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Life, in Philadelphia
As you read, think about answers to these questions:
* What was Philadelphia like in 1787?
* What were Philadelphia's strengths and weaknesses as the site
of the Constitutional Convention?
* What was memorable about the Pennsylvania State House?

hamlet a small village

cosmopolitan having
worldwide character or
sophistication

In 1787 America was a nation of small farms and hamlets.
The great majority of its citizens lived a rural existence, seldom
or never visiting the country's few cities.
Against this background, Philadelphia stood out as sharply
as the Framers did from their fellow Americans. With a population of 43,000 it was the largest and most cosmopolitan city in
the United States. It was known around the country as a place of
sophistication and culture.
* A Cosmopolitan City
In addition to an abundance of rooming houses, inns, taverns,
and stables, Philadelphia boasted many of the features of a large

In 1787 Philadelphia was a bustling city with a population of 43,000.
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European city. It had street lamps, museums, theaters, a public
library, a university, numerous houses of worship, and 10 newspapers. Many of the city's streets were lined with stately
brick homes.
Like any thriving, growing city, Philadelphia attracted
many visitors. Newcomers to the city often commented on the
variety of nations and ethnic groups represented there. Apart
from sailors from many lands, French nobles, and Germans
from outlying farms, one could also see frontierspeople, Quakers,
American Indians, Jews, and indentured servants from
England, Ireland, and Scotland. The city also contained a large
population of free blacks.
Not surprisingly, the city was a popular convention site. At
the time of the Constitutional Convention, two other important
groups were also meeting in Philadelphia. The governing body
of the Presbyterian Church and the Society of Cincinnati,
an organization composed of officers who had served in the
Revolutionary War were there at the same time.

indentured servant a
person who agrees to work
for another in return for
travel expenses, room, and
board for a set period of time

* Site of the Constitutional Convention
There were both pluses and minuses to holding the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. The city was not an ideal
place to spend the summer. One delegate from Maryland wrote of
the upcoming Convention: "I dare not think of residing in
Philadelphia during the summer." For various political and
geographical reasons, however, the choice of the city made
good sense.
Disadvantages. Like any rapidly growing city, Philadelphia
had its share of urban problems. The city was dirty and noisy, and
in many districts sanitary conditions were poor and the water
unhealthy. To make matters worse, the city was famous for its
intolerable summer heat, which brought with it a plague of flies
and mosquitoes. One French visitor complained in his journal of
the "innumerable flies which constantly light on the face and
hands, stinging everywhere and turning everything black
because of the filth they leave wherever they light." And even
Thomas Jefferson once joked that the signers of the Declaration
of Independence acted so quickly because of the flies biting
through their silk stockings.
Advantages. The city had several distinct advantages as the
site of the Constitutional Convention. First, it was centrally
located in the country at that time, had plenty of rooming houses,
and possessed a fine building in which the delegates could meet.
More important, it was not New York City, home of the Congress
of the Confederation and a place where the political climate was
less favorable for a radical revision of the Articles.
Conditions in the Summer of 1787. True to form, Philadelphia
experienced a severe heat wave in the summer of 1787. For the
purpose of secrecy, the Framers had decided at the beginning of
the Convention to keep the windows in their meeting room shut.
As a result, they suffered terribly in this sweltering, airless
room. Noise from the street outside was also a constant problem.
On at least one occasion, at the request of the delegates, Philadelphia's city commissioner had a load of gravel and hay spread over
the cobblestones to cushion the noise of passing carriages.

radical fundamental or
extreme
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"The plot thickens fast.
A.few short weeks will
determine the political
. „
fate of America.
- George Washington
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y Lives of the Delegates. Most of the delegates boarded in
small hotels or rooming houses. Because the delegates served at
the convention without pay and paid for their own living
expenses, some stayed two to a room to reduce costs.
At night delegates would meet in small groups for meals and
informal discussions. These gatherings would take place in private
homes or at such popular inns as the Indian Queen. During
the day they would take walks or rides in the country, or would
visit one of Philadelphia's many points of interest. Mr. Peale's
Museum and the Delaware riverfront were two of the favorites.
Between 9:30 and 10:00 every morning, however, the delegates gathered once again at the Pennsylvania State House.
There they spent much of the day debating issues and hammering out — slowly and painfully — a new constitution.
* The Pennsylvania State House
When the Constitutional Convention opened in May 1787, the
delegates gathered in the Pennsylvania State House, now known
as Independence Hall. They met in the same building and the
same room where the Declaration of Independence had been
signed 11 years earlier.
Exterior. At the time of the Convention, many Americans
maintained that the State House was the finest building on the
continent. Visitors from Europe found this opinion difficult to
understand. Whereas the European seats of government were
often grand, impressive structures, the State House was a modest, two-story building of brick and wood. With its gabled or
pitched roof and chimneys, it looked more like a fine mansion
than the home of the Pennsylvania's state government.
Interior. The east chamber of the State House, where the delegates met, was a handsome, spacious room with a twenty-foot
high ceiling. Two sides of the chamber were lined with wide windows, so the room was generally quite sunny. The delegates sat at
tables that were covered with a green, felt-like cloth, while the
presiding officer, George Washington, sat in a large, high-backed
chair which closely resembled a throne. If the weather had been
cooler and the windows open, it would have been a pleasant room
for a meeting.
Today. The Pennsylvania State House, later renamed Independence Hall, now serves as the cornerstone of the Independence National Historical Park, one of the largest preservation
efforts of historical sites ever attempted in the United States.
The park was established by an act of Congress in 1948 "for the
benefit of the American people." Its purpose was to restore significant historical structures "associated with the American
Revolution and the founding and growth of the United States."
Consisting of four city blocks in the heart of old Philadelphia, the
park has witnessed the restoration of hundreds of buildings to
historically accurate standards. The federal, state, and city governments, along with private groups, have combined their efforts
to develop and operate the park. Among the other historical
buildings in the park is Carpenters' Hall, the meeting place of
the First Continental Congress.

32

Name

Date

Section 2 Review
1. Defining Constitutional Terms
Write a brief definition for each of the following terms.
a. hamlet
b. cosmopolitan
c. indentured servant
d. radical
2. Reviewing Social Studies Skills: Making Comparisons
a. List three urban problems that 18th-century Philadelphia and modern cities share:
b. List three of today's urban problems that would have been unknown in 18th-century Philadelphia:
3. Reviewing the Main Idea
Write a brief answer — one or two sentences — for each of the following questions.
a. How typical was Philadelphia of American cities in 1787?

b. What were some of the advantages of holding the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia?

c. How did the Pennsylvania State House compare with 18th-century European seats of government?

4. Critical Thinking Skills: Understanding the Constitution
Answer the following question in a brief paragraph:
If the Congress of the Confederation had been located in Philadelphia, would the Constitutional
Convention have had more or less chance of succeeding?
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