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On 8 November 1787 “a respectable number of Inhabitants” of Chowan County and
the town of Edenton, in answer to a call of their representatives in the state legislature,
met at the courthouse at Edenton and adopted several resolutions. These resolutions
supported a strong Union, condemned the “anarchy, distress and dishonor” that followed
the Revolution, praised the members of the Constitutional Convention (especially George
Washington and Benjamin Franklin), and warned against any delays in ratifying the
Constitution. The freemen asked their representatives to get the state legislature to call a
state ratifying convention to meet at the earliest possible date. They thanked the state’s
delegates to the Constitutional Convention and expressed their particular obligation to
Hugh Williamson “for the able and useful information he has this day given on the subject
of the new Constitution proposed.”

[25 February] The following Remarks on the New Plan of Government are handed us as the
substance of Doctor WILLIAMSON’s Address to the Freemen of Edenton and the County of
Chowan, in North-Carolina, when assembled to instruct their Representatives.

. . . When Gentlemen are pleased to complain, that little power is left in the hands of the
separate States; they should be advised to cast an eye upon the large code of laws, which have
passed in this State since the peace. Let them consider how few of those laws have been framed,
for the general benefit of the Nation. Nine out of ten of them, are domestic; calculated for the
sole use of this State, or of particular citizens. There must still be use for such laws, though you
should enable the Congress to collect a revenue for National purposes, and the collection of that
revenue includes the chief of the new powers, which are now to be committed to the Congress.

Hitherto you have delegated certain powers to the Congress, and other powers to the Assem-
blies of the States. The portion that you have delegated to Congress is found to have been useless,
because it is too small, and the powers that are committed to the assemblies of the several States,
are also found to be absolutely ineffectual for national purposes, because they can never be so
managed as to operate in concert. Of what use is that small portion of reserved power? It neither
makes you respectable nor powerful. The consequence of such reservation is national contempt
abroad, and a state of dangerous weakness at home. what avails the claim of power, which appears
to be nothing better than the empty whistling of a name? The Congress will be chosen by
yourselves, as your Members of Assembly are. They will be creatures of your hands, and subject
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to your advice. Protected and cherished by the small addition of power which you shall put into
their hands, you may become a great and respectable nation.

[26 February] It is complained that the powers of the national Judiciary are too extensive.
This objection appears to have the greatest weight in the eyes of gentlemen who have not carefully
compared the powers which are to be delegated with those that had been formerly delegated to
Congress. The powers that are now to be committed to the national Legislature, as they are
detailed in the 8th section of the first article, have already been chiefly delegated to the Congress
under one form or another, except those which are contained in the first paragraph of that section.
And the objects that are now to be submitted to the Supreme Judiciary, or to the Inferior Courts,
are those which naturally arise from the constitutional laws of Congress. If there is a single new
case that can be exceptionable, it is that between a foreigner and a citizen, or that between the
citizens of different States. These cases may come up by appeal. It is provided in this system that
there shall be no fraudulent tender in the payments of debts. Foreigners, with whom we have
treaties, will trust our citizens on the faith of this engagement. And the citizens of different States
will do the same. If the Congress had a negative on the laws of the several States, they would
certainly prevent all such laws as might endanger the honor or peace of the nation, by making
a tender of base money; but they have no such power, and it is at least possible that some State
may be found in this Union, disposed to break the Constitution, and abolish private debts by
such tenders. In these cases the Courts of the offending States would probably decide according
to its own laws. The foreigner would complain; and the nation might be involved in war for the
support of such dishonest measures. Is it not better to have a Court of Appeals in which the
Judges can only be determined by the laws of the nation? This Court is equally to be desired by
the citizens of different States. But we are told that justice will be delayed, and the poor will be
drawn away by the rich to a distant Court. The authors of this remark have not fully considered
the question, else they must have recollected that the poor of this country have little to do with
foreigners, or with the citizens of distant States. They do not consider that there may be an
Inferior Court in every State; nor have they recollected that the appeals being with such excep-
tions, and under such regulations as Congress shall make, will never be permitted for trifling
sums, or under trivial pretences, unless we can suppose that the national Legislature shall be
composed of knaves and fools. The line that separates the powers of the national Legislature from
those of the several States is clearly drawn. The several States reserve every power that can be
exercised for the particular use and comfort of the State. They do not yield a single power which
is not purely of a national concern; nor do they yield a single power which is not absolutely
necessary to the safety and prosperity of the nation, nor one that could be employed to any effect
in the hands of particular States. The powers of Judiciary naturally arise from those of the Leg-
islature. Questions that are of a national concern, and those cases which are determinable by
the general laws of the nation, are to be referred to the national Judiciary, but they have not any
thing to do with a single case either civil or criminal, which respects the private and particular
concerns of a State or its citizens.

The possibility of keeping regular troops in the public service has been urged as another
objection against the new Constitution. It is very remarkable that the same objection has not
been made against the original Confederation, in which the same grievance obtained without
the same guards. It is now provided, that no appropriation of money for the use of the army shall
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be for a longer time than two years. Provision is also made for having a powerful militia, in which
case there never can be occasion for many regular troops. It has been objected in some of the
Southern States, that the Congress, by a majority of votes, is to have the power to regulate trade.
It is universally admitted that Congress ought to have this power, else our commerce, which is
nearly ruined, can never be restored; but some gentlemen think that the concurrence of two
thirds of the votes in Congress should have been required.1 By the sundry regulations of com-
merce, it will be in the power of Government not only to collect a vast revenue for the general
benefit of the nation, but to secure the carrying trade in the hands of citizens in preference to
strangers. It has been alledged that there are few ships belonging to the Southern States, and that
the price of freight must rise in consequence of our excluding many foreign vessels: but when
we have not vessels of our own, it is certainly proper that we should hire those of citizens in
preference to strangers; for our revenue is promoted and the nation is strengthened by the profits
that remain in the hands of citizens; we are injured by throwing it into the hands of strangers;
and though the price of freight should rise for two or three years, this advantage is fully due to
our brethren in the Eastern and middle States, who, with great and exemplary candor, have given
us equal advantages in return. A small encrease in the price of freight would operate greatly in
favor of the Southern States: it would promote the spirit of ship building; it would promote a
nursery for native seamen, and would afford support to the poor who live near the sea coast; it
would encrease the value of their lands, and at the same time it would reduce their taxes. It has
finally been objected that the several States are not permitted to tax their exports for the benefit
of their particular Treasuries. This strange objection has been occasionally repeated by citizens
of this State. They must have transplanted it from another State, for it could not have been the
growth of North-Carolina. Such have been the objections against the new Constitution.

Whilst the honest patriot, who guards with a jealous eye the liberties of his country, and
apprehends danger under every form: the placeman in every State, who fears lest his office should
pass into other hands; the idle, the factious, and the dishonest, who live by plunder or speculation
on the miseries of their country; while these, assisted by a numerous body of secret enemies, who
never have been reconciled to our Independence, are seeking for objections to this Constitution;
it is a remarkable circumstance, and a very high encomium on the plan, that nothing more
plausible has been offered against it; for it is an easy matter to find faults.

Let us turn our eyes to a more fruitful subject; let us consider the present condition of the
United States, and the particular benefits that North Carolina must reap by the proposed form
of Government. Without money, no Government can be supported; and Congress can raise no
money under the present Constitution: They have not the power to make commercial treaties,
because they cannot preserve them when made. Hence it is, that we are the prey of every nation:
We are indulged in such foreign commerce, as must be hurtful to us: We are prohibited from
that which might be profitable, and we are accordingly told, that on the last two years, the
Thirteen States have hardly paid into the Treasury, as much as should have been paid by a single
State. Intestine commotions in some of the States: Paper Money in others, a want of inclination
in some, and a general suspicion throughout the Union, that the burthen is unequally laid; added
to the general loss of trade have produced a general bankruptcy, and loss of honor. We have
borrowed money of Spain—she demands the principal, but we cannot pay the interest. It is a
circumstance perfectly humiliating, that we should remain under obligations to that nation: We



[ DC3-01-01-02_Williamson Speech at Edenton_25-27Feb88 ]

are Considerably indebted to France but she is too generous to insist upon what she knows we
cannot pay, either the principal or interest. In the hour of our distress, we borrowed money in
Holland; not from the Government, but from private citizens.2 Those who are called the Patriots
were our friends, and they are oppressed in their turn by hosts of enemies: They will soon have
need of money: At this hour we are not able to pay the interests of their loan.3 What is to be
done? Will you borrow money again from other citizens of that oppressed Republic, to pay the
interest of what you borrowed from their brethren? This would be a painful expedient, but our
want of Government may render it necessary. You have two or three Ministers abroad; they must
soon return home, for they cannot be supported. You have four or five hundred troops scattered
along the Ohio to protect the frontier inhabitants, and give some value to your lands; those troops
are ill paid, and in a fair way for being disbanded. There is hardly a circumstance remaining;
hardly one external mark by which you can deserve to be called a nation. You are not in a
condition to resist the most contemptible enemy. What is there to prevent an Algerine Pirate
from landing on your coast, and carrying your citizens into slavery? You have not a single sloop
of war. Does one of the States attempt to raise a little money by imposts or other commercial
regulations.—A neighboring State immediately alters her laws and defeats the revenue, by throw-
ing the trade into a different channel. Instead of supporting or assisting, we are uniformly taking
the advantage of one another. Such an assemblage of people are not a nation. Like a dark cloud,
without cohesion or firmness, we are ready to be torn asunder and scattered abroad by every
breeze of external violence, or internal commotion.

[27 February] Is there a man in this State who believes it possible for us to continue under
such a Government?—Let us suppose but for a minute, that such a measure should be at-
tempted.—Let us suppose that the several States shall be required and obliged to pay their several
quotas according to the original plan. You know that North-Carolina, on the last four years, has
not paid one dollar into the Treasury for eight dollars that she ought to have paid. We must
encrease our taxes exceedingly, and those taxes must be of the most grievous kind; they must be
taxes on lands and heads; taxes that cannot fail to grind the face of the poor; for it is clear that
we can raise little by imports and exports. Some foreign goods are imported by water from the
Northern States, such goods pay a duty for the benefit of those States, which is seldom drawn
back; this operates as a tax upon our citizens. On this side, Virginia promotes her revenue to the
amount of 25,000 dollars every year, by a tax on our tobacco that she exports: South-Carolina
on the other side, may avail herself of similar opportunities. Two thirds of the foreign goods that
are consumed in this State are imported by land from Virginia or South-Carolina; such goods
pay a certain impost for the benefit of the importing States, but our Treasury is not profited by
this commerce. By such means our citizens are taxed more than one hundred thousand dollars
every year, but the State does not receive credit for a shilling of that money. Like a patient that
is bleeding at both arms, North-Carolina must soon expire under such wasteful operations. Unless
I am greatly mistaken, we have seen enough of the State of the Union, and of North-Carolina
in particular, to be assured that another form of Government is become necessary. Is the form
now proposed well calculated to give relief? To this, we must answer in the affirmative. All foreign
goods that shall be imported into these States, are to pay a duty for the use of the nation. All the
States will be on a footing, whether they have bad ports or good ones. No duties will be laid on
exports; hence the planter will receive the true value of his produce, wherever it may be shipped.
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If excises are laid on wine, spirits, or other luxuries, they must be uniform throughout the States.
By a careful management of imposts and excises, the national expences may be discharged
without any other species of tax; but if a poll-tax, or land-tax shall ever become necessary, the
weight must press equally on every part of the Union. For in all cases, such taxes must be
according to the number of inhabitants. Is it not a pleasing consideration that North-Carolina,
under all her natural disadvantages, must have the same facility of paying her share of the public
debt as the most favored, or the most fortunate State? She gains no advantage by this plan, but
she recovers from her misfortunes. She stands on the same footing with her sister States, and they
are too generous to desire that she should stand on lower ground. When you consider those parts
of the new System which are of the greatest import—those which respect the general question
of liberty and safety, you will recollect that the States in Convention were unanimous; and you
must remember that some of the members of that body have risqued their lives in defence of
liberty; but the system does not require the help of such arguments; it will bear the most scru-
pulous examination.

When you refer the proposed system to the particular circumstances of North-Carolina, and
consider how she is to be affected by this plan; you must find the utmost reason to rejoice in the
prospect of better times—this is a sentiment that I have ventured with the greater confidence,
because it is the general opinion of my late Honorable Colleagues, and I have the utmost reliance
in their superior abilities. But if our constituents shall discover faults where we could not see
any, or if they shall suppose that a plan is formed for abridging their liberties when we imagined
that we had been securing both liberty and property on a more stable foundation; if they perceive
that they are to suffer a loss where we thought they must rise from a misfortune; they will at least
do us the justice to charge those errors to the head, and not to the heart.

The proposed system is now in your hands, and with it the fate of your country. We have a
common interest, for we are embarked in the same vessel. At present she is in a sea of troubles,
without sails, oars, or pilot; ready to be dashed into pieces by every flaw of wind. You may secure
a port, unless you think it better to remain at sea. If there is any man among you that wishes for
troubled times and fluctuating measures, that he may live by speculations, and thrive by the
calamities of the State; this Government is not for him.

If there is any man who envies the prosperity of a native citizen, who wishes that we should
remain without native merchants or seamen, without shipping, without manufactures, without
commerce; poor and contemptible, the tributaries of a foreign country; this Government is not
for him.

And if there is any man who has never been reconciled to our Independence, who wishes to
see us degraded and insulted abroad, oppressed by anarchy at home, and torn into pieces by
factions; incapable of resistance and ready to become a prey to the first invader; this Government
is not for him.

But it is a Government, unless I am greatly mistaken, that gives the fairest promise of being
firm and honorable; safe from Foreign Invasion or Domestic Sedition. A Government by which
our commerce must be protected and enlarged; the value of our produce and of our lands must
be encreased; the labourer and the mechanic must be encouraged and supported. It is a form of
Government that is perfectly fitted for protecting Liberty and Property, and for cherishing the
good Citizen and the Honest Man.
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1. Williamson favored a two-thirds majority in the Constitutional Convention. He did not think it necesary,
“but he knew the Southern people were apprehensive on this subject and would be pleased with the precaution.”

2. During the Revolution, Spain provided about $400,000 in subsidies, which were not considered loans and
were never repaid, and $248,000 in loans. French subsidies amounted to nearly $2,000,000 and their loans to
$6,350,000. Between 1782 and 1787 Dutch bankers floated loans of about $3,200,000 to the United States. Another
loan of $400,000 was made in 1788. In August 1788 Williamson served on a congressional committee that reported
unpaid interest on the foreign debt of $1,521,116 and principal payments due in 1787 and 1788 of $925,925.

3. During the early and mid-1780s, the Netherlands was split between the Patriots who supported a republic
and the Orangists who advocated the return of the stadtholder, William V. The Patriots had been sympathetic to
the American Revolution and some of their leaders had been involved in the loans to America. In September 1787
Prussian forces invaded the Netherlands, routed the Patriots, and in October reinstated William V.
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