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To Lyla, Nick, and Alex. Remember, it will never be perfect. But you can still make it “more perfect.”





AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ]

As this book goes to press, it’s been exactly 250 years since the Second Continental Congress delegates voted and thereby pledged “[their] lives, [their] Fortunes and [their] sacred Honor” to American independence. A terrifying step, yet the next day, John Adams wrote to his beloved wife, Abigail, not with fear and trembling, but with courage and hope, expressing a wish and belief that this moment “will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations… from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.” Let’s meet our uncertainties with that same courage and hope. Here’s to another 250 years still to come, or better yet, to “this time forward forever more,” and a yet “more perfect Union” to come.


A NOTE ON QUOTES

As a professional historian, I take the task of conveying the realities of the past with the utmost seriousness. In line with the practices of my profession, quotes from historical figures have been reproduced with great exactness in the print version of this book, preserving their original form in capitalization practices, use of italics, and full words. These include racial slurs. Such quotes appear rarely and are not used gratuitously, but carefully and thoughtfully as I seek to impart the full, unfiltered, and at times ugly realities of the past for educational purposes. The only redactions in the quotes found in the pages ahead are omissions made in the original quoted material. As such, some words redacted in one quote are not redacted in another.







INTRODUCTION [image: ] Messy Tales


History doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes.

—Mark Twain. Maybe.



It’s never been worse. The refrain is common, and although I reject it, I get it. While partisan rancor has been heated across the last few decades—for many Americans, all their lives—the division and dysfunction of recent years make the 1990s or early 2000s feel like the model of decorum and civility. Our mournful ruminating doesn’t even have to leave the 2020s to get that sense. Political violence, a contested presidential election, presidential impeachments, as well as attempted and successful political assassinations have all been shocking. The mere fact that the last two examples in that list are plural is staggering! Every day, it seems, we open our phones and turn on our TVs or various devices to some new horror, assuming we even trust the media in this era of fake news. Amid all these hyperpartisan challenges, some of us can’t help but wonder if the United States will even survive. Rather than being a milestone, might two and a half centuries be the end of the road?

But what if I told you that none of this is as unprecedented as it seems? Not the violence, not the electoral doubts, not even our allegedly new challenge of fake news? That, as a nation, we’ve had similar experiences and not only survived these dark valleys, but ascended anew, and overcome them to thrive thereafter?

Big claims, I know, and I’ll unpack all of this. But first, an example of such behavior from our past. From our origins, in fact. I’d like to tell you a story…



It was a blunder. Benjamin Franklin knew it. He felt it in his soul almost the moment he let go of the paper.

The grievous error occurred on the morning of April 18, 1782, at the Hôtel de Muscovie in Paris, or as Ben knew it, “Mr. Oswald’s lodgings.”1 Richard Oswald had just arrived in Paris. Richard was the first of a team of commissioners being sent to make a “Truce or Peace with the revolted colonies in North America,” and he was a strong choice at that.2 The elderly Scot with vision in only one eye had an affinity for America, the land where he had made a fortune trading goods and enslaved souls, but his loyalty to the British Crown remained steadfast.3 Ideally, he would establish a strong rapport with the Americans without ceding more than he should, and so far, he was off to a good start with his old acquaintance, Ben Franklin. The two had shared a carriage to and from the Palace of Versailles the day before, and Richard took advantage of that private, if bumpy, moment to pitch a British–American peace agreement without France. Now, Ben was at his door. Their conversation could continue.

Ben loved their carriage-ride chat. As a seasoned, lifelong diplomat in his sixth year representing the US in France, he was delighted when Richard, so desperate to drive the wedge between America and France, implied that the United States must make peace now lest “France should make Demands too humiliating for England to submit to” and reawaken the will to fight. Even better was how the Scot boasted of Britain’s resources to continue the war. Ben relished each kindly delivered threat. “Such Menaces,” as the famed Philadelphian later recalled in his journal, “were besides an Encouragement with me, remembering the Adage, that they who threaten are afraid.”4

But even the best can make a mistake. And this morning, that best was Ben.

Calling on Richard at his Parisian residence, the American diplomat carried with him a letter for the Scot’s superior, Colonial Secretary Lord Shelburne. Ben shared it with his peace-negotiating counterpart. Richard was pleased with every word. This done, their preliminary, unofficial negotiations continued with Ben speculating that Britain wanted not mere peace, but a true “reconciliation with America.” If so, he suggested that Britain offer to atone for British and allied Native American war atrocities. “I therefore wish’d England would think of offering something to relieve those who had suffer’d by its scalping and Burning Parties.” More than that, he even had a suggestion in mind: Cede Canada to the United States. Laying out various political and economic reasons as to how handing Canada to the United States was actually in Britain’s best interests, Ben spoke eloquently and deftly. As he did, he referenced some handwritten notes.5

Richard agreed. He would push for this with Lord Shelburne. But might Ben give him that page of notes? Over seventy years old, the Scot doubted that he could remember and articulately convey Ben’s several points. Richard seemed sincere and “begg’d” to have it. From one septuagenarian to another, Ben understood. He handed over the page. They “parted exceeding good friends.”6

But whether it was when he walked away from Richard’s door, or perhaps on the carriage ride home, a sickening feeling soon struck Ben as he realized his potentially fatal misstep. Those notes, meant only for him, gave a nod to the other side of the coin of restitution—to patriot seizures of Loyalist property. While hardly equal to the dastardly deeds of the redcoats in Ben’s eyes, he knew it would be damaging to the American cause.

But Ben also knew what to do about that damnable page of notes. He would fight paper with paper.

Back at his own longtime residence on the western outskirts of Paris, the magnificent Hôtel de Valentinois in the village of Passy, Ben got to work at his private printing press. His years as a professional newspaperman were long behind him, but even now, well over half a century since his indentured apprenticeship to his brother, James, at The New-England Courant, and decades since he famously published his “Join, or Die” political cartoon in his own Pennsylvania Gazette, ink still flowed through the old Renaissance man’s veins. Undoubtedly, his fingers were slower and shakier as he reached for each piece of type than in days gone by. But what was youthful agility compared to type-reading fluency? Ben read type backward and upside down with greater skill than many could read at all, and his withered, wrinkled hands had the type set in no time.

We can only imagine Ben’s glee as he looked at his printed handiwork. Claiming to be a “Supplement to the Boston Independent Chronicle,” the freshly inked page related a letter, purportedly penned by Captain Gerrish of the New England militia. It described a collection of animal pelts, a “peltry,” that he and his men had intercepted and, to their horror, found to contain “SCALPS of our unhappy Country-folks.” The captain’s account claimed to quote yet another letter that accompanied the peltry, written by James Craufurd to the British governor of Canada, Colonel Sir Frederick Haldimand. This itemized the dreadful contents: “43 Scalps of Congress soldiers”; several hundred scalps “of Farmers”; “88 scalps of Women”; “193 Boys’ scalps, of various Ages”; “211 Girls’ scalps, big and little”; and even “29 little Infants’ Scalps of various Sizes.”7 The story was horrific. And it was pure fiction.8

Ben didn’t stop there. He had to really sell the lie. Beneath the letter he placed five fake advertisements, giving it the feel of a real newspaper.

It was good. If only teenage Ben could see this. That young author who, under the pseudonym of Mrs. Silence Dogood, wrote letters to his printshop-master older brother, tricking him into publishing what appeared to be the witticisms of a middle-aged widow rather than those of his own kid-brother apprentice, would undoubtedly be grinning ear to ear. But today’s deception had an intended audience far beyond that of the long-dead New-England Courant. It needed something more. Ben returned to his press to make a new draft.

He set more type, placed his 1415⁄16-by-9⅛-inch paper, and applied the ink.9 He waited overnight for the first side to dry, then printed on the backside, or the “verso,” because this sheet, like a true newspaper, would not waste a single inch of parchment by leaving blank space. This time, he was printing a proper double-sided “supplement.”

This second draft kept the first one’s horrific, realistic, yet fabricated tale of the Revolutionary War in upstate New York, but added another completely fabricated letter. This one was attributed to a very real author, to America’s most famous naval commander, John Paul Jones. In a list of grievances that faintly echoed the Declaration of Independence, “John” decried the deprivations of King George III against the American people. The letter blasted His Majesty for violating rights, waging war, plundering, executing, selling into bondage, and otherwise “destroy[ing] not less than forty thousand” American subjects, and “wast[ing] the lives of at least an equal number of his own soldiers and sailors.”10

Ben also kept some of the ads in this second draft—so many real details of real places! Adams Peters was selling a tanyard in Medfield. It included twenty acres of land “and an excellent Orchard.” Joseph Blaney of Salem and Dr. Samuel Danforth of Boston were selling “a large tract of LAND” that straddled Oxford, Charlton, and the County of Worcester. These perfectly complemented the fake letters naming real people with some factual details. And of course, there was the nature of the “supplement” itself. It not only claimed to be an edition of the very real Boston Independent Chronicle, but was believably numbered at “705” and backdated to March 12, which gave the alleged supplement just enough time to have crossed the ocean from Boston and reach Ben in Paris.11

Yes, the details were impeccable. Only the most discerning eye might notice that the typefaces were French, or that the italic script was a unique one belonging only to Ben. But that was a risk the old printer would gladly take. Besides, even if such a discerning eye saw through his ruse, it would never stop what the masses would see: that those loyal to the king were far guiltier of wartime atrocities than any marching under the banners of Congress; that the Patriots were the victims, not the Loyalists. And they would see it all thanks to Ben’s fake stories and fake advertisements in his fake edition of a very real Boston newspaper.



It’s true: Ben Franklin, the great inventor, thinker, writer, firefighter, postmaster, diplomat, delegate to both the Second Continental Congress and the Constitutional Convention, the “First American” and esteemed newspaperman, used his press in Passy, France, to spread falsehoods with the hopes of getting a leg up in the peace negotiations with Britain in 1782. He sent it into the wilds of the public by mailing it to colleagues, which he did with a wink, enclosing letters that expressed “some doubt” about the supplement’s claimed specifics. And it did get circulated. Or, might we say, the supplement was liked and shared enough to go viral? Call it what you will, but the supplement was republished in some British newspapers.12 In short, Ben had resorted to blatant disinformation to influence public opinion to push a political agenda. It was an astounding act of “founding” fake news, made as questions of political violence haunted the land, a debt-ridden Congress failed to pay its bills, and the very American experiment verged on the edge of collapse.

I know… Ben had it so easy… If only he knew how hard we’d have it!

Okay, before you slam this book shut or swipe to something else, please forgive my wry sense of humor and accept my assurances that my last line was entirely tongue-in-cheek as I state unequivocally: I am by no means downplaying the anxieties and concerns of twenty-first-century America in the pages ahead. That is not my goal or intention at all. On the contrary, our challenges are real. The Digital Age has made information and knowledge more readily available than ever, and at the same time, disinformation has found the internet to be fertile ground, and social media to be the perfect fertilizer (a lot of manure there). Our trust in news media is down, yet we’re only a few swipes away from reports of hyperpartisan divisions, ill-behaved government officials, failing institutions, electoral angst, and even political violence. It’s all fed to us from the angle that will best Zuck—er, sorry, slip of the keyboard—best suck us in as the algorithms feed us whichever slant is most likely to steal our evening, hope, and soul with doomscrolling. It makes you feel like the American Republic itself, if not liberal democracy around the world, is collapsing under unprecedented challenges. I know, and I’m not dismissing any of it.

But without brushing off these or other very real challenges of present-day America, I am making two major arguments in this book. First is that today’s cries of unprecedented times range between being grossly overstated and simply not true. My point here is that, just as Mark Twain is alleged to have said, “History doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes,” there’s a lot of rhyming going on right now. To further riff off apocryphal Twain-isms, my second contention is that reports of the United States’ impending death have been greatly exaggerated. That isn’t to say Lady Liberty is not a bit worse for wear of late, but rather that she’s made of sterner stuff than many of us realize.13 Americans are made of sterner stuff than we realize. And our history not only shows that, but offers lessons on how we can overcome today’s challenges.

I’m here to tell you a story of the United States that takes us from the Early Republic through the nineteenth century—one that weaves together tales from across this increasingly distant and forgotten period to prove that we are largely walking in our predecessors’ shoes. Predecessors who have more to teach us about overcoming the seemingly impossible and keeping the American experiment alive than we often recognize. It’s a story to remind us that, even in a time when people sent telegrams rather than texts, love letters rather than DMs, and “horsepower” was exactly that, Americans still faced hyperpartisanship. They read and questioned egregiously partisan, sensational, and fake news. We’ll see elements of this across several chapters, but particularly in our first tale of the Early Republic’s politically embattled Gazettes, as well as in our last on yellow journalism (the first golden era of fake news and the inventor of the term). They endured trust-eviscerating presidential elections, as we’ll better appreciate after absorbing such tales as the mudslinging and slightly deadly presidential election of 1828; the heinously corrupt, murder-ridden presidential election of 1876; and the likewise terrible and deadly Louisiana elections of 1872. These earlier generations of Americans also knew what it was to have controversial federal officeholders, including the cane-brandishing Congressman Preston Brooks; his bludgeoned victim, Senator Charles Sumner; and the first impeached president, Andrew Johnson. They endured deadly riots, like the torture-filled Baltimore Riots of 1812, and even saw an insurrection after an election—and no, that isn’t an obscure reference to the Civil War. In fact, I am going to make my point without engaging the Civil War beyond a note in our chronology because, as I’ll demonstrate then, these four years in the American story were far too catastrophic to have any business being compared to our present.

The Civil War isn’t the only major event we’ll largely or entirely fly past, and that’s okay, because this book is not attempting to be some sort of comprehensive history. Think of it more as a collection of episodes from America’s political history. Some are familiar classics. Others are deep tracks. Either way, each tale is here solely because its challenges and conflicts are so very relatable to the present. As for keeping the stories within or before the nineteenth century, I made that choice to help highlight just how old these challenges are (not that the twentieth century didn’t offer its temptations). Even then, narrowing down which tales to tell required difficult decisions (sorry you didn’t make this book, President James A. Garfield).

Now, I’m not saying our forebearers passed down the Republic perfectly. Far from it. Their flaws got them into their self-made messes, their flaws showed throughout their struggles, and when they did stick the landing, well… it was more often than not far from graceful. Literally, figuratively, or both, casualties were left on the field of battle. In short, these are not fairy tales. At best, they are messy tales, and sometimes, cautionary tales. Sometimes the win is merely mitigating the bad. Good doesn’t always triumph immediately. We’ll encounter situations where who’s good and who’s evil isn’t clear. Even in those tales where there is a clearer distinction, we’ll nonetheless find our heroes and villains are more complex than that; that they’re more antiheroes and antivillains—average people, all of whom have their admirable and unworthy traits. And isn’t that wonderful? I couldn’t for the life of me imagine how we would relate to or learn from them otherwise.

But let me be clear: The pages ahead do not offer recommendations on the policy issue du jour, which undoubtedly has changed in the time between my writing this sentence and you reading it. Instead, I am addressing our longer-standing, overarching twenty-first-century challenges in the hopes of offering something more useful and enduring along the lines of Winston Churchill’s exhortation to “study history” because “in history lie all the secrets of statecraft.”14 As we soak up our mischievous tales from the past, each chapter will wrap with some basic civics and political thought, some of which will build from one chapter to the next. We’ll lean heavily on James Madison’s “Federalist No. 10” throughout, but also brush up against John Locke, Montesquieu, Thomas Jefferson, and still others along the way. Most importantly, though, I would hope we’ll come away with a better understanding of how our Republic has survived, adapted, and ultimately endured; what the basic mechanics and principles are that facilitate this incredible endurance; and what we must do to continue that endurance today.

To that end, allow me to define a few terms, just the ones you’ll encounter most frequently, and explain my choices on phrases and framing. (Yes, I’m a storytelling professor, but still a professor, so please indulge my pedantic “professor-ing” for a moment.)

First, liberal democracy. In an age of increasing illiberal democracy around the globe and a general watering down of the word, I want to make it clear that, when I speak of our guiding principles, I am talking about a democratic system that not only seeks the consent of the majority, but guarantees the individual’s rights and respects its own legal system. That is liberal democracy, which is the form of democracy that the United States seeks to secure through its republic. Between the tales ahead, which include times when these principles are absolutely trampled, and our present-day concerns, it’s important to be clear on what the standard truly is, even as we grapple with an imperfect reality.

Likewise, the stories and civics lessons ahead make more sense when the unique nature of the American union and its federal system are not forgotten. I’ll explain some of those mechanics as needed as we go, and review them as a whole at the book’s end, but the term that best articulates our representative form of government, with its division of powers, checks and balances, and guarantee of rights for its citizens, is constitutional republic. The Constitution is the highest law of the land, the ultimate appeal, and as we see it get invoked, ignored, and fought over in the pages ahead, we’ll want to keep these specifics in mind so that we can fully grasp the significance of what’s happening in these moments.

Our last term to define immediately is fake news. While the phrase has existed at least since the 1890s (more on that later), getting kicked around like a hacky sack at an early-2000s liberal arts college has robbed it of a clear meaning since its popularity soared to new heights between 2016 and 2017. I will stick to the definition used by scholars and journalists, which is not just news stories that are wrong, but that are intentionally so. As The Routledge Companion to Media Disinformation and Populism tells us, “Contemporary use of the term fake news applies it to falsehoods packaged to look like news to deceive people.”15 Yep, Ben Franklin of 1782 to a T. Similarly, The New York Times says that “narrowly defined, ‘fake news’ means a made-up story with an intention to deceive, often geared toward getting clicks.”16 So, even though some today use fake news any time they don’t like what they hear, or even to describe a media source that is genuinely wrong, I will hold to this definition that, like libel and slander, takes not only error but intent into account. You’ll see this delineation throughout the book as fake news gets poked and prodded in earlier chapters before fully exploding in chapter 8.

Finally, an important framing I hope you’ll carry in your mind as we dive into these messy tales is a duality of admiration amid imperfection. A barn has more than one side, light behaves as both a wave and a particle, and in that same spirit, we do not need to choose between love of country and facing the bleakest moments of our history. On the contrary, I fervently believe that a love of country and patriotism go hand in hand with examining and learning from such messy tales, not because we’re reveling in failures but because we’re learning from the past to do better in the future. This duality follows in the footsteps of the Founders, both the first to sacrifice for this union and the first to admit it isn’t perfect. I’ve always loved that simple yet humble admission in our Constitution’s preamble, as the Founders established not a perfect but a “more perfect Union.” Feigning perfection and calling ourselves irredeemable are equally troublesome narratives, both of which give us two-dimensional takes that overlook the crucial connective tissue between them: the actual overcoming that takes us from our worst points to our best. Focusing on just the valley floors or the mountain peaks fails to see the reality that we spend most of our time in between those extremes, making the arduous climb, sometimes backsliding, at times moving laterally, and even struggling to move, just gasping for breath. Nonetheless, this Republic is worth that climb. It is worth preserving. That’s what I take from these tales and their accompanying lessons in this very book. I hope you will, too.

With that preservation in mind, let us commence our long nineteenth-century story of dreadful, dastardly deeds. The first tale reveals some of the lowest, basest behavior and hyperpartisanship you can imagine, as a few of my personal historical heroes show us their coarsest, ugliest attributes. Two of them are about to cross paths on Broadway in downtown New York City. Let’s meet them there.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Founding Partisanship

The Mudslinging Battle of the Gazettes



For god’s sake… cut him to pieces in the face of the public.

—Thomas Jefferson to James Madison (writing about Alexander Hamilton), July 7, 1793



It was a summer’s day in mid-to-late June 1790, and Thomas Jefferson was walking through the streets of downtown New York City.1 He was heading to no. 39 on “the Broadway,” as Tom called this ancient and famous Manhattan thoroughfare, which was President George Washington’s most recently adopted New York residence.2 It was a familiar walk, one he made regularly in his new life as the nation’s first secretary of state. But today was different. This time, as Tom strolled through this largest of American cities teeming with 33,131 souls, undoubtedly passing by that tallest and most impressive of downtown structures known as Trinity Church, the tall, lanky, redheaded, forty-seven-year-old Virginian was met with a most unexpected sight. Approaching Washington’s door, he found himself face to face with one of his fellow presidential cabinet members: Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton.3 And Alex’s face said it all. Something was terribly wrong.

“His look was somber, haggard, and dejected beyond description. Even his dress uncouth and neglected,” Tom would later write. A surprising depiction of Alex, given others’ descriptions of the violet-blue-eyed, reddish-brown-haired New Yorker as an incredibly handsome and stylish man. More surprising still that the critique came from someone as renowned for simple, if not slovenly, attire as Tom.4 But be all that as it may, it was clear that the treasury secretary was deeply distressed as he asked Tom if they could talk.5

The two secretaries paced in front of the president’s Broadway home as Alex explained the dire situation facing their infant nation: New England was threatening secession and disunion. It all went back to his Report on Public Credit, which, as requested by the House of Representatives, he had submitted to that august body at the start of the year. In it, Alex recommended that the new federal government “assume” or take over the individual states’ debts. This, he argued, was not only an opportunity to rebuild the United States’ tarnished credit, but was only fair since the most burdened states had accrued much of their debt by absorbing more of the financial costs of the Revolutionary War than their less encumbered but equally benefiting sister states. Congress shot down the idea, though, and to Alex’s dismay, leading the opposition was his and Tom’s mutual friend James Madison, or “Little Jemmy,” as the famously short congressman from Virginia was familiarly known.6 Now, the treasury secretary warned that the debt-ridden states, “particularly of the New England states… considered the assumption of these by the Union so just, and its denial so palpably injurious, that they would make it a sine qua non of a continuance of the Union.”7 In other and less Latin-laden words: If Congress didn’t pony up, New England was peacing out.

Tom looked at his cabinet colleague, who, like him, had played a significant role in creating this new union. However, the two had done so in such vastly different facets that they hadn’t crossed paths. Tom didn’t really know the fair-featured, financially minded, and Caribbean-born New Yorker; they met in person only when the gaunt Virginian arrived in New York late last March.8 As for this assumption business, Tom would later claim that, as the latecomer to the cabinet, he was still “a stranger to the whole subject” at this point.9 Nonetheless, disunion was not a thing to take lightly, and being a close friend of Little Jemmy’s, Tom suggested the three of them have dinner. Tomorrow night, in fact. He was sure that these “reasonable men” would prove able “to form the compromise which was to save the Union.”10

The following evening, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson welcomed Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, Congressman James Madison of Virginia, and possibly one or two others to his heavily remodeled New York City residence at 57 Maiden Lane.11 We don’t know what was served, but it was undoubtedly excellent and French. Tom had only recently returned from a half-decade stint as US minister to France, and during that time, James Hemings, the secretary of state’s enslaved culinary master, had learned from the best.12 The wine undoubtedly flowed. Tom’s love for American independence and liberty was rivaled only by his love for this nectar of the gods; he had brought several hundred bottles back from France and was known to serve eight different varieties at a single dinner.13 Tom was America’s original wine snob—the mortal and American Bacchus.

But whatever the unspecified dishes, libations, or further guests, Alexander Hamilton and James Madison were at the same table. The treasury secretary and the congressman. The handsome Northerner and the hypochondriacal Southerner. But it wouldn’t be as divided as that. With Tom observing, the two politically opposed founders resorted to the same cooperation and friendship that largely orchestrated the Constitutional Convention and produced all but five of the eighty-five Federalist Papers. A compromise emerged: Little Jemmy would allow Congress to resurrect assumption talks and “not be strenuous” in his opposition this time around, even if he would personally vote against it to avoid coming across as a flip-flopper and not upset his constituents back home.14 In return, Alex agreed to some changes to his assumption plan that would improve Virginia’s fortunes. Then “it was observed,” Tom would later write in the subject-obscuring passive voice, that “the pill would be a bitter one to the Southern states, something should be done to soothe them.”15 Not to fear—the conveniently unidentifiable voice had an idea and shared it with this party dining in the temporary US capital of New York: They could place the permanent federal capital in the South. Specifically, along Virginia’s Potomac River.

The backroom dinner deal was struck. Secession-threatening New England would get assumption. The South would wash down this “bitter pill” with a glass of permanent proximity to federal power. The Union would endure for now.

But Tom would soon regret it. Though far less naïve about tonight’s dealings than he would ever let on, Tom would later call this arrangement “unjust” and “oppressive to the states”—one made under “erroneous conjectures” and “fear of disunion.” He would claim that Alex craftily manipulated this outcome to “strengthen himself by corrupt services” in the form of a “bank scheme” that would open the way to ruinous speculation.16 Tom’s remorse and horror would hit before the year’s end, as he and Little Jemmy became fully convinced that the treasury secretary aspired to destroy the United States’ republican government and usher in an aristocratically supported American monarchy.

The two Virginians would eventually launch an unmitigated assault on Alex. One that he would answer in kind, leading to a partisan war of half-truths, defamation, and painfully invective takes. They would wage this war in the pages of the nation’s first national newspapers.



Twenty-first-century Americans do not trust the news. That’s not a hunch. That’s data. In a 2025 poll, Gallup found that only a third of the nation trusts mass media a “great deal” or a “fair amount.” It’s a precipitous fall from the 70 percent who trusted the news in the 1970s, and the lowest it’s been in at least half a century.17 Hyperpartisanship, mudslinging, and even intentional disinformation, better known these days as “fake news,” have all played their part in this erosion of public trust that charts like a falling stock as we’re left yearning for the days of Walter Cronkite. But the truth is that, even if we’re passing through a spike in these dangerous-to-democracy practices in the world of news and media, which should alarm us, we are a far cry from the first generation of Americans to face such challenges. Shoddy and biased reporting is a tale as old as time. We can find examples on display right from our start, even in the earliest and most idealistic days of the federal republic.

This is the tale of the United States’ first two national newspapers, John Fenno’s Gazette of the United States and Philip Freneau’s National Gazette, and their print war between 1792 and 1793. With the first evolving into the mouthpiece for Alexander Hamilton’s Federalist Party and the latter created expressly as Thomas Jefferson’s Republican Party rag, these newspapers served as the national megaphones for the first two-party system—a system that arose after Tom and his fellow Virginian James Madison lost all trust in Alex following their compromise made over dinner. It’s a tale of genuine patriots, all so convinced of their own rightness and infallibility that they saw the others’ differing views on fiscal policy and the role of the federal union not as healthy disagreements, but as existential threats to the nation itself, and therefore as a valid cause to go scorched-earth in print. Frankly, this print war likely caused President George Washington more pain than his dentures and arthritis combined.

On a scary note, it’s a history that forces us to recognize that even the most brilliant can succumb to partisanship, lie to themselves, and then spread those internalized lies to others. Moreover, it’s a history that proves that deeply partisan and biased news is an all but inevitable part of any liberal democracy. But on a hopeful note, it shows us that democracy can weather even the worst partisan presses.

With hopes that today’s polemicists and least scrupulous politicians don’t take too many notes on this Founding Father master class on classlessness, let us begin our tale. It starts even before Tom’s dinner, with the high-minded founding of the country’s first national newspaper, the Gazette of the United States.


The National, “Impartial” Gazette of the United States and the First Partisan Rupture

Less is known of John Fenno’s earlier life than his later, partisan years as a firebrand Federalist, but we do know this: He was a patriot, a fervent supporter of constitutional federalism, and a die-hard believer in the power of the press. The pitter-patter of his patriotic heart led the not-well-off but well-educated Bostonian to become General Artemas Ward’s orderly even before the “shot heard round the world” had whistled over Concord’s North Bridge, ensuring that the Revolutionary War began on that fateful day, April 19, 1775.18 Marriage and family responsibilities made his military service brief (you can’t make and support a family that would eventually grow to fourteen kids without giving up your “shooting redcoats with the boys” time), but a decade-plus later, John was ready to land his figurative punches in the fight for the Constitution’s ratification as the assistant editor for Benjamin Russell’s pro-ratification, or “federalist,” Massachusetts Centinel.19 The newspaper downplayed the anti-federalists’ fears of an overreaching national government replicating the very evils that the Revolution had just defeated; instead, it preached the federalist gospel of the economic prosperity and security that the Constitution offered, characterizing them as being worth the states giving up their then status as completely sovereign states only loosely tied together in a “league of friendship” under the Articles of Confederation.20 John loved the work, and with the Constitution’s ratification in 1788, he decided to set out on his own. Armed with letters of introduction from Massachusetts’s finest federalists and personal loans of £250 from friends, John—or Johnny, as this closest circle would sometimes call him—left his dear New England for the federal capital of New York City to establish his own newspaper.21

On Wednesday, April 15, 1789, two weeks before President-Elect George Washington’s inauguration at New York City’s Federal Hall, John Fenno’s Gazette of the United States made its debut. The federal capital-based paper used small print, laid its articles in vertical columns, ran four pages—the front and back of two broadsides—and would do most of its publishing at 9 Maiden Lane (just down the street from Thomas Jefferson’s residence). New issues would come out every Wednesday and Saturday, at a cost of six pence apiece or three dollars for an annual subscription.22 It was all very typical for an Early Republic newspaper, just like the city’s other six regularly publishing papers.23

But there was nothing typical about Johnny’s ambition to create a federally focused, nationally read, and impartial newspaper. He wanted his Gazette to be “entirely devoted to the support of the Constitution & the Administration formed upon its national principles,” effectively serving as the mouthpiece for the new federal government.24 The idea wasn’t new—many European courts had official rags, including Britain’s London Gazette, and during the Revolution, Loyalist New York’s Royal Gazette—but neither the Continental nor Confederated Congresses ever had such a publication. To many Americans, it felt too courtly. Too British.25 Yet, from Johnny’s patriotic vantage point, the existence of a newspaper that would provide “Early and authentic accounts of the PROCEEDINGS of CONGRESS—its LAWS, ACTS, and RESOLUTIONS, communicated so as to form an HISTORY of the TRANSACTIONS of the FEDERAL LEGISLATURE, under the NEW CONSTITUTION” was crucial.26 It would educate the American people on their new Constitution and thereby help foster an American identity, which was still a fairly foreign concept in the until-so-recently sovereign and independent states.27 So, prepared to be the typesetting hero the American people didn’t know they needed, Johnny had moved to New York City specifically to publish “at the SEAT of the FEDERAL GOVERNMENT,” where the caps-and-italics-loving editor could follow its daily happenings.

Perhaps even more unique, though, was Johnny’s ambitious targeted readership: the whole United States. While other newspapers had reached beyond their city or even state to achieve a regional influence, never in the history of the colonies turned states had an American newspaper aspired to be a national one. Yet here was Johnny, offering Gazette subscriptions “in all the capital towns upon the Continent” for his “NATIONAL PAPER.”28 It was audacious, yet entirely necessary; one cannot build a national identity and love for the federal government without meaningfully reaching the whole nation, or at least, its influential figures in the states’ capitals. It was also logistically possible thanks to the Second Continental Congress establishing a postal service. Johnny even hoped to give the newspaper a national tone by not running advertisements that would invariably be localized. He planned to fund the Gazette on subscriptions and government print contracts instead. Alas, with only six hundred subscriptions by July, a need for 1,500 just to break even, and a growth rate of about two dozen per month, the idealistic editor would soon confront the harsh realities of the razor-thin-profit-margin world of newspapers. Nonetheless, this bold-if-failed financial plan speaks to his drive to make this newspaper not only reach nationally but feel national.29

Finally, Johnny intended his Gazette to be an “IMPARTIAL and INDEPENDENT CONVEYANCER… of News, Politics, and Miscellanies.”30 This wasn’t a passing thought, either. He mentioned it more than once in his inaugural paper, emphasizing that the Gazette would provide “Impartial Sketches of the Debates of Congress,” and was “established upon NATIONAL, INDEPENDENT, and IMPARTIAL PRINCIPLES.”31 In April 1789, Johnny also asserted that the printer who “can be made the tool of a party… merits universal contempt.”32 This might seem like an odd position for one with an admittedly pro-administration and federalist bent, yet, as historian Jeffrey L. Pasley explains, “he [John Fenno] thought of himself as a defender of constituted authority and of his paper as the instrument and exemplar of a national interest whose legitimacy was far above that of any party.”33

But as the months passed with Johnny publishing his pro–federal government “sketches” on the “Proceedings of Congress,” poetry praising George Washington, essays on the Constitution, and more, a small flame was just starting to cook underneath the cauldron of partisanship. The first log for that fire was the debate over the national debt.34



The spring and summer of 1789 came and went as the nation’s newly elected leaders settled in as a federal government—or, rather, created the federal government. Questions abounded. What did “Advice and Consent of the Senate” really mean?35 Which of the dozens of Constitutional revisions kicked around during ratification—New York’s anti-federalists alone had proposed fifty-five possible amendments!—should Congress approve and send to the states?36 Vice President John Adams questioned: How should the president be addressed?37 In short, the Constitution felt less like a blueprint and more like clues in an escape room filled with roughly one hundred people who agreed on little. And among these puzzles was Article VI’s requirement that the United States carry forward its massive Revolutionary War–created national debt.38

A fair and ethical requirement, but how should they tackle that behemoth? In September, the House of Representatives turned to the newly nominated and confirmed thirty-four-year-old secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton. They asked him to deliver a report on public credit and a plan on how to handle it within the next 110 days.39

A monumental task, yet Alex had already been thinking through how to handle the nation’s debt, and Johnny Fenno was here for it. The treasury secretary’s champion-in-print from the start, Johnny informed his Gazette readers that it would be “indispensably necessary” for “our domestic debt, consolidating the whole into one great national mass.”40 He published this on August 8, 1789, preceding Alexander’s confirmation as secretary or even the Treasury’s creation! The article was, as historian Marcus Leonard Daniel calls it, a five-month early “virtual preview of Hamilton’s famous Report.”41 Alex undoubtedly had a hand in it. Perhaps he even wrote it? While he had not provided financial assistance to the Gazette, the treasury secretary was Johnny’s fan and encouraged the New Englander’s newspaper.42 He would continue to do so as their friendship deepened.

On January 14, 1790, the lithe New Yorker answered Congress with his Report on Public Credit. To no one’s surprise, it reported that the debt was enormous: The Union was $54 million in the hole, while the combined individual states owed another $25 million, for a total of $79 million. Even with Congress flexing its new constitutional power to tax through the Tariff of 1789, the national debt’s annual interest payment alone “exceeded the revenues of the federal government.”43 But, as requested, Alex had prepared a plan.

Reduced to its simplest terms, the treasury secretary’s Report on Public Credit had two major actionable items. For one, Alex recommended that Congress pay off foreign loans (about 20 percent of the Union’s outstanding $54 million), but keep the domestic debt while rolling that larger portion into new federal securities, or as Alex’s biographer Ron Chernow calls them, “noncallable bonds.”44 The treasury secretary argued that these bonds provided “proper funding of the present debt” that would “render it [the debt] a national blessing” by restoring the ever-so-delinquent-on-payment United States’ trashed credit. As for his second major piece of instruction, Alex called for Congress to pick up the Revolution’s whole $79 million tab through “the assumption of the debts of the particular states by the union.”45 As established at the chapter’s start, this was largely argued on the basis that some states were hit harder by the costs of the war, yet every state was enjoying the benefits. It was like a dinner party at which Massachusetts ordered the wine, but did so on behalf of the whole table, and now felt its fellow drunk-on-liberty sister states should split the bill.

But Alex had other motivations. He wanted the nation’s wealthy and creditors looking to the federal government, not the state governments; he wanted to incentivize the federal government to tax rather than the states. This Caribbean-born child of poverty turned financial guru wanted to use fiscal policy to hold the Union together. He was determined to ensure that this federal version of the United States would never be that weak, pathetic, underfunded creature that had left him, as George Washington’s aide-de-camp, unable to save his thousands of Continental brothers-in-arms who needlessly died of exposure and starvation. Memories such as Valley Forge must have haunted him. Thus, Alex would make the United States a nation strong enough to stand and defend the liberty for which he had fought and his friends had died, and he would use the self-interests of the rich to do it.46



As Congress studied Alex’s fifty-one-page Report on Public Credit, Johnny continued to churn out support for the assumption plan. He completely reproduced it for his readers, publishing the report piecemeal across all but one issue of the Gazette between January 27 and February 27, 1790.47 He called the plan “masterly” and downright patriotic: “Patriotism is a sacred name!… and the way to preserve it is to uphold national credit.”48 But the Gazette editor soon found that being Alexander’s hype man wasn’t enough. As the House of Representatives began debating assumption on February 8, Virginia’s illustrious intellectual and leading congressman, James Madison, wanted to throw a wrench in things with an idea called “discrimination.”49

While “discrimination” feels like a word that ought to be pretty high on the list of terms slaveholding politicians should not invoke, James “Little Jemmy” Madison wasn’t using the word as later generations would. This short king of a congressman wanted to “discriminate” against investors. During the Revolution, the broke and unable-to-tax Congress of the Continental and Confederation eras had to resort to IOU certificates, particularly to “pay” Continental soldiers. Later, many of these patriots who had bled for their nation had to sell their certificates to investors for pennies on the dollar, and Little Jemmy didn’t like it. His sense of fairness had him calling for Congress to pay investors only a portion of an IOU’s face value while giving the difference to the IOU’s original holder.50

Johnny Fenno took Jemmy’s discrimination to task in the Gazette. In a February 10 article, he downplayed its chief complaint: “The great weight of the debt is still in the hands of the original holders, men who loaned or did service for the country from noble motives.” He went on to say that “there is a variety” of reasons for which original IOU holders may have sold, and even in the unfortunate cases where a patriot sold due to economic duress, having the federal government step in was not the answer, as “a power to alienate property, is one of the rights of man, which government ought not to invade either directly or indirectly by any of its measures.”51 Assuming that Alex didn’t write the article himself, Johnny was all but quoting his Report.52

John was clearly pulling for Alex in this debate, but the Constitution-loving federalist editor was still making a good-faith effort to hold to his high-minded if imperfect sense of impartiality. As historian Marcus Daniel sums him up: “John Fenno was deeply committed to the Federalist cause, but he was neither a political hack nor a government sycophant.”53 Johnny published at least one op-ed opposing Alex’s plan, written by “A JERSEY MAN,” and while his coverage of Congress’s debates on assumption could’ve been more extensive and frequent, the idealistic editor didn’t ignore the opposition’s arguments.54 When Gazette subscribers read about Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts claiming that state debts were in fact federal debts, they also read that Virginia’s Andrew Moore considered assumption to be unconstitutional, and that New Hampshire’s Samuel Livermore questioned the ability to raise “credibility by assuming to pay the debts of others” while scoffing at this “extracting gold out of a rock.”55 The Gazette was not out for blood—at least, not yet.

Alexander Hamilton was hurt by James Madison’s disagreement, though. He could hardly believe that his friend, collaborator in organizing the Philadelphia Convention, and primary coauthor of the Federalist Papers didn’t share his perspective, and couldn’t see how this “discrimination” idea would undermine the confidence investors had in the federal government, and therefore the Union itself.56 This felt like a knife in the back to Alex, who, according to his ministerial friend Manasseh Cutler, couldn’t help but see Little Jemmy’s lack of support as “a perfidious desertion of the principles which he [James Madison] was solemnly pledged to defend.”57 Worse, James was winning the fight. That April, the House voted to kill Alex’s assumption plan.58

Yet, the two Federalist Papers authors’ relationship was only bruised, not broken. As we know from the start of this chapter, the new and freshly back from France secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, had them over for dinner that June, where Alex and James showed enough trust to compromise: They resurrected and arranged for the passage of Alex’s assumption plan and, in return, would hand the permanent federal capital to the South. Everyone walked away with a win, and no one thought the other to be the devil incarnate.

But as the federal government and Johnny Fenno, with his Gazette of the United States, all moved to Philadelphia—a temporary capital until a permanent one would be built along Virginia’s and Maryland’s Potomac River—another log was added to the figurative fire under the partisan-cooking cauldron. This one would bring things to a boil.



On December 14, 1790, Alex submitted his Report on a National Bank to the House of Representatives.59 As the title articulated, the treasury secretary was urging the creation of a national bank, which he envisioned as part public and part private. To that end, Alex proposed that the federal government’s holdings in the “Bank of the United States” would not exceed $2 million of its $10 million in capital. He thought this 20 percent cap yielded the right balance between the bank maintaining independence and feeling pressure to meet the government’s needs. The bank would service the national debt, lend to the federal government when needed, provide private loans, and finally, issue banknotes (paper currency) “payable in coin.” The often barter-based American economy would benefit tremendously from the paper money, while pegging the currency to precious coins would keep the bank from overprinting its bills and inflating them to worthlessness, as Congress did with the Continental dollar during the war.60 Having adopted assumption and funded the national debt, this central banking system, Alex contended, was the critical next step that the United States needed to take to survive.61 No—to thrive. It was also the breaking point for Thomas Jefferson and James Madison as they realized what a massive chasm stood between theirs and Alex’s vision for the United States.

Tom saw British thinking. To him, “the Bank of the United States” screamed “the Bank of England.” He wasn’t entirely wrong; Alex derived significant inspiration from that century-old English institution, just as he still thought highly of the British government’s model as a whole. But the lanky secretary of state’s interpretation of Alex’s Anglophilia went beyond reality. Alex saw himself as taking the best of the British system and leaving behind the worst in order to provide the United States with the strong central government and robust economy needed for this young Republic to survive in a world of cruel empires, whereas Tom saw intentional maneuvering to create a wealthy, bank-supported elite with an American monarch or its equal in an unbridled president. The first claim was fair but the second was ridiculous. In short, this proposed national bank genuinely convinced Thomas Jefferson that the Revolutionary War veteran, Constitution signatory, and majority author of the Federalist Papers, Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, wanted to kill the American Republic and liberty. To quote historian John Ferling, “If the treasury secretary succeeded, Jefferson feared the promise of the American Revolution would be dashed.”62

For all those same liberty-loving reasons, Tom was growing disenchanted with Johnny Fenno’s Gazette of the United States—particularly since it had begun publishing Vice President John Adams’s “Discourses on Davila” last April. Although primarily a snoozer translation of the seventeenth-century Italian Enrico Caterino Davila’s history of the wars of religion in sixteenth-century France, the VP’s “Discourses” also warned against unchecked democracy.63 Such a warning from an A-list Founder might sound crazy to modern ears, but the Founding Fathers generally feared direct democracy’s potential for devolving into mob rule as much as they feared centralized power’s ability to become tyranny, and the still-early-on French Revolution was making John Adams nervous. Tom, however, was disturbed by these warnings. As much as the secretary of state had appreciated the Gazette reproducing the French newspaper articles that he provided, and as deeply as he cared for his longtime friend the VP, Tom thought Mr. Adams was sounding too anti-democratic.64 Too monarchical. Too aristocratic, or too much like a “monocrat,” as Tom and Little Jemmy took to combining those last two words. Indeed, Tom saw the vice president as having crossed to the Hamiltonian dark side, and while Johnny Fenno’s support of assumption had been balanced enough to keep Tommy from writing him off initially, a willingness to publish the allegedly anti-democratic “Discourses” in the Gazette crossed the line. Tom no longer believed Johnny to be a true supporter of real republicanism.

Tommy had let his likely worn-out and too-small breeches get in a Hamiltonian bunch (truly, the man had no sense of style).65 But even if the publication of “Discourses” alone hadn’t convinced Tom that Mr. Fenno’s impartiality was slackening, Johnny’s coverage of the bank debate would’ve pushed Tom over the edge. The Gazette editor published the first draft of Alex’s Report on a National Bank in late December and the final draft across the Gazette’s January 1791 issues. As the congressional battle heated up the next month, he also gave space to bank-supporting op-eds signed by “Civis” and “a Constitutionalist.”66 In Tom’s eyes, Johnny wasn’t only begging subscribers to pay their bills and selling ad space to famed artist John Trumbull, offering selected prints of his Revolutionary War paintings; the newspaperman was also advertising the national bank to his influential and voting readership across the states that had consumed the “upwards of two hundred thousand copies” of the Gazette printed since April 1789.67

To make matters worse, TJ could not stop the bank-creating bill as it moved through Congress. It sailed through the Senate in January. In the House, Little Jemmy’s cries and lamentations against it fell on mostly deaf ears that February. Tom and his fellow cabinet member Attorney General Edmund Randolph gave President George Washington pause as they argued that establishing a bank was beyond the federal government’s constitutional powers, but Alex’s “implied powers” argument won the day. GW signed the bill on February 25.68 It seemed that Pennsylvania’s US Senator William Maclay’s sarcastic note about the bank debate was true: “Congress may go home. Mr. Hamilton is all powerful, and fails in nothing which he attempts.”69

Yet, aloof and taciturn as the secretary of state preferred to be, he remained the bold revolutionary who penned A Summary View of the Rights of British America and who primarily authored the Declaration of Independence; he wasn’t about to roll over.70 Tom would wage a war of words for the soul—no, the salvation!—of America. From his perspective, he had to counter and defeat that nefarious treasury secretary and his personal henchman, editor Johnny Fenno, so gleefully spreading British-like, “monocratic,” republic-killing poison through his nationally read Gazette of the United States.

Tom would have to fight fire with fire. He needed to find his own Johnny Fenno who could establish an alternative national newspaper. Only three days after George Washington signed the bank bill into law, Tom reached out to a caustic, combative polemicist with a gift for satire, significant newspaper experience, and, of course, the “right” republican values.71 His name was Philip Freneau.



Philip Freneau’s National Gazette and the Print War of 1792

A graduate of the College of New Jersey (later known as Princeton) and a New Jersey militiaman, then privateer, during the Revolution, Philip Freneau had a gift for weaponizing a newspaper. He really began honing this skill in 1781, after a full year of recovering from six weeks of harsh treatment aboard a British prison ship. That spring, this “Poet of the Revolution,” with a prominent nose, flowing locks, an ever-so-slightly cleft chin, and deep hatred for England made his way to Philadelphia to edit The Freeman’s Journal. Phil filled its pages with unapologetically patriotic and anti-British prose and poetry, be that depicting King George III as a lustful cowardly “poltroon” or striking a “crude and coarse” personal jab at the editor of New York’s Loyalist/Tory Royal Gazette, James Rivington.72 His hit-in-print résumé continued to grow when the notoriously fierce word warrior Colonel Eleazer Oswald came to Philly, set up his Independent Gazetteer, and began exchanging blows with Phil over Pennsylvania’s in-the-works state constitution. The colonel ultimately proved the nastier of the two, but Phil had nonetheless proven his prowess for wielding a well-inked printing press the way a swordsman wields a blade. Exhausted and jaded, he took a break from the news, but he couldn’t stay away. He began writing for Francis Childs and John Swaine’s anti-federalist-leaning Daily Advertiser in New York in March 1790.73

This was the sharp-tongued, radically “republican” journalist whom Thomas Jefferson needed. On February 28, 1791, the esteemed secretary of state came courting in a letter:


SIR,

The clerkship for foreign languages in my office is vacant. The salary indeed is very low, being but two hundred and fifty dollars a year: but also it gives so little to do as not to interfere with any other calling the person may choose, which would not absent him from the seat of government.74



Reading between the lines, the offer reeked of ulterior motives. From a merit or even functional perspective, it was ridiculous to hire a guy who spoke only English and French as the Department of State’s general translator of foreign languages.75 As for that “other calling,” Tom didn’t mean for Phil to “choose” freely.76 Tommy J. was straight-up proposing to use State Department funds to subsidize the skilled writer and editor starting a nation-reaching partisan rag in Philadelphia. But alas, to Tom’s shock and chagrin, Phil was less than jazzed with the offer.

Tom wouldn’t give up, though. He couldn’t. That “paper of pure Toryism,” as he called John Fenno’s Gazette of the United States in a letter to his son-in-law in May, was “disseminating the doctrines of monarchy, aristocracy, and the exclusion of the influence of the people.”77 While Tom was excited about Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man that year, which he described as a long-overdue public attack on the “political heresies which have sprung up among us,” the Gazette had become too influential. Indeed, that very same month, Johnny proudly boasted of his circulation of 1,400.78 A relatively small number by modern standards, but this was a nation of only four million people, and each issue reached far more than its subscriber, often being read aloud in taverns, coffeehouses, and the like.79 Moreover, it was still the only national newspaper. The Gazette’s influence punched well above its subscription weight then, and given Tom’s conviction of its monarchical evil, he couldn’t just give up after Phil’s initial no. He went on to speculate in the same letter to his son-in-law that perhaps Benjamin Franklin Bache’s newspaper, “the principles of which were always republican,” could become their needed national counterweight.80

It wouldn’t come to that, though. James Madison was an old college buddy of Phil’s, and between the entreaties of his fellow Princeton man, further financial backing from his former bosses at the Daily Advertiser, and promises that this network would help push subscriptions, Phil conceded. TJ obtained his prize that summer, and by fall, a second national newspaper—another gazette—was born.81



On October 31, 1791, the inaugural issue of Philip Freneau’s National Gazette hit the streets of Philadelphia (and, likely, the postal service, for his out-of-state subscribers). He was publishing from the office of Childs and Swaine at 239 High Street, which placed him down the road from Johnny Fenno’s Gazette of the United States at 69 High Street (also known as Market Street), and in the same neighborhood as the recently moved-in federal government. But the gazettes’ similarities didn’t end with their publishing proximity. Like Johnny’s Gazette, Phil’s National Gazette used small print, laid its articles in vertical columns, ran four pages that covered the front and back of two broadsides, cost three dollars for an annual subscription, published twice weekly, and, of course, distinguished itself from all other American newspapers save Johnny’s by offering national subscriptions. That service was about to become easier, too; Congressman James Madison would make sure that next year’s Post Office Act set a pittance of a price for mailing newspapers and allowed printers to mail each other newspapers for free.82 However, there was one difference between the editors and their respective gazettes worth noting: Philip made no claims to impartiality.83

Nonetheless, the first few months passed calmly. On December 5, when Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton delivered his government-requested Report on the Subject of Manufactures to the House of Representatives, Philip Freneau didn’t come out swinging. Even though Alex was calling for the federal government to facilitate a more diverse (and therefore independent from Europe) American economy through the use of bounties (subsidies) and protective tariffs for specific industries;84 even as Thomas Jefferson warned George Washington against the dangers of government subsidizing manufacturing, and as James Madison called for the report to “be thrown into the fire at once”; Philip reproduced the report in full in the National Gazette between December 26, 1791, and January 9, 1792, without commentary.85 It was the right move. Though Alex’s vision of manufacturing was a prescient prediction of the nation’s future, Congress didn’t jump on this one.86 The newspaper certainly had an anti-British and pro-French flavor, but “on the whole,” as Philip’s biographer Lewis Leary writes, “the early National Gazette was non-controversial and intensely patriotic.”87 In fact, Philip was so well behaved initially that Johnny Fenno even welcomed the National Gazette as a needed second voice in the still greatly underserved national newspaper space.88

Perhaps Philip was biding his time. Perhaps he was building a strong reputation and readership before going “openly polemic,” as Leary goes on to suggest in his biography.89 Perhaps the satire- and poetry-loving editor “hadn’t yet established a voice of his own in political debate,” as historian Marcus Daniel posits.90 Whatever the case, it was temporary and Phil soon started swinging his partisan fists.

On January 26, 1792, the National Gazette reprinted a piece by “Caius” from the American Daily Advertiser that warned against the “iniquitous sophistry in the elaborate treaties [reports] of the financial minister,” Alexander Hamilton. While decrying a funded public debt, Caius described Alex as someone of “Machiavellian principles” who would seek still more “assumption… which, if permitted, will immovably fix the millstone of public debt around your necks.” He closed by claiming that a “systematic attack” was being waged “against the very existence of republican principles,” the goal being “to erect a detestable aristocracy or monarchy on the fruits of republicanism and the independence of our country.”91

Ah, these were the fighting words that “monocrat”-loathing Tom wanted—not that any of it was substantiated. This was a character-attacking opinion with no research to back it stated as fact. The sort of article that, if published today, fans would praise as truth, academics and journalists would label as partisan and biased, and opponents would decry as fake news.

Phil swung his ink-stained fists harder in the months ahead. In March, “A Farmer” warned that Congress’s tendency to trust Alex’s financial guidance was leading to policies that would “prove the destruction of the equality of rights and tend strongly to an aristocracy.” “Brutus”—yes, first a “Caius,” now a “Brutus,” two pseudonyms clearly comparing the treasury secretary to ancient Rome’s republic-killing dictator, Julius Caesar—slammed the national bank, funding, taxation, and everything else Hamiltonian about the American economy.92 Meanwhile, amid congressional debate over Alex’s proposed mint, the National Gazette’s poetry-loving editor composed a few verses describing a government minting coins as the act of “a sycophantic race” that:


Worship’d in every form their kings;

And on their coins to their disgrace,

Plac’d them if wise, or silly things.93



The National Gazette was no kinder to the treasury secretary in April. It described Hamiltonian policies as “injurious to the liberty and enslaving to the happiness of the people.”94 It called national-bank supporters “blood-sucking Brokers.”95 Unquestionably, Phil had fully unsheathed his mightier-than-the-sword pen to attack Alex with wild, rampant, and unsubstantiated speculation. And as he carried out this work, Congressman James Madison was pseudonymously right beside him.



Little Jemmy wrote nineteen essays for the National Gazette.96 Like Phil, Jemmy’s earliest pieces avoided directly attacking Alexander Hamilton or Johnny Fenno’s Gazette of the United States; they did, however, carry a somewhat anti-federalist tone. It was quite a shift for the Father of the Constitution who’d built his national reputation by fighting for a more centralized government and stronger union, but to be fair, it wasn’t a total flip-flop. If the Constitution’s concept of American federalism was about balancing power and sovereignty between a federal government and the states to get the best of both big and small government, then Little Jemmy could certainly believe in his baby—the Constitution—and still fear Uncle Sam growing too powerful. That was where he found himself. Just as Alex felt James had betrayed their shared views of a strong union, the hypochondriacal Virginian feared Alex’s current policies like a visitor with a cold. They were even worse when James thought back to Alex’s pitch for an elected-for-life-unless-impeached president back at the Constitutional Convention. So much for the claim that there are no bad ideas while brainstorming.97 Thus, Jemmy no longer saw Alex as a patriotic supporter of republican government, but as an aristocrat-loving monarchist. A “monocrat.” And after a few warm-up essays, James was ready to get serious.

On January 23, 1792, Little Jemmy’s “Parties” essay started off sounding very much like his brilliant, forever-to-be-cited “Federalist No. 10.” In a manner similar to that document’s assertion that “liberty is to faction what air is to fire,” James stated that “parties are unavoidable” (less eloquent, but hey, he had less space). Likewise, he still believed that this “fire,” though inevitable, can and ought to be contained, explaining in the National Gazette that society must “combat the evil” that arises from partisanship.98

But Little Jemmy did have some fresh thoughts on how American society should combat that evil. He called for “political equality” reinforced by policies that would discourage the “increase of inequality of property” and laws that, while not “violating the rights of property” would still “reduce extreme wealth.”99 Hardly what you’d expect from a wealthy, blue-blooded Virginian, but Jemmy was focused on investors buying stock in the Alexander Hamilton–inspired national bank and Alex’s suggestion that the federal government subsidize manufacturers. These Hamiltonian ideas were where Jemmy foresaw wealth getting so out of hand that it could destroy political equality in the Union. Thus, the Virginian who had idealistically theorized in “Federalist No. 10” that the mechanisms of republican government, especially the United States’ sheer size as a large union of republics, would help control partisanship, found himself compelled to do something his biographer Noah Feldman tells us “ran against every theoretical principle he [James Madison] had ever expressed or endorsed.”100 Something that historian Denver Brunsman rightly says Jemmy “once regarded as unthinkable.” That something was “starting a political party.”101

If “Parties” hinted at creating a party, Jemmy declared it in his September National Gazette contribution, “A Candid State of Parties.” The article started by informing readers that “parties in the United States” spanned “three periods”: the years before and during the Revolution up to 1783, the debate over the Constitution’s ratification between 1787 and 1788, and finally, life since the Constitution’s ratification. The first period of Patriots and Loyalists was fair enough, but in the second, he described his own camp at the time, the Federalists, as including “no doubt, some who were openly or secretly attached to monarchy and aristocracy; and hoped to make the constitution a cradle for their heredity establishments.” It was a dagger in a history-contorting sentence, thrust into the back of Alexander Hamilton. As for the third period, James announced that the nation was divided between a “Republican Party” and an “anti republican party.” That was it. With these words, Little Jemmy had effectively announced the creation of a party opposed to the Alexander Hamilton–created policies that President George Washington and Congress had largely accepted. James Madison’s Republican Party—or Thomas Jefferson’s, really, as the party would also be known as Jeffersonian Republicans, as well as Democratic-Republicans—was now the nation’s first opposition party.

But more than an announcement, the article was brilliant politics. Note how James tried to hold on to the positive framing he enjoyed in the fight over the Constitution between Federalists and Anti-Federalists by calling his side the “republicans” and his foes the “anti-republicans.” While this failed as those aligned with Alex instead inherited the Federalist label from the Constitutional debate, it was a nice try. Furthermore, our dear Mr. Madison, who realized that his moderate Federalists rebranded as Republicans were too small of a coalition, also made the tent big enough for his former constitutional foes by describing the anti-federalists as having an unwavering attachment to the “union and to good government.”102 His history was dubious but the politicking was genius, and with this essay, James Madison had made the two sides in the young nation’s growing political battle official: It was to be Thomas Jefferson’s Republicans versus Alexander Hamilton’s Federalists.



“Aristocratic junto.” “Monied aristocracy.” “Stock-jobbers, scrip-mongers, and paper mongers.”103 So Philip Freneau and his pseudonym-hidden helpers blasted Alexander Hamilton’s Federalists while screaming that Hamiltonian policies would enslave America through “Monarchical Federalism.”104

“Mad dogs.” “Audacious scribblers.” “Professed friends, but real enemies of the United States.” So John Fenno fired back at Philip while accusing him and his Jeffersonian Republican readership of seeking to sway November’s
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“Cut Him to Pieces”
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