
Ratifying the Constitution: 
December, 1787-May, 1790. 

The Constitution was adopted by the Philadelphia Convention on 
Saturday afternoon, September 15, 1789. The text was ordered 
engrossed and five hundred copies were ordered printed. The en­
grosser was Jacob Shallus, assistant clerk of the Pennsylvania As­
sembly, who penned the text, with beautiful regularity, on four 
huge sheets of parchment. Dunlap and Claypoole printed the re­
quired number of official copies. 

September 17 was the final day of the Convention. The precise 
order of the day's proceedings is not known. We do know that the 
engrossed text was read to the delegates, and that the ratio of 
representatives was changed from one for each forty thousand to 
one for each thirty thousand (Washington spoke from the floor for 
the first and only time favoring the change). Franklin's motion for 
the mode of promulgation "Done in Convention by the Unanimous 
consent ... ,"read by James Wilson, was accepted. The resolution 
of the Convention recommending the procedures for ratification 
was agreed to, the engrossed Constitution was signed, and Wash­
ington's letter of transmittal to the President of the Confederation 
Congress was prepared, probably written by Gouverneur Morris. 
At four in the afternoon, the Convention adjourned sine die. 

Washington confided to his rough diary the evening of that 
day: "The business being thus closed, the members adjourned to 
the City Tavern, dined together and took a cordial leave of each 
other. After which I returned to my lodgings ... and retired to 
meditate on the momentous work which had been executed ... " 

On September 18, secretary William Jackson left Philadelphia 
for New York City, carrying with him the engrossed Constitution 
and accompanying documents. These he delivered to the Confed­
eration Congress on September 20. The Constitution was read to 
the members that day, and Wednesday, September 26, was the 
day assigned for its consideration. It was debated September 26-
28 . Rhode Island was not represented and Maryland had only a 
single representative present. 

The Convention's message to the Congress had been: "Re­
solved, That, the preceding Constitution be laid before the United 
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States in Congress assembled, and that it is the Opinion of this 
Convention, that it should afterwards be submitted to a Convention 
of Delegates, chosen in each State by the people thereof, under 
the Recommendation of its Legislature, for their Assent and Rat­
ification . . . " 

Some delegates were, perhaps, impressed by the accompa­
nying letter of Washington applauding the Constitution, and others 
by the presumed harmony implied in the confirmation statement: 
"done in Convention by the Unanimous Consent of the States ... " 
Harmony did not prevail in the Confederation Congress when 
considering the Constitution. There were objections, prophesies, 
and questions: the Convention had exceeded its authority. The 
Constitution represented a new form of government, not an 
amendment to the Articles. The new instrument was dangerous 
to civil liberty. Could Congress alter the document before sending 
it on to the states, or let it travel with a set of proposed amend­
ments? In reality the Confederation Congress could only debate. 
There were not enough votes or conviction to amend. They were 
bound to send the document on to the states, which was done 
without recommendation, for Article VII had made ratification in­
dependent of the Congress. 

There were thirty-three members of the Confederation Con­
gress present when the Constitution was considered, ten of whom 
had attended the Constitutional Convention. Richard Henry Lee 
of Virginia, in a letter to Samuel Adams, October 27, complained: 
" ... it appeared to me an inconsistency that the same men should 
in New York review their own doings at Philadelphia . And this 
opinion was fully verified when the members of Convention came 
to Congress in such numbers with their own plan, that the vote 
of 3 states were Convention votes, 2 other divided by conventi­
oneers, and conventioneers mingled with many other states. It is 
sir most obvious, that the Constitution proposed by the Convention 
could not have a dispassionate and impartial consideration in Con­
gress." 

On September 28, Congress "Resolved unanimously ... " that 
the Constitution be transmitted to the thirteen state legislatures . 
Charles Thomson, in a circular letter dated September 28, sent 
printed copies to the executives of the states " ... in order that it 
may be submitted to a convention of delegates chosen in your state 
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by the people of the state in conformity to the resolves of the 
Convention, made and provided in that case ." The Constitution 
was thus dispatched on a road marked only with uncertainties. 
The states were the final judges. 

The struggle for ratification of the Constitution represents the 
first grass roots nation-wide political campaign in American his­
tory. It was waged through the press, at public and private meet­
ings, in conversation, up and down the Atlantic seaboard from 
NewHampshire to Georgia, at the cross roads and in the remote 
back country. Sometimes in bitter words, heated essays, ornate 
rhetoric, logical arguments, and occasionally in publications lacking 
in veracity,-most literate Americans were informed about the pro­
posed new instrument of government. The proponents of the Con­
stitution came to be called Federalists, and those opposed, 
Antifederalists . 

The Antifederalists objected to the Constitution on legal 
grounds: the Convention had been authorized to amend the Ar­
ticles of Confederation only. Furthermore, the Convention had 
proposed that the Confederation Congress and the state legislature 
be bypassed in favor of state ratifying conventions. That the Con­
stitution should become operative when only nine states ratified 
was a flagrant violation of the Articles, which required unanimous 
approval. 

Many of the Antifederalist spokesmen contended that the pro­
posed Constitution created a coercive government over individuals 
which would undermine and emasculate state government. The 
taxing power vested in Congress would be abused. The federal 
judiciary would undercut the prerogatives of the state courts. The 
congressional power to regulate commerce would be injurious to 
the interest of some states. Capital and industry would be pro­
moted at the expense of agriculture. 

The most effective argument the Antifederalists exploited in 
the war of words was the absence of a bill of rights in the Consti­
tution. They pointed out that the rights guaranteed in some state 
constitutions were lacking, such as freedom of speech and religion, 
and other time-honored rights. This was the objection most re­
peated, and resulted in early amendments to the Constitution un­
der the new government. 

The Federalists countered with arguments that the Constitu­
tion was the appropriate answer to the illnesses of government 
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under the Articles. An effective central government with authority 
to act directly upon the indiviudal, power to deal with national 
and interstate problems at home, and a government to protect the 
nation and command respect from foreign nations was an urgent 
necessity . 

From the vantage point of two hundred years, it is apparent 
that the proponents of the Constitution were better organized than 
the Antifederalists. The Federalists worked systematically to get 
their message to the people through formal committees and a chain 
of supporters throughout the country. There were about ninety­
five newspapers, mostly weeklies, published in thirteen states dur­
ing the years 1787 and 1788. Most of these, by reasons of conviction 
or opportunism, supported the Constitution. 

The Antifederalists lacked an effective national organization. 
Comparatively speaking, they had weak leadership. Their cause 
was clearly supported by only six newspapers: The Boston American 
Herald, Providence United States Chronicle, the New York Journal, the 
New Bern North Carolina Gazette, and two Philadelphia papers, 
Freeman's Journal and the Independent Gazetteer. 

The editors of The Documentary History of the Ratification of the 
Constitution, an indispensable source, tabulated the votes in the 
thirteen state conventions which considered the Constitution. They 
reported, 1,071 men voted for ratification and 577 against. (Vol. I 
Constitutional Documents and Records, 1776-1787, p. 25). 

It is interesting to note that the Constitution was debated by 
most people who were ignorant of the proceedings of the Consti­
tutional Convention. It can be reported that a deliberate strategy 
was employed by the parties to the controversy. The Federalists 
pressed for early state conventions, hoping for positive results 
which would snowball into ratification in at least nine states. The 
Antifederalists moved with caution and delay, hoping for a ground­
swell of opinion that would defeat ratification. Political prognos­
ticators of the day thought the Constitution would be won or lost 
in a few large states. If Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania 
and Virginia ratified, the other nine states would rush to comply. 

During a period of thirty-four days, December 7, 1787 through 
January 9, 1788, Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia and 
Connecticut ratified the Constitution. Between February 6, 1788 
and June 21, 1788, Massachusetts, Maryland, South Carolina, and 
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NewHampshire, the ninth state, ratified. Virginia ratified June 25, 
1788, followed by New York on July 26, 1788. North Carolina ratified 
on November 21, 1789. Reluctant and stubborn Rhode Island finally 
ratified May 29, 1790. 
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13 
Otis, Samuel A. 
Samuel A. Otis to Elbridge Gerry. New York, 2d Jany 1788 
Autograph letter signed. 4 p. Addressed to "The Honorable El­
bridge Gerry Esq Cambridge" 

Otis of Boston represented the state of Massachusetts in the 
Confederation Congress in 1787 and 1788. Gerry, signer of the 
Declaration of Independence, delegate to the Philadelphia Con­
vention, had refused to sign the Constitution. He became a bitter 
opponent of ratification. Although Otis differed with Gerry polit­
ically, the letter is friendly. Commenting on the progress of rati­
fication, Otis wrote: 

14 

I understand all the States South of this, Virginia excepted, 
either have, or will accede-If the E States had a propensity to 
be jealous, the eagerness, avidity, & illiberality of some of the 
States, in their mode of adoption, would have inspired it; How­
ever I hope nothing will prevent them, & especially Massachu­
setts, from discussing & determining the question, with that 
decorum & dignity of debate which have marked her public 
Councils; and that a fair majority will be submitted to, let the 
question be determined as it may. 

DELAWARE. RATIFICATION 

Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser. Monday, 
December 10, 1787 

A Philadelphia newspaper announced the ratification of the 
Constitution by the state of Delaware. 

Delaware has the honor of being the first state to ratify the 
new form of government. Thirty delegates, elected on November 
26, 1787, ten each representing the three counties of the state, met 
at Dover, December 3-7, and unanimously voted for adoption of 
the Constitution. There are no extant records of the debates in the 
convention, but it would appear that the Constitution was widely 
supported. The wording of the form of ratification would indicate 
general acceptance: 
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We the Deputies of the People of the Delaware State, in Con­
vention met. ... Have approved of, assented to, ratified, and 
confirmed, and by these Presents, DO, in virtue of the Power 
and authority to us given for that purpose, for, and in behalf 
of ourselves and our constituents, fully, freely, and entirely 
approve of, assent to, and ratify and confirm the said CON­
STITUTION. 

News of Delaware's action spread rapidly throughout the 
country via newspapers. 

PENNSYLVANIA. RATIFICATION 

15 
[Coxe, Tench] 
An examination of the Constitution for the United States of America, 
submitted to the people by the general Convention, at Philadelphia, the 
17th. day of September, 1787, and since adopted and ratified by the 
conventions of eleven states, chosen for the purpose of considering it, being 
all that have yet decided on the subject. By an American citizen. To which 
is added, a speech of the Honorable fames Wilson, esquire, on the same 
subject. 
Philadelphia: Printed by Zachariah Poulson, Junr. in Fourth Street, 
between Market and Arch Streets. MDCCLXXXVIII. 33 p. 

Coxe, the Philadelphia-born political economist, merchant, land 
speculator and public servant, was most active in support of the 
Constitution during the ratification period . An Examination consists 
of four letters on the subject of the Constitution designed to counter 
Antifederalist opposition, particularly in the back country of Penn­
sylvania, prior to the state convention. These four letters by Coxe 
were the first major defense of the Constitution to be published. 
One week after the release of the text of the Constitution to the 
public, Coxe, Benjamin Rush and James Wilson were appointed 
members "of the general federal committee of the state to carry 
the adoption of the federal constitution." Coxe took his assignment 
seriously. 

The first three numbers of Coxe's treatise on the Constitution, 
signed "An American Citizen," were printed in the Philadelphia 
Independent Gazetteer, September 26, 28, 29, 1787. The fourth letter 
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appeared in the same newspaper on October 24. The first three 
letters were also published in the September number of the Amer­
ican Museum (v. II, no. III, pp. 300-306, Philadelphia, 1787). The 
fourth letter appeared in the October number, pp. 387-391. The 
editors of The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Consti­
tution, volume XIII, Commentaries on the Constitution public and pri­
vate, volume 1, state that by December 10, 1787, the first letter was 
reprinted in 24 newspapers, the second in 19, the third in 17 and 
the fourth in 11 (p. 247). 

When published in pamphlet format, the essays were given 
descriptive headings: "On the Federal Government, and first on 
the safety of the people, from the restraints imposed on the Pres­
ident;" "On the safety of the people, from the restraints imposed 
upon the Senate;" "On the safety of the people from the nature 
of the House of Representatives;" "The security for national safety 
and happiness resulting from other parts of the federal govern­
ment." 

The speech of James Wilson, Scotland-born lawyer, political 
theorist, Congressman, land speculator and one who played a ma­
jor role in drafting the Constitution, occupies pages 25 to 33 of the 
pamphlet with the caption title: Substance of an address to a meeting 
of the citizens of Philadelphia: delivered, October sixth, MDCCLXXXVII, 
by the honorable James Wilson, esquire, one of the delegates from the state 
of Pennsylvania to the late Continental Convention . Wilson was an 
orator of great reputation and spoke for ratification, attempting to 
refute Antifederalist arguments which were beginning to circulate 
concerning the nature of the proposed Constitution. He declared 
in a grand predictive finale that "it is the BEST FORM OF GOV­
ERNMENT WHICH HAS EVER BEEN OFFERED TO THE 
WORLD." 

Wilson was the first Convention delegate to publicly defend 
the Constitution after adjournment of the Convention. The speech, 
given in the State House yard on October 6, was widely reprinted 
in the press of the day, appearing in 34 newspapers in 27 towns 
by December 29, 1787. It became the Federalist interpretation of 
the Constitution nation wide. 
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16 
Pennsylvania General Assembly. 
Proceedings and debates of the General Assembly of Pennsylvania. Taken 
in short-hand by Thomas Lloyd. Volume the first. 
Philadelphia. Printed by Daniel Humphreys, in Spruce-Street, near 
the Drawbridge, M,DCC,LXXVII. 143 p. 

This volume covers the debates in the Assembly from Septem­
ber 4 through 29, 1787. Thomas Lloyd, London-born, had settled 
in Philadelphia where he became a professional shorthand writer 
and teacher. The above volume is the first of four which he pub­
lished, on four sessions of the Pennsylvania Assembly, September 
4, 1787 to October 4, 1788. The first two volumes contain the debates 
over the calling of the state convention to consider the Constitution. 

Pennsylvania was the first state to call a convention to consider 
the Constitution, and the second state to ratify. Her actions at­
tracted national attention and the act of ratification gave momen­
tum to that movement nationwide. Ratification was accomplished 
by strong-arm action of the General Assembly and a highly orga­
nized propaganda campaign conducted by supporters of the Con­
stitution. The vote for ratification (46 for, 23 against) did not reveal 
the widespread opposition to the Constitution in the state. 

A strongly organized two-party system existed in Pennsyl­
vania at the time the Constitution was framed . The General As­
sembly was in session at the time the Constitutional Convention 
adjourned. A strong nationalist group which controlled the As­
sembly was determined to call a state convention to consider rat­
ification before adjournment. On September 18, the Constitution, 
and accompanying documents, was read to the Assembly and re­
corded in its journal. Before receiving officia!'instructions from the 
Confederation Congress (they were informed of procedures pri­
vately by an express rider from New York), the Assembly had 
pushed through resolutions calling for an election on November 6 
of delegates to a state convention to meet in Philadelphia on No­
vember 20 to consider the Constitution. Antifederalists in the As­
sembly sought to delay matters by absenting themselves so that a 
quorum could not be declared. The sergeant-at-arms was instructed 
to bring in absent members . With the assistance of a pro-Federalist 
mob, two members were forcibly brought in to the Assembly. They 
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were counted, a quorum was declared, and the Assembly passed 
resolutions calling a state convention. 

An energetic campaign was waged statewide for delegates. 
Sixty-nine delegates were elected, and two to one were Federalist. 
The state convention was in session for twenty-two days. The 
Constitution was ratified on December 12, by a vote of 46 to 23. 

17 
"The Address and Reasons of Dissent of the Minority of the Con­
vention of the State of Pennsylvania to their Constituents." The 
Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser, December 18, 1787. 

This "Dissent" was signed by twenty-one of the twenty-three 
members who voted against ratification in the Pennsylvania state 
convention. It is an important lament, thoughtfully written without 
venom, in which the published arguments against the Constitution 
are summarized. It also contains the objections to the Constitution 
articulated by the most vocal Antifederalists in the state convention. 
Included are the fifteen amendments proposed in the convention 
which the Antifederalists were unable to get into the record. 

An example of a growing demand in the state for amendments, 
"Dissent" served as a model for resisters in states yet to consider 
the Constitution. "Dissent" first appeared in The Pennsylvania Packet 
and circulated widely in the state and throughout the country in 
newspapers, broadsides and in pamphlet form. 

18 
Verfahren der Vereinigten Convention, gehalten zu Philadelphia, in dem 
Jahr 1787, und dem Zwolften Jahr der Americanischen Unabhangigkeit . 
Germantown: Gedruckt bey Michael Billmeyer [1787]. 16 p. 

The Pennsylvania Assembly, on September 24, 1787, directed 
that two thousand copies of the Constitution be printed in English, 
and one thousand copies in German, to be distributed throughout 
the state. Michael Billmeyer was the publisher of Die Germantauner 
Zeitung, a biweekly which supported the Federalist cause. 

The German language edition of the Constitution was a conces­
sion to the German population of the state, an estimated one-third 
of the state's population at that time. They represented a powerful 
force in state politics. Those who were delegates to the state con-
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vention were not a cohesive group, since some voted to ratify the 
Constitution and others voted against it . 

The strength of the German vote was demonstrated in the first 
Federal election, for it was decisive in electing John Peter Gabriel 
Muhlenberg, Daniel Heister, and Frederick Augustus Muhlenberg 
as Representatives to the first United States Congress. Frederick 
Muhlenberg led the ticket. 

19 
Pennsylvania. Convention 1787. 
Debates of the Convention, of the state of Pennsylvania, on the Constitution 
proposed for the government of the United States. In two volumes. Taken 
accurately in short-hand, by Thomas Lloyd. 
Printed by Joseph James, in Philadelphia, A.D. M.DCC.LXXXVIII. 
147, [3] p. 

Only one of the projected two volumes was published. The 
publication was strictly propaganda for the Constitution. It contains 
the major speeches of James Wilson in the convention and two 
short speeches of Thomas McKean. 

Tench Coxe distributed printed pages before the volume was 
published . He wrote James Madison that he was sending sixty 
pages "which I am anxious to get into the hands of Mr. [Rufus] 
King for the use of the gentleman in the Massachusetts Conven­
tion ." 

The verso of the title page contains a notice of registration 
dated December 29, 1787. This is followed on p. [3] by a subtitle: 
The speeches of Thomas M'Kean & James Wilson, esquires; in which they 
have unfolded the principles of free government, demonstrated the superior 
advantages of the Constitution, and answered every objection hitherto 
suggested. Page [4] contains a notice "To the society for political 
enquiries in the city of Philadelphia ... " Pages [5]-19 contains the 
Constitution and accompanying documents. The debates begin on 
p. [21]. The last three pages contain an index and "Errata." 

NEW JERSEY. RATIFICATION 

20 
Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser. 
December 29, 1787. 
Contains news item announcing ratification in New Jersey. 
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New Jersey unanimously ratified the Constitution on Decem­
ber 18, 1787, the third state to do so. There was no organized or 
open resistance in the state against ratification. New Jersey ports 
could not compete against the great seaports of New York and 
Philadelphia, through which most foreign goods imported into the 
state came. This resulted in considerable import duties paid to her 
neighboring states. Citizens of New Jersey were also concerned 
about the public debt, of which some ten percent was owed by its 
residents. The state had consistently supported the movement to 
give more power to the Confederation Congress. The proposed 
Constitution gave the state what she desired in national govern­
ment: a Congress with power to regulate trade, collect taxes and 
pay off the national debt. 

The three newspapers published in the state-Elizabethtown, 
New-Jersey Journal , and Political lntelligencer, Brunswick Gazette and 
Weekly Monitor and The Trenton Mercury, and Weekly Advertiser­
supported the Constitution and published only a few scattered 
items criticizing the document. The Constitution was read to the 
Assembly on October 25, 1787. Numerous petitions favoring rati­
fication were sent to the legislature, and county meetings approv­
ing the Constitution were held before the legislature called for a 
state convention. 

On October 26, the Assembly unanimously adopted resolu­
tions calling for a state convention, and on October 29 the Council 
concurred with the Assembly action. Thirty-nine delegates, three 
from each of the thirteen counties, were elected November 27-
December 1. They assembled at Trenton in the Blazing Star Tavern 
on December 11 (one delegate did not attend by reason of family 
illness) and organized . The Constitution was discussed for three 
days, and on December 18, the thirty-eight delegates voted unan­
imously to ratify. 

GEORGIA. RATIFICATION 

21 
Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser. February 
11, 1788. 
Contains notice of Georgia ratification. 
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Georgia was the first Southern state to ratify the Constitution, 
the fourth state numerically to give its assent to the proposed new 
instrument of government. It was unanimously ratified in the state 
convention of December 31, 1787. Most historians agree that the 
danger from Indians, depreciated currency, and sluggish com­
mercial affairs were factors in the Georgia decision. Citizens of the 
state had less to fear from a strong national government than from 
their current ills. 

The Georgia Assembly, on October 26, 1787, called for a state 
convention to meet in Augusta on December 25 "to adopt or reject 
any part or the whole" of the Constitution. On December 28, a 
quorum was present and the convention organized. The Consti­
tution was considered by paragraphs on December 29, and the 
convention adjourned. On Monday, December 31, the convention 
reassembled and the Constitution was unanimously adopted. Al­
though thirty-three delegates were elected, three each representing 
the eleven counties, no more than twenty-six attended any session. 
That number was present when the Constitution was adopted. 

CONNECTICUT. RATIFICATION 

22 
Hartford. The Connecticut Courant, and Weekly Intelligencer. Monday, 
October 1, 1787. 

Connecticut was the first New England state to call a conven­
tion to consider the Constitution. Numerically, it was the fifth state 
to ratify, doing so on January 9, 1788, by a vote of 128 to 40. 

The citizens of the state were well prepared to consider the 
Constitution, for the nine weekly newspapers then published in 
the state were pro-Federalist and published articles favoring the 
Constitution. By October 5, 1787, the text of the Constitution had 
been printed in seven state newspapers. The New-Haven Con­
necticut Journal published the text of the Constitution on September 
26, 1787. On September 27, the Norwich Packet carried the first of 
two installments of the Constitution. The same day, the Consti­
tution appeared in the New-Haven Gazette and The Connecticut Mag­
azine. The New London Connecticut Gazette published the first 
installment on September 28. Three papers published the text of 
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the Constitution on October 1: Middletown Middlesex Gazette, Hart­
ford Connecticut Courant and Weekly Intelligencer and the Hartford 
American Mercury . 

Roger Sherman and Oliver Ellsworth, two of the state's del­
egates to the Constitutional Convention, reported by letter to Gov­
ernor Samuel Huntington on September 26, 1787, after their return 
from Philadelphia. The letter was then submitted to the General 
Assembly. It was their opinion that the Consitution would not 
create any fundamental change in government. Congress was given 
some additional powers, which were "especially defined, so that 
the particular states retain their Sovereignty in all other matters." 
This letter, and essays in the same tenor written by the two men, 
were widely published in Connecticut newspapers before the state 
convention met to consider the Constitution. 

On October 16, 1787, the legislature, the House and Council, 
concurred in resolutions calling for town meetings to elect dele­
gates, on November 12, to meet in convention at Hartford on Jan­
uary 3, 1788. The delegates convened at the State House and after 
organizing, moved to the First Church (North Meeting House) 
where the public was permitted to sit in the gallery. 

The convention resolved to consider the Constitution "by sin­
gle articles, sections, paragraphs, or detached clauses and sen­
tences as occasion might require." A total of 174 delegates had 
been elected at town meetings but only 168 voted-others being 
absent or ill. 

MASSACHUSETTS. RATIFICATION 

23 

Boston. The Massachusetts Centinel. Saturday, December 8, 1787. 

Newspapers in eighteenth century America were the major 
medium of communication. As an example, the above number of 
The Massachusetts Centinel contains the thirteenth number of The 
Federalist, a notice proposing Jonathan Mason as a candidate for 
the state ratifying convention and a list of delegates from Boston 
and fifteen other towns in the state. 
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24 
[Jackson, Jonathan] 
Thoughts upon the political situation of the United States of America, in 
which that of Massachusetts is more particularly considered with some 
observations on the Constitution for a federal government. Addressed to 
the people of the Union. By a native of Boston. 
Printed at Worcester, Massachusetts, by Isiah Thomas. 
M,DCC,LXXXVII. 209 p. 

Jackson favored the ratification of the Constitution because he 
thought it would bring a class of people back into authority ... 
"who, by nature, education, and good dispositions, are qualified 
for government." Nevertheless he stated, " ... the national House 
of Representatives will be at first too large -and hereafter, may 
be much too large to deliberate and to decide upon the best meas­
ures." He advocated a longer term for the president, naming George 
Washington as the best qualified person to serve as the first chief 
executive. 

"But notwithstanding these objections, and all that I have seen 
brought against it, this constitution is so much more perfect than 
any plan of government which has been before offered to any 
people ... we should be mad men not to accept it." 

25 
Massachusetts. Convention, 1788. 
Debates, resolutions and other proceedings, of the Convention of the Com­
monwealth of Massachusetts, convened at Boston, on the 9th of January, 
1788, and continued until the 7th of February following, for the purpose 
of assenting to and ratifying the Constitution recommended by the Grand 
Federal Convention. Together with the yeas and nays on the decision of 
the grand question. To which the Federal Constitution is prefixed. 
Boston: Printed and sold by Adams and Nourse, in the Court­
Street; and Benjamin Russell, and Edmund Freeman, in State-Street. 
M,DCC,LXXXVIII. 219 p. 

An analysis of the votes recorded in this publication reveals 
that the seacoast counties, with strong commercial interest, sup­
ported the Constitution with 102 votes for, 19 against. Non-coastal 
counties voted 60 for ratification, 128 against. Counties in the future 
state of Maine voted 25 for, 21 against ratification. 
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These Debates were recorded by printers representing Boston 
newspapers-Massachusetts Centinel and Independent Chronicle-and 
were reprinted from the newspapers. The Massachusetts legisla­
ture ordered an official edition printed in 1856. This volume con­
tains, in addition to the debates, the official journal and notes of 
the debates kept by Theophilus Parsons, a delegate to the state 
convention and later chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme 
Court. 

The ratification process in the state of Massachusetts was viewed 
with anxiety by supporters of the Constitution throughout the na­
tion. Massachusetts was a key state and it was thought that actions 
there might determine the ultimate fate of the Constitution. The 
struggle was hard, bitter, and characterized by wild rumor and 
allegations of corrupt behavior. Benjamin Russell, in his Boston 
Massachusetts Centinel on September 26, 1787, published the Con­
stitution, and within ten days all the newspapers of the state had 
done so. Most Massachusetts newspapers favored ratification. 

The House and Senate of the Massachusetts General Court 
concurred on a resolution of October 25, 1787, calling for a state 
convention to meet in Boston January 9, 1788. An attempt was 
made by opponents of the Constitution to change the place of 
meeting to some other town, but it failed to pass. Elections for 
delegates were held between November 19, 1787 and January 7, 
1788. The towns and districts were entitled to elect as delegates 
the same number of men as they had representatives in the General 
Court. There were 364 delegates representing 318 towns elected. 
Most of them came to the convention uninstructed. Forty-six towns, 
mostly in the District of Maine, sent no delegates. There was not 
a hall in Boston with adequate seating for the large delegation, so 
the convention met in a meeting-house on Long Lane (later re­
named Federal Street). By public subscription, stairs were built and 
seats provided for several hundred spectators. So great was the 
interest that a press gallery was also provided. 

The convention which met at Boston, January 9-February 7, 
1788, was the largest state delegation to consider the Constitution. 
Initially there was strong opposition to ratification, so that accord­
ing to observers, had a vote been taken immediately the Consti­
tution would have been defeated. The Federalist strategy was to 
delay and debate, and finally they were forced to make concessions. 
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They proposed that first the Constitution be ratified, following 
which the convention would recommend amendments to it. Gov­
ernor John Hancock, elected president of the convention but con­
fined to his bed by a convenient attack of gout, was selected to 
make the proposal. Hancock was trusted and admired in the state 
and had not yet declared himself on the Constitution. Furthermore, 
he would bring with him votes in support of ratification. There 
was an attractive inducement: "We told him, if Virginia does not 
unite, which is problematical, he is considered the only fair can­
didate for President" (Rufus King to Henry Knox, February 1, 
1788). 

Hancock appeared dramatically before the convention swad­
dled in flannels. On January 31, 1788, he proposed amendments, 
as if they were his own, and assured the convention they would 
be speedily forthcoming once the Constitution had been ratified. 
Opposition crumbled . The Antifederalists made a last stand by 
offering a motion to adjourn in order to give the towns an oppor­
tunity to discuss the amendments, but it was defeated. On Feb­
ruary 6, 1788, the Constitution was ratified by the narrow margin 
of 187 to 168. Nine delegates were absent when the vote was taken. 
Massachusetts was the sixth state to vote for the Constitution. 

The nine amendments recommended to the Constitution were 
largely written by Theophilus Parsons, delegate to the convention 
and later chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court. Mas­
sachusetts was the first state to ratify and at the same time to 
propose amendments. This set a pattern for the states that fol­
lowed. All, except Maryland and Rhode Island, were to ratify and 
simultaneously propose amendments. 

26 
[Warren, Mercy Otis] 
Observations on the new Constitution and on the foederal and state con­
ventions. By a Columbian patriot. 
Boston printed, New-York reprinted, M,DCC,LXXX,VIII. 22 p . 

Mrs. Warren, historian, poet, dramatist, strongly opposed the 
ratification of the Constitution. She criticized the "partizans of 
monarchy" and wrote of the Federalists and their "fraudulent de­
signs." The pamphlet was first published in February, 1788, soon 
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after Massachusetts had ratified the Constitution. It was reprinted 
in New York and was widely circulated in the state: "a well corn­
posed piece, but in a stile too sublime and florid for the common 
people in this Part of the Country. " 

Warren was familiar both with the proposed Constitution and 
the literature which circulated during the period of ratification: 
"Massachusetts assent to the ratification of a Constitution, which, 
by the undefined meaning of some parts, and the ambiguities of 
expression in others, is dangerously adapted to the purposes of an 
immediate aristocratic tyranny ... " 

She described some eighteen objections to the Constitution, 
which included the absence of provision for liberty of the press 
and relgious liberty. She decried the absence of limitation on the 
service of elected office-holders: "A senate chosen for six years, 
will in most instances be an appointment for life ... " Provisions 
for the army and militia were not satisfactory. The attempt to pro­
vide a single legislature for such a large territory would not operate 
satisfactorily. She also objected to the mode of ratification. Above 
all, Mrs. Warren feared that the Constitution, which she called 
"this many-headed monster," would destroy state government. 

Evans, 21111 and 21112, mistakenly attributed this diatribe to 
Elbridge Gerry. Charles Warren in "Elbridge Gerry, James Warren, 
Mercy Warren and the Ratification of the Federal Constitution in 
Massachusetts," correctly identified the author as Mercy Warren. 
Massachusetts Historical Society Proceedings, 64 (1931): 143-164. 

27 
The Constitution or frame of government, for the United States of America. 
[Printed by Thomas and John Fleet, in Boston. 1788]. Caption title. 
23 p . 

The pamphlet contains the Constitution, the printed list of the 
signers, the Convention resolution, Washington's covering letter 
to the Confederation Congress, the resolution of Congress for­
warding the Constitution to the states, the resolution of the General 
Court of Massachusetts calling the state convention, the form of 
ratification, and the amendments proposed by the state. 

The Massachusetts convention recommended nine articles of 
amendment to the Constitution. The first one, " That it be explicitly 
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declared that all powers not expressly delegated by the aforesaid 
Constitution, are reserved to the several states, to be by them 
exercised," became the Tenth Amendment. The sixth recommen­
dation, the right to grand jury indictment, became the Fifth Amend­
ment. The eighth recommendation, providing for jury trial in civil 
cases, became the Seventh Amendment. Theophilus Parsons, del­
egate to the convention, drafted most of the recommended amend­
ments. 

MARYLAND. RATIFICATION 

28 
Martin, Luther 
The genuine information delivered to the legislature of the state of Mary­
land , relative to the proceedings of the general Convention, lately held at 
Philadelphia; by Luther Martin, esquire, attorney-general of Maryland, 
and one of the delegates in the said Convention. Together with a letter to 
the han. Thomas C. Deye, speaker of the House of Delegates , an address 
to the citizens of the United States, and some remarks relative to a standing 
army, and a bill of rights. 
Philadelphia; printed by Eleazer Oswald, at the Coffee-House, 
M,DCC,LXXXVIII. VIII, 93 p. 

Martin, attorney general of Maryland, was one of the state's 
delegates to the Constitutional Convention and one of the leading 
lawyers of the time. He participated frequently in the debates in 
Philadelphia wanting a stronger central government without de­
creasing the power of the states. He was a vigorous opponent of 
a strong executive and a large standing army. He thought a Bill of 
Rights should be prefixed to the Constitution. He was absent when 
the Philadelphia Convention adjourned and did not sign the Con­
stitution. 

The above pamphlet is an enlarged and rearranged version of 
his report to the Maryland House of Delegates, given on November 
29, 1789. It was first published in the Baltimore Maryland Gazette 
in twelve installments between December 28, 1787 and February 
8, 1788. When published in the newspaper, the speech was entitled 
"Mr. Martin' s Information to the House of Assembly." The news-
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paper installments were widely reprinted in the press in Massa­
chusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and SouthCarolina. 

Eleazer Oswald of the Philadelphia Independent Gazetteer an­
nounced the publication of the pamphlet on April12, 1788 as " just 
published." 

Following the successful action in Massachusetts, the drama 
of ratification shifted southward where Maryland, South Carolina, 
Virginia and North Carolina had yet to stage their political pro­
ductions. The convention in Maryland was the first of the four to 
meet. It was thought that the results there would foretell results 
in other southern states . Washington wrote letters to Marylanders 
warning that if the state rejected the Constitution, it would be 
defeated in Virginia: even "an adjournment would be tantamount 
to a rejection of the Constitution. " Initially, the newspapers pub­
lished in Baltimore and Annapolis were politically circumspect. 
Many of the state's leading men were opposed: Luther Martin and 
John Francis Mercer, who had left the Philadelphia Convention 
before adjournment, two former governors, William Paca and 
Thomas Johnson, and Samuel Chase. If there was an organized 
strategy of those who opposed the Constitution, it was to delay 
and avoid a final ratification by seeking a temporary adjourmment 
until Virginia had acted. 

The people of Maryland had considerable time to ponder the 
Constitution, for the state's newspapers published many news items 
relating to it. Four of the state's delegation to the Constitutional 
Convention: James McHenry, Daniel of St. Thomas Jenifer, Daniel 
Carroll (the three had signed the Constitution) and Luther Martin, 
who left before adjournment, appeared before the House on No­
vember 29, 1787, and gave "information on the proceedings" at 
Philadelphia. The remarks of Luther Martin, leading Antifederalist, 
are the only record of the speeches. 

On November 27, 1787, the House of Delegates adopted res­
olutions calling for election of delegates to the state convention. 
The Senate concurred on the resolutions on December 1, 1787. The 
election consumed three days beginning April 7, 1788. Four del­
egates were elected from each of the eighteen counties and two 
each from Annapolis and Baltimore. A total of seventy-six delegates 
were elected, but two did not attend the convention due to illness. 
Antifederalists carried only the counties of Anne Arundel, Balti-

37 



more, and Hartford, a total of twelve delegates . All delegates were 
instructed. 

The convention met at Annapolis April 21-29, and much of 
the week was spent in organizing and waiting for Antifederalist 
leaders (Luther Martin, Samuel Chase and William Paca) to appear. 
Most of the debate was by Antifederalists. Federalists had the vote 
and remained silent. On April 26, the convention ratified the Con­
stitution by a vote of 63 to 11. The seventh state had joined the 
Union! William Paca, for the minority, tried on two occasions to 
propose amendments but both efforts failed . 

Thomas Lloyd, Philadelphia shorthand reporter, recorded the 
debates in the Maryland convention but they were never published. 
It was rumored that Maryland Federalists defrayed his expenses, 
thinking that the predominantly Antifederalist arguments in the 
convention would serve no constructive purpose if broadcast in 
print. 

SOUTH CAROLINA. RATIFICATION 

29 
Constitution of the United States of America, as proposed by the Federal 
Convention. 
Charleston: Printed by Bowen, Yandle & Andrews, Franklin's Head 
No. 31, Bay [1788]. Broadside. 

This is a copy of the Constitution made available to delegates 
in the South Carolina convention to consider ratification. The un­
known delegate who received this copy wrote on the verso of the 
sheet: "The Federal Constitution that I received from the Conven­
tion of So Carolina - May lOth, 1788." 

The main objections to the Constitution in South Carolina sur­
faced in the House of Representatives, January 16-18, 1788, during 
discussion over the calling of a state convention to consider rati­
fication. Ex-Governor Rawlins Lowndes, aided by Thomas Sumter, 
James Lincoln, and Aedanus Burke, spent three days denouncing 
various provisions of the Constitution. Lowndes, in particular, 
wanted a second convention to remedy defects. The Federalist 
replies to criticisms were given by John Rutledge, Charles Pinck­
ney, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, and Pierce Butler. All had been 
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delegates to the Constitutional Convention and had signed the 
document. On January 19, the House voted unanimously for a 
state convention. 

The opposition came mainly from back-country legislators who 
next attempted to move the site of the state convention from 
Charleston to some other place. Their motion lost 76 to 75. The 
back-country was inadequately represented by terms of the state 
constitution of 1778. The region contained eighty percent of the 
state's white population but had only seventy-six of 202 seats in 
the House and eleven of twenty-nine in the Senate. Charleston 
was resented for its wealth and aristocracy and feared as a known 
center for strong advocacy of the Constitution. 

Elections for the state convention were held April 11 and 12. 
Two hundred and thirty-six delegates were elected but fourteen 
did not attend. A Federalist majority was returned. The convention 
met at Charleston May 12-24, 1788. Antifederalists had lost their 
most forceful leader when Rawlins Lowndes refused to serve as a 
delegate. A final attempt, however, was made by the Antifeder­
alists when they introduced a motion for adjournment until Oc­
tober, but it failed to carry. The news of ratification in Maryland 
reached the convention, and was a crushing blow to Antifederalist 
hopes. On May 23, the delegates voted 149 to 73 to ratify the 
Constitution. The eighth state had joined the Union! As a sop to 
the opposition, recommendatory amendments to the Constitution 
were accepted by the convention. 

Charleston and the coastal parishes were overwhelming in 
their Federalist support. Antifederalist Aedanus Burke, delegate to 
the state convention representing Lower District between Broad 
and Saluda Rivers, summarized his conception of the sad plight of 
the opposition in a letter to John Lamb, June 23, 1788: 

It is now unnecessary perhaps to state to you the different 
causes, whereby the new plan has been carried in South Car­
olina, notwithstanding 4/5 of the people do, from their souls 
detest it . I am convinced , from my knowledge of the country, 
that I am rather under than over that proportion .... We had 
no principle of concert or union, while its friends and abettors 
left no expedient untried to push it forward . All the rich, leading 
men, along the seacoast and rice settlements, with few excep­
tions, lawyers, pysicians [!] and divines, the merchants, me-
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chanicks, the populace, and mob of Charleston. I think it worthy 
of observation that not a single instance in So. Carolina of a 
man former ly a Tory, or British adherent, who is not loud and 
zealous for the new Constitution. From the British Consul (who 
is the most violent man I know for it) down to the British 
scavenger, all are boisterous to drive it down. Add to this the 
whole weight and influence of the press was in that scale. Not 
a printing press, in Caro lina, out of the city. The printers are, 
in general, British journeyman , or poor citizens, who are afraid 
to offend the great men, or merchants, who could work their 
ruin. Thus, with us, the press is in the hands of a junto, and 
the printers, with most servile insolence di scourage opposition, 
and pushed forward publica tions in its favour; for no one wrote 
aga inst it. 

Members of the Convention viz. 
[Charleston, 1788] Broadside 

This broadside contains the names and parishes represented 
by the delegates elected to the South Carolina convention which 
ratified the Constitution. The copy belonged to an unidentified 
delegate to the convention, who wrote on the verso of the sheet: 
"Members of the Convention of So . Carolina for the Ratification 
of the Federal Constitution May 12th 1788. " The broadside contains 
the names of 263 delegates. The unknown delegate wrote in the 
left margin: "N.B. Those names marked thus j were in favour of 
the ratification those marked + against it." The delegate was at­
tentive, for on May 26 he correctly recorded the vote - 149 for, 
73 against. 

The names of those delegates lined through or not marked as 
voting represented the absent members, with the exception of Gov­
ernor Thomas Pinckney. He was the presiding officer, present but 
not voting. 

NEW HAMPSHIRE. RATIFICATION 

31 
The Constitution of the United States, as recommended to Congress the 
17th of September, 1787. By the Federal Convention. 
Portsmouth: New Hampshire, printed by John Melcher, 1787. 16 
p. 
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The New Hampshire legislature, in its special session of De­
cember, 1787, authorized the printing of four hundred copies of 
the above Constitution for distribution to town meetings. The act 
of the legislature stipulating representation to the convention and 
voter qualifications for delegates is printed on page sixteen: 

That the qualifications of Delegates to the Convention, be the 
same as the qualifications of Respresentatives to the General 
Court, excepting that which is called the exclusion bill, shall 
have no effect in the choice of Delegates .... Such towns as 
are not classed with any other town or towns, or have not liberty 
by themselves to send Representatives to the General-Court 
may each send one Delegate to said Convention. 

The ninth state in sequence, New Hampshire ratified the Consti­
tution on June 21, 1788. Two sessions of the state convention were 
necessary before results were achieved. 

John Sullivan, President of the state and an enthusiastic sup­
porter of the Constitution, called a special session of the legislature 
on December 5, 1787 to plan for a convention. A week passed 
before a quorum was present. Resolutions were adopted on De­
cember 14 calling for a state convention to meet at Exeter on Feb­
ruary 13, 1788 to consider the Constitution. During the period 
December 31, 1787 to February 12, 1788, a total of 113 delegates 
from 175 towns were elected. A majority of the delegates had been 
instructed to vote against the Constitution by the towns which 
elected them. Joshua Atherton, an Amherst lawyer who wanted 
prior amendments to the Constitution, particularly one prohibiting 
the slave trade, was the forceful leader of the Antifederalists. 

The Federalists were shocked when the convention first met 
at Exeter, for they had overwhelming support from the press and 
were misinformed by observers that ratification would be a mere 
formality. The Constitution was debated for nine days, and had a 
vote been taken would have been defeated. Supporters of the Con­
stitution agreed that the proper strategy was to adjourn and con­
duct an active and forceful educational campaign. John Langdon, 
signer of the Constitution, introduced a motion to adjourn the 
convention until June. The motion carried, 56 to 51, and the first 
session of the convention adjourned February 22. 

The second session of the convention was held at Concord, 
June 18-21. Between sessions, a number of towns had reversed 
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their positions as a result of pressure from Federalists, and a few 
delegates gave up their opposition. On June 21, a motion was 
approved to ratify the Constitution 57 to 47. Before ratification, 
twelve proposed amendments were approved and nine of these 
were adopted, verbatim, from the amendments proposed in the 
Massachusetts state ratifying convention. 

Much of the oppositon to the Constitution in NewHampshire 
came from the central part of the state and isolated, agriculturally 
self-sufficient towns where small freeholders predominated. Those 
with mercantile interests, shipping and trading, lawyers, physi­
cians, and security holders and orthodox clergy (Congregational­
ists) were mostly Federalists. 

32 

Knox, Henry 

Henry Knox to Arthur St. Clair. New York, July 3, 1788. 

Autograph letter signed. 2 pages. 

Secretary of War Knox wrote to St. Clair, recently appointed 
Governor of the Northwest Territory, commenting on the ratifi­
cation process: 

I rejoice my dear sir in having the pleasure of congratulating 
you on the adoption of the Constitution by ten States . In Vir­
ginia the business has been highly interesting and critical, and 
finally succeeded by a majority of ten - In New Hampshire 
the majority eleven. The latter passed it on Saturday the 21th 
and Virginia on Wednesday the 25th. Ultimo. The joy which 
these events have given is not easily to be described. The Con­
vention of this State are setting- The Majority decidedly against 
it 44, to the minority of 19 in favor- We have not had time 
yet to know whether the adoption of New Hampshire and 
Virginia will make any alteration in the sentiments of the Ma­
jority. -It is supposed otherwise- and that the Convention 
will stipulate for amendments previous to the adoption and 
then adjourn to a distant day- Congress will immediately pass 
the necessary acts for organizing the Constitution. 

42 



VIRGINIA. RATIFICATION 

33 
Randolph, Edmund 
A letter of his excellency Edmund Randolph, esquire, on the Federal Con­
stitution. Richmond, October 10, 1787. 
[Richmond, 1787] 16 p. Caption title from p. [4]. 

Randolph, lawyer, governor of Virginia, secretary of state and 
influential member of the Constitutional Convention, was one of 
three who refused to sign the completed document. While he called 
for a powerful central government, he believed that the Consti­
tution as finally approved did not protect the interests of Virginia, 
or provide enough safeguards for the rights and liberties of the 
people. He advocated state conventions that would recommend 
amendments to a second constitutional convention. He believed 
that unless amended, the government would end in monarchy or 
aristocracy. 

The letter was written to inform the Virginia legislature, ex­
plaining why he had not signed the Constitution, but was only 
made available to the public when published in this pamphlet late 
in December 1787. It is interesting to note that Randolph as a 
delegate to the Virginia convention in June, 1788, was in favor of 
the Constitution, speaking frequently and voting for ratification 
without prior amendments. One passage in the letter reveals, per­
haps, much about Randolph's character and feelings about the 
Constitution: "These were my opinions, while I acted as a Delegate; 
they sway me, while I speak as a private citizen. I shall therefore 
cling to the union, as the rock of our salvation, and urge Virginia 
to finish the salutary work, which she has begun. And if after our 
best efforts for amendments they cannot be obtained ... I will as 
an individual citizen, accept the constitution; because I would reg­
ulate myself by the spirit of America." 

The letter was reprinted, without the preface, in the Richmond 
Virginia Independence Chronicle, January 2, 1788 as well as in two 
installments in the Richmond Virginia Gazette and Weekly Advertiser 
of January 3, and 10, 1788. Outside the state, it was reprinted in 
a least sixteen newspapers. 

The publication of Randolph's letter was brought about by four 
members of the Virginia House of Delegates who wrote Randolph 
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on December 2, 1787, requesting the letter and permission to pub­
lish it. Page [1] of the pamphlet contains a preface, "To the Printer," 
signed by the four legislators: "M. Smith, Charles M. Thruston, 
John H. Briggs, Mann Page, jun." Page [2] contains the letter, by 
the four legislators, requesting permission to publish along with 
Randolph's reply dated December 10, 1787. It is not known if the 
pamphlet was printed with a title page, nor who printed it. Two 
printers in Richmond who were the likely candidates were John 
Dixon, publisher of the Virginia Gazette and Independent Chronicle, 
and Augustine Davis of the Virginia Independent Chronicle. 

The fate of the Constitution in Virginia was of immense interest 
throughout the country. One-fifth of the population of the nation 
resided in her territory, stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Mississippi River. Her refusal to ratify would have been a serious 
blow to the new nation. It was a tantalizing question whether the 
new nation could have survived without Virginia in the union. 
Furthermore, the action in Virginia would have serious impact on 
the states which had yet to ratify: New York, North Carolina and 
Rhode Island. Ratification on June 25, 1788 by a narrow margin of 
89 to 79, doomed the hopes of many Antifederalists and ended 
majority resistance to the Constitution. The tenth state had joined 
the Union. 

On October 31, 1787, a resolution for a state convention passed 
in the General Assembly unanimously . It was a serious tactical 
error for the opponents of the Constitution in the Assembly not to 
protest at the time . Elections for delegates to the convention were 
held March 3-31, 1788. In the months previous to the elections, the 
voters east of the Blue Ridge were submitted to a barrage of prop­
aganda both for and against the Constitution in the newspapers 
and in circulated pamphlets. One hundred and seventy delegates 
were elected to represent counties, cities, towns and corporations, 
which included fourteen from the District of Kentucky. 

The Convention met in Richmond June 2-27, 1788. June 4 was 
the first day of full debates. Until the vote on June 25, the merits 
and defects of the Constitution were debated with force, logic, 
eloquence, and bitterness by most of the prominent political minds 
of the state in the greatest forensic battle of the ratification period. 
Antifederalist leaders were Patrick Henry, George Mason, and Ri­
chard Henry Lee. Supporting the Constitution were Edmund Ran-
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dolph, James Madison, John Marshall, George Wythe and others. 
The main issue in the convention was amendments, prior or sub­
sequent to ratification. Henry supported amendments prior to rat­
ification, but his motion on June 25 to that effect was defeated 82 
to 80. On the same day, following the defeat of Henry's motion, 
the motion to ratify passed, 89 to 79, two delegates abstaining. The 
vote cut across political, social and economic lines and obviates 
any plausible generalizations. Perhaps, as has been suggested, it 
was indeed a contest between the rival influences of two Virginia 
giants: George Washington and Patrick Henry. 

On June 27, a committee reported twenty articles of a decla­
ration of rights and twenty other proposed amendments to the 
Constitution which were agreed to by the convention. The decla­
ration of rights was the first state proposal for a bill of rights. Every 
specific guarantee for the protection of individual rights in the 
Virginia declaration of rights was later included in the federal Bill 
of Rights, with the exception of a provision exempting conscien­
tious objectors from an obligation personally to bear arms. 

34 
Madison, James 
James Madison to George Washington. Richmond June 25 [1788] 
Autograph letter signed. 1 page. 

This letter is docketed in Washington's hand on the verso. At 
Mount Vernon, Washington anxiously awaited the results from the 
Virginia convention, which was considering the Constitution. Mad­
ison was a delegate . 

On the question today for previous amendments the vote stood 
80 ays- 88 noes- On the final question the ratification passed 
89 ays- 79 noes. Subsequent amendments will attend the act; 
but are yet to be settled. The temper of the minority will be 
better known tomorrow. The proceedings have been without 
flaw or pretext for it; and there is no doubt that acquiescence 
if not cordiality will be maintained by the unsuccessful party. 
Two of the leaders however betray the effect ot the disappoint­
ment, so far as it is marked in their countenances. 
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In haste yours 
Js. Madison Jr. 



35 
Debates and other proceedings of the Convention of Virginia, convened at 
Richmond, on Monday the 2d day of June, 1788, for the purpose of de­
liberating on the Constitution recommended by the Grand Federal Con­
vention. To which is prefixed, the Federal Constitution. 
3 volumes. The imprint on volume 1 reads: Petersburg: Printed by 
Hunter and Prentis. M,DGC,LXXXVIII [i.e. 1788] The volume num­
ber is only indicated on Errata, p. 194. Volume II imprint reads: 
Petersburg: Printed by William Prentis, M,DCC,LXXXIX. Volume 
III imprint reads: Petersburg: Printed by William Prentis, 
M,DCC,LXXIX. The volumes are separately paged. 

The records of the debates in the Virginia convention are the 
most complete of any of the state ratifying conventions. David 
Robertson, professional shorthand expert, was retained to record 
the proceedings. On the final page of volume III, he complained 
that his seat was " ... in the Gallery, a situation remote from the 
speakers, where he was frequently interrupted by the noise made 
by those who were constantly going out and coming in ... that 
he must have lost some of the most beautiful periods and best 
observations of the different speakers ... " 

If one seeks to understand clearly the positions of both the 
supporters and opponents of the Constitution, these Debates will 
be of great assistance. Some of the greatest political minds of the 
time were delegates to this convention, defending their views log­
ically and sometimes brilliantly. 

36 
Dane, Nathan 
Nathan Dane to Elbridge Gerry. New York June 12, 1788 
Autograph letter signed. 2 pages. 

Dane opposed the Constitution in the debates in the Confed­
eration Congress in September, 1787, on transmitting the Consti­
tution to the states. His letter relates to the Virginia and New York 
conventions. Gerry was a delegate to the Constitutional Conven­
tion from Massachusetts but refused to sign the document. 

I have this day received a letter from Colo. Grayson dated the 
4th. instant the substance of which he requested me to inform 
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you of- saying he had not time to write you, and requesting 
you will not let his name be quoted in the news papers- "the 
Convention met" he writes, and unanimously elected Ed. Pen­
dleton Presidt- the debates began the 4th. no question taken 
indicative of Superiority on either side- agreed to go through 
the Constitution- the numbers were as nearly equal as pos­
sible- but Govr. Randolph to day declared in favor of adopting 
the Constitution - the district of Kentucky is against the Con­
stitution - and if the 4 counties on the Ohio between the 
Pennsyla. line & Big Sandy Creek Join in the opposition the 
Constitution cannot be adopted. Nothing very material has oc­
cured here - it seems to be agreed by both parties in New 
York, that 46 members chosen are against the Constitution and 
19 for it. 

The Grayson who supplied the information for Dane's letter 
was William Grayson, who represented Virginia in the Confed­
eration Congress from 1785 to 1787. He was a delegate to the 
Virginia convention who voted against ratification of the Consti­
tution. 

NEW YORK. RATIFICATION 

37 
To the Tenants of the County of Albany 
[Albany? 1788] Broadside 

This broadside, from a presumed tenant farmer, circulated in 
Albany County, New York, prior to the election for delegates to 
the state convention to consider the Constitution. 

If you wish the establishment of a national government with 
powers to usurp and destroy your constitutional rights and 
liberties; - Then go and give your votes for the establishment 
of this New Constitution. If you wish the proposed Constitution 
properly amended before it is adopted - Then let us join our 
interest in voting for such persons, whose sentiments and prin­
ciples agree with our own. 

Most of the delegates elected to the NewYork state convention 
who ratified the Constitution were in favor of increasing the power 
of the central government. The Federalists favored ratification as 
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the Constitution stood. The Antifederalists wanted amendments. 
The prolonged convention at Poughkeepsie from June 17 to July 
26, 1788, was primarily concerned with wording of ratification, 
whether it would be conditional depending upon amendments or 
ratification with recommendatory amendments. 

On January 31, 1788, the House passed a resolution without 
a recorded division of votes calling for election of delegates April 
29- May 2, to meet in Poughkeepsie on June 17. The Senate con­
curred on February 1 by a majority of four. New York was the most 
liberal of all the states in granting suffrage for election of convention 
delegates: "all free male citizens of the age of twenty-one years, 
and upwards, be admitted to vote, and that any person of that 
description be eligible." Voting for convention delegates in most 
of the other states was restricted to those who were qualified to 
vote for members of the lower house of the state legislatures. 

The campaign for convention delegates was extended over a 
period of several months, and began long before legislation was 
approved calling for the convention. When the results were tab­
ulated, it was revealed that the Federalists had elected only nine­
teen delegates from New York City and three counties. The 
Antifederalists carried nine counties, electing forty-six delegates. 

The delegates met at Poughkeepsie on June 17, organized, and 
elected Governor George Clinton president of the convention. On 
June 19, the debates began. More than half of the debates were 
carried on between Alexander Hamilton, Federalist, and Melancton 
Smith, Antifederalist. Robert Yates was the formal leader of the 
oppositon. 

The opposition wanted amendments prior to ratification, but 
failing that, they wanted conditional ratification. Compromises were 
made by both sides. In the end, a form of ratification was agreed 
upon containing "explanatory" amendments, "recommendatory" 
amendments, and a circular letter to all the states calling for a 
second convention. On July 26, the Constitution was ratified by a 
vote of 30 to 27. 

The New York form of ratification was unique, for prefixed to 
the instrument of ratification was an explanatory statement, really 
intended amendments, which is referred to as a bill of rights. The 
substance of these were similar to those recommended by the Vir­
ginia ratifying convention. There were 23 unnumbered articles in 
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the New York bill of rights. The sixth article became the due process 
clause: "That no Person ought to be taken imprisoned, desseised 
of his freehold, or be exiled or deprived of his Privileges, Fran­
chises, Life, Liberty or Property, but by due process of Law." This 
became part of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments. The due 
process concept has acquired broad meaning in American consti­
tutional law and has served as one of the corner stones in protecting 
the rights of citizens. 

New York, the eleventh state, was the last state to ratify before 
the new government went into operation under the Constitution. 
Ratification was by the smallest margin of all the states, except 
Rhode Island. 

38 
The Federalist: a collection of essays, written in favor of the new Consti­
tution , as agreed upon by the Federal Convention, September 17, 1787. 
New York: printed and sold by J. and A. M'Lean, No . 41 Hanover­
Square. M,DCC,LXXXVIII. 2 volumes. 

These essays, an exposition on the Constitution, signed "Pub­
lius," were directed to "the People of the State of NewYork." 
Written by Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison, The 
Federalist represents the most enduring examination of the Con­
stitution that emerged from the paper war which characterized the 
struggle for ratification. 

Seventy-six of these essays, intended to convince the people 
of New York to accept the Constitution, were published in New 
York City newspapers between October 27, 1787, and April2, 1788. 
When published in book form, the second volume included eight 
new essays, completing the series of eighty-five. The New York 
Independent Journal and the New York Packet printed all of the essays. 

Today The Federalist is a textbook for the study of political 
science and constitutional government. It is regarded as a unique 
contribution to political philosophy and has been reprinted in many 
editions and translated in foreign languages . It is therefore tempt­
ing to exaggerate the importance of The Federalist in the ratification 
struggle. No substantial evidence exists that great numbers were 
converted by these essays. Some were published in newspapers 
beyond the borders of the state of New York. Newspaper reprint-
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ings are traced by Elaine F. Crane, "Publius in the Provinces: Where 
Was The Federalist reprinted Outside New York City?" William and 
Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 21 (1964): 589-92. 

At the time of publication of the essays, the public was not 
cognizant of the authorship, though it was known by a few friends 
of the authors and speculated upon by others. Hamilton wrote 
numbers 1, 6-9, 11-13, 15-17, 21-36, 59-61, 65-85. Jay wrote numbers 
2-5 and 64. Madison authored numbers 10, 14, and 37-48. 

Authorship of numbers 18-20, 49-58, 62-63 was disputed until 
recent times. Jacob E. Cooke, ed . The Federalist, assigned essays 18-
20 to Madison, assisted by Hamilton and the remaining disputed 
essays to Madison. Douglas Adair, "The Authorship of the Dis­
puted Federalist Papers," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 1 
(1944): 97-122, 235-264, assigned all the disputed essays to Madison. 
The editors of The Papers of James Madison, 10: 259-263, likewise 
assigned all disputed essays to Madison. 

A New York City committee working for the ratification of the 
Constitution commissioned John and Archibald M'Lean to publish 
The Federalist in "pamphlet" format. The "pamphlet" representing 
the first collected edition ran to two volumes. Volume one was 
published May 22, 1788, and contained thirty-six of the essays. 
Volume two was published May 28, 1788, and contained forty-nine 
essays, the last eight of which were appearing in print for the first 
time. They were reprinted in The Independent Journal and The New­
York Packet between June14 and August 16, 1788. 

The M'Leans printed five hundred copies of each volume. The 
essays in the first volume were corrected by Hamilton, who prob­
ably made editorial revisions on those in the second volume also. 
Hamilton paid more than half of the printing costs. 

The two volumes were widely circulated throughout the coun­
try. Just before the election of delegates to the Poughkeepsie Con­
vention, sixty copies of volume one were sent for distribution in 
Albany and Montgomery counties. Hamilton, at the request of 
Madison, sent fifty-two copies of volume one to Governor Edmund 
Randolph of Virginia, and later sent copies of volume two as well. 
Though the sale of the book may have been brisk for the times, 
the M'Leans had copies remaining after the ratification struggle 
was won. In 1799, these were acquired by John Tiebout of NewYork, 
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who issued the original sheets with a new title page, under his 
imprint. 

Some of the numbering was changed in the first collected 
edition from that used in the newspaper printings. The newspapers 
printed eighty-four numbered essays and the collection edition 
contains eighty-five . Essay number thirty-one was divided into two 
for printing in the collected edition. 

A few existing copies of the first collected edition are most 
treasured by owners for what has been traditionally called "thick" 
paper. When the M'Leans announced the proposed publication in 
The Independent Journal, January 2, 1788, it was stated: "A few copies 
will be printed on superfine Royal Writing Paper, Price Ten Shill­
ings." It is believed that this accounts for "thick" paper copies, 
differing from other copies only by the weight and quality of the 
paper. The Lilly Library has both "thick" and "thin" copies of this 
first edition. 

39 
New York. The Independent Journal: or the General Advertiser. Sat­
urday, October 27, 1787 
"The FOEDERALIST No. I. To the People of the State of New 
York." 

This newspaper contains the first appearance in print of the 
first of The Federalist essays. It was written by Hamilton, and by 
December 12 was reprinted in five New York newspapers and in 
one newspaper each in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania 
and Virginia. 

The Federalist essays were not first exclusively published in any 
one New York City newspaper. With the exception of the last eight 
numbers, however, they all appeared first in New York City news­
papers before being reprinted outside the city. 

All the essays were signed "Publius," A Roman personal name 
which was adopted as a pseudonym. 

The Lilly Library also has an issue of this newspaper for No­
vember 3, 1787 which contains the first appearence in print of the 
third number of The Federalist. 
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40 
Jay, John 
John Jay to William Bingham. March 24, 1788. 
Autograph letter. 1 p. 

This is a draft of a letter from Jay to his friend, William Bingham, 
relating to The Federalist and the election of delegates to the New 
York convention which ratified the Constitution. 

41 

Agreeable to your Request & my Promise I have now the Pleas­
ure of sending you herewith enclosed the 1 vol of the Foederalist 
- As soon as the other is published it shall also be forwarded 
to you- The people of this State are turning their attention to 
the election of persons to represent them in the ensuing Con­
vention- They continue much divided in Sentiment respecting 
the proposed Constitution, and it is probable that these Elec­
tions will be the most contested of any we have had since the 
Revolution. 

New York State. Convention, 1788. 
The debates and proceedings of the Convention of the state of New-York, 
assembled at Poughkeepsie, on the 17th June , 1788. To deliberate and 
decide on the form of Federal government, recommended by the General 
Convention at Philadelphia, on the 17th September, 1787. Taken in short 
hand. 
New-York: printed and sold by Francis Childs. M,DCC,LXXXVIII. 
[2], ii, 144 p. 

This publication contains a list of the delegates by county rep­
resented, the recorded votes, and many of the major speeches. 
Francis Childs, publisher of the New York The Daily Advertiser, took 
short hand notes of the debates through July 2, 1788. Following 
that date, he reported only summaries of the proceedings. The 
preface is dated New-York, Dec. 1, 1788. 

42 
[Jay, John] 
An address to the people of the state of New-York, on the subject of the 
Constitution , agreed upon at Philadelphia, the 17th of September, 1787. 
New York: printed by Samuel and John London, printers to the 
state. [1788] 19 p. 
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The essay is typesigned at the end: "A Citizen of New-York." 
It was written in April, 1788 while Jay was convalescing from an 
injury received in the "Doctors Riot" which occurred in NewYork 
City during April of 1788. 

Jay pointed out the weakness of the country under the Articles 
of Confederation, defended the Constitution and argued against a 
second convention to alter the defects which were then being pointed 
out by the Antifederalists. 

You cannot be certain, that by rejecting the proposed plan you 
would not place yourselves in a very awkward situation. Sup­
pose nine States should nevertheless adopt it, would you not 
in that case be obliged either to separate from the Union, or 
rescind your dissent? 

Jay repeated the Federalist argument that a bill of rights was 
unnecessary: "Complaints are also made that the proposed Con­
stitution is not accompanied by a bill of rights; and yet they who 
make these complaints, know and are content that no bill of rights 
accompanied the Constitution of this State." He urged that the 
Constitution be accepted as the best available frame of government. 
The dissatisfied could then work for amendments in the manner 
specified in Article V of the Constitution. 

43 

[Smith, Melanchthon] 
An address to the people of the state of New York: shewing the necessity 
of making amendments to the Constitution , proposed for the United States, 
previous to its adoption. By a Plebeian. 
Printed in the state of New-York. M,DCC,LXXX, VIII. 26 p. 

Smith, who was a merchant and lawyer, served the state of 
New York in the Confederation Congress, 1785-1788. He repre­
sented Dutchess County in the state convention which ratified the 
Constitution. A leading Antifederalist, he carried the brunt of the 
attack against the Constitution, but finally voted for ratification 
hoping for amendments after the new government went into op­
eration. 

In the pamphlet, Smith urged amendments as a condition of 
ratification. A "Postscript: on the last four pages is a direct reply 
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to John Jay's An address to the people of the state of New-York ... 
Much of it is devoted to the bill of rights issue. 

Smith's thinking on ratification at the New York convention 
in Poughkeepsie is a study in tortuous windings. Going into the 
convention, he urged amendments, as he did in the above pam­
phlet, as a condition of ratification. As the convention progressed, 
he favored ratification, with reservations: the state of New York 
would reserve the right to secede from the Union if amendments 
were not considered by the new government within a specified 
time. When finally convinced that conditions and reservations were 
not politically acceptable, he voted for ratification. 

44 
Observations leading to a fair examination of the system of government, 
proposed by the late Convention; and to several and essential and necessary 
alterations in it. In a number of letters from the Federal Farmer to the 
Republican. 
[New York, Thomas Greenleaf] Printed in the year M,DCC,L:XXXVII. 
40 p. 

This pamphlet was one of the superior Antifederalist publi­
cations circulating during the ratification struggle. The addressee, 
"The Republican" may have been Govenor George Clinton of 
NewYork. The pamphlet circulated in the state of NewYork, be­
ginning in November, 1787. It was reprinted in the Poughkeepsie 
County Journal in installments beginning November 14, 1787. By 
the middle of December, it had appeared in Pennsylvania and 
Connecticut. 

In five numbered letters, dated October 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 1787, 
the "Federal Farmer" criticized the proposed Constitution. "It leaves 
the powers of government, and representation of the people, so 
unnaturally divided between the general and state governments, 
that the operations of our system must be very uncertain." He 
thought it would be difficult to frame a bill of rights for such a 
varied country and that it was not possbile for free and equal 
government to encompass such a large and heterogeneous terri­
tory. "Nothing but the passions of ambitious, impatient, or dis­
orderly men, I conceive, will plunge us into commotions, if time 
should be taken fully to examine and consider the system pro­
posed.'' 

54 



There are at least three editions of Observations and it is not 
known where or by whom the pamphlet was published. It has 
been assumed that Thomas Greenleaf of The New-York Journal printed 
at least two of the editions. Federal Farmer wrote thirteen addi­
tional letters: An additional number of letters prom [sic] the Federal 
Farmer . .. which were advertised in New York in May, 1788. These 
additional letters were not as cogent as the first five and did not 
circulate widely. 

Authorship of Observations has been attributed to Richard Henry 
Lee, but this has been challenged by Gordon S. Wood: "The Au­
thorship of the Letters from the Federal Farmer," William and Mary 
Quarterly, 3d. ser. 31 (1974): 299-308. Wood's argument is con­
vincing. His only suggestion for an alternate author "points to the 
likelihood that he was a New Yorker." 

45 
We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union 

[Poughkeepsie, N. Y., Nicholas Power, 1788] 20 p. Caption title. 

The Constitution is printed on one side only of the first sev­
enteen leaves. This is followed by the Philadelphia Convention 
resolution, Washington's letter of transmittal and the resolution of 
the Confederation Congress submitting the Constitution to the 
states . 

This was printed for the use of the delegates to the New York 
convention which ratified the Constitution. The printer, Nicholas 
Power, was the publisher of the Poughkeepsie Country Journal. He 
was the official printer for the NewYork convention, and after 
adjournment published the Journal of the Convention of the State of 
New-York . .. [1788]. 

46 
Jay, John 
John Jay to Edward Rutledge. New York. October 15, 1788. 
Autograph letter. 1 p. 

Commenting on ratification in New York and amendments to 
the Constitution, this is a draft of a letter from Jay to Edward 
Rutledge of South Carolina. 
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You have seen from the public papers that the new Constitution 
was with difficulty adopted in this State. The opposition which 
was violent has daily become more moderate and the minds of 
the people will gradually be reconciled to it in proportion as 
they see the government administered in the manner you men­
tion- The measure of a new convention to consider and decide 
on the proposed amendments will I think be expedient to ter­
minate all questions on the subject- If immediately carried its 
fri ends will be satisfied, and if convened three years hence, 
little Danger will in my opinion attend it- perhaps some good 
will attend it. 

The "new Convention" referred to was circumvented by the 
first U. S. Congress, which passed twelve amendments and sent 
them to the states for ratification. Ten of these were ratified and 
are called the Bill of Rights, which guard the liberties of all citizens 
against the abuse of national power. 

NORTH CAROLINA. RATIFICATION 

47 
North Carolina. Convention of 1788. 
Proceedings and debates of the convention of North Carolina , convened at 
Hillsborough, on Monday the 21st day of July , 1788, for the purpose of 
deliberating and determining on the Constitution recommended by the 
general Convention at Philadelphia , the 17th day of September, 1787. To 
which is prefixed the said Constitution. 
Edenton: printed by Hodge & Wills, printers to the state. 
MDCCLXXXIX. 280 p. 

North Carolina was the first state to reject the Constitution. 
On December 6, 1787, the General Assembly called for election of 
delegates, March 28-29, 1788, to meet at Hillsborough on July 21, 
1788 to consider the Constitution. All tax-paying freemen were 
permitted to vote but only freeholders were eligible to serve as 
delegates. Five delegates were elected from each of the 58 counties 
and one from each of the six borough towns . A bitter, heated and 
prolonged campaign ensued, resulting in a landslide victory for 
the Antifederalists. The delegates from the western counties were 
nearly unanimous in their objection to the Constitution. 
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When deliberations began in the convention on July 21, ten 
states had ratified the Constitution. Five days later, New York, the 
eleventh state, ratified. The delegates spent eleven days in dis­
cussion, but opponents of the Constitution would accept nothing 
less than amendments previous to ratification. On August 2, the 
Antifederalists carried a resolution proposing a declaration of rights 
and amendments. A resolution " ... neither to ratify or reject the 
Constitution" passed and this action left North Carolina, a sov­
ereign and independent state, outside the Union in company with 
Rhode Island. 

The declaration of rights proposed by the first North Carolina 
convention contained twenty articles. They were taken verbatim 
from those recommended by the Virginia ratifying convention. 
Twenty-five amendments were proposed. These were largely cop­
ied from amendments deriving from the Virginia convention. One 
was borrowed from amendments proposed in the Massachusetts 
convention. 

Supporters of the Constitution did not despair but began a 
well-orchestrated campaign for a second convention . James Iredell 
and William R. Davie financed the printing of an edition of one 
thousand copies of the above Proceedings and debates ... Along with 
pamphlets and The Federalist, these were sent to all parts of the 
state. Petitions for a new convention were circulated in the coun­
ties. On November 30, 1788, the legislature called for a new election 
for delegates to a second convention to reconsider the Constitution. 
These were elected August 21-22, 1789. 

The second North Carolina convention met at Fayetteville on 
November 16, 1789. One hundred and two of the delegates had 
been members of the first convention. Of the 169 new delegates, 
135 were Federalists. The second convention lasted only five days. 
On November 21, delegates voted to ratify the Constitution 194 to 
77. 

The Federalist campaign for a second convention had paid 
dividends . Citizens of North Carolina also watched the new gov­
ernment under the Constitution which was functioning without 
the disasters predicted by some North Carolina Antifederalists. 
Furthermore, amendments to the Constitution in the form of the 
Bill of Rights had passed Congress and these amendments were 
in the process of being ratified by the states. 

57 



48 
New York. Gazette of the United States. Saturday, December 5, 1789. 

IMPORTANT NEWS! 
By the arrival of a Packet, in five days from Wilmington, North­
Carolina, we have received the agreeable intelligence that the 
Convention of that State ADOPTED THE EW CONSTITU­
TION, on the 20th ult. 

For the adoption 
Against it 

Majority 

193 
75 

118 

The newspaper was in error on the date and the vote. The 
Constitution was ratified November 21. The official vote was 194 
to 77, a majority of 117. 

RHODE ISLAND. RATIFICATION 

49 
Rhode Island. Laws . etc. 
September, 1789. A t the General Assembly of the Governor and company 
of the stnte of Rhode Island , and Providence-Plantations . .. 
[Providence: printed by Bennett Wheeler. 1789] 28 p. Caption title 
signed on p. 28 by Henry Ward, secretary of state. Contains em­
bossed paper seal of the state on p. 1. 

"An Act relative to a Convention in this State" was sent to the 
freemen of the towns. 

" .. . for the purpose of giving Instructions to their Represen­
tatives respecting the Appointment of a State Convention, for the 
Purpose of considering and determining on said Constitution .. . " 

This was the second referendum on a convention in the state. 
A large majority of the town meetings instructed their represen­
tatives to vote against a convention. When the legislature recon­
vened after the referendum, a motion to authorize a convention 
was defeated 39 to 17. 

50 
Philadelphia . The Pennsylvania Packet, and Daily Advertiser. 
Thursday, June 3, 1790. 
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ADOPTION OF THE 
Constitution by Rhode Island 
By the arrival of Captain Carey, we have received the authentic 
information, that the Convention of Rhode-Island did, on Sat­
urday la st, adopt the Constitution of the United States, by a 
majority of TWO. The Yeas were 34- the Nays 32 

Rhode Island ratified the Constitution on May 29, 1790, fifteen 
months after the new government under the Constitution had been 
in operation. The General Assembly considered the Constitution 
at its October session in 1787 and voted that one thousand copies 
of the document be printed and distributed. In the February 1788 
session, the Assembly authorized a popular referendum on the 
Constitution . The referendum was held in March, 1788, and re­
sulted in its defeat, partly because the port towns of Providence 
and Newport boycotted it . 

The calling of a convention to consider the Constitution was 
defeated in the Assembly eleven times over the course of 23 months. 
On January 17, 1790, the General Assembly approved a call for a 
convention to consider the Constitution. Delegates were elected 
on February 8 to meet at South Kingstown on March 1. The Con­
stitution was debated clause by clause, and a special committee 
prepared a declaraton of rights and twenty-one proposed amend­
ments, five of which had not been urged by other state conventions. 
On March 6, the convention adjourned to refer its proceedings to 
the freemen . The second session of the convention met in Newport 
on May 24, and on May 29 the Constitution was ratified by a vote 
of 34 to 32. Ratification was carried by a narrower margin than in 
any of the twelve states which had previously ratified. 

There were many motives for Rhode Island's lengthy oppo­
sition to the Constitution. One was the paper money controversy, 
which was a key program of the Country Party which controlled 
the General Assembly from 1786 through 1791. The party was the 
center of Antifederalism in the state. Another objection was that 
citizens feared direct taxation by the new government, and a re­
luctance to accept a form of government which might destroy per­
sonal liberties and direct democracy. A sizeable Quaker community 
opposed the slave trade permitted until 1808 by Article I, Section 
9 of the Constitution. Their influence was evident in one of the 
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amendments proposed in the ratifying convention to ban the slave 
trade immediately. 

Final ratification was accomplished by impending economic 
coercion from Congress, internal threats of secession and by the 
realization that unified control over interstate and foreign com­
merce would improve the economy of the state. In July, 1789, 
Congress enacted a tariff program subjecting Rhode Island's im­
ports, which were re-exported to other states, to foreign duties, 
but the act was suspended until April 1, 1790. More threatening 
to the economy of the state were proposals in Congress prohibiting 
all commercial intercourse between the United States and Rhode 
Island. The important seaport of Providence had threatened seces­
sion if the Constitution was not ratified. These developments, plus 
the extreme criticism deriving from every part of the Union, alarmed 
the commercial classes. They favored the Constitution and finally 
attained ratification. 

51 
Bald win, Simeon 
An oration pronounced before the citizens of New-Haven, July 4th, 1788, 
in commemoration of the Declaration of independence and establishment 
of the Constitution of the United States of America. 
New Haven, printed by J. Meigs, M,DCC,LXXXVIII. 16 p. 

Baldwin, who was a Yale graduate, lawyer, and judge, was 
the principal speaker at this celebration marking both the anni­
versary of the Declaration of Independence and the ratification of 
the Constitution. This observance was complete with a parade of 
the various tradesmen, the ever-present Federal ship, dinner, and 
an evening ball. Baldwin sought to dispel apprehensions: 

From the adoption of this constitution, we have everything to 
hope - nothing to fear. The powers of Congress are solely 
directed to national objects. 

The President of Yale, Ezra Stiles, participated in the observ-
ance and recorded in his diary of July 4: 

Anniversary celebrated in NewHaven. A Procession formed at 
the Long wharf of a Commixture of all Descriptions, accordg 
to the Idea conceived at Boston at their Rejoycing last Winter. 
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A Sower headed the Procession succeeded by 3 pair of Oxen 
& one holdg a Plow, then Reapers, Rakers, Shoemakers, Sad­
lers, Cabinet Makers, Blacksmiths, Goldsmiths &c. then a Whale 
Boat manned & rowg a federal ship .... The whole March was 
near one Mile & three Quarters. Entered the Meetg hat noon 
. . . Blessing by myself. Thus the Exercises continued about two 
Hours in the Meetghouse. (Franklin B. Dexter, ed. Literary Diary 
of Ezra Stiles, 3:321-22) . 

There were many festivities marking the ratification of the 
Constitution. Some were double celebrations commemorating both 
Independence and the Constitution. Some were modest affairs, 
others were elaborate and involved hundreds and thousands of 
the population. They were characterized by parades of various 
tradesmen, the militia, officials and others. Salutes were fired, bells 
were rung, bands played, speeches were made, and the people ate 
and drank far into the night. An excellent account of these affairs 
may be found in Whitfield J. Bell, "The Federal Processions of 
1788." (The New York Historical Society Quarterly, 46, (1962): 5-39.) 
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