniel Kilbride, “Southern Medical Students
in Philadelphia, 1800-1860: Science and Sociability in the ‘Republic of Medicine,”” Journal of Southern
History 65 (November 1999), 697-732 and Christie Anne Farnham, The Education of the Southern Belle:
Higher Education and Student Socialization in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1994), 120-45.

YJoseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, March 2, 1801, “Letters from William and Mary,”
VMHB 29 (April 1921), 161.
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particular attention on the life-long beneficial consequences of developing a refined sense

of sociability. “I am . . . pleased with the circle of your Acquaintance,” declared Thomas

Todd, for “it is by associating with the virtuous & respectable part of the community that

we learn & imitate laudable Actions ‘til they become habitual & familiar.” It was only by
mastering the art of conversation and social interaction, maintained the elder Todd, that a
young man could ensure his advancement in life.”

Perfectly aware of their fathers’s views on the issue, Coles and his fellow students
arrived at the college with a general sense of what constituted appropriate behavior and
readily attempted to judge whom among their fellow students was worthy of their
friendship and acquaintance. When he returned to Williamsburg for his second year at the
college, for example, Coles assured his father that his roommate, William Tucker of
Bermuda, was “a very good scholar and more moral and less dissipated than young men
generally are here.” Similarly, Samuel Myers, who boarded inh town with a prominent
gentleman, informed his father that two new students, “both sober youths,” had taken up
residence in the Tazwell household. Severn Parker, he testified, was “a young man of
considerable talent and learning” and his other new roommate, William C. Sommerville,
“is a clever young man and well spoken.” All of these young men seemed to possess the

qualities, academic ambition and genteel deportment, that post-revolutionary fathers

2John Coles to Edward Coles, December 14, 1805, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Herbert
Clairborne to Herbert A. Clairborne, December 13, 1803, Clairborne Family Papers, 1665-1911, Section
5, Virginia Historical Society (hereafter VHS); Thomas Todd to Charles S. Todd, June 4, 1808, “Letters of
Judge Thomas Todd,” WMQ 1** Ser. 22 (July 1900), 23.
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hoped their sons would aspire to emulate.”
The sphere of student social activity, however, extended beyond the confines of

the college and the homes or taverns in which they boarded. Consequently, students

~ universally recognized that an active social life that involved dining and conversing with
Williamsburg elites was an essential component of their educational experience and
praised the quality of the social environment they encountered. Garret Minor, who
attended the college in 1797, declared that “my greatest source of real improvement and
gratification results from” attending the social gatherings in town. Although the society he
encountered was certainly enjoyable, he maintained that it was his intercourse with “the
ladies of this place” that allowed him to “gain real improvement.” Similarly, Thomas L.
Preston testified that the “ conviviality which has long characterized this place, is still one
of its strong features. The ladies,” he continued, “are . . . agreeable enough and much
disposed to sociability.” William T. Barry, a contemporary of Coles’s, confessed that
although his attendance at local balls and parties “sometimes encroaches on my studies,”
he thought his time was well-spent, “for it will tend to give a polish to the manners, that is
absolutely essential to enable us to glide smoothly thro’ society.” The ideal enlightened
gentlemen for most of these young men was an individual who struck a balance between

the pursuit of learning and social refinement and they attempted to mold themselves

Edward Coles to Papa, November 2, 1806, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Samuel Myers to
John Myers, Octaber 26, 1808, Faculty-Alumni File, Samuel Myers, WM 1808/09, SLWM.

ZGarret Minor to David Watson, April 28, 1798, “Letter from William and Mary,” VMHB 30
(July 1922), 245; Thomas L. Preston to Andrew Reid, Jr., January 9, 1803, “Glimpses of Old College
Life,” WMQ 8 (April 1900), 218; William T. Barry to [Brother], February 6, 1804, “Letters of William T.
Barry,” WMQ 1* Ser. 8 (July 1904), 111.
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accordingly by ingratiating themselves into the elite social circles of Williamsburg.

The old colonial capital certainly offered Coles plenty of opportunities to socialize.
The town itself contained no fewer than five taverns, boasted several boarding houses and
was the site of a variety of public and private social gatherings. Although he repeatedly
informed his parents that “I have not a moment to bestow on pleasure,” Coles was
routinely drawn to student social functions. Even his slow recovery from a broken leg, an
injury he sustained while wrestling with St. George Tucker’s son, Beverley, failed to deter
him. In November 1806, Coles informed his parents that he was continually “tempted to
dance” and was unable to avoid attending the social events in Williamsburg. Like Coles,
most William and Mary students entered Williamsburg’s “circle of fashionable company”
by attending parties and public balls. Chapman Johnson wrote a friend in 1799 that “there
have been no less than four balls since I came to town & there will be another this week.”
Similarly, Joseph Carrington Cabell, who had pledged “to shun the gay scenes of pleasure
and dissipation” while pursuing his law studies, admitted to his friend that “scarcely a
single Ball or Party of pleasure has escaped me.” Indeed, one young woman who
frequented the town parties hosted and attended by the students found the occasions
particularly “edifying, for before dancing commenced the Gentlemen discussed a political
subject, [and] some of them display’d great eloquence.” Her only regret was that the

gentlemen’s parties rarely occurred more than once a week.”

BEdward Coles to Papa, November 21, 1806 and “Biographical Notes,” 1868, Edward Coles
Collection, HSP; Chapman Johnson to David Watson, December 19, 1799 and Joseph Carrington Cabell
to David Watson, April 6, 1801, “Letters to David Watson,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 265-67 and 276-79;
Jane C. Charlton to Sarah C. Watts, January 10, 1808, Sarah C. Watts Papers, SLWM.
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Yet, just as often as students assured their fathers and friends of the quality of the
young men they studied with and praised the character of society they encountered in
Williamsburg, a number of other students complained that “the habits of indolence and . . .
of dissipation” were too common among their classmates. In 1801, for example, Joseph
Shelton Watson thanked his brother for advising him “upon the subject of manners. Ease,
plainness and simplicity of manners have been always charming in my eyes. .But never as
charming,” he continued, “as when opposed to vanity, affectation, and stiffness.”
Unfortunately, his experiences in Williamsburg provided too many occasions to conduct
such comparisons. He regretted to report that only about “one fourth” of the student
body “are industrious and promising.” The rest, he declared, were “devoid of emulation,
with a sluggish inactivity of mind, [and] pass their moments away in a total insensibility to
the importance of their time, and the advantages which they possess.” William T. Barry
expressed similar shock and dismay when he discovered that “there are but few young men
of talents at College.” Blaming “the dissipation of the place,” Barry explained that even
“young men of cleverness after being here awhile are apt to fall into the current of
dissipation.” Since many of those who attended the school believed that “Social
intercourse” with their fellow students constituted “One great source of improvement,”
the presence of “violence . . . illiberality, and passion” among their peers inspired regret

and disappointment.?

*Joseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, March 2, 1801, “Letter of William and Mary
College,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 164; William T. Barry to [Brother], February 6, 1804, “Letters of
William T. Barry,” WM(Q 1* Ser. 8 (July 1904), 111; and Garret Minor to David Watson, April 28, 1798,
“Letters from William and Mary College,” VMHB 30 (July 1922), 244-45.
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Although some of them seemed to arrive in Williamsburg unfamiliar with the
proper limits of social behavior, students and parents alike hoped the time students spent
at college would teach them the moderation and self-restraint necessary to become
enlightened gentlemen. Designed to create enlightened men of sensibility, men who would
conduct themselves with dignity, generosity, and benevolence, Bishop Madison’s moral
philosophy course included readings from a selection of maﬁy of the most important
contributors to the Scottish Common Sense philosophy. Although studen’ts continued to
read and recite from Sophocles, Herodities, Horace, and particularly Cicero and Lucretius,
two writers who emphasized the importance of classical virtue, Coles and his fellow
students also read, on their own and in the classroom, authors such as Thomas Reid,
Dugald Stewart, James Beattie, Adam Ferguson, Adam Smith, Francis Hutcheson, and
Hugh Blair. Additionally, the Bishop supplemented these Scottish philosophers with
several American authors, including Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin
Rush.”

Through these authors, Bishop Madison sought to instill his students not only
with a strong belief that man possessed a rational sense that enabled him to make correct

moral judgements, but also with the firm conviction that the foundation of American

BStudents read the following works by these authors: Reid, Enquiry into the Human Mind on the
Principles of Common Sense (1764) and Essays on the Intellectual and Active Powers of Man (1785);
Stewart, Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792); Beattie, Elements of Moral Science
(1790); Ferguson, Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) and History of the Progress and
Termination of the Roman Republic (1783); Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and Inquiry into
the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776); Hutcheson, 4 System of Moral Philosophy
(1755), An Inquiry into the Origins of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725); and Blair, Lectyres on
Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783). The American works included, Paine, The Rights of Man (1790),
Jefferson Notes on the State of Virginia (1782), and Rush, Essays Literary, Moral and Philosophical
(1793).
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liberty was based on the pursuit of happiness. By nurturing their ability to reason and
promoting their understanding of the utility of moral consistency and moderation, Bishop
Madison hoped the students would go forth from the college with the understanding that
when they applied reason to their cultivated sensibilities they would be able to exercise
effective moral judgment.?® Throughout his life, Coles would rely on the lessons he
absorbed from these readings to regulate hls own behavior, aide him in his efforts to
evaluate those he encountered, and serve as a justification for claiming a place among the
nation’s more refined class of political and social elite.

No work emphasized the strong relationship between restraint, virtue and the
pursuit of happiness more than John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding
(1689). As the source of the phrase “pursuit of happiness” made famous in the
Declaration of Independence, Locke’s Essay was well-known to nearly the entire
revolutionary generation. Familiarity with his ideas, many believed, had to be encouraged
among the rising generation if the experiment in independence was to succeed and,
consequently, every post-revolutionary college assigned the work. According to Locke, a
soundly developed intellect and good moral judgment were essential to the pursuit of
happiness. As they sought to construct a harmonious society, individuals constantly
employed their reason to discover whether individual desire or self-interest was consistent

with the general happiness of society. Like Aristotle, with whom William and Mary

*May, Enlightenment in America, 247; Susan H. Godson, The College of William and Mary: A
History (Williamsburg: King and Queen Press, Society of the Alumni, College of William and Mary in
Virginia, 1993), 191; Robson, Educating Republicans, 158; and “Education in Colonial Virginia, Part IV.
The Higher Education,” WMQ 1* Ser. 6 (1897-1898), 180-81. On the importance of these readings, see
Burstein, Sentimental Democracy, 107-11.
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students were equally familiar, Locke suggested that prosperity combined with virtue
created happiness. But, for Locke even more than Aristotle, the pursuit of happiness
required “Caution, Deliberation, and Wariness.” An individual who privileged the general
happiness of society over his own self-interest, or who attempted to align his private
desires with the common good through the “Moderation & Restraint of our Passions,”
would preserve individual liberty and achieve true happiness. Thus, by requiring his
students to study and recite Locke, Médis'on attempted to encourage the young men
attending the college to develop the habits of moderation and restraint necessary to
construct a happy and harmonious republican society.”

Bishop Madison similarly hoped to address the issue of moral consistency, of
developing good moral judgment, by assigning Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral
Sentiments (1759) and Francis Hutcheson’s 4 System of Moral Philosophy (1755).
Although in these works the authors frequently criticized and disagreed with one another
on specific points, they collectively encouraged students to think for themselves, to
explore and question what behaviors and actions were morally good and evil, and discover
the best way to make themselves worthy of authority in a virtuous republic. From Smith,
the students learned that a man of good moral standing, “A man of sensibility,” should
“feel great uneasiness” if he allowed even “an honourable passion” to exert too much

influence over his actions. Like Locke, he recommended that individuals pursue an ideal

*Burstein, Sentimental Democracy, 107-13. On the Declaration of Independence, see Pauline
Maier, American Scripture: The Making of the Declaration of Independence (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1997). On Locke, see Neal Wood, The Politics of Locke’s Philosophy: A Social Study of “An
Essay Concerning Human Understanding” (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 143-48,
Locke quoted on 145.
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in which they demonstrated a “moderate sensibility.” Hutcheson declared that an
individual acquires moral goodness through reflection and the desire to feel and gain the
approval of others. When combined with Locke, who argued that voluntary action
became moral when it conformed or complied with divine law, civil regulation, or the law
of opinion and reputation, the students at the College of William and Mary learned that
their moral‘integrity, more often than not, required the public affirmation of both their
college peers and the fnembers of their community.” As he struggled to come to terms
with his own understanding of what constituted good moral behavior, Coles constantly
turned to others, particularly Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, both close family
friends, for support in the choices had strove to make.

Additionally, the students were exposed to Thomas Reid, digesting his An Inquiry
into the Human Mind, on the Principles of Common Sense (1765), and after 1785,
possibly his Essays on the Intellectual Power of Man (1785) and Essays on the Active
Powers of Man (1788). Reid emphasized man’s duty to both himself and others. He
contended that every individual ought to endeavor to discover his duty and then to follow

through by accomplishing that duty. Moral men, according to Reid, preferred the greater

%]. B. Schneewind, The Invention of Autonomy: A History of Modern Moral Philosophy
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 144-59, 333-42, and 388-95 on Locke, Hutcheson, and
Smith Respectively. For Smith quotes, see Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, edited by D.
D. Raphael and A. Macfie (London, 1976), 12, 137 cited in Burstein, Sentimental Democracy, 10-11.

On Hutcheson and Smith respectively, see also V. M. Hope, Virtue by Consensus: The Moral Philosophy
of Hutcheson, Hume, and Adam Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). On the role of communal
recognition of honor and shame, see Phyllis Vine, “Preparation for Republicanism: Honor and Shame in
the Eighteenth-Century College,” in Regulated Children/Liberated Children: Education in
Psychohistorical Perspectives, edited by Barbara Finkelstein (New York: Psychohistory Press, 1979), 45-
59. See also Wood, The Politics of Locke’s Philosophy, 121-48 and Charles R. Griswold, Jr., Adam Smith
and the Virtues of Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 179-228 and 259-310.
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good to the lesser and sought, always, to comply with the intentions of nature as
understood by studying the world around them. Accordingly, as each individual struggled
to understand his role in society and discover his duty toward his fellow man, Reid offered
a fairly familiar maxim as guidance: virtuous and moral men treated others as they
themselves wished to be treated. Like Adams, Hutcheson, and Locke, Reid’s moral
philosophy required individuals to live actively as members of their community and to
judge their own moral behavior as well as the behavior of others according to a shared,
community-developed, opinion of what constituted good and evil. While God, who
frequently functioned as an “impartial observer,” was important, the lessons of life forged
in the natural world shaped human conceptions of morality.”

Significantly, Hutcheson and other Scottish Common Sense writers insisted on
more than just the existence of a moral sense that allowed individuals to make sound
moral judgements. They also proposed that through the art of communication, and
particularly the polite conversation performed during intimate social interactions that
occurred during parties, dinners, and balls, men and women constructed a shared world of
moral experience. Hutcheson and Smith in particular, but also Reid, emphasized that it
was during these social interactions that a standard of moral taste, a standard of correct
and appropriate moral behavior, was established. The only flaw with their theory of
sociability, however, was the problem of validation. Their explanation of the creation of a

moral standard required those who judged behavior to communicate their approval or

BSchneewind, The Invention of Autonomy, 395-402. See also, William L. Rowe, Thomas Reid
on Freedom and Morality (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 122-44.
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disapproval. Silent on just who the ultimate judges were supposed to be, Hutcheson and
others left their audience without a mechanism to determine whether or not their behavior
fell within the boundaries of appropriate moral behavior.*® This difficulty would arise
repeatedly for Coles as he attempted to cultivate and maintain his own claim to authority
in both Illinois and Pennsylvania.

The college administration attempted to resolve this problem by codifying a set of
regulations designed to establish clear boundaries of appropriate behavior. In 1792, for
example, the Board of Visitors published a set of statutes that prohibited “duelling,
gaming, quarrelling, profane swearing and cursing, [and] immorality of every kind.” The
new statute also forbade any students from attending “balls, or . . . dining or supping in
any public house” and granted the administration authority to punish “all breaches of good
order and decorum, whether practiced within or without the walls of the University.” The
regulations were re-issued in 1802, but the students were also required to testify to their
support for the rules by signing the statute and were forced to endure a public reading “at
least three times during each term.” Four years later, just after Coles arrived in
Williamsburg, the statues were once again revised, with the additional requirements that
students “devote certain stated hours to study” and observe a curfew. Together, these
regulations were intended to diminish the instances of misbehavior and disorder and

encourage good moral behavior.!

*John Dwyer, “A ‘Peculiar Blessing’: Social Converse in Scotland from Hutcheson to Burns,” in
Sociability and Society in Eighteenth-Century Scotland, edited by John Dwyer and Richard B. Sher,
(Edinburgh: The Mercat Press, 1993), 1-2.

«Statutes of the College in 1792,” WMQ 1 Ser. 20 (July 1911), 52-54; “A Statute For the
Wholesome Government of the College,” March 24, 1802, William and Mary College Papers, Folder 4,

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Most students agreed with the restrictions imposed by the college statutes and
were eager for the administration to impose the regulations when they were violated. In
1798, for example, Edward’s older brother, Isaac, informed a friend that “a large party
made an attack upon the sacred property of God.” Not only did they destroy the
communion table, scatter prayer books and bibles across the church yard, and smash
several windows, but they also “bedaubed” the pulpit “from one end to the other, with
human excrement. An offense so heinous,” he declared, that it “called aloud for
punishment.” On another occasion the students “amuse[d] themselves by putting the town
to rights.” After a night of drinking and eating at a local tavern, a group of students
paraded through town “pulling down the palings of the yards and gardens of several
inhabitants™ and scattered outhouses, carriages, wagons and carts up and down Duke of
Gloucester street. As Joseph Shelton Watson observed, “They committed a damage far
too great for any frolick of that kind; were such frolicks pardonable under any
circumstances.” To the dismay of the students who reported the details of these events,
however, the college administration failed to impose the college regulations and the
individuals who breached the accepted norms of decorum were allowed to remain at the
school.*

Students, however, did not always support the administration’s policies, choosing

SLWM; “William and Mary College, August, 1806,” WMQ 2 Ser. 3 (July 1923), 204. The last two were
published in local newspapers. See Virginia Argus, April 6, 1802 and Richmond Enquirer, August 19,
1806.

Isaac A. Coles to David Watson, March 21, 1798, “Letters from William and Mary,” VMHB 30
(July 1922), 241; Joseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, March 2, 1801, “Letters from William and
Mary,” VMHB 29 (April 1921), 161-65.
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instead to judge the behavior of their classmates by a student-generated code of moral
behavior based on honor. In February 1802, for example, John Yates and Richard Lee
fought a duel that resulted in a wounded Yates and the expulsion of both men from the
college. The students disagreed with the punishment, arguing that the sentence was
“unwarranted for want of sufficient evidence,” and immediately erupted into rebellion.
“The college,” observed Thomas L. Preston, “is in complete confusion. No business is
done,” he continued, “and a number of students have withdrawn their names.” Worse
still, many of the collegians displayed their disapproval by committing “Violence to the
college and property of some inhabitants.” As Henry St. George Tucker reported, after
the professors ignored the student objections, they “broke the windows of every professor
(Mr. Andrews excepted) together with those of the church and Chapel, tore up, in great
measure, the bibles & prayer books, and finally broke open Bouchans shop door.” Before
the affair concluded, nearly “half the whole number” of students abandoned the school.
Although both Yates and Lee remained expelled from the college, the students continued
to judge one another’s behavior according to their own code of honor.*

Not surprisingly, the code of honor asserted by students conflicted sharply with the

moral standard advocated by the president and college administration. These conflicting

%Thomas L. Preston to Andrew Reid, Jr., February 22, 1802 and [?] to Dr. Reid, April 15, 1802,
“Glimpses of Old College Life,” WMQ 1* Ser. 8 (April 1900), 216-17 and Tucker quoted in Ruby Orders
Osborne, “The College of William and Mary in Virginia, 1800-1827,” (Ed. D. Thesis, College of William
and Mary, 1981), 94-95, citing Henry St. George Tucker to Joseph C. Cabell, March 28, 1802, Cabell
Family Papers, Alderman Library, University of Virginia. The duel and resulting rebellion provoked
considerable criticism outside the college, see The New York Post, April 3, 1802; The Connecticut
Courant, April 12, 1802; Boston Gazette, April 15, 1802; and Columbian Centinel, April 10, 1802 in
William and Mary College Papers, Folder 14, SLWM. See also Osborne, “The College of William and
Mary in Virginia,” 95-97. All of these critics charged that the duel and subsequent rebellion could be
attributed to the radical politics and irreligious views of Thomas Jefferson.
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ideas of good moral behavior were probably responsible for the wave of student disorders
that plagued most post-revolutionary colleges. Between 1790 and 1820, students at the
College of William and Mary as well as at other schools rebelled against college
administrations with astonishing frequency. Students generally justified their decision to
riot by claiming their behavior was an appropriate response to verbal abuse by town
inhabitants, inadequate institutional support, or unfair college regulations. At the College
of William and Mary, the students, more often than not, contended that student rebellions
represented legitimate challenges to the administration’s misapplication of authority, or
Justifiable actions intended to preserve the honor and reputation of their fellow collegians.
Rebellions and duels functioned as opportunities to distinguish themselves from the
generation that preceded them and to establish their reputations as individuals committed

to a culture that privileged honor and ambition over conformity and deference.*

*The scholarship explaining the causes of student rebellions is relatively extensive, but
inconclusive. Leon Jackson argues that student rebellions were a reflection of conflicting student
understandings of friendship and association that were exacerbated by a context in which students were
condescendingly treated as children by their professors and forced to endure a college environment that
was extremely oppressive. Helen Horowitz contends that college riots were the result of conflicts between
college disciplinarians and the genteel expectations of elite sons of Southern gentry and Northern
merchants. Dickson Bruce holds that college rioting was simply “a way of blowing off steam™ and that
their violent behavior represented either undergraduate impatience or “coming-of age” antics. Steven J.
Novak, argues that the post-revolutionary generation craved a cause that would allow them to demonstrate
their republican loyalties and that the rebellions were a product of student efforts to manufacture such a
cause. James McLachlan suggests that student rebellions resulted from “disruptions in the internal
dynamics of the student societies.” See Leon Jackson, “The Rights of Man and the Rites of Youth:
Fraternity and Riot at Eighteenth-Century Harvard,” in The American College in the Nineteenth Century,
edited by Roger Geiger, (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2000), 46-79; Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz,
Campus Life: Undergraduate Cultures from the End of the Eighteenth Century to the Present (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1987), 11 and 23-29; Dickson D. Bruce, Violence and Culture in the Antebellum South
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), 63-64; Steven J. Novak, The Rights of Youth: American
Colleges and Student Revolts, 1798-1815 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), 11-15; and
McLachlan, “The Choice of Hercules.” William and Mary poses a particular problem for at least three of
these arguments. The structure of the college was very fluid, allowing students to pursue a course of study
according to their own design. Moreover, the college administration inconsistently enforced their
regulations, often allowing students who violated the college rules to remain in or return to the college.
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Despite the conflicting aspects of student and administration codes of behavior,
many students praised those who seemed to embody the precise mixture of enlightened
learning and sensibility they were exposed to during their moral philosophy course and
that most students aspired to achieve. According to Edward Coles no one embodied the
ideal they intended to emulate more than Bishop James Madison, whom he described as “a
man not less distinguished for his extensive learning & profound knowledge of all subjects,
than for the goodness & purity of his character, &,” he continued, “in an especial manner
for [his] . . . peculiar meekness of deportment, & philanthropic feelings.” Indeed, most of
the students at the school celebrated the character of the college president and attributed

the reputation of the institution to his stewardship. Chapman Johnson maintained that
Madison’s “politeness of behavior, his openness of disposition, his easiness of manners, his
affability and familiarity in conversation, which when added, . . . to his extensive
information, great virtues and moral rectitude of conduct, irresistibly engaged the esteem
and admiration of all who are acquainted with him.” Garret Minor argued that “this
College owes its present existence to his unwearied exertion in its favour.” If Bishop
Madison’s “supporting influence [were] taken away,” Minor believed, “the whole system

would fall into anarchy and even annihilation.”

So, the college failed to provide a particularly oppressive environment. It is also unclear that William and
Mary students required riots to unleash their anti-Federalist sympathies, for they seemed to have enjoyed a
considerable degree of freedom to express their views in other ways. Lastly, student societies appear to
have come and gone with unpredictable frequency at the College of William and Mary, and therefore,
offer a poor explanation for sustained conflict among the students.

3Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Chapman Johnson to
David Watson, December 19, 1799, “Letters from William and Mary,” VMHB 29 (July 1921), 265-66 and

Garrett Minor to David Watson, undated, “Letters from William and Mary,” VMHB (30 July 1922), 233.
The power over the school’s reputation attributed to the Bishop remained strong until his death in 1812.
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Many students similarly achieved the characteristic elements of the ideal
enlightened man of sensibility and provoked the praise of their contemporaries. A student
who attended the school in the late 1790s, for example, reported that Joseph Carrington
Cabell not only displayed “the most ardent love of Science,” but also possessed “those
attentive easy and respectful manners which never fails to seize upon the affections.”
Similarly, he maintained that even among young men who “though by nature [were]
endowed with no extraordinary degree of acuteness, no energy, and certainly no brilliancy
of talents,” the vigilant pursuit of a “regular education and diligent attention” to the
cultivation of sociability ensured that they would “prove useful to . . . [the] Country.”*

At least one town belle agreed that many students had achieved such a reputation.
In a poem entitled “Our Friends,” a female resident of Williamsburg celebrated the
accomplishments of several students. Of Carter Henry Harrison, a student between 1797
and 1799, she proclaimed:

Harrison the genuine virtues of thy youthful heart,

Cherished by reason, refined to sublime,
Nursed by honor, truth, & worth,

William Tyler observed that “The death of Bishop Madison has wrought a very material changed in the
state of Wm & Mary College, which since that event has been deserted by a great number of the
Students.” Perhaps most frightening to the students, Madison’s replacement, Dr. John Augustine Smith,
lacked the political perspective and philosophical talent to prepare Virginia’s young men adequately.
Joseph Shelton Watkins complained that the new president “is an old Scotch tory who would glory in the
downfall of our free government & would gladly exchange our republican simplicity & [love?] of liberty,
for the vile and pompous trappings of English tyranny.” Instead of benefitting from the guidance of an
“enlightened politician & a profound Philosopher,” Watkins declared, Virginia’s brightest potential
leaders would suffer from the instruction of ““a most notorious federalist and a man not well versed
[enough] in politics to conduct us to the fields of science.” See William C. Tyler to William Linton, April
11, 1812, Marshall Family Papers and Joseph S. Watkins to Henry Carrington, {undated?], Henry
Carrington Papers, 1807-1875, Virginia Historical Society.

*Joseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, October 26, 1801, “Letters from William and Mary,”
VMHB 29 (April 1921), 156-57.
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Called loud for admiration from us all.
She likewise identified John Clayton Pryor, who married Elizabeth Armistead Tyler,
another town belle, in April 1798, as “worthy of our highest praise.” Of him, she
declared:

There’s nought true courage prompts,

Or virtue justifies, or honor calls,

But Pryor dare attempt;

His sense and manners both engage,

To smile contempt, on folly’s ways.
Throughout the ode, the author celebrated both the refined sociability and enlightened
learning Bishop Madison himself embodied and that he hoped his students would acquire
during their tenure at the college. She consistently highlighted the student “who steadily
winds his way up science’s mount” and the young men who displayed “modesty,” “grace,”
and “heroic ardour.” For this particular young woman, the young men who achieved the
republican ideal of an enlightened man of learning and sensibility while simultaneously
displaying their honorable character possessed “A soul most worthy of admiration.”’
Throughout his life, Edward Coles would strive to earn such commendations.

While he certainly shared his fellow-students’s desire to achieve the ideal of an
enlightened man of sensibility, Edward Coles’s exposure to moral theory led him to come
to a profound, and relatively unique, conclusion. As he confessed in his autobiography,
written thirty years later, it was during Bishop Madison’s moral philosophy course that “I

had my attention first awakened to the state of master & slave.” During one of the college

president’s lectures “explaining the rights of man,” Coles questioned that if all men were

37 “Qur Friends,” 1800, Chronology File, 1781-1815, SLWM.
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born free and equal by nature, then “how can you hold a slave — how can man be made the
property of man?’ While Madison confirmed Coles’s conclusion that holding another man
in slavery “could not be rightfully done, . . . [and] could not be justified on principle,” the
Bishop claimed that the institution persisted “by our finding it {already] in existence, & the
difficulty of getting rid of it.” Unsatisfied with this response, Coles then asked “Was it
right to do what we believe to be wrong, because our forefathers did if?” After several
conversations with Madison during class, and more casually in the privacy of the .college
president’s residence, the young Virginian concluded that “If he could not reconcile
Slavery with his principles, & did not believe man could have a property in his fellow man,
he ought not to hold slaves,” even if the law permitted him to do so. Even the threat of a
slave rebellion in the spring of his first year at the college, which caused the students to
patrol “several nights successively until all apprehensions of danger subsided,” failed to
weaken Coles’s resolve. Echoes of Thomas Reid must have rung through Edward’s ears
as he arrived at his decision. As Reid had instructed, Coles ultimately resolved the issue
by determining what he believed to be his moral duty, not only to himself but to the
enslaved men and women he would inherit, and, thereafter, committed his energy toward
following through with his conviction.*®

Coles was not the only student to question whether or not slavery was consistent

with republican society. William Brockenbrough, who attended the College of William

%Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On the threat of a slave
insurrection, see W. Radford to Andrew Reid, Jr., April 6, 1806, “Glimpses of Old College Life,” WMQ
1** Ser. 8 (April 1900), 219. Radford reported “We have had considerable alarm in this place, owing to
some suspicions that were excited by an insurrection of the negroes. The students were very active on the
occasion.”
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and Mary between 1798 and 1801, asked if liberty was a perfect right, then “ought our
Negroes to enjoy Freedom?” He also wondered if Virginia’s enslaved population “would
be perfectly right in obtaining it [freedom] by turning upon their masters.” For this
Virginian, however, the prospect that such actions would result in the destruction of the
“Vestige[s] of Virtue & Science,” only to have them replaced by “an age of Barbarism &
Darkness,” required him to deny enslaved blacks their right to freedom. Undoubtedly,
fresh memories of the slave revolt in San Domingo shaped the tréjectory of his logic.
Perhaps, as well, though, Adam Smith’s advice that a moral man should allow caution to
prevail over even the most noble of passions justified Brockenbrough’s moderation.
Rather than admit that every individual possessed the right to freedom, he preferred to
allow slavery to persist by concluding that “perfect Rights may sometimes be imperfect
ones, & imperfect Rights, perfect,” especially when such moderation allowed for the
preservation of a harmonious society.”

Unlike Brockenbrough, who concluded that the prospect of slave rebellion was
cause for caution, Chapman Johnson viewed the threat of an insurrection as justification
for doubting his commitment to preserving the institution of slavery. “We are told,”
reported Johnson in January 1802, “that a serious alarm has been lately experienced in
Notaway. In Williamsburg,” he continued, “we have had a slight (though I believe an

unfounded) apprehension of disturbance.” Shocked by the possibility, Johnson asked “Is it

¥William Brockenbrough to Joseph C. Cabell, April 29, 1798, Cabell Papers, Alderman Library,
University of Virginia, cited in May, Enlightenment in America, 249. May argues that “the frank
discussion of the rights of slaves was not uncommon at just this period in the letters of young upper-class
Virginians.”

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



not miserable, is it not shameful, is it not unworthy [of] the character of Virginians, or of
men, thus to live [as] the unsafe trembling tyrants of an unhappy people?” While fears of
violence and disruption led most Virginians to preserve the institution of slavery regardless
of its contradictions with their principles, Johnson felt the good of society may require
drastic action in the opposite direction. Still, referring to the call for restraint issued by
Adam Smith and Francis Hutcheson, Jéhnson.reproached himself by proclaiming that “The
subject almost deprives me of moderation.”* |

Moderation and a pragmatic approach to the issue of slavery, as Coles would be
disappointed to witness, prevailed during the post-revolutionary era. Like Brockenbrough
and Johnson, most political leaders preferred to avoid discussing the issue, fearing that any
emancipation scheme would threaten the stability of the social order. On the national
level, by the early nineteenth century public leaders had already established the habit of
privileging the preservation of the union over ethical concerns. In 1787, the members of
the constitutional convention accepted the three-fifths clause to satisfy slaveholders in
Georgia and South Carolina and had similarly pledged not to interfere with the slave trade
until 1808. Then during the 1790s, national representatives agreed to table any antislavery
petitions submitted to Congress, fearful that any public discussion of the issue would

further weaken the already fragile nation.! Although Virginia experimented with

“Chapman Johnson to David Watson, January 24, 1802, “Letters to David Watson,” VMHB 29
(July 1921), 230.

“'Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States
Government’s Relations to Slavery (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); Paul Finkelman, Slavery
and the Founders: Race and Liberty in the Age of Jefferson (London: M. E. Sharpe, 1996); Donald
Robinson, Slavery in the Structure of American Politics, 1765-1820 (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1979).
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liberalizing its emancipation laws in 1782 and witnessed an increase in manumissions in the
last decades of the eighteenth century, proslavery petitions, local and international threats
of insurrection, and economic concerns conspired to undermine the antislavery impulse
generated by the Revolution. Perhaps equally important, the idea that blacks were innately
inferior to white Americans was gaining currency at the turn of the century and
contributed to the praérnatic inclination to maintain the slave system.*?

In Virginia, no author did‘mo're to popularize a pragmatic approach to the slavery
issue, as well as the idea of biological determinism, than Thomas Jefferson, whose Notes
on the State of Virginia began to circulate privately in 1785 before being published in
England by John Stockdale in 1787. A standard text at the College of William and Mary
during Coles’s tenure in Williamsburg, Jefferson’s Notes praised the American landscape
as particularly suitable for republican society. To preserve this condition, Jefferson

recommended the eventual eradication of slavery, a system he described as a “great

“Gary B. Nash, Race and Revolution (Madison: Madison House, 1990); William H. Freehling,
Road to Disunion: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New Yark: Oxford University Press, 1990), 121-43;
Alison Goodyear Freehling, Drift Toward Disunion: The Virginia Slavery Debate of 1831-32 (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982); and Anthony laccarino, “Virginia and the National
Contest Over Slavery in the Early Republic, 1780-1833,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Los
Angeles, 1999). These historians argue that Virginians experienced a moment or series of moments of
opportunity to abolish slavery, They failed, however, to take advantage of the chance. For an alternative
point of view, see Eva Sheppard, “The Question of Emancipation in Virginia from the Revolution to the
Stavery Debate of 1832,” (Ph. D. dissertation, Harvard University, 2000); Duncan J. MacLeod, Slavery,
Race, and the American Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974); David Brion Davis,
The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975);
Robert McColley, Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973); Peter J.
Albert, “The Protean Institution: The Geography, Economy, and Ideology of Slavery in Post-
Revolutionary Virginia,” (Ph. D. dissertation, University of Maryland, 1976). See also, Gregory D.
Massey, “The Limits of Antislavery Thought in the Revolutionary Lower South: John Laurens and Henry
Laurens,” Journal of Southern History 63 (August 1997), 495-530; Alexander O. Boulton, “The
American Paradox: Jeffersonian Equality and Racial Science,” American Quarterly 47 (September 1995),
467-92.
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political and moral evil.” He warned, however, that the “Deep prejudices entertained by
the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained”
precluded the preservation of a harmonious social order after emancipation if the newly-
freed blacks remained in America. He also suggested that the inferiority of the black race,
whose “imagination is wild and extravagant, [and which] escapes incessantly from every
restraiﬁt-of reason and taste,” further prevented them from participating in American
society as equals. | Emancipation, then, was only practical and proper when it would not
disrupt the harmony of American society. Therefore, he could only support a program
that included the eventual removal of those set at liberty. In 1806, the Virginia legislature
passed a law that reflected, at least in part, Jefferson’s view of the situation. To
discourage philanthropic slaveowners from emancipating their chattel property and
thereby endangering the Old Dominion’s social order, the new law required all
emancipated blacks to leave the state within one year or risk re-enslavement.*
Nevertheless, Coles cast aside the predictions and warnings issued by Jefferson, his
Albemarle County neighbor and a close family friend, the arguments offered by Bishop
Madison, and the example of national precedent, insisting that he remained unable to
tolerate “a state of things which was in direct violation of . . . [our] great fundamental
doctrines.” Relying on Rousseau, who claimed that individual conscience was the final

arbiter of good moral behavior, he maintained that he was “unable to screen my self . . .

““Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, edited by William Peden, (New York: W. W.
Norton & Company, 1954), 138-40. See also, Burstein, Sentimental Democracy, 160-62. See also Joseph
3. Ellis, American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997); John
Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1991); and Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders.
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from the peltings & upbraidings of my own conscience . . . [and] could not consent to hold
as property what I had no right to, & which was not, and could not be property, according
to my understanding of the rights & duties of man.” Apparently, Bishop Madison’s
decision to assign political and moral authors that encouraged readers to challenge
authority and think for themselves led at least one student to the radical conclusion that “I

- would not & could not hold my fellow-man as a Slave.”*

- Edward Coles’s tenure at the College of William and Mary, and particularly his
exposure to the more radical political theorists and moral philosophers of the Scottish
Common Sense School, dramatically influenced his vision of the world around him and his
understanding of his future role within it. Like most William and Mary graduates, he left
Williamsburg convinced he possessed all the qualities necessary to claim membership
among the next generation of “natural aristocrats” who would be responsible for securing
the survival of the republican experiment. As Joseph Carrington Cabell observed, the
educational experience of the students at the college would ensure that “some young men
among us who are amiable and sensible . . . will probably make a considerable figure in
life.” Likewise, Coles and his fellow-collegians firmly believed they would accomplish
their charge by promoting a particularly Jeffersonian vision of the nation’s future, a
program that rested on the cultivation of a virtuous citizenry of economically independent
and politically free men. For Coles in particular, however, the production of a harmonious

republican social order required the elimination of slavery, a conviction that would

“Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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influence many of the decisions he would make for the rest of his life.**
¥k ok k%

In June 1807, just one month before his final examinations, Edward Coles returned
home to his family estate, Enniscorthy, in Albemarle County, Virginia. His father and
brother Tucker were “very unwell” and they required Coles’s assistance overseeing the
harvest. “As I do expect you will be a farmer,” his father declared, “it will be necessary to
attend something to the business.” After a summer of helping with the management of
the plantation, the twenty-one year old Coles spent most of the fall and early winter
exploring his career options, all the while restraining himself “from avowing fully &
openly” his opposition to slavery. He also augmented the liberal education he had
acquired at the College of William and Mary by regularly visiting James Monroe’s Ashland
plantation, located just a few miles away, where he enjoyed unrestricted access to the
future president’s library and engaged in numerous casual conversations about the
potential choices he faced. When his father died in February 1808, Coles’s desire to make
a final decision about his future could no longer be delayed. Faced with such an important
choice, Coles began longing for a simpler, less troubled, past. With little to look forward
to except solitary walks to inspect the progress of his father’s plantation, the knowledge
that Rock Fish farm, the plantation he would inherit, was burdened with debt, and the
complicated problem of slavery, Coles complained to a fellow-collegian that he suffered “a

sad & melancholy reverse ever since I left Wmsburg, that Paradise of modern times” and

“Joseph Shelton Watson to David Watson, October 26, 1801, “Letters from William and Mary,”
VMHB 29 (April 1921), 156-57; Joseph C. Cabell to Dr. William B. Hare, January 4, 1801, “Glimpses of
Old College Life,” WMQ 1% Ser. 8 (April 1900), 215.
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that only news of the happiness of his college friends could relieve “my perturbed &
agitated soul.”™¢

Many of Coles’s fellow collegians shared his dismal description of life after
college. Like Coles, they too longed for the excitement and social intercourse of their
college days. Writing to his friend David Watson, Joseph Carrington Cabell admitted that
“as you have already felt, it is useless for me to describe the emotion that attended my exit
from the walls of College. You know what it is,” he continued, “to have exchanged the
society of congenial souls for the peaceful but chilling prospect of a sequestered country
seat.” When faced with the prospect of leaving Williamsburg, another student bemoaned
“how different is this state of retirement and seclusion from Society, from that Gaiety and
myrth which Williamsburg affords! How painful to behold the gloomy prospect which lies
before me.” While attending the school, many of Virginia’s young men participated in a
lively student life that confirmed their place among the nation’s emerging ruling elite but
that disappeared once they returned to the dispersed seats of their family plantations.?’

For Coles, the isolation of a residence on his family estate was even more
troubling. Like his fellow-graduates, he was determined to fulfill his destiny by assuming a
position of influence and authority in the new nation. Yet, his determination to

emancipate his enslaved inheritance complicated his efforts to accomplish that goal and

“John Coles to Edward Coles, June 10, 1807, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Edward Coles to
[Frederick] Hawkins, March 1, 1809, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, Firestone Library,
Princeton University.

“Joseph C. Cabell to David Watson, June 7, 1799, “Letters to David Watson,” VMHB 29 (July
1921), 261-65; Carter Henry Harrison to David Watson, June 11, 1797 and Benjamin Howard to David
Watson, July 14, 1797, “Letters from William and Mary,” VMHB 30 (July 1922), 227 and 229.
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threatened to undermine the legitimacy of his claim to authority in a republic ruled by
slaveholders and pragmatists. His educational background and commitment to natural
rights ideology demanded that he liberate his chattel property, but, when he informed his
family and friends soon after his father’s death that he intended to manumit his bound
laborers, he encountered strong opposition. “All,” revealed Coles, “disapproved &
endeavored to reason me out of this determination.” They offered many of “the usual
arguments in favor of slavery.” When these general arguments failed to dissuade him,
Coles’s siblings changed tactics and focused on the personal consequences of their
brother’s decision. They reminded him that he had “no profession” other than “the
occupation of a planter; how,” they asked, “can you carry on your plantation, & support
yourself, without Slaves?” They insisted that just as it would be impossible for a
tradesman to perform his craft without his tools, so too would it be impossible “for a
Virginian to be an agriculturalist without owning or employing Slaves.”*

They continued their assault by suggesting that, as the fifth of ten children, he had
inherited “barely enough to enable you to live as a gentleman, even with your Slaves.”
Emancipate the most valuable portion of his inheritance, they declared, and Coles would
destroy any hope for a secure and productive future. Coles acknowledged every argument

they offered, confessing that he was “fully sensible . . . of the inconveniences & privations

I shall subject myselfto.” He responded, however, with the same arguments he

*Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, and “Sketch of the Emancipation as Told by Him,”
October 1827, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. For general arguments defending slavery during this
period, see Larry E. Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987), 14-33.
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proclaimed to Bishop Madison. “[{A]ll of this is as dust in the balance,” he declared,
“when weighing the consolation & happiness of doing what you believe right.” His
conscience, he insisted, would not allow him‘ to continue to hold men in bondage, a
condition that deprived them “of the greatest of all earthly blessings, the enjoyment of . . .
liberty, that liberty,” he maintained, “which we are taught to believe is the gift of God, &
the inherent & inalienable right of man.”*® Although his commitment to freedom was
stronger than ever, Coles remained unsure how to honor his convictions while
simultaneously fulfilling his responsibility to promote the development of a stable
republican social order.

In an effort to resolve this dilemma, Coles explored a variety of career options.
Initially, he flirted with the idea of becoming a physician. A few months after his father’s
death, he informed Frederick Campbell, a college friend, that “[iJt was my intention to
study medicine. . . . [B]ut, as soon as I assertained [sic] positively that my breast was
effected,” he declared, “I immediately delayed . . . believing it was the most pernicious
course possible.” When his foray into the field of medicine failed to resolve his dilemma,
he experimented with a plan to remain in Virginia, retaining his chattel property as
“labourers on my Farm” where he would have “considered & treated them as hirelings.”
Although Virginia law required every emancipated slave to leave the state within a year or
risk re-enslavement, Coles hoped to avoid this restriction by “not having the free papers
recorded, & by making my Will supply any defect in form.” Several prominent Virginians,

Robert Pleasants, Robert Carter and George Washington among them, had pursued similar

“Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1344, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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paths with some success.*

Yet, when he informed his family and friends of his intentions, they immediately
objected to the plan. They assured him that if he implemented his proposal he “should not
only incur the displeasure of my relations & neighbors, but I, and my poor unfortunate
Negroes, would be considered and treated as pests of society.” Probably as a result of
their objections, Coles’s experiment never came to pass. Unable to free his slaves and
remain in Virginia, Coles then concluded that he “could do better for myself, & for the
Negroes, to remove & take them with me to the Country North West of the Ohio River,”
where he could emancipate them without opposition. Accordingly, in August 1809, he
embarked on a four month tour of the Ohio River Valley, “exploring a great part of Ohio
and Indiana,” as well as Kentucky. Satisfied with his decision to move to the Old
Northwest when he returned to Virginia in December 1809, Coles “advertised my land for
sale.” Unfavorable economic conditions occasioned by the Jeffersonian embargoes and
the threat of war with Great Britain, however, prevented him from “effect{ing] a sale” and

Coles was once again, stranded in Virginia without a career and unable to follow through

Edward Coles to [Frederick] Campbell, [?], 1808, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868,
Firestone Library, Princeton University; Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection,
HSP. On Robert Pleasants and Robert Carter, see John Randolph Barden, ““Flushed with Notions of
Freedom’: The Growth and Emancipation of a Virginia Slave Community, 1726-1812,” (Ph. D.
dissertation, Duke University, 1993); Louis Morton, Robert Carter of Nomini Hall: A Virginia Tobacco
Planter of the Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville: The University Press of Virginia, 1941). On George
Washington, see James Thomas Flexner, Washington: The Indispensable Man (New York: New American
Library, 1969), 389-98. For general emancipation numbers in Virginia, see Sheppard, “The Question of
emancipation in Virginia,” 139-42; Albert, “Protean Institution,” 145-49 and 268-303; and Theodore
Stoddard Babcock, “Manumission in Virginia, 1782-1806,” (M.A. Thesis, University of Virginia, 1973).
Thomas Jefferson also noted the experience of some Albemarle County Quakers who had similarly
employed slaves as tenants on their farms. See Thomas Jefferson to Edward Bancrof, January 26, 1788,
in Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 14: 492.
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with his conviction to emancipate his enslaved property.*!

Nearly four years to the day since he wandered down Duke of Gloucester Street
observing with disappointment a town and college for which he had great expectations,
Edward Coles endured another dreary winter alone and discouraged about his future
prospects. Just two and a half years earlier he had heeded his father’s call and returned to
Enniscorthy harboring the idealistic notion that he would soon have the opportunity to
follow through with his new-found conviction to emancipate his enslaved property and
thereby free himself to pursue a career beyond his family’s plantation. To his dismay, the
completion of this task proved more difficult than he ever imagined. Little did he know,
however, but another equally enticing alternative career choice was about to surface,
further exposing the tension he already felt between his conviction to liberate his enslaved

property and his desire to serve his nation with distinction.

S1Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844 and Rebecca Coles, “Almanac Memorandum,” undated,
Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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CHAPTER 2
“A struggle between my inclinations and my reason™:
Politics, Society, and Public Authority in Washington City

On a cold winter morning in January 1810, Edward Coles sat at a desk in the
library at Enniscorthy, his family’s estate in Albemarle County, Virginia. As he considered
how best to respond to President James Madison’s request that he serve as his private
secretary, the young Virginian recalled the many evenings Madison, Thomas Jefferson and
James Monroe had joined his father and brothers to discuss politics and farming in that
very room. These men were among the most politically powerful in the nation, the
American Republic’s first generation of natural aristocrats, and intimate family friends.
Consequently, Coles relished the opportunity to join Madison’s presidential family.
“Nothing has ever more flattered my vanity, or given me more gratification,” wrote Coles,
“than this token of your esteem and confidence in me.”"

Still, although he coveted the society that would accompany a residence in
Washington City and remained determined to pursue any career other than that of a
planter, Coles hesitated to accept the tempting offer. Just a few weeks earlier, he had

returned from a tour of Kentucky and the Ohio River Valley, where he was considering

'Edward Coles to James Monroe, January 8, 1810, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868,
Firestone Library, Princeton University (hereafter PU); Edward Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844,
Edward Coles Collection, Historical Society of Pennsylvania (hereafter HSP).
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relocating himself and the enslaved laborers he planned to liberate. Indeed, Coles had
recently advertised his seven hundred and forty-seven acre plantation for sale in
preparation for a westward move. Madison’s timely offer, then, caused Coles to “feel
sensibly a struggle between my inclinations and my reason.””

Coles immediately recognized the significance of the dilemma before him. He
knew from his College reading of Cicero’s De Officiis that a young man’s choice of career
was “the most difficult problem in the world.” In that work, Cicero employed the myth of
Hercules to demonstrate that the decisions a young man made as he entered adulthood
would define his character and reputation, determine the legitimacy of his claim to
authority, for the remainder of his life. Like Hercules, Coles was “now becoming [his] . . .
own master” and his choice of occupation would “show whether [he would] . . . approach
life by the path of virtue or the path of vice.” The path of vice tempted young men to
pursue the easy way of indolence and pleasure, to abandon the moderation and restraint
they had learned at college in favor of pursuing their own pleasure and self-interest. The
path of vice called on these emerging young adults to take the difficult, but eventually
more rewarding, path of duty and honor, of sacrificing their own self-interest in favor of
serving the common good. Bishop Madison hoped, as did most parents and students
alike, that those who passed through the College of William and Mary would follow

Hercules’s lead and proceed deliberately and confidently down the path of virtue.’

?Edward Coles to James Monroe, January 8, 1810, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU;
Edward Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection ,HSP.

3James McLachlan, “The Choice of Hercules: American Student Societies in the Early 19th
Century,” in The University in Society, Volume II, Europe, Scotland, and the United States from the 16th
to the 20th Century, edited by Lawrence Stone (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 449-58.
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As Coles discovered while contemplating how to answer Madison, however,
determining which selection represented the path of virtue was not always very easy.
Both of the choices before Coles exhibited characteristics from each path. He understood,
for example, that resettling on the frontier would require him to abandon his native state
and the genteel life-style he cherished. Additionally, by emancipating his enslaved
inheritance, he severely compromised his financial sfanding_ Still, by immigrating
westward and liberating his chattel property he would sacriﬁcé his own interest and
contribute to the creation of a republic without slavery.

Similarly, he recognized that accepting Madison’s offer would require him to
suppress his opposition to slavery, to sacrifice his personal convictions so he could fulfill
his generational obligation to serve his nation. Yet, by moving to Washington City, he
knew he would be able to maintain his status as an elite by joining a cosmopolitan
community that surpassed anything he had experienced in Williamsburg. Neither
selection, then, fit neatly the dichotomy Cicero presented to his readers. In the end, Coles
decided to follow the dictates of his reason, and informed President Madison that he
would have to decline “to accept a place . . . in the bosom of a family for whom I have the
greatest respect.” More than anything, Coles felt sure his decision reflected his training at
the College of William and Mary, training which had prepared him to choose virtue over
vice, to privilege the common good over self-interest.

On his way to the post office, however, Coles encountered his neighbor and good

friend James Monroe, who discouraged him from sending the letter. As Coles recalled

‘Edward Coles to James Madison, January 8, 1810, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU.
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many years later, Monroe “urged me by all means to accept; that it was the most desirable
situation in the world for a young man, . . . one in which I would derive more useful
information than in any other.” From Monroe’s perspective, Coles could accomplish the
virtuous components of each selection by concluding to accept Madison’s offer. He
maintained that by moving to Washington City, Coles could prepare himself more
thoroughly for his western move. “[I]t was particularly desireable,” argued Monroe, that
Coles “associate with non-slaveholding peoplé and form acquaintances with Members of
Congress” from the Old Northwest. Still, his “anxiety to sell my Farm, . . . & as soon as
possible to restore to my Negroes their liberty,” led Coles to resist Monroe’s advice. Only
after the future president urged Coles to reconsider his decision, repeatedly emphasizing
how a temporary sojourn in Washington would ease his transition to the frontier, did
Coles capitulate and accept Madison’s offer.’

Coles entered the nation’s capital at the height of the city’s social season. Every
winter, members of Congress, foreign ministers and other prominent men, along with their
wives and children, descended upon the federal city. Eager to attend the galleries of
Congress as well as to frequent various social events, these transitory residents of
Washington City constructed a community of national ruling elites well-known for their
conviviality and political character. As one traveler observed, for those “who love
dissipation . . . the game of politics . . . and who [wish to] make a study of strong minds
under strong excitements,” Washington was the place to visit. Although his education at

the College of William and Mary had taught him how essential strong social bonds were in

*Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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a successful Republic, Coles’s abstract understanding of the political utility of the art of
sociability had not prepared him for the reality of politics as its was practiced by the
Madison administration. As Coles soon learned, more than any other location, the
President’s House, where the Madisons hosted dinner parties, Wednesday drawing rooms
and executive levees, was the center of an emerging national political culture that required
and elevated indivi&uals who possessed the appropriate habits of civility and who were
skilled enough to employ therﬁ during social events to shape and define public policy.®
Importantly, as the President’s private secretary, Edward Coles played an integral
role in aiding Madison’s efforts to reshape the nation’s political culture. Primarily, he was
one of several individuals who established political and social connections and then used
them to regulate the circulation of information into and out of the President’s House. His
official duties required him to oversee the President’s correspondence and
communications, preside over Presidential dinners and other social events, and attend

important social functions on Madison’s behalf. Coles cultivated a degree of authority

SHarriet Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, in Two Volumes (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1838), 143. For recent literature on the politicization of social space, see Catherine Allgor,
Parior Politics: In Which the Ladies of Washington Help Build a City and a Government (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 2000); Rubil Morales Vasquez, “Monuments, Markets, and Manners: The
Making of the City of Washington, 1783-1837,” (Ph. D. dissertation, Rutgers, The State University of
New Jersey, 1999); Simon P. Newman, Parades and the Politics of the Street: Festive Culture in the
Early American Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997); David Waldstreicher, In
the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1997); Holly Cowan Shulman, “Dolley (Payne Todd) Madison,” in American
First Ladies: Their Lives and Their Legacy, edited by Lewis L. Gould (New York: Garland Publishing,
1996); James Sterling Young, The Washington Community, 1800-1828 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1966); and Cynthia D. Earman, “Boardinghouses, Parties, and the Creation of a Political Society:
Washington City, 1800-1830,” (M.A. Thesis, Louisiana State University, 1992). On the use of private
space and a reliance on civility and sociability to forge a national elite identity, see Daniel Kilbride,
“Philadelphia and the Southern Elite: Class, Kinship, and Culture in Antebellum America,” (Ph. D.
dissertation, University of Florida, 1997).
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among Washingtonians and elites elsewhere that he would not have enjoyed had he either
remained a planter in Virginia or relocated to the frontier. By choosing to follow
Monroe’s advice, then, Coles established himself as a member of a national political elite.
To his dismay, however, rather than relieve the anxiety he had felt ever since leaving
Williamsburg, Coles’s tenure as private secretary only increased the already prominent
tenéion he experienced between his heart-felt duty to serve the nation and his unrelenting
determination to liberate his enslaved property. Consequently, by the end of the War of
1812, Coles was once again contemplating resettling on the frontier.
* % %k % %k

Coles arrived in Washington City in the middle of the eleventh congressional
session. Like Henry Clay who assumed his position in the Senate at the same time, Coles
began his official duties at a particularly contentious point in Madison’s first presidential
term. Tensions with Great Britain and France had fluctuated, but seemed constantly on
the brink of formal hostilities. The two belligerents had each issued orders prohibiting
Americans from trading with their enemies. To enforce their edicts, both France and
Great Britain routinely seized American ships. The British also impressed American
sailors, claiming that the seamen owed service to the British crown, thereby denying their
claims of American citizenship. At the same time, the British navy effectively blockaded
the eastern seaboard, challenging any ship that attempted to carry a cargo across the

Atlantic. Such behavior angered the American public as well as national leaders and few
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could deny that Congress and the Executive would have to respond.”

Initially, the United States attempted to remain aloof from the conflicts brewing
between England and France by occupying a middle ground that preserved the nation’s
right to free trade while simultaneously maintaining political neutrality. By the winter of
1810, héwever, years of pursuing a policy of economic coercion and commercial restraint
had failed to improve the situation or alleviate the anger of the American public. Still, the

| nation’s political leadership had yet to determine the course of action to pursue next. “It
has been my own opinion ever since the meeting of Congress,” declared Coles, “that, that
body is not now for war.” Instead, Congress was divided into several factions who
advocated a variety of different approaches to the intensifying international crisis. Some
leaders, claimed Coles, were “for patching the old intercourse law, which is found to be
leaky.” Others sought to substitute “some similar machine in its place.” Still others,
Henry Clay most prominently, advocated a more aggressive response, earning the

nickname of “War Hawks” for their outspoken and determined call for military action.?

3. C. A. Stagg, Mr. Madison’s War: Politics, Diplomacy, and Warfare in the Early Republic,
1783-1830 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983); Bradford Perkins, Prologue to War: England
and the United States, 1805-1812 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968); Clifford L. Egan,
Neither Peace Nor War: Franco-American Relations, 1803-1812 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1983). See also Ralph Ketcham, James Madison, A Biography (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1990), 441-73.

*Edward Coles to Brothers & Sisters, February 3, 1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On War
Hawks, see Thomas Kanon, ““Mr. Madison, Felix Grundy, and the Devil:” A Western War Hawk in
Congress,” Filson Historical Quarterly 75 (Fall 2001), 433-68; Harry W. Fritz, “The War Hawks of 1812:
Party Leadership in the Twelfth Congress,” Capital Studies 5 (Spring 1977): 25-42; Ronald L.
Hatenbuchler, “The War Hawks and the Question of Congressional Leadership in 1812,” Pacific
Historical Review 14 (Winter 1976): 1-22; and Clifford Egan, “The Path to War in 1812 Through the
Eyes of a New Hampshire ‘War Hawk,” Historical New Hampshire 30 (Summer 1975): 147-77. On
Henry Clay, see Robert V. Remini, Henry Clay: Statesman for the Union (77), 55-71. See also Steven
Watts, The Republic Reborn: War and the Making of Liberal America, 1790-1815 (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1987).
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The inability of the members of Congress to agree on a specific policy, but, more
significantly, the failure of the Republican foreign policy agenda in general, caused
conflicts to erupt within the Republican party and fueled the resurgence of the Federalist
opposition. From within his own party, Madison faced opposition from the Virginia
Quids, who behind the leadership of John Randolph repeatedly ridiculed both the President
and his policies. One congressman observed that Randolph, a fellow Virginian and one-
time political ally of Madison’s, frequently “came out . . . in a most bitter philippic against
the President and the Secretary of State.” He also encountered the anti-administration
sentiment expressed by Senators Michael Leib and Samuel Smith, and New York
Governor DeWitt Clinton. These “Malcontents,” as they were often called, transformed
the usually secure Republican strongholds of Pennsylvania, Maryland, and New York into
doubtful sources of support for the administration. As one ardent Federalist observed,
“many of the members styled democrats, like . . . Merino sheep, are some two thirds and

other not more than half blooded and often vote with us.”™

*William Plumer, Diary entry, March 5, 1806, in William Plumer, Jr., Life of William Plumer,
edited by A. P. Peabody (1857; reprint, New York: DeCapo Press, 1969), 340-41; Abijah Bigelow to
Hannah Bigelow, December 29, 1810, “Letters of Abijah Bigelow, Member of Congress, to His Wife,”
Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, New Series, 40 (April 16-October 15, 1930), 313;
William Plumer’s Memorandum of Proceedings in the United States Senate, 1803-1807 (New York: E. S.
Brown, 1923), 478; and Bigelow to Bigelow, December 23, 1810, “Letters of Abijah Bigelow,” 311. The
physical layout of the town, as well as the lodging habits of government officials, did little to bridge the
gaps dividing the various interests in the capital city. The Capitol stood atop the most prominent hill
while the President’s House was situated on the other side of town, with a swamp separating the two
structures. The members of Congress chose boarding houses based on the political, state, or regional
affiliation of the other residents. Consequently, a variety of cliques developed within Congress, most of
whom tended to vote together as a group. See Young, Washington Community, 40-83 and Cynthia D.
Earman, “Boardinghouses, Parties, and the Creation of a Political Society: Washington City, 1800-1830.”
On the particular residents of Washington boardinghouses and hotels, see Perry M. Goldman and James
S. Young, The United States Congressional Directories, 1789-1840 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1973) and Kenneth C. Martis, The Historical Atlas of Political Parties in the United States
Congress, 1789-1989 (New York: Macmillan, 1988).
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The Madison administration intended to cultivate the support of and ameliorate
factional divisions among the nation’s political elite by constructing a national political
culture that would ensure the development of a harmonious republican society, a goal
familiar to Coles given his educational background. To accomplish his task, Madison,
with the aide of Coles, orchestrated and hosted presidential dinners, weekly levees, and
various public celebrations. Together with Dolley Payne Todd Madison, Coles and
Madison increased the political significance of social events, and, in the process,
constructed a political style that occupied a middle ground between the democratic
simplicity of Thomas Jefferson and the excessive luxury and arrogance displayed by
George Washington’s administration in the 1790s. As a result, Madisonian social
occasions were accessible and familiar in a fashion consistent with a democratic republic,
yet were also formal engagements appropriate to the status of enlightened elite rulers of a
nation. The innovations in political style introduced by the Madison administration
expanded the political sphere beyond official circles to include social gatherings in which
men and women of opposing views could meet more informally to discuss and, potentially,

resolve their political differences.’’ In this way, the Madison administration attempted to

“Shulman, “Dolley (Payne Todd) Madison;” Allgor, Parlor Politics, 94-99. The Madison
administration was not the first to recognize the potential political power of social and public spaces. See
Newman, Parades and the Politics of the Street, 44-82; David Waldstreicher, “Federalism, the Styles of
Politics, and the Politics of Style,” in Federalists Reconsidered, edited by Doron Ben-Altar and Barbara
B. Oberg (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998); Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual
Fetes, 1-173. See also Andre W. Robertson, ““Look on This Picture . . . And on This!’: Nationalism,
Localism, and Partisan Images of Otherness in the United States, 1787-1820,” American Historical
Review 106 (October 2001), 1263-80, especially 1268-69, and Morales Vaquez, “Monuments, Markets,
and Manners,” 61-112. See also David S. Shields and Fredrika J. Teute, “Jefferson in Washington:
Domesticating the Mannets of the Republican Court,” (Paper presented at the Institute of Early American
History and Culture, June 1997).
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overcome the political liabilities imposed by the divisive character of the Washington
community.

As the President’s private secretary, Coles witnessed firsthand the difficulties
Madison faced and participated directly in his efforts to resolve the conflicts that
surrounded him. He frequently attended important political discussions hosted by the
President, and as one of the few residents of Washington who enjoyed unlimited access to
Madison, Coles also served as a purveyor of information, often engaging in conversations
with different members of Congress and various foreign ministers at Madison’s direction.
Like the congressional agents who sponsored and advocated administration policy in
Congress during Jefferson’s administration, Coles was an executive agent who possessed
the knowledge and authority to speak on behalf of the President when the occasion
demanded. Perhaps most significantly, his training at the College of William and Mary
made him predisposed to recognize the significance of the Madison administration’s
efforts to forge the common bonds of affection necessary to create a unified republican
society.!

Among his official responsibilities, Coles received, cataloged, and organized the
President’s correspondence. A few weeks after he arrived in Washington City, Madison
gave Coles “two handkerchiefs stuffed full of papers” and instructed him to arrange them.

“He has requested me to class in alphabetical order all his letters,” revealed Coles, “which

0n Jefferson’s use of congressional agents, see Noble E. Cunningham, The Process of
Government Under Jefferson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). See also Joseph Cooper,
“Jeffersonian Attitudes toward Executive Leadership and Committee Development in the House of
Representatives, 1789-1829,” Western Political Quarterly 18 (January 1965), 46-51.
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he says is a work that will require no small quantity of labour or time.” Coles was most
busy during the middle of the congressional session. In the fall of 1810, for example, he
informed his brother that he expected “the P - T [to] come in with his hands full of papers,
which, I learn, will give me constant employment until Monday.”'? As he performed his
day-to-day activities, Coles became intimately familiar with the political demands placed
on Madison, the dissatisfaction of the executive’s detractors, as well as the President’s
position on the important issues of the day.

He was also responsible for delivering all the communications between the
President and Congress. Occasionally, he carried collections of documents or informal
notes to particular members of the legislature. More often than not, however, he delivered
official messages from the President that were then read before Congress. Initially, he
described this task as “that ordeal of embarrassment.” Undoubtedly, many members of
Congress associated him with his older brother Isaac, who resigned the secretaryship in
late December 1809 after attacking a member in the name of honor. His brother’s
behavior and the formal investigation of the events leading to his resignation severely
damaged the bond between the executive and the legislature and hampered Coles’s ability
to fulfill his responsibilities as the President’s secretary. To alleviate the tensions he
inherited, Coles eagerly attended the various social events in the city where he introduced
himself to the members of Congress. In this way, he sought to demonstrate that he

possessed the proper habits of civility, that he shared the communally established code of

2Edward Coles to Mother & Sisters, February 4, 1810 and November 30, 1810, Edward Coles
Collection, HSP.
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proper moral behavior. More than anything, he intended to distinguish himself from his
older brother who seemed to allow his passions to overwhelm his moderation. Through
social interaction, as he had learned at the College of William and Mary, Coles forged the
bonds of affection that ensured his membership in the Washington community and allowed
him to perform his professional responsibilities more easily."

While his mastery of the art of sociability ensured a smooth entrance into
Washington society and restored the lines of communication between the President and
Congress, Coles’s habits of civility also allowed him to exercise considerable political
power. As he explained to his mother and sisters, in addition to collecting and organizing
the President’s correspondence and delivering messages to Congress, he frequently
“presided . . . as master of ceremonies” at official and informal dinners. Jonathan Roberts,
a Republican representative from Pennsylvania, remarked that, “the members of Congress,
are invited to dine with the Pres[ident] in detail. The table would hold about thirty
guests,” he continued, which generally included “a mixture of parties and locations.”
Roberts also noted that “Mrs. Madison always [sat at] . . . the head of the table,” Edward
Coles “at the foot & the President took some convenient seat” in between. In this way,
Coles and Dolley controlled the flow of the conversation and occasionally deferred to the

President, who strategically selected a seat nearest those with whom he needed to discuss

BEdward Coles to Mother & Sisters, February 4, 1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. See also,
Edward Coles to Brother {John], February 3, 1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On the circumstances
surrounding Isaac Coles’s resignation, see Isaac A. Coles to James Madison, December 29, 1809, Edward
Coles Papers, Chicago Historical Society (hereafter CHS); Isaac A. Coles to Brother [John], January 8,
1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. See also editorial note in J. C. A. Stagg, et al., eds., The Papers of
James Madison, Presidential Series, (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1992), II: 151. For
contemporary reports of the investigation of the incident, see Annals of Congress 11 Congress 2™ Session,
685, 705, 987-88.
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important matters.™

Even when the President’s dinner companions were limited to the members of the
presidential family, the conversations invariably turned to politics. After he observed the
activities of the legislature from the galleries of Congress, for example, Coles “would
repeat to” Madison the content of the most effective speeches. On several occasions, he
reported on the “violent speech of some northern man or a short sarcasm of [John]
Randolph.” William C. Preston, another young Virginian who frequently stayed at the
President’s House, observed that Madison expected those who attended meals at the
executive’s house to provide him with important information otherwise unavailable to him.
“He enquired of his brother-in-law, Mr. [Richard] Cutts,” a congressman from
Massachusetts, “the news of the day, the proceedings of Congress, the audits, and seemed
especially interested to know what Chief-Justice Marshall said and did.” When he was
not acting as master of ceremonies at official dinners, Coles helped the President obtain
the most up-to-date information on the extent and content of opposition to his
administration.'

The political power of dinner parties extended beyond the executive’s residence as
well. Coles disclosed to his brother that each week he attended a “number of dinner
parties . . . I have not dined at home in a family way,” he continued, “more than three

times in the last fortnight.” While some of the invitations Coles received and accepted

“Edward Coles to Mother & Sisters, February 4, 1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; William
Plumer, Jr., Life of William Plumer; “Memoirs of a Senator from Pennsylvania, VI,” Pennsylvania
Magazine of History and Biography 62 (April 1938), 235-36.

Minie Clare Yarborough, ed., The Reminiscences of William C. Preston (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1933), 8-9.
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were purely social, others came from individuals seeking insight into administration policy.
Julien Poydras, the congressional delegate from the Territory of Orleans, for example,
“insisted” that Coles dine “with him every Sunday.” Poydras, who vigorously supported
his territory’s desire for statehood, undoubtedly viewed Coles as both a source of
information and a potential advocate who might expedite his efforts to transform
Louisiana into the newest member of the American union. British Minister Sir Aﬁgustus_
John Foster likewise recognized the importance of hosting dinner parties. He admitted
that he “had to give dinners three or four times a week” if he intended to remain well-
informed of or shape government attitudes toward his nation, especially when “questions
of peace and war were debating.” Like Madison and other Washingtonians, he invited
various representatives, executive officers and staff members, Coles among them, to
dinner “to keep a constant and friendly connection with as many Members of Congress
and public men as possible.”'®

Coles was also expected to attend and facilitate the exchange of information at
executive levees and drawing room parties. At these events, he often greeted guests once

they were escorted into the drawing room of the President’s House. He then regulated

access to Madison by ushering forward those the President wished to see and diverting

'“Edward Coles to Brother [John], November 30, 1810, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Richard
Beale Davis, ed., Jeffersonian America: Notes on the United States of America Collected in the Years
1805-6-7 and 11-12 by Sir Augustus John Foster, Bart. (San Marino: The Huntington Library, 1954), 86.
See also Allgor, Parlor Politics, 48-101. In early January 1812, as the nation debated the preparations for
war, Foster invited the members of Congress, and Federalists in particular, to a dinner party, hoping the
social occasion would provide some insight into the direction of American foreign policy and the extent of
support for formal hostilities. “I have received an invitation,” reported Abijah Bigelow, “to attend a large
evening party at the British Minister’s, consisting of most of the members. I have not made up my mind
1o go,” he continued, but “if my mess generally attend, I probably shall.” See Bigelow to Bigelow,
January 16, 1812, “Letters of Abijah Bigelow,” 325.
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away others by involving them in conversations with other guests. “Mr. Madison,”
observed one attendee, “had no leisure for the ladies; every moment of his time,” she
proclaimed, “is engrossed by the crowd of male visitors who court his notice.” After
paying heed to the ladies, it was Coles who directed the President toward the other guests
so that “his attention is unavoidably withdrawn to more important subjects.” Held weekly,
usually on Wednesday evenings, the presidential levees, or drawing.rooms, attracted
crowds of people, men and women alike, who, like presidential dinner guests, came to
socialize and conduct business with men of importance and authority, and in the process,
announced their membership in a national governing aristocracy.'”

Political leaders also attended the levees to discuss public business with one
another and Coles frequently monitored the content of the conversations. The chairman of
the committee of foreign relations and ardent Madison supporter, Peter B. Porter of New
York, for example, attended the President’s levee to gauge the congressional response to
several resolutions he had introduced in the House éf Representatives. As one spectator
observed, Porter “offered certain resolutions which have a war like appearance. . . . A war
with England seems almost inevitable,” she concluded, “and I should not be surprised if
congtess should resort to such measures.” Porter, however, did not share this
Washingtonian’s confidence, and arrived at the President’s House determined to canvass
attendants for their views and pressure representatives into supporting his measure. James

Milnor, a Federalist from Pennsylvania, claimed that the chairman “made . . . three

VSeaton Diary, November 12, 1812, in Josephine Seaton, William Winston Seaton of the
National Intelligencer (1871; reprint, New York: Arno Press, Inc., 1970), 86.
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enquiries of me at the levee last evening.” Unwilling to be pressured, Milnor confessed
that “I gave him suitable answers.”'®* Undoubtedly, Coles made sure Madison was fully
aware of the level of support measures such as the resolutions Porter introduced attracted.

As he became increasingly adept at manipulating social gatherings to gather and
distribute important information, Coles discovered perhaps the most valuable
characteristic of the political culture he was helping to create. Unlike in the colonial
period when an individual’s public authority was linked to hisllocal community, political
power in the Early Republic was becoming increasingly portable. During the summer of
1811, for example, Coles and his older brother John embarked on a northern tour that
included sojourns in Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, Albany, New Port, Boston, and
Portland. The timing of the trip was particularly fortuitous, and perhaps purposeful,
because American relations with Great Britain and France had deteriorated significantly
and factional opposition to the administration threatened the President’s re-election. Over
the preceding year both European nations refused to lift their trade restrictions against the
United States and efforts to increase America’s military preparedness had failed to bring
either belligerent to the negotiating table.

Simultaneously, while congressional War Hawks increasingly demanded a military

response to British insults on the Atlantic and in the West, Federalists and anti-

BCatharine Mitchell to Sister [Margaret], April 8, 1806 and December 7, 1811, Catharine
Mitchell Papers, Library of Congress; James Milnor to Thomas Bradford, Jr., December 12, 1811, James
Milnor Papers, Library of Congress. Robert Bailey, who was visiting the city in December 1811, similarly
recognized the importance of social space. “The house,” he observed, “was taken up in the discussion of a
resolution for raising an army. . . . It is the general opinion,” he continued, “that war is inevitable.” His
information was reliable, he maintained, because he had acquired it at “Mrs. Madison’s levee, where 1
viewed all the great men of the nation.” Robert Bailey to John Payne, December 14, 1811, The Papers of
John Payne, Library of Congress.
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administration Republicans voiced their dissatisfaction with Madison and continually
blocked his legislative efforts to prepare for war. Perhaps most disconcerting for the
President, Madison had been forced to dismiss his Secretary of State, Robert Smith, for
betraying him by leaking valuable information to the administration’s political enemies and
the President feared that the ensuing newspaper battle between Smith and administration
loyalists would undermine his crédibility. Coles’s northern tour, then, provided the
President with a unique opportunity to gauge the region’s attitude toward the
administration, his re-election, and the possibility of war with Great Britain."

Coles’s value as an informant was never more clear than when he stopped in
Baltimore and spent several days visiting with Samue] Smith’s family. “I was treated
civilly by them [the Smiths],” Coles reported, but “their displeasure with the President . . .
was very apparent.” Even more troubling, however, was Coles’s discovery that, while
they “are said not directly to vent their spleen,” the Smiths “spur[red] on their relations &
friends, many of whom are extremely abusive of the President.” As proof, Coles revealed
that “those abusive & scurrilous pieces signed Temolian,” in the Baltimore Whig, “are

now publicly known . . . to be from the pen of George Stevenson, . . . the nephew of

“Edward Coles to Brother [John], January 28, 1811, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868,
PU; Edward Coles to Brother [John], March 18, 18111, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. See also
“Autobiographical Notes,” 1863, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On American relations with Great
Britain and France during this period, see Perkins, Prologue to War; Egan, Neither Peace Nor War; and
Stagg, Mr. Madison’s War. On Robert Smith’s intrigues, see James A. Rutland, Presidency of James
Madison (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1990), 74; Ketcham, James Madison, 484-87; and Thom
M. Armstrong, Politics, Diplomacy and Intrigue in the Early Republic: The Cabinet Career of Robert
Smith, 1801-1811 (Dubuque, 1A: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Co., 1991). For the newspaper battle, see
National Intelligencer, April 25, 1811; Robert Smith, Address to the People of the United States (United
States, s.n., 1811); National Intelligencer, July 4, 6, and 9, August 13 and 15, 1811; and Joseph Gales,
“Recollections of the Civil History of the War of 1812, Daily National Intelligencer, August 8, 1857.
See also, Stagg, Mr. Madison’s War, 68-74.
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Smith.” Coles concluded his report, stating: “I have said too much about this little clan,
whose vanity or weakness is such, as to make them believe that they can make & unmake
any administration.”?

Similarly, Coles found that opposition to the Madison administration in the Mid-
Atlantic and New England, among Republicans and Federalists alike, remained strong. As
he socialized with Dr. Benjamin Rush and Dr. Caspar Wistar in Philadelphia, Coles learned
even more about the anti-admihistration sentiments of men such as William Duane, editor
of the Aurora Gazette Advertiser and Senator Michael Leib. While in Boston, a hotbed of
Federalist opposition, his stays with Governor Elbridge Gerry and future senator Robert
C. Winthrop confirmed the growing strength of Federalist animosity toward the
administration. Yet, the trip also reassured the President of the loyalty of Gerry, who
received Coles and eagerly provided him with information. As had become clear during

his visit to Baltimore, Coles uncovered pockets of opposition to the President and his

YEdward Coles to Dolley Payne Todd Madison, June 10, 1811, The Papers of Edward Coles,
1786-1868, PU. See also, Dolley Payne Todd Madison to Edward Coles, June 15, 1811 in The Dolley
Madison Digital Edition, edited by Holly Shulman at http://petri.ei.virginia.edu:8002. Samuel Smith had
campaigned vigorously for Madison’s election in 1808, but adamantly opposed the appointment of Albert
Gallatin as Secretary of State, and, together with Virginians Wilson Cary Nicholas and William Branch
Giles, blocked Gallatin’s nomination. In an effort to appease Smith and repair this division within the
Republican party, Madison appointed Smith’s brother, Robert, to the post of Secretary of State and
reserved the Treasury for Gallatin. Although temporarily appeased, Smith, Nicholas, and Giles formed
the nucleus of the “Invisibles,” a group of Senators who routinely thwarted administration policy
initiatives throughout Madison’s presidency. On opposition to Gallatin and the rise of the “Invisibles,”
see Frank A. Cassell, Merchant Congressman in the Young Republic: Samuel Smith of Maryland, 1752-
1832 (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1971), 144-47; Dice Robins Anderson, William
Branch Giles: A Study in the Politics of Virginia and the Nation, 1790-1839 (Menasha, WS: George
Banta Publishing Company, 1914), 146-49; John S. Pancake, Samuel Smith and the Politics of Business,
1752-1839 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1972), 71-91; and Irving Brant, James Madison:
The President, 1809-1812 (New York: The Bobbs-Metrill Company, Inc., 1956), 22-33. See also, John S.
Pancake, “The “Invisibles’: A Chapter in the Opposition to President Madison,” Jowrnal of Southern
History 21 (February 1955), 17-37.
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administration wherever he traveled and as he attempted to repair damaged relationships
among those he visited by relaying information back and forth, he also learned the extent
of his influence outside Washington City.”'

Nearly two years later, Coles once again deployed his skills in the art of sociability
to transform seemingly superficial social contacts into important resources for information.
As Madison’s two-day celebration of his second inauguration came to a close in early
March 1813, Coles’s previously annoying case of hemorrhoids worsened dramatically
forcing him to leave Washington City. After a short visit to his family estate in Virginia
failed to relieve his symptoms, Coles traveled to Philadelphia to benefit from the care of
the aptly named Dr. Philip S. Physick, a close friend of Dolley Madison.?

Coles feared his departure from the nation’s capital was particularly poorly timed.
Just weeks before, Madison had called for a special session of Congress and scheduled the
opening day for the first of May. As he had endured throughout his first term, Madison
faced considerable opposition in Congress. Yet, aware that he could benefit from the
Republican majority in the House of Representatives, Madison hoped to use the special
session to resolve the financial problems that had heretofore hindered his ability to

prosecute the war. He also knew that anti-administration Republicans and Federalists in

Y'Regarding who and where Coles visited, see James Monroe to Edward Coles, May 19 and 25,
1811, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU; “Autobiographical Notes,” 1863, Edward Coles
Collection, HSP. ON Republican disunity in Pennsylvania, New York, and Maryland, see J. C. A. Stagg,
“James Madison and the “Malcontents,’: The Political Origins of the War of 1812,” William and Mary
Quarterly 3" Ser. 33 (October 1976), 61-63; Stagg, Mr. Madison’s War, 48-53

ZEdward Coles to Brother [John], March 28, 1813, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. Dolley Payne
Todd Madison was intimate friends with Dr. Physick, who had treated many patients during the 1792
yellow fever epidemic in Philadeiphia that claimed the life of her first husband, John Todd.
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the Senate remained determined to thwart his efforts. Simultancously, Madison had
accepted an offer from the Russian government to mediate a peace conference and was
eager to appoint a delegation to travel overseas. With so many measures on the
administration’s agenda, Coles feared that his departure from the capital would hamper the
President’s ability to accomplish his goals.”

Little did Coles know, but his temporary residence in Philadelphia would prove
equally, if not more advantageous, to the administration than if he had returned to the
federal city. As he had learned during his northern tour two years earlier, his political
authority extended beyond the boundaries of the nation’s capital, for the social bonds he
had forged during his day-to-day responsibilities in Washington City continued to hold
sway wherever he traveled. After nearly a month recuperating in Philadelphia, for
example, Coles attended “a grand party at Mr. [Alexander] Dallas’ in the company of Mr.
Albert Gallatin & Mr. [James A.] Bayard,” who were the most prominent members of the
delegation charged with negotiating a peace settlement with Great Britain. By attending
the gathering, Coles could inform Madison of the public reception of his decision to
pursue a diplomatic resolution to the international conflict as well as the hopes and fears
of the members of the delegation. He also regularly visited “with . . . Members of
Congress who spent their recess” in Philadelphia, and thereby kept Madison abreast of the
opinions and potential opposition of those who would be deciding the fate of the war
effort during the upcoming congressional session. Still, although he recognized the

importance of his sojourn in Philadelphia, Coles envied the ability of the congressmen to

BK etcham, James Madison, 558-62.
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return to Washington and, as he confessed, their departure “made him impatient to leave”
Philadelphia.*

Hoping to allay her cousin’s anxiety, Dolley Madison assured Coles that “Mr. M
can do very well without a Secey. until your health is re-established.” There were several
other individuals whose political and social contacts in Washington City would serve as an
adequate, though not necessarily perfect, substitute for the ailing Coles. Dolley herself
expanded the role she already played during presidential dinners and levees to include
some of the more mundane tasks Coles had performed for the President. Additionally,
John E. Eppes, the new representative from Virginia and an intimate friend of the
President, as well as Madison’s brother-in-law, Kentucky representative John G. Jackson,
provided Madison with regular reports on the proceedings in Congress.”

None of these individuals nor anyone else, however, could furnish the President
with intelligence on some of his most vociferous political enemies outside the capital. In
late May, when the President was engrossed in an effort to resolve the nation’s financial
problems, Coles informed Madison that the “opposition party” was exerting considerable
influence in the Philadelphia region and warned that their activities may have compromised
the loyalties of at least one member of the President’s cabinet. He disclosed that “a good
deal of feeling has been excited here by some military appointments, made during the

present recess of the Senate. I consider it my duty” he continued, “to give [you] some

%Edward Coles to Mother, May 3 and May 26, 1813, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.

BDolley Payne Todd Madison to Edward Coles, May 13, 1813, The Dolley Madison Digital
Edition. On the President’s connection to Eppes and Jackson, see Ketcham, James Madison, 551-59.
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facts, and a hint of an impression which prevails with some of the best friends of the State
and General Government.” Apparently to the dismay of many of the President’s
supporters, the followers of Senator Michael Leib, an active member of the
“Malcontents,” had been slyly placing individuals opposed to the administration in
important military posts. The ease with which they accomplished the appointments,
warned Coles, had created “an impression . . . with many that the Secretary of War thinks
too highly of [William] Duane and his friends, and suffer them to have too much influence
over him.” Coles probably feared that Madison risked an administrative disaster akin to
Robert Smith’s betrayal two years earlier and hoped to inform the President of a potential
vulnerability in his cabinet.?

The information Coles supplied was particularly important because, throughout the
spring and summer of 1813, most Republicans agreed that new taxes were needed, but as
the congressional session progressed it became clear that they disagreed on the objects to
be taxed, how to distribute the burden geographically, and feared the political
consequences of their actions. Simultaneously, congressional Federalists log-jammed
governmental proceedings by initiating an investigation of Madison’s diplomatic actions
and challenging his appointments to the peace mission charged with the responsibility of
resolving the conflict with Great Britain. Any information that could aid Madison in his

efforts to identify the sources of and overcome his opposition, then, proved invaluable.?’

¥Edward Coles to James Madison, May 22, 1813, Edward Coles Papers, CHS. William Duane
joined the Madison opponents known as the “Malcontents” in open opposition to Albert Gallatin. As the
editor of the Philadelphia durora, Duane could promote opposition to the administration easily and,
therefore, posed a considerable threat to Madison at a very crucial period in the war.

Stagg, Mr. Madison’s War, 304-18; Rutland, Presidency of James Madison, 129-31.
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Despite all their efforts, Coles and the Madisons never really succeeded in creating
a harmonious political community in Washington City or the nation as a whole.
Throughout Madison’s tenure in office the persistence of factional conflict impeded the
effectiveness of the administration and Congress. As Coles informed his close friend
Nicholas Biddle in January 1815, a contentious Congress dominated by divided interests
and violent anti-administration sentiment continued to hold the President and his policies
hostage. “[T]he proceedings of Congress . . . have so completely disgusted and sickened
me that I cannot bear to think of them; and [I] feel conscious,” he continued, “that I
cannot speak of . . . its dilatory oscillating and inefficient measures, with a suitable temper
and moderation.” Three months later, Coles celebrated the return to peace with the
Madisons at the President’s House. Although the overwhelming joy and excitement that
followed news of the peace settlement in Ghent and Andrew Jackson’s startling victory in
New Orleans led many to forget the divisions and conflicts that had severely fractured the
Washington political community, few could conclude that the Madison administration had
performed well during the international crisis. Indeed, the most prominent lesson Coles
learned from his experiences as the President’s private secretary was just how elusive the
ideal of a harmonious republican society could be.?

Still, the Madisons and their supporters had succeeded in fostering the

development of a national political culture in which private space, and particularly the

ZEdward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, January 29, 1815, The Papers of Edward Coles, Illinois State
Historical Library; Dolley Payne Todd Madison to Hannah Gallatin, [March 5, 1815], The Dolley
Madison Digital Edition. On popular views of Madison’s presidency at the conclusion of the War of
1812, see McCoy, Last of the Fathers, 16-20.
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social occasions they showcased, became an essential tool for accomplishing the nation’s
political business. Coles, who had been introduced to the art of sociability in college,
refined his habits of civility in Washington City and developed an intimate understanding
of the public authority bestowed on individuals who became adept at deploying their social
skills to accomplish their political goals. He also discovered just how transferable this
emerging form of public power could be as he traveled up and down the eastern seaboard
and across the Atlantic. More than anything, the practical political lessons Coles learned
while serving as a member of Madison’s presidential family shaped his understanding of
public authority and influenced his efforts to elicit respect from those around him for the
rest of his life.

Within a month of the conclusion of the war, Coles informed Biddle that he had
“left the P[resident] with no intention of again returning to reside in his family.” He
confessed that he was preparing to embark on a second tour of the Old Northwest, where
he hoped to select “a spot on which to locate myself for life.” Six years earlier he had
considered a westward move, but instead accepted Madison’s invitation to join him in
Washington City. Coles had justified the decision to postpone his removal to the frontier
by assuming that the career choice would, while only distancing him from the inherited
property that caused him such internal turmoil, provide him with the opportunity to fulfill
a generational obligation bestowed on him while a student at the College of William and
Mary, a responsibility to ensure the preservation of the American republican experiment.
At the time, Coles described the dilemma he had faced as a choice between his inclination

and his reason. Once he had chosen to move to Washington City, he hoped that the
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conflict between his desire to distinguish himself by serving his nation and his
determination to emancipate his bound laborers would dissipate. To his dismay, the
tension between his “objections to Slavery . . . and my partiality for my relations & friends
. . . still continue[d] to perplex and disturb™ him as late as the spring of 1815. Once again,
he faced a choice between remaining in the East where his friends and family resided and
where he could maintain his membership among a national political elite, or move
westward where he could follow through with his conviction to liberate his enslaved
property, but live without the influence and authority that accompanied a residence in the
nation’s capital.”

Most of his family and friends objected to the course of action he contemplated
and attempted to dissuade him. Tench Ringgold, an old college friend and Washington
City businessman, confessed that he did “not wonder at your friends and relations being
averse to your western plans. . . . I still hope,” he continued, “they may prevail on you to
abandon the idea.” He also revealed that Coles’s plans had been the subject of
conversation “last evening with our good friend Colonel [James] Monroe.” Apparently,
Monroe felt the same about Coles’s “intended removal to Ohio™ in 1815 as he had six
years earlier. “He disapproves of it in foto,” declared Ringgold. As he had earlier,
Monroe argued that Coles “will not be satisfied . . . to set down in the midst of rough
unpolished people, perfectly uncongenial to you in habits and manners.” Featful that a

message relayed through Ringgold would not carry the forcefulness he intended, Monroe

¥Edward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, April 8, 1815; Edward Coles to RSM [Robert Madison?},
March 31, 1815, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU.
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vowed, Ringgold revealed, to travel home “in a few days” to present his arguments in
person. Coles confessed to at least one friend that he felt “very forcibly the weight of
[these] . . . objections,” and like Hercules, “anticipat[d] the many difficulties I shall have to
encounter” as he pursued what he believed to be a virtuous path westward. Unlike six
years earlier, when Monroe’s advice altered his plans, however, Coles insisted that he
“could encounter any thing other than hold slaves™ and confidently proclaimed that
nothing could “induce me to remain among them.”*

Rather than temper his abhorrence of slavery, as Monroe and his family had hoped,
Coles’s residence in Washington City instead intensified his determination to emancipate
his chattel property. While he had predicted that his young Virginia neighbor would
benefit from forming acquaintances with non-slaveholding political leaders, Monroe hardly
anticipated the degree to which Coles would be unable to escape the issue of slavery
during his tenure as James Madison’s private secretary. Indeed, Coles soon discovered
that enslaved laborers were everywhere around him. Throughout his residence in
Washington City and Philadelphia, the bound laborers Coles inherited from his father
continued to labor on his farm. Like many of his contemporaries who expressed
discomfort with the institution, Coles attempted to appease his own misgivings about
slavery by treating his enslaved property humanely. “I fed, clothed, & treated my
Negroes,” declared Coles, “with all the kindness & attention in my power, & introduced

several ameliorating alterations to their treatment.” Still, they remained enslaved, and

*Tench Ringgold to Edward Coles, April 23, 1815; Edward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, April 8,
1815, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU. See also Tench Ringgold to Edward Coles, April 12,
1815, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU.
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Coles routinely instructed both his overseer and his brothers regarding the management of
his plantation while he was away from Virginia.*!

Coles was also constantly reminded of the inferior condition imposed on bound
laborers during his residence in the President’s House, where enslaved labor sustained the
ordinary functions of the household. Bound laborers prepared and served the food,
cleaned the rooms, greeted visitors, and always stood in the background ready to attend to
every need of both the Madisons and their guests. Additionally, throughout his tenure 1n
the nation’s capital, Coles “talked unreservedly” with Madison “about the enslavement of
Negroes,” with Coles always insisting that the federal government had a responsibility to
facilitate the destruction of the institution.

By the time he assumed the presidency in the spring of 1809, Madison’s actions
over the previous thirty-five years had established his public position on the slavery issue.
Privately he acknowledged that slavery was wrong and, like many of his fellow Virginians,
he feared the unfavorable consequences that would result if the problem remained
unresolved. As early as 1791, however, Madison had concluded that any public action
against slavery was “likely to do harm rather than good.” He suspected that an
unsuccessful bid to end slavery would only strengthen the forces that sought to preserve
the institution. Like Jefferson, Madison believed that until popular sentiment for abolition

increased, inaction remained the most prudent and practical course available and he

MColes, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. See also Edward Coles to
Brother [John}, December 17, 1810; May 6, 1812; November 2, 1814, The Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
In 1810, for example, Coles informed his brother that he preferred not to lend his slave, Ralph, to his
mother because he feared that she would work him too hard. Coles also often hired slaves to work on his
farm from family members and neighbors.
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repeated his position on the issue to Coles frequently.”

Although the President’s arguments were unmistakably similar to those he
encountered in Williamsburg, Coles remained unconvinced by Madison’s rationalizations
and continually criticized his mentor in subtle but potentially explosive ways. In private
conversations, for example, Coles frequently expressed “my surprise that just men, & long
sighted politicians,” by whom he undoubtedly meant men like Madison and Jefferson, as
well as the members of Congress, “should not as well in reference to the acknowledged
rights of man, as to the true & permanent interests of their Country, take the necessary
steps to put in train its termination.” Clearly, Coles felt that Madison’s pragmatic
approach to the slavery issue would produce the opposite of what the President intended;
rather than preserve the “good,” Madison’s apathy, Coles believed, threatened to cause
more “harm.”*

Coles and Madison also regularly encountered enslaved laborers as they traversed
the federal city. Between 1810 and 1820 the slave population in Washington City grew by
nearly one-third, increasing from 1,437 to 1,945. These enslaved laborers worked as
domestic servants, coachmen, laundresses, cooks, hack drivers, waiters, messengers, and
manservants. Occasionally, skilled slaves also worked as blacksmiths, bricklayers and

carpenters. Slaves, then, were a very visible component of a diverse labor pool that also

*2Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; James Madison to Robert
Pleasants, October 30, 1791, in Robert A. Rutland and Thomas A. Mason, eds., The Papers of James
Madison, Presidential Series, (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1984-1999), 14: 91-92. For
an insightful discussion of Madison’s views on the slavery issue, see McCoy, Last of the Fathers, 260-76.

3Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; James Madison to Robert
Pleasants, October 30, 1791 in Rutland and Mason, eds., Papers, 14: 92.
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included free blacks and whites.* The domestic slave trade, however, was the
characteristic of Washington City’s slave institution that provoked the most comment by
Coles, his fellow residents, and visitors alike. During his tenure in Washington City, Coles
complained that he frequently encountered “gangs of Negroes, some in irons, on their way
to a Southern market.” Unable to resist the temptation, Coles took “the liberty to jeer”
Madison “by congratulating him, as the chief of our great Republic,” that a foreign
dignitary had not accompanied them on their strolls. In tlﬁs way, Coles teased the
President by celebrating that the leader of the new Republic had been “saved” from
experiencing “the deep mortification of witnessing such a revolting sight in the presence of
a representative of a Nation, less boastful perhaps of its regard for the rights of man, but
more observant of them.” As someone who hoped that the American republican
experiment would serve as a model for the world, Madison surely felt the sting of this
particular jibe. Even though many Washingtonians admitted that the District slave trade
presented scenes of “wretchedness and human degradation disgraceful to our characters as

citizens of a free government,” the nation’s congressional and executive leaders

¥*Mary Beth Corrigan, “A Social Union of Heart and Effort: The African-American Family in the
District of Columbia on the Eve of Emancipation,” (Ph. D. dissertation, University of Maryland, 1995);
Stephanie Coles, “Servants and Slaves: Domestic Service in the Border Cities, 1800-1850,” (Ph. D.
dissertation, University of Florida, 1994); Mary Beth Corrigan, “Making the Most of an Opportunity:
Slaves and the Catholic Church in Early Washington,” Washington History 12 (Spring/Summer 2000),
90-101; Fredrika J. Teute, ““A Wild, Desolate Place’: Life on the Margins in Early Washington,” in
Howard Gilette, Jr., ed., Southern City, National Ambition: The Growth of Early Washington, D. C.,
1800-1860 (Washington: The Washington University Press, 1995), 47-68; Laura Croghan Kamoie,
“Between Two Worlds: Seasonal Moving and Slave Life in Rural Virginia and the City of Washington,
1799-1828,” (Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association, Seattle, Washington, January
1998); Constance McLaughlin Green, The Secret City: A History of Race Relations in the Nation's
Capital (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967); Mary Tremain, Slavery in the District of
Columbia: The Policy of Congress and the Struggle for Abolition (1892; rpt. New York: Negro University
Press, 1969).
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continually refused to discuss the issue. Consequently, the practice continued and men
like Coles found it increasingly difficult to ignore the issue.®

Perhaps most significantly for Coles, the constant threat of slave insurrection
throughout the War of 1812 exposed in sharp relief the dangers an enslaved population
posed to a nation in crisis. As during the American Revolution, residents of the
Chesapeake region feared that siaves, a group many considered to be “an internal foe,”
would aid the British war effort.*® As early as the spring of 1812, Virginia Governor
James Barbour informed the Council of State that the residents of Norfolk “associate with
an invasion a probable insurrection of their slaves, who,” he believed, “take a deep interest
in a rupture between England and this Country.” A year later, Elbridge Gerry, Jr., who
was visiting his father in Washington City, observed that “the blacks in some places refuse
to work and say they shall soon be free, and then the white people must look out.”
Margaret Bayard Smith, a resident of Washington and the wife of the editor of the

National Intelligencer, remarked that “as for our enemy at home 1 have no doubt they will

¥Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On the domestic slave
trade in Washington City, see Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the
United States Government’s Relations to Slavery (New York: Oxfod University Press, 2001), 49-88; Mary
Beth Corrigan, “Imaginary Cruelties?: A History of the Slave Trade in Washington, D.C,” Washington
History 13 (Fall/Winter 2001-2002), 5-25; William T. Laprade, “The Domestic Slave Trade in the District
of Columbia,” Journal of Negro History (January 1926), 29; Walter C. Clephane, “The Local Aspect of
Slavery in the District of Columbia,” Recordsof the Columbia Historical Society 3 (1900), 24-25. See
also Tremain, Slavery in the District of Columbia, 58-60 and Green, The Secret City, 20-21. On
Madison’s concern for the influence of the persistence of slavery on the American image abroad, see
McCoy, The Last of the Fathers, 262-27.

3John Randolph to Josiah Quincy, July 4, 1813, in Edmund Quincy, Life of Josiah Quincy of
Massachusetts (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1868), 333. On Chesapeake area enslaved laborers and their
actions during the War of 1812, see Christopher T. George, “Mirage of Freedom: African Americans in
the War of 1812, Maryland Historical Magazine 91 (Winter 1996), 433-34 and Frank A. Cassell,
“Slaves of the Chesapeake Bay Area and the War of 1812,” Jowrnal of Negro History 57 (April 1972),
144-55.
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if possible join the British,” but she reassured her sister “that the few scatter’d slaves
about our neighbourhood, could not muster enough force to venture an attack.” Still, her
husband “procured pistols” and every precaution was taken to ensure their protection in
the event of an insurrection.”’

In the nation’s capital, residents attempted to prevent slave misbehavior and
threats of violenée by encouraging men exempted from militia duty to form voluntary
associations to parol the cify. Gerry observed that “should we be attacked” by the British,
“there will be great danger of the blacks rising and to prevent this, patrols are very
necessary, to keep them in awe.” Similarly, armed patrols constantly surveyed the coastal
areas along the Chesapeake, shooting and arresting suspected escaped slaves wherever
they appeared. In March 1813, for example, Nathaniel Burwell reported that ten slaves
suspected of plotting an insurrection “have been apprehended and are in jail for
examination.” Four months later, another patrol in Hampton, Virginia was greeted by the
cheers of their neighbors when they shot at and retrieved twenty-two slaves who had
commandeered a small boat in order to make their way to a British ship.® In general,

most Americans, but especially Southerners, responded to the persistent threat of slave

3Report of His Excellency Governor Barbour to the Council of State, May 12, 1812,” in H. W.
Flournoy, ed., Calender of Virginia State Papers and other Manuscripts from January 1, 1808 to
December 31, 1833 (Richmond, 1892), X: 137; Elbridge Gerry, Jr., The Diary of Elbridge Gerry, Jr.,
(New York: Brentano’s Publishers, 1927), 199; and Margaret Bayard Smith to Mrs. Kirkpatrick, July 20,
1813, in Gaillard Hunt, ed., The First Forty Years of Washington Society Portrayed by the Family Letters
of Mrs. Samuel Harrison Smith (Margaret Bayard) (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906), 90.

®Diary of Elbridge Gerry, 198-99; Nathaniel Burwell to Governor of Virginia, March 30, 1813,
Calander of Virginia State Papers, X, 217; and Richmond Enquirer, July 30, 1813. On slave patrols

generally, see Sally E. Hadden, Slave Patrols: Law and Violence in Virginia and the Carolinas
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001).
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insurrection during the war years by attempting to strengthen the slave system.

Unlike most of his contemporaries, however, Coles’s experiences with slavery and
the ever-present threat of slave insurrection in the Chesapeake region during the War of
1812 led him to conclude that the only way to rid the nation of such a dangerous internal
enemy was to abolish the institution of slavery. Convinced that he lacked the authority
énd ability to accomplish the task himself, Coles turned to Thomas Jefferson, a “revered
Father. .. Vdist'inguished . . . by being foremost in establishing on the broadest bases the
rights of man, & the liberty & independence” of the United States, to lead the cause of
freedom once again. Amidst rumors of a British attack on Washington City during the
summer of 1814, Coles penned a letter to his Albemarle County neighbor imploring him
“to exert your knowledge & influence in devising & getting into operation some plan for
the gradual emancipation of slavery.” From Coles’s perspective, only someone whose
service to the nation had earned him the trust and confidence of the people could “put into
complete practice those hallowed principles contained in that renown Declaration.” He
encouraged Jefferson not to be dissuaded from acting on behalf of emancipation by “the
fear of failing.” Even if he should not succeed, Coles declared, the knowledge that his
opinions had been “on the side of emancipation when that question shall be agitated” more
vigorously in the future should provide sufficient justification for coming forward on
behalf of abolition.*

In his response to Coles’s plea, Jefferson confessed that although his generation

¥Edward Coles to Thomas Jefferson, July 31, 1814, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868,
PU.
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had found it difficult to extend the principles of freedom and liberty to their bound
laborers, “I had always hoped that the younger generation, receiving their early
impressions after the flame of liberty had been kindled in every breast . . . would have
sympathized with oppression where ever found, and prove their love of liberty beyond
their own share of it” by demanding the abolition of slavery. To his dismay, except for
Coles’s “solitary but welcome voice,” Jefferson had encountered few young men who

" were willing to act on behalf of emancipation, and had “considered the general silence
which prevails on this subject as indicating an apathy unfavorable to every hope.” Still,
Jefferson optimistically believed “the hour of emancipation is advancing in the march of
time.” With the British depredation along the Chesapeake and the burning of Washington
still fresh in his mind, however, Jefferson expressed the fear that the abolition of slavery
would be the product, not of “the generous energies of our minds, . . . [but] excited and
conducted by the power of our present enemy.” From his perspective, the timing of
Coles’s request could not have been worse.*

Consequently, he declined Coles’s request and excused himself from any
responsibility for emancipation by insisting on passing the torch of liberty to the next
generation, “who can follow it up, and bear it through to its consumation” at some point
in the future. Rather than pursue immediate emancipation, Jefferson recommended that
Coles promote a gradual emancipation program similar to the plan he initially outlined in

his Notes on the State of Virginia. “I have seen no proposition so expedient on the whole,

“Thomas Jefferson to Edward Coles, August 25, 1814, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868,
PU.
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as that of emancipation of those born after a given day, and of their education and
expatriation at a proper age. This,” he concluded, “would give time for a gradual
extinction of that species of labor and substitution of another, and lessen the severity of
the shock which an operation so fundamental cannot fail to produce.” To accomplish the
eradication of slavery, then, Jefferson recommended that Coles remain in Virginia and
promote gradual abolition until a “phalanx is formed” capable of “bring[ing] on and
press[ing] the proposition perseveringly until its accomplishment.” He concluded by
assuring Coles that any efforts on behalf of emancipation “shall have all my prayers, . . .
the only weapons of an old man.”*!

Astonished by Jefferson’s refusal to advocate emancipation publicly, Coles
reproached the Sage of Monticello for failing to recognize the potential power of his
example. He disagreed with Jefferson’s conclusion that only the young could accomplish
the task. “To effect so great and difficult an object, great & extensive powers both of
mind & influence are required, which,” proclaimed Coles, “can never be possessed in so
great a degree by the young.” As his experiences in Washington had demonstrated, young
politicians “are too often led by ambitious views to . . . mark out a course for themselves,
where they might be buffeted by the waves of opposition.” More importantly, he believed
that only the leadership of “those who have acquired a great weight of character” could
overcome the apathy and “weighty influence of habit & interest™ that allowed slavery to
persist unchallenged. Emancipation, he concluded, could only be achieved if “supported

& encouraged by your sanction & patronage.” As for his own efforts on behalf of

“bid.
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abolition, Coles confessed that “if I had supposed myself capable of being instrumental in
bringing about a liberation” of Virginia’s enslaved laborers “it would afford me great
happiness” if for no other reason than such effectiveness would allow him to remain in a
society and enjoy a style of living he greatly preferred.*?

Although wounded by Jefferson’s refusal to act, Coles decided to heed his
neighbor’s advice. Rather than remain in Virginia as his neighbor had instructed, however,
Coles concluded that the only way to work on behalf of abolition was to migrate west to a
free territory, where his experiment in black freedom might inspire others to follow his
example. This decision was not entirely altruistic, for Coles recognized the economic
benefits that would accompany establishing himself on the frontier. As the fifth of five
sons, he had inherited a small seven hundred and forty-two acre plantation situated along
the Rockfish River in Amherst (now Nelson) County, Virginia. In 1808, when he assumed
the management of the farm, Coles continued the practices established by his father,
cultivating tobacco, wheat, and hemp with enslaved labor. He also continued his father’é
habit of breeding horses. Despite these efforts, however, the economic hardships
occasioned by the Jeffersonian embargos and the War of 1812 severely handicapped his
efforts to make Rockfish a profitable operation. Even more detrimental to a profit,
however, was the type of enslaved property Coles inherited. Although he acquired twenty
bound laborers, only three individuals were capable of working in the fields. The

remaining seventeen slaves were old and infirm, too young to harvest crops, physically

“Edward Coles to Thomas Jefferson, September 26, 1814, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-
1868, PU.
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disabled, or accustomed to domestic labor. Even supplementing his labor force by hiring
bound laborers from family members and neighbors failed to improve his economic
situation. Indeed, as early as 1812 he confessed to his brother that four years of intense '
effort had failed to relieve “a debt of 500$” that perpetually overshadowed his
plantation.”

Thus, less than a year after his exchange of letters with Jefferson, Coles ignored
the objections of his family and friends and embarked on a second tour of the Old
Northwest, where he intended to select a location that would both improve his economic
circumstances and allow him to follow through with his convictions. With a portion of the
cash from the sa1¢ of his farm to his brother Walter in hand, Coles departed Virginia in
June 1815 and over the next six months investigated possible settlement sites in Ohio,
Illinois, and Missouri. At the conclusion of his tour of the Mississippi and Missouri River
Valleys, he confessed to his friend Nicholas Biddle that “I was disappointed in the
impressions I formed” of the frontier. Yet, he acknowledged that he still thought “it a
very desirable portion of our Country; so much so indeed,” he continued, “that it is

probable I may yet make it the place of my residence.” In preparation for such an

“Edward Coles to Brother [John], May 6, 1812, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On Coles’s
inheritance, see “Last Will and Testament: John Coles,” Albemarle County Will Book 4, 1798-1809, 298,
Virginia State Library and Coles Family Papers, Virginia Historical Society. On his father’s management
of Rockfish farm, see Elizabeth Langhorne, K. Edward Lay, and William D. Rieley, 4 Virginia Family
and its Plantation Houses (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1987), 133-35. For Coles’s own
management decisions, see Edward Coles to Brothers, February 27, 1810; Edward Coles to Brother
[John}, March 18, 1811; March 26, 1812; and Edward Coles to Brother [Tucker], August 1, 1814, Edward
Coles Collection, HSP. On the economic problems experienced by Virginians in the early nineteenth
century, see John Thomas Schlotterbeck, “Plantation and Farm: Social and Economic Changes in Orange
and Greene Counties, Virginia, 1716-1860,” (Ph. D. dissertation, The Johns Hopkins University, 1980)
and Richard R. Beeman, ed., “Trade and Travel in Post-Revolutionary Virginia: A Diary of an Itinerant
Peddler, 1807-1808,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 84 (1976): 174-88.
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eventuality, Coles, along with two of his siblings, purchased a six thousand acre tract of
fertile land in Lincoln County, Missouri, called Elprado. His third portion of the land was
most attractive, he declared, because “it offers immense inducements to men of enterprise.
. .. I do not think I am extravagant in my calculations,” he continued, “when I say that
10,0008 in the hands of only a tolerably judicious man will in five years be worth
100,000$.”*

Although he had eliminated any economic impediment to settling in the west when
he purchased land, Coles continued to resist the decision to abandon his native state and
the life style he enjoyed. “Were I a married man I think I could set myself down and be
very happy in the Illinois Territory, especially,” he proclaimed, “if I could induce some
clever sociable fellows to accompany and live near me.” In reality, however, Coles was
single and claimed “a partiality for society” that ensured that he “could not be happy” on
the frontier “however much wealth and distinction I might acquire.” Consequently, as had
been the case when he returned home from college almost ten years earlier, Coles faced a
difficult situation. His preference for high society frequently caused him to contemplate
residing in a city like Philadelphia. Yet, his conscience pushed him to consider resettling
in the West where he could liberate his chattel property. “But then,” he asked Biddle,

“what should I do? A man must have some occupation, something to engage his

“For his 1815 western tour, see . .. .. See also Rebecca Coles, “Almanac Memorandum,”
undated, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. On the sale of Rockfish farm, see Edward Coles to Brother
[John], November 30, 1810 and June 2, 1813, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. For his western land
purchase, see “Elprado,” November 9, 1815, deed recorded May 1, 1816 in St. Charles County Deed Book
C, 405 in Edward Coles, “Ledger: Land Transactions, 1818-1869; Some Accounts of Hugh Roberts
Estate, 1836-66, Volume V,” Edward Coles Collection, HSP. For the final quote, see Edward Coles to
Nicholas Biddle, May 15, 1816, Edward Coles Papers, Illinois State Historical Library (hereafter ISHL).
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attention, or else he cannot be happy. On which of the remote horns of this dilemma I
shall hang my destinies,” he concluded, “is yet uncertain.”*

Once again, the arrival of a letter from James Madison provided Coles with an
opportunity to postpone making a choice. Apparently, a breach of relations between the
United States and Russia had occurred when the Russian Consul General, Nicholas
Kosloff, was arrested in Philadelphia for raping a twelve-year-old servant girl. Madison
had refused to intervene on behalf of the Russian official, citing a lack of authority over
state officials. André de Dashkoff, the Russian Minister, expressed his outrage by
informing the Emperor that Madison’s inactivity constituted a violation of diplomatic
immunity. Emperor Alexander responded to the charge by banning the American chargé
de affaires from St. Petersburg. Madison asked if Coles would be willing to present a
collection of letters from the administration explaining the particulars of the situation to
the Russian government. Unlike six years earlier, Coles did not hesitate to accept the
President’s request, informing Madison that without anything “at this time to engage my
attention at home, and being desirous of seeing Europe, I have no objection to availing
myself of this occasion to do so.” In early August, Coles boarded the United States Brig
of War, Prometheus, and once again headed east rather than west.*

Coles arrived in St. Petersburg in early October 1816 only to discover that “the

“Edward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, May 15, 1816, Edward Coles Papers, ISHL.

“James Madison to Edward Coles, July 7, 1816, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU;
Edward Coles to James Madison, July 11, 1816, Edward Coles Papers, CHS; Rebecca Coles, “Almanac
Memorandum,” undated, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. For a discussion of the diplomatic problem
Coles was dispatched to resolve, see Harry Ammon, James Monroe: The Quest for National Identity
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1990), 350.
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Emperor is now absent in Russian Poland” and was not expected to return for several
weeks. Rather than pursue the Russian leader through the Polish countryside as the
American consul recommended, Coles “judged it more consistent with the dignity of the
government he represented that he should await the emperor’s return to St. Petersburg.”
As he waited, Coles traveled through the countryside comparing Russian and American
society. Most striking to him of all, were the significant differences between the labor
systems of the two nations. As in the United States, “the VASSALS or slaves of Russia,
are by law subject to the will and pleasure of their lords and masters.” The law defined
them as property “to be bought and sold, . . . and [they could be} made to labor when,
where and in the way” their masters demanded. Unlike in the American South, however,
Russian vassals were “inseparably connected with the soil . . . and can only be disposed of
along with it.” Additionally, “they are not so much an object of traffic . . . nor are the
duties they are required to perform or the treatment they receive,” he explained, “any thing
like so severe or oppressive” as the enslaved laborers of America. Coles also noted that
Russian vassals could own property, and rather than owing all of their labor to their
masters, Russian serfs were only expected to spend a portion of their time cultivating
crops for their owner, devoting the rest of their time to laboring for themselves. From
these observations, Coles concluded that Russian serfdom was far less dehumanizing for

both the laborer and the master than American slavery.*’

““Memoir of Edward Coles,” undated, ISHL; Edward Coles to Brother [John], October 4, 1816,
Edward Coles Collection, HSP; Edward Coles to James Monroe, December 14, 1816, The Papers of
Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU. For Coles’s observations on Russian society, see “Interesting Views of the
Russian Empire,” [by Edward Coles], Richmond Enquirer, December 13 and 16, 1817. On American
slavery and Russian serfdom generally, see Peter Kolchin, Unfiee Labor: American Slavery and Russian
Serfdom (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987).
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According to Coles, the conditions vassals endured in Russia were also
significantly better than those experienced by American slaves because “the situation of
the vassals is gradually improving.” Unlike in America, where Coles found few Southern
men of his generation willing to promote abolition, he encountered in Russia a “young
nobility” who were “more enlightened, and entertainfed] more liberal sentiments than their
fathers,” and who were interested in ameliorating the condition of their cduntry’s_ bound
laborers. More significantly, the Emperor himself supported the eradication of vassdlage.
“[I]t is hoped,” Coles proclaimed, that Emperor Alexander’s “liberality and knowledge”
would lead him to “follow up the goodly step he took last summer, when he issued his
ukase [decree], for the gradual though speedy emancipation of all vassals of the province
of Esthonia” with a more general proclamation. To his surprise and dismay, Coles had
discovered that an autocratic society seemed more inclined to pursue emancipation than
his own republican government, which was founded on a belief in the inherent freedom of
every individual.*

After he successfully concluded his official business in St. Petersburg, Coles
embarked on a ten-month tour of Europe and Great Britain. He visited Holland, France,
England, and Ireland. As he moved from place to place he attended royal courts, dined
with royalty, and formed acquaintances and friendships with General Lafayette, the Duke
of Wellington, and future Illinois resident Morris Birkbeck. While his trip abroad

expanded his exposure to and increased his desire to remain a part of elite society, Coles’s

“®“Interesting Views of the Russian Empire,” [by Edward Coles], Richmond Enquirer, December
13, and 16, 1817.
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experiences in Russia and Europe only confirmed his determination to emancipate his
enslaved property. Throughout the tour, slavery remained foremost in his mind. During
his two month stay in Russia, he observed that “vassalage & treatment of the serfs . . .
[was] infinitely a milder & less oppressive character” than American slavery. As he
witnessed various instances of “oppression both political & religious,” Coles’s own
“conviction of the superiority of our political institutions’; strengthened. He confessed
that this “increased . . . admiration & pride” in his native country “did not reconcile me, or
in the least abate my objections & feelings to[ward] the state of bondage” in the United
States. Instead, “that blot of Slavery” on America’s “otherwise enchanting escutcheon,
was the more apparent & the more disfiguring.” Consequently, he returned home in the
fall of 1817 more committed than ever before to “cheerfully hasten” his departure for
Hllinois where he intended to liberate his chattel property and rid himself of the foul stain
of oppression that slavery imposed.*

As Coles confessed in an autobiography written nearly twenty years later, “I found
my situation as Secretary to the President in every respect what Mr. Monroe had
represented it would be.” While in Washington City, he had enjoyed “the finest
opportunity to participate, & under the best instructor, to improve my knowledge of the
theory & practice of politics.” His duties as the President’s private secretary had provided
him with the ability to exert influence and cultivate a sense of authority otherwise

unavailable to him. Additionally, Coles discovered that the authority he had acquired was

“““Memoir of Edward Coles,” undated, ISHL, and Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward
Coles Collection, HSP. See also Yarborough, ed., The Reminiscences of William C. Preston, 28.
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part of a national, indeed international, political culture he had helped to create. Whether
he was visiting a major city along the Atlantic seaboard or touring Europe, Coles’s ability
to employ his habits of civility to gather and distribute valuable political information
marked him as a member of an American ruling class whose authority defined the nation’s
political and social identity as particularly republican.*

But, the lingering presence of slavéry constantly haunted Coles and led him to
contemplate abandoning his career in national politicé. The contradiction between the
ideals upon which the American Republic was founded and the persistence of the
institution of slavery was revealed to Coles on a regular basis throughout his residence in
Washington City as well as during his European tour. Perhaps most importantly, he was
constantly disappointed by the unwillingness of the nation’s, as well as Virginia’s, political
leaders to take any action against the institution. Rather than dissuading him from
liberating his chattel property, however, the general apathy Coles encountered only
strengthened his determination to emancipate his enslaved laborers. By 1817, then, Coles
had become convinced that he “could encounter anything sooner than hold slaves” and
concluded that, without the “talents & acquirements to become the champion of
humanity” in Virginia, “all I can do is to preserve my principles, & save my feelings, by

flying from the scene of . . . oppression.”!

%%Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
SIColes, “Autobiography,” April 1844, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; “Extract to R.S.M.

[Robert Madison?], March 31, 1815 and Edward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, April 8, 1815, The Papers of
Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU.
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* k¥ k% *

Thirty-one year old Edward Coles returned from his European tour determined to
follow through with his conviction to liberate his enslaved property. Although he owned a
large tract of land in Missouri and felt fully prepared to abandon his native Virginia, Coles
was, as he had been when he returned home from college, a man without a career. To
resolve the situation, he pénned a letter to Ninian Edwards, the Territorial Governor of
1llinois, requesting an appointment. Within several months, Edwards informed Coles that
the appointment he sought was conferred on another individual, whose residence in the
region made him a more attractive candidate for the position. Undeterred by the rejection,
Coles journeyed to Illinois during the summer and fall of 1818 to investigate his career
prospects in person. During his exploration of the region, he discovered that the position
of Register of the Land Office at Edwardsville had become vacant. Rather than delay until
he returned home, Coles immediately composed a letter to President James Monroe
requesting consideration as a replacement. “You must be aware,” wrote Coles, “that the
life I have led for many years past, whilst it disqualifies me in many respects for the
enjoyment of the dull pursuits of a Farmer, qualifies me in some degree, and has given me
a taste, for the sedentary occupation of the desk and of the bustling routine duties of an
office.” Given his experience in Washington City, Coles expressed the hope that Monroe
would agree he was well-suited for the post of Register of the Land Office at

Edwardsville.*

2Ninian Edwards to Edward Coles, January 18, 1818, Edward Coles Papers, CHS; Edward Coles
to James Monroe, October 11, 1818, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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To assure the President that he possessed the knowledge necessary to fulfill the
duties of the office he requested, Coles also revealed that “I have been almost incessantly
moving to and fro examining the different parts of the Illinois Territory” and proclaimed
that he preferred the region “that [is] watered by the Sangamon river.” Yet, because the
land in the Sangamon region remained unorganized, he had “been induced to purchase
4000 acrés in small tracts” in the Military Bounty Tract. Until the land along the
Sangamon River beéam’e available and as long as the Military Bounty Tract remained
unimproved, Coles also declared that he planned “to settle . . . in the neighbourhood of
Edwardsville.” By investing in land and declaring his intention to reside in the region,
Coles transformed himself from a visitor to a resident, a condition he intended to increase
his attractiveness as a candidate for the land office post.”

In January 1819, just three months after Coles returned from his western tour,
Monroe disclosed that Governor Edwards had recently visited and assured him that no
other applicant had been given the office Coles desired. Consequently, the President
promised to nominate him and instructed Coles to “confer with the Senators” to ensure his
success. Throughout the winter of 1819, Coles lobbied vigorously for the appointment.
The personal and political connections established during his earlier residence in the
nation’s capital proved invaluable. By early March 1819, the Senate confirmed his

nomination without hesitation and Coles’s anxiety over his future career plans was, at

SEdward Coles to James Madison, October 11, 1818, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.
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least, temporarily retieved.*

Secure in the knowledge that a potentially lucrative political appointment awaited
him in Illinois and under the impression that Illinois was a free state, Coles prepared to
resettle himself and the bound labors he planned to liberate in western Illinois. Over the
previous ten years he had struggled to come to terms with a personal conflict between his
desire to achieve distinction by serving his nation and his determination to honor his
convictions by emancipating the chattel property he iﬁherited from his father. When, in
1810, he was confronted with a choice between a career in Washington City and a new life
in the Old Northwest, Coles chose the former, believing that accepting the offer to serve
as President James Madison’s private secretary would provide him with the opportunity to
fulfill his generational obligation to facilitate the emergence of a stable republican social
order. Witnessing the divisive character of the Washington political community and the
potentially destructive impact of the persistence of slavery, however, Coles concluded that
he could not succeed if he remained east of the Appalachian Mountains His experiences
in the nation’s capital, then, had revealed just how elusive a harmonious republican social
order could be, and, consequently, Coles turned westward seeking a new environment
where he could contribute to the development of the ideal republican society he had felt

duty-bound to promote ever since his days as a young man in Williamsburg.

*Edward Coles to James Monroe, October 11, 1818, Edward Coles Collection, HSP; James
Monroe to Edward Coles, January 31, 1819, The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, PU. Coles received
his appointment on March 5, 1819. See E. B. Washburne, Sketch of Edward Coles, Second Governor of
Hlinois, and of the Slavery Struggle of 1823-4 (1882; reprint, New York: Negro University Press, 1969),
54.
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CHAPTER 3
“From slavery and poverty, to freedom and independence”.
Migration and Settlement on the Illinois Frontier

In early April 1819 Edward Coles and his bound laborers journeyed from
Pittsburgh to Harrod’s Creek, a settlement just ten miles above Louisville, Kentucky, by
floating down the beautiful Ohio River. Encountering a “good tide of water, and
remarkably fine weather,” they completed the first leg of their trip to Edwardsville, Ilinois
in just over nine days. As Coles explained to his mother, the “voyage has been very
agreeable, . . . but for the sickness of Tom & Emanuel,” two of the enslaved laborers he
depended upon to direct the crowded flatboats down the river. Left with only Ralph and
Robert to man the oars, he confessed that “I had to work hard the whole first week.”
Despite the inconvenience of laboring at the oars, however, Coles revealed that he still
accomplished the purpose of his journey, the emancipation of his chattel property. “Soon
after getting on board the boat,” he declared, “I called them all together, and told them . . .
that they were . . . free.” To Coles’s surprise, Ralph, the leader of the group, “appeared to
feel less than any of the others the value” of the right he had restored to them. Once Coles
announced his intention to provide each individual over the age of twenty-three with “160
acres of land,” however, Ralph “was more pleased.” Relieved that he had finally realized

his long-held determination to manumit his enslaved inheritance, Coles pledged to monitor
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“the recoiling effects of so . . . sudden a transition — from slavery and poverty, to freedom
and independence.”’

Like Coles, many of those who immigrated across the Appalachian Mountains in
the early nineteenth century assumed that the West would provide an environment where
they could preserve their freedom and independence. William Newnhan Bane, for
example, conducted a tour of western America in 1822 and concluded that “in the United
States man, instead of renting a farm, can, for a small sum of money become a respectable
landholder. . .. The emigrant,” he proclaimed, “becomes here independent.” Likewise,
Elias Pym Fordham, who settled in Illinois in 1817, rhapsodized that “the wilds of Illinois,
. . . are the fields of enterprise, the cradle of freedom, [and] . . . the place of refuge to the
oppressed.” Significantly, many Americans envisioned a West that preserved the freedom
of its inhabitants by excluding slavery. As early as 1784, Philip Freneau, one of America’s
most noteworthy early poets, wrote: “While virtue warms the generous breast, There
heaven-born freedom shall reside, . . . When man shall no longer crush, When Reason shall
enforce her sway, Nor these fair regions raise our blush, Where still the African complains,
And mourns his yet unbroken chains.” America’s republican experiment, according to
these observers, would be secured by a western region populated by a people who were

politically free and economically independent.”

'Edward Coles to Mother [Rebecca Tucker Coles), April 24, 1819, Edward Coles Collection,
Historical Society of Pennsylvania (hereafter HSP). For a more romantic rendering of the emancipation
scene, see Edward Coles, “Autobiography,” April 1844, and Edward Coles, “The Emancipation of His
Slaves, as Told by Him,” October, 1827, Edward Coles Collection, HSP.

*William Newnham Blane, An Excursion through the United States and Canada during the Years
1822-23 (London: Baldwin, Cradock, and Joy, 1824), 167; Elias Pym Fordham, Personal Narrative of
Travels in Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky and of a Residence in the lllinois
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Several post-revolutionary political leaders took this vision of the West a step
further. All three of Coles’s mentors, Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe, for example,
believed that the settlement and development of the West was essential to the survival of
the Union. From their perspective, the only way to prevent the disintegration of the nation
from within and the destruction of the Union from foreign threats was to forge strong
economic and social bonds between the Atlantic seaboard and the interior of the continent.
To accomplish their goal, these revolutionary leaders fashioned a western policy in the
1780s designed to ensure that the right kind of settlers tamed the wilderness, industrious
pioneers whose desire for independence and freedom would inspire them to move beyond
a mere subsistence and produce agricultural commodities for the market. Additionally, the
economic links created by the development of an internal market, they firmly believed,
would simultaneously preserve both the West and the nation. For Jefferson in particular,
the absence of slavery in the region north of the Ohio River was an essential component of
the nation’s emerging western policy; for only them would immigrants who possessed the

proper character move into the region.?

Country, 1817-1818, edited by Frederic A. Ogg (Cleveland: A. H. Clark Co., 1906), 187-88; Philip
Freneau, “On the Emigration to America,” (1784) in Giles Gunn, ed., Early American Writing (New
York: Penguin Books, 1994), 560-61.

*Peter S. Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of American Nationhood (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 2000), especially 53-79; James E. Lewis, Jr., The American Union and the
Problem of Neighborhood: The United States and the Collapse of the Spanish Empire, 1783-1829
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 12-14; Peter S. Onuf, Statehood and Union: A
History of the Northwest Ordinance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 1-20; Drew R.
McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1980), 121-22, 155-56. See also Eric Hinderaker, Elusive Empires: Constructing Colonialism
in the Ohio Valley, 1673-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Andrew R. L. Cayton,
The Frontier Republic: Ideology and Politics in The Ohio Country, 1780-1825 (Kent, OH: Kent State
University Press, 1997); Gregory H. Nobles, American Frontiers: Cultural Encounters and Continental
Conguest (New York: Hill and Wang, 1997); Reginald Horseman, The Frontier in the Formative Years,
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Edward Coles, then, immigrated to Illinois expecting to find the harmonious
republican society he had failed to find in Washington City and which Thomas Jefferson
had prophesied for the Old Northwest. The comBination of enterprising, but virtuous
small farmers, free labor, and the abundant availability of inexpensive land was supposed
to foster the emergence of an agrarian Republic that could withstand any threat and persist
indefinitely. As Register of the Land Office at Edwardsville, Coles intended to oversee the
fair and easy distribution of land to worthy settlers, to help construct the economic
foundation and communal character that would serve as the backbone of the nation’s
republican experiment. As a liberator, he planned to demonstrate that emancipation was
possible, and indeed practical. Additionally, as an advocate of equality, Coles expected to
prevent the region from being tainted with the stain of slavery, yet hospitable to a free
black presence. By settling on the frontier, he attempted to realize the republican vision
initially espoused by his Albemarle County neighbor, a Republic of farmers who relied on
their own labor and the efforts of their family members to sustain themselves and
simultaneously ensure the survival of the nation.

As early as 1815, however, Coles confessed to his family and friends that he
“anticipate[d] the many difficulties I shall have to encounter, not less from removing to a
new country & into a society so differently organized from that in which I have been
brought up,” but also as a result of “the taste & habits I have acquired by the kind of life I

have led for the last five or 6 years.” He recognized that the Old Northwest was relatively

1783-1815 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1970); and Jack Ericson Eblen, The First and
Second United States Empire: Governors and Territorial Government, 1784-1912 (Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 1968).
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sparsely settled, economically immature, and, most importantly, lacked the cosmopolitan
society he preferred. Still, he assumed that the very social skills and habits of civility he
had refined in Washington City would translate into public authority once he settled in
Illinois. More than anything else, his position as Register of the Land Office confirmed
this assumption. Like his previous experience as private secretary, Coles’s federal
appointment to oversee the sale of public land elicited the respect of both the region’s
ruling elite and ordinary farmers and ensured he would become as widely acquainted with
the inhabitants as he was with the land of Illinois.*

In many ways, however, Coles encountered a frontier community that was very
different from his expectations. Like the society he experienced in Washington City, the
political community Coles observed in Illinois was fractured and divisive, populated by
aspiring elites who formed personal bonds with the region’s leading men with the hope of
advancing their own interests. Perhaps most distressing, the Illinois he immigrated to in
1819 was far more similar to Virginia than any free state north of the Mason-Dixon Line.
Like the Old Dominion, Illinois contained a slaveholding elite who controlled most of the
political offices, a potentially expanding enslaved population, and a white majority with
strong anti-black prejudices. Additionally, the increasing prominence of the slavery issue
combined with growing dissatisfaction over the declining economic conditions occasioned
by the Panic of 1819 to exacerbate tension among the residents of the region. So, rather

than a harmonious republican society populated by free and independent citizens, Coles

“Edward Coles to Nicholas Biddle, April 8, 1815 and Edward Coles to R. S. M., March 31, 1815,
The Papers of Edward Coles, 1786-1868, Firestone Library, Princeton University (hereafter PU).
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joined a fractured community rife with competing interests, a society struggling to define
its character in much the same way the nation was doing as a whole.
* % %k %k %

In at least one way, Coles’s prediction that Illinois society would be differently
organized from what he was accustomed appeared accurate. The frontier society he
joined, and the community in Edwardsville in particular, was just as Coles had expected,
much more rural and rustic than the cosmopolitan cities he had experienced.

Edwardsville, the seat of government in Madison County, boasted a population of one
hundred and sixty-six and the surrounding countryside was similarly sparsely settled,
containing only 5,489 residents [See FIGURE 1]. Still, Madison County was the most
populated district in the state and Edwardsville among the region’s most developed towns.
By 1819, as Reverend Thomas Lippincott observed, Edwardsville was “the most noted
town. . . in Illinois.” Located just twenty-five miles east of St. Louis, Edwardsville
emerged as a major trading center on the eastern side of the Mississippi River after the
War of 1812. Along with a court house, land office, and Indian Agency, the town counted
several taverns, at least two stores, a hotel, several boarding houses, a printing office and
newspaper, a public bank, and a flour mill among its enterprises. Despite these potentially
lucrative businesses, the Edwardsville Coles encountered in the spring of 1819 lacked the

refined society and cosmopolitan social offerings he had become accustomed to in

Washington City, Philadelphia, and abroad.’

Reverend Thomas Lippincott, “Early Days in Madison County, No. 10,” 35-36, Thomas
Lippincott Papers, transcripts, Illinois State Historical Survey (hereafter ISHS). See also Ellen Nore and
Dick Norrish, Edwardsville, llinois: An Mlustrated History (St. Louis: G. Bradley Publishing, Inc., 1996),
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FIGURE 1

Ilinois Settlement Pattetn, 1820
(Source: Mlinois: Land and Life in the Prairie State. Edited by
Ronald E. Nelson. Dubugque, IA: Kendall/Hunt, 1928, 118.)
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8-34; W. T. Norton, Centennial History of Madison County, Illlinois and Its People, 1812-1912 (Chicago:
The Lewis Publishing Company, 1912), 497-502.
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The town’s prominent citizens, however, did have higher aspirations and
constantly worked to improve their community. In the summer of 1819, just after Coles
arrived, a group of residents organized a subscription library. In August of that year the
“Director” announced in the local newspaper that a collection of books purchased from
Boston had arrived and reminded those who had failed to pay their subscription that their
fee was due. That same year, the residents of the town formed a singiﬁg society, which
benefitted from the arrival of books for the library, for the newly-acquired collect.ion also
contained about three dozen of the “most choice selection of Music Books.” While no
common schools existed in Edwardsville when Coles arrived, Joshua Atwater taught
young people between 1818 and 1820. Madame Jerome, an old French resident, followed
Atwater’s efforts when she opened an academy for women, where she instructed students
in french, geography, history, drawing, arithmetic and needlework.®

Edward Coles supplemented these efforts within a few months of his arrival when
he organized the state’s first agricultural society. In an editorial penned by him under the
pseudonym “A Farmer of Madison County’ and published in the October 9, 1819 issue of
the Edwardsville Spectator, Coles declared that “the objects of the society would be

numerous. It would collect all the information the individual members possessed,” he

%Solon J. Buck, fllinois in 1818 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1967), 164-65 and 170-71.
The following books represent a selection of the works included in the collection: “American State Papers,
in 12 volumes; Adams’ Defense; Burns’s Poems; Blair’s Lectures; . . . Belknap’s American Biography; . .
. Cowper’s Homer, 4 volumes; . . . Ferguson’s Roman Republic; The Federalist; . . . Gibbon’s Rome, 4
volumes; . . . Jefferson’s Notes; . . . Marshall’s Life of Washington; . . . Ossian’s Poems; . . . Plutarch’s
Lives; . . . Ramsay’s Washington; Rob Roy; . . . Sterne’s Works, 5 volumes; Scott’s Works, 4 volumes; . .
. Shakespeare’s Plays, 6 volumes; . . . Volney’s America; Virginia Debates; . . . Wirt’s Life of Patrick
Henry; . . . Wealth of Nations; . . . [and] Zimmerman on National Pride.” On local schools, see Norton,
Centennial History, 501. ‘
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proclaimed, “as well as that derived from a correspondence with other agricultural
societies” and publish the material for “general information.” More importantly, the
members of the society would promote the introduction of “the most valuable farming and
garden seeds, and fruit trees; encourage and facilitate the introduction of the best breeds
of domestic animals, and supply premiums” for particularly praiseworthy agricultural
products. Morris Birkbeck, a friend of Coles’s from h13 tour in England and who had
settled in the eastern portion of the state in 1817, was elected Pfesident and Coles was
selected to serve as the organization’s vice-resident. Other prominent Madison County
residents, among them Thomas Lippincott, George Churchill, and Emanuel West, joined
the society and together these men sought to improve the agricultural economy of the
region.”

Within two years of his arrival in Edwardsville, Coles also witnessed the creation
of several other organizations, whose membership included many of the men he had
recruited to join the Illinois Agricultural Society. In the fall of 1821, a group of residents
announced the establishment of the “Illinois Association for the promotion of Economy.”
The association’s first publication encouraged “Persons who wish to live in a community
Jree of debt, and really independent, . . . to attend, and become members.” The members
of the group met regularly and discussed regional economic concerns, focusing on

transportation, trade, agricultural production, and land issues. That same fall the

™“To the Farmers of the State of Illinois,” signed “A Farmer of Madison County” [Edward Coles],
Edwardsville Spectator, October 9, 1819. See Coles’s clipping and notation of authorship in Edward
Coles, Commonplace Book, Volume VIII, 44, Edward Coles Collection, HSP. See also Theodore Calvin
Pease, The Frontier State, 1818-1848 (Springfield: Illinois Centennial Commission, 1918), 15-17.
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