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A Biography of Benjamin Franklin 1706-1790

Franklin was born in 1706 at Boston. He was the tenth son of a soap 
and candlemaker. He received some formal education but was 
principally self-taught. After serving an apprenticeship to his father 
between the ages of 10 and 12, he went to work for his half-brother 
James, a printer. In 1721 the latter founded the New England Courant,
the fourth newspaper in the colonies. Benjamin secretly contributed 14 
essays to it, his first published writings.

In 1723, because of dissension with his half-brother, Franklin moved to 
Philadelphia, where he obtained employment as a printer. He spent only 
a year there and then sailed to London for 2 more years. Back in 

Philadelphia, he rose rapidly in the printing industry. He published The Pennsylvania Gazette
(1730-48), which had been founded by another man in 1728, but his most successful literary 
venture was the annual Poor Richard 's Almanac (1733-58). It won a popularity in the colonies 
second only to the Bible, and its fame eventually spread to Europe.

Meantime, in 1730 Franklin had taken a common-law wife, Deborah Read, who was to bear him 
a son and daughter, and he also apparently had children with another nameless woman out of 
wedlock. By 1748 he had achieved financial independence and gained recognition for his 
philanthropy and the stimulus he provided to such civic causes as libraries, educational 
institutions, and hospitals. Energetic and tireless, he also found time to pursue his interest in 
science, as well as to enter politics.

Franklin served as clerk (1736-51) and member (1751-64) of the colonial legislature and as 
deputy postmaster of Philadelphia (1737-53) and deputy postmaster general of the colonies 
(1753-74). In addition, he represented Pennsylvania at the Albany Congress (1754), called to 
unite the colonies during the French and Indian War. The congress adopted his "Plan of Union," 
but the colonial assemblies rejected it because it encroached on their powers.

During the years 1757-62 and 1764-75, Franklin resided in England, originally in the capacity of 
agent for Pennsylvania and later for Georgia, New Jersey, and Massachusetts. During the latter 
period, which coincided with the growth of colonial unrest, he underwent a political 
metamorphosis. Until then a contented Englishman in outlook, primarily concerned with 
Pennsylvania provincial politics, he distrusted popular movements and saw little purpose to be 
served in carrying principle to extremes. Until the issue of parliamentary taxation undermined 
the old alliances, he led the Quaker party attack on the Anglican proprietary party and its 
Presbyterian frontier allies. His purpose throughout the years at London in fact had been 
displacement of the Penn family administration by royal authority-the conversion of the province 
from a proprietary to a royal colony.

It was during the Stamp Act crisis that Franklin evolved from leader of a shattered provincial 
party's faction to celebrated spokesman at London for American rights. Although as agent for 



Pennsylvania he opposed by every conceivable means the enactment of the bill in 1765, he did 
not at first realize the depth of colonial hostility. He regarded passage as unavoidable and 
preferred to submit to it while actually working for its repeal.

Franklin's nomination of a friend and political ally as stamp distributor for Pennsylvania, coupled 
with his apparent acceptance of the legislation, armed his proprietary opponents with explosive 
issues. Their energetic exploitation of them endangered his reputation at home until reliable 
information was published demonstrating his unabated opposition to the act. For a time, mob 
resentment threatened his family and new home in Philadelphia until his tradesmen supporters 
rallied. Subsequently, Franklin's defense of the American position in the House of Commons 
during the debates over the Stamp Act's repeal restored his prestige at home.

Franklin returned to Philadelphia in May 1775 and immediately became a distinguished member 
of the Continental Congress. Thirteen months later, he served on the committee that drafted the 
Declaration of Independence. He subsequently contributed to the government in other important 
ways, including service as postmaster general, and took over the duties of president of the 
Pennsylvania constitutional convention.

But, within less than a year and a half after his return, the aged statesman set sail once again for 
Europe, beginning a career as diplomat that would occupy him for most of the rest of his life. In 
the years 1776-79, as one of three commissioners, he directed the negotiations that led to treaties 
of commerce and alliance with France, where the people adulated him, but he and the other 
commissioners squabbled constantly. While he was sole commissioner to France (1779-85), he 
and John Jay and John Adams negotiated the Treaty of Paris (1783), which ended the War for 
Independence.

Back in the United States, in 1785 Franklin became president of the Supreme Executive Council 
of Pennsylvania. At the Constitutional Convention, though he did not approve of many aspects of 
the finished document and was hampered by his age and ill-health, he missed few if any sessions, 
lent his prestige, soothed passions, and compromised disputes.

In his twilight years, working on his Autobiography, Franklin could look back on a fruitful life as 
the toast of two continents. Energetic nearly to the last, in 1787 he was elected as first president 
of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery-a cause to which he had 
committed himself as early as the 1730s. His final public act was signing a memorial to Congress 
recommending dissolution of the slavery system. Shortly thereafter, in 1790 at the age of 84, 
Franklin passed away in Philadelphia and was laid to rest in Christ Church Burial Ground. 

http://odur.let.rug.nl/usa/B/bfranklin/franklin.htm



At his inauguration, James Madison, a small, wizened man, appeared old and worn; Washington 
Irving described him as "but a withered little apple-John." But whatever his deficiencies in 
charm, Madison's buxom wife Dolley compensated for them with her warmth and gaiety. She 
was the toast of Washington.

Born in 1751, Madison was brought up in Orange County, Virginia, and attended Princeton (then 
called the College of New Jersey). A student of history and government, well-read in law, he 
participated in the framing of the Virginia Constitution in 1776, served in the Continental 
Congress, and was a leader in the Virginia Assembly.

When delegates to the Constitutional Convention assembled at Philadelphia, the 36-year-old 
Madison took frequent and emphatic part in the debates.

Madison made a major contribution to the ratification of the Constitution by writing, with 
Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, the Federalist essays. In later years, when he was referred to 
as the "Father of the Constitution," Madison protested that the document was not "the off-spring 
of a single brain," but "the work of many heads and many hands."

In Congress, he helped frame the Bill of Rights and enact the first revenue legislation. Out of his 
leadership in opposition to Hamilton's financial proposals, which he felt would unduly bestow 
wealth and power upon northern financiers, came the development of the Republican, or 
Jeffersonian, Party.

As President Jefferson's Secretary of State, Madison protested to warring France and Britain that 
their seizure of American ships was contrary to international law. The protests, John Randolph 
acidly commented, had the effect of "a shilling pamphlet hurled against eight hundred ships of 
war."

Despite the unpopular Embargo Act of 1807, which did not make the belligerent nations change 
their ways but did cause a depression in the United States, Madison was elected President in 
1808. Before he took office the Embargo Act was repealed.



During the first year of Madison's Administration, the United States prohibited trade with both 
Britain and France; then in May, 1810, Congress authorized trade with both, directing the 
President, if either would accept America's view of neutral rights, to forbid trade with the other 
nation.

Napoleon pretended to comply. Late in 1810, Madison proclaimed non-intercourse with Great 
Britain. In Congress a young group including Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun, the "War 
Hawks," pressed the President for a more militant policy.

The British impressment of American seamen and the seizure of cargoes impelled Madison to 
give in to the pressure. On June 1, 1812, he asked Congress to declare war.

The young Nation was not prepared to fight; its forces took a severe trouncing. The British 
entered Washington and set fire to the White House and the Capitol.

But a few notable naval and military victories, climaxed by Gen. Andrew Jackson's triumph at 
New Orleans, convinced Americans that the War of 1812 had been gloriously successful. An 
upsurge of nationalism resulted. The New England Federalists who had opposed the war--and 
who had even talked secession--were so thoroughly repudiated that Federalism disappeared as a 
national party.

In retirement at Montpelier, his estate in Orange County, Virginia, Madison spoke out against the 
disruptive states' rights influences that by the 1830's threatened to shatter the Federal Union. In a 
note opened after his death in 1836, he stated, "The advice nearest to my heart and deepest in my 
convictions is that the Union of the States be cherished and perpetuated."

http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/jamesmadison



A Biography of Edmund Randolph 1753-1813

On August 10, 1753, Edmund Randolph was born in Tazewell Hall, 
Williamsburg, VA. His parents were Ariana Jenings and John 
Randolph. Edmund attended the College of William and Mary and 
continued his education by studying the law under his father's tutelage.

When the Revolution broke out, father and son followed different paths. 
John Randolph, a Loyalist, followed the royal governor, Lord Dunmore, 
to England, in 1775. Edmund then lived with his uncle Peyton 
Randolph, a prominent figure in Virginia politics. During the war 
Edmund served as an aide-de-camp to General Washington and also 
attended the convention that adopted Virginia's first state constitution in 
1776. He was the convention's youngest member at age 23. Randolph 

married Elizabeth Nicholas in 1776.

Randolph continued to advance in the political world. He became mayor of Williamsburg and 
Virginia's attorney-general. In 1779 he was elected to the Continental Congress, and in 
November 1786 Randolph became Governor of Virginia. In 1786 he was a delegate to the 
Annapolis Convention.

Four days after the opening of the federal convention in Philadelphia, on May 29, 1787, Edmund 
Randolph presented the Virginia Plan for creating a new government. This plan proposed a 
strong central government composed of three branches, legislative, executive, and judicial, and 
enabled the legislative to veto state laws and use force against states that failed to fulfill their 
duties. After many debates and revisions, including striking the section permitting force against a 
state, the Virginia Plan became in large part the basis of the Constitution.

Though Randolph introduced the highly centralized Virginia Plan, he fluctuated between the 
Federalist and Antifederalist points of view. He sat on the Committee of Detail that prepared a 
draft of the Constitution, but by the time the document was adopted, Randolph declined to sign. 
He felt it was not sufficiently republican, and he was especially wary of creating a one-man 
executive. He preferred a three-man council since he regarded "a unity in the Executive" to be 
the "foetus of monarchy." In a Letter . . . on the Federal Constitution, dated October 10, 1787, 
Randolph explained at length his objections to the Constitution. The old Articles of 
Confederation were inadequate, he agreed, but the proposed new plan of union contained too 
many flaws. Randolph was a strong advocate of the process of amendment. He feared that if the 
Constitution were submitted for ratification without leaving the states the opportunity to amend 
it, the document might be rejected and thus close off any hope of another plan of union. 
However, he hoped that amendments would be permitted and second convention called to 
incorporate the changes.



By the time of the Virginia convention for ratification, Randolph supported the Constitution and 
worked to win his state's approval of it. He stated his reason for his switch: "The accession of 
eight states reduced our deliberations to the single question of Union or no Union."

Under President Washington, Edmund Randolph became Attorney General of the United States. 
After Thomas Jefferson resigned as Secretary of State, Randolph assumed that post for the years 
1794-95. During the Jefferson-Hamilton conflict he tried to remain unaligned. After retiring from 
politics in 1795, Randolph resumed his law practice and was regarded as a leading figure in the 
legal community. During his retirement he wrote a history of Virginia. When Aaron Burr went 
on trial for treason in 1807, Edmund Randolph acted as his senior counsel. In 1813, at age 60 and 
suffering from paralysis, Randolph died while visiting Nathaniel Burwell at Carter Hall. His 
body is buried in the graveyard of the nearby chapel. 

http://odur.let.rug.nl/usa/B/randolph/randolph.htm



A Biography of John Rutledge 1739-1800

John Rutledge, elder brother of Edward Rutledge, signer of the 
Declaration of Independence, was born into a large family at or 
near Charleston, SC, in 1739. He received his early education 
from his father, an Irish immigrant and physician, and from an 
Anglican minister and a tutor. After studying law at London's 
Middle Temple in 1760, he was admitted to English practice. 
But, almost at once, he sailed back to Charleston to begin a 
fruitful legal career and to amass a fortune in plantations and 
slaves. Three years later, he married Elizabeth Grimke, who 
eventually bore him 10 children, and moved into a townhouse, 
where he resided most of the remainder of his life.

In 1761 Rutledge became politically active. That year, on behalf 
of Christ Church Parish, he was elected to the provincial 
assembly and held his seat until the War for Independence. For 

10 months in 1764 he temporarily held the post of provincial attorney general. When the troubles 
with Great Britain intensified about the time of the Stamp Act in 1765, Rutledge, who hoped to 
ensure continued self-government for the colonies, sought to avoid severance from the British 
and maintained a restrained stance. He did, however, chair a committee of the Stamp Act 
Congress that drew up a petition to the House of Lords.

In 1774 Rutledge was sent to the First Continental Congress, where he pursued a moderate 
course. After spending the next year in the Second Continental Congress, he returned to South 
Carolina and helped reorganize its government. In 1776 he served on the committee of safety and 
took part in the writing of the state constitution. That year, he also became president of the lower 
house of the legislature, a post he held until 1778. During this period, the new government met 
many stern tests.

In 1778 the conservative Rutledge, disapproving of democratic revisions in the state constitution, 
resigned his position. The next year, however, he was elected as governor. It was a difficult time. 
The British were invading South Carolina, and the military situation was desperate. Early in 
1780, by which time the legislature had adjourned, Charleston was besieged. In May it fell, the 
American army was captured, and the British confiscated Rutledge's property. He ultimately 
escaped to North Carolina and set about attempting to rally forces to recover South Carolina. In 
1781, aided by Gen. Nathanael Greene and a new Continental Army force, he reestablished the 
government. In January 1782 he resigned the governorship and took a seat in the lower house of 
the legislature. He never recouped the financial losses he suffered during the war.

In 1782-83 Rutledge was a delegate to the Continental Congress. He next sat on the state 
chancery court (1784) and again in the lower house of the legislature (1784-90). One of the most 
influential delegates at the Constitutional Convention, where he maintained a moderate 



nationalist stance and chaired the Committee of Detail, he attended all the sessions, spoke often 
and effectively, and served on five committees. Like his fellow South Carolina delegates, he 
vigorously advocated southern interests.

The new government under the Constitution soon lured Rutledge. He was a Presidential elector 
in 1789 and Washington then appointed him as Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, but 
for some reason he apparently served only a short time. In 1791 he became chief justice of the 
South Carolina Supreme Court. Four years later, Washington again appointed him to the U.S. 
Supreme Court, this time as Chief Justice to replace John Jay. But Rutledge's outspoken 
opposition to Jay's Treaty (1794), and the intermittent mental illness he had suffered from since 
the death of his wife in 1792, caused the Federalist-dominated Senate to reject his appointment 
and end his public career. Meantime, however, he had presided over one term of the Court.

Rutledge died in 1800 at the age of 60 and was interred at St. Michael's Episcopal Church in 
Charleston. 

http://odur.let.rug.nl/usa/B/rutledge/rutledge.htm



A Biography of Roger Sherman (1721-1793)

In 1723, when Sherman was 2 years of age, his family relocated 
from his Newton, MA, birthplace to Dorchester (present 
Stoughton). As a boy, he was spurred by a desire to learn and 
read widely in his spare time to supplement his minimal 
education at a common school. But he spent most of his waking 
hours helping his father with farming chores and learning the 
cobbler's trade from him. In 1743, 2 years after his father's 
death, Sherman joined an elder brother who had settled in New 
Milford, CT.

Purchasing a store, becoming a county surveyor, and winning a 
variety of town offices, Sherman prospered and assumed 
leadership in the community. In 1749 he married Elizabeth 
Hartwell, by whom he had seven children. Without benefit of a 
formal legal education, he was admitted to the bar in 1754 and 

embarked upon a distinguished judicial and political career. In the period 1755-61, except for a 
brief interval, he served as a representative in the colonial legislature and held the offices of 
justice of the peace and county judge. Somehow he also eked out time to publish an essay on 
monetary theory and a series of almanacs incorporating his own astronomical observations and 
verse.

In 1761, Sherman abandoned his law practice, and moved to New Haven, CT. There, he 
managed two stores, one that catered to Yale students, and another in nearby Wallingford. He 
also became a friend and benefactor of Yale College, and served for many years as its treasurer. 
In 1763, or 3 years after the death of his first wife, he wed Rebecca Prescott, who bore eight 
children.

Meanwhile, Sherman's political career had blossomed. He rose from justice of the peace and 
county judge to an associate judge of the Connecticut Superior Court and to representative in 
both houses of the colonial assembly. Although opposed to extremism, he promptly joined the 
fight against Britain. He supported non-importation measures and headed the New Haven 
committee of correspondence.

Sherman was a longtime and influential member of the Continental Congress (1774-81 and 
1783-84). He won membership on the committees that drafted the Declaration of Independence
and the Articles of Confederation, as well as those concerned with Indian affairs, national 
finances, and military matters. To solve economic problems, at both national and state levels, he 
advocated high taxes rather than excessive borrowing or the issuance of paper currency.

While in Congress, Sherman remained active in state and local politics, continuing to hold the 
office of judge of the Connecticut Superior Court, as well as membership on the council of safety 



(1777-79). In 1783 he helped codify Connecticut's statutory laws. The next year, he was elected 
mayor of New Haven (1784-86).

Although on the edge of insolvency, mainly because of wartime losses, Sherman could not resist 
the lure of national service. In 1787 he represented his state at the Constitutional Convention, 
and attended practically every session. Not only did he sit on the Committee on Postponed 
Matters, but he also probably helped draft the New Jersey Plan and was a prime mover behind 
the Connecticut, or Great Compromise, which broke the deadlock between the large and small 
states over representation. He was, in addition, instrumental in Connecticut's ratification of the 
Constitution.

Sherman concluded his career by serving in the U.S. House of Representatives (1789-91) and 
Senate (1791-93), where he espoused the Federalist cause. He died at New Haven in 1793 at the 
age of 72 and is buried in the Grove Street Cemetery.

http://odur.let.rug.nl/usa/B/rsherman/sherman.htm



A Biography of William Paterson 1745-1806

William Paterson (Patterson) was born in County Antrim, 
Ireland, in 1745. When he was almost 2 years of age, his family 
emigrated to America, disembarking at New Castle, DE. While 
the father traveled about the country, apparently selling tinware, 
the family lived in New London, other places in Connecticut, 
and in Trenton, NJ. In 1750 he settled in Princeton, NJ. There, 
he became a merchant and manufacturer of tin goods. His 
prosperity enabled William to attend local private schools and 
the College of New Jersey (later Princeton). He took a B.A. in 
1763 and an M.A. 3 years later.

Meantime, Paterson had studied law in the city of Princeton 
under Richard Stockton, who later was to sign the Declaration 
of Independence, and near the end of the decade began 

practicing at New Bromley, in Hunterdon County. Before long, he moved to South Branch, in 
Somerset County, and then in 1779 relocated near New Brunswick at Raritan estate.

When the War for Independence broke out, Paterson joined the vanguard of the New Jersey 
patriots. He served in the provincial congress (1775-76), the constitutional convention (1776), 
legislative council (1776-77), and council of safety (1777). During the last year, he also held a 
militia commission. From 1776 to 1783 he was attorney general of New Jersey, a task that 
occupied so much of his time that it prevented him from accepting election to the Continental 
Congress in 1780. Meantime, the year before, he had married Cornelia Bell, by whom he had 
three children before her death in 1783. Two years later, he took a new bride, Euphemia White, 
but it is not known whether or not they had children.

From 1783, when he moved into the city of New Brunswick, until 1787, Paterson devoted his 
energies to the law and stayed out of the public limelight. Then he was chosen to represent New 
Jersey at the Constitutional Convention, which he attended only until late July. Until then, he 
took notes of the proceedings. More importantly, he figured prominently because of his 
advocacy and coauthorship of the New Jersey, or Paterson, Plan, which asserted the rights of the 
small states against the large. He apparently returned to the convention only to sign the final 
document. After supporting its ratification in New Jersey, he began a career in the new 
government.

In 1789 Paterson was elected to the U.S. Senate (1789-90), where he played a pivotal role in 
drafting the Judiciary Act of 1789. His next position was governor of his state (1790-93). During 
this time, he began work on the volume later published as Laws of the State of New Jersey (1800) 
and began to revise the rules and practices of the chancery and common law courts.



During the years 1793-1806, Paterson served as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. 
Riding the grueling circuit to which federal judges were subjected in those days and sitting with 
the full Court, he presided over a number of major trials.

In September 1806, his health failing, the 60-year-old Paterson embarked on a journey to 
Ballston Spa, NY, for a cure but died en route at Albany in the home of his daughter, who had 
married Stephen Van Rensselaer. Paterson was at first laid to rest in the nearby Van Rensselaer 
manor house family vault, but later his body was apparently moved to the Albany Rural 
Cemetery, Menands, NY. 

http://odur.let.rug.nl/usa/B/paterson/paterson.htm


