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Washington City, Feb. 26, 1803.

Dear Sir,

TOWARDS the close of the last session of Congress, I had anticipated the pleasure of communicating
to you a detailed view of proceedings under the new administration of the government, but was
prevented by indisposition. I shall now attempt to do myself that pleasure, and make up for the
omission. A first view, however, of the past will be necessary.

Having been a member during the whole of the former administration—and again, by the increasing
confidence of my constituents, so far continued under the present, my experience has been such as
to enable me, I humbly hope, not only to see the difference between former and present measures;
but to judge also tolerably well, what has been for, and what against the public good—particularly as
to the interest of those, I was more immediately to represent. To compare, and understand well the
difference, we must go back to the beginning of the last administration—that period will the better
suit me, as that was the time, it was made my duty to witness the course of public transactions.
I would, however, before I begin the contrast, premise, that it is far from my intention, in the
observations I am about to make, to impeach the motives of those with whom I differ in politics. It is
not indeed my wish to wound the feelings of any, or deny the right of opinion to others. With those
who approve the late conduct of the general government, I think I can chearfully agree to disagree.
I shall, therefore, state, what I believe to be true, without imputing motives, and when I disapprove,
shall hope to do it, without a less liberal indulgence.

At the extra session in 1797, few steps were taken, which would go to characterize the system, that
was to follow, except the stamp act, additional duty on salt, and the authorization of a loan of 80,000
dolls. The stamp act, though embarrassing to those, who lived at a distance from where stamps
were to be had, was not so unwelcome on that account, as that it revived an old prejudice among
the people, as being one of the odious grievances attempted to be inflicted upon them before
the war, without their consent. Measures, however, at the next session, assumed a much more
decided character and tone. They began with an extension of our foreign diplomatic intercourse.
The army was then augmented, and an additional naval armament provided—then followed the
provisional army, and again an additional naval armament, and so on, in succession, until within
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the period of that Congress, provision was made to augment, or authorize additional land forces,
five different times, and as often also were naval armaments provided—and although a direct tax
of two millions then followed on lands, houses and negroes, and various increased duties on suit,
and other imported articles—and the revenue swelled from 7,300,000 dolls. to 10,800,000: all was
insufficient to meet the extravagance of measures. Demands for money seemed immense, and
as rapid as immense, loans were resorted to, and loan after loan authorized in anticipation of the
revenue, to keep pace with the torrent of the times. Six millions and a half were actually borrowed
at 8 per cent. interest, made reimbursable only, by the law, after fifteen years. The system, however,
was still like to prove defective, and as if determined to have one compleat whole, to this favorite
code, were likewise added the famous Alien and Sedition Laws. Verily these laws might be said to
complete also another system—a complete system of national disgust. They were both believed
to be direct violations of the letter, as well as the spirit of the constitution, and merely called in
to the vindictive aid of a party. Prosecutions soon commenced under the latter, and by fines and
imprisonment, many individuals, with their families, suffered severe distress. These were the times,
which drew upon them the appellation “ of the reign of terror,” and who will say not justly!—If a
man was arrested for trial, he found his marshal, his attorney, his jury, his judge; all, by some sort
of inscrutable magic, of the same political cast. But how could it otherwise happen! The practice
had become uniform—and at length openly avowed, that none but partizans—“friends of the
government,” as they were called, ought to be, or were fit to be, trusted with office.

The principal actors in the scene, the then majority, assuming to themselves a once popular TITLE—
by which, in the greater part of the union, they still distinguish themselves—put every thing to the
account of French depredations—and kept up an unceasing alarm of war—probable invasion, and
the like, to form some ground for their proceedings, and retain the public confidence. The sound of
alarm, at length, availed not to excite the usual apprehension—but passed off with little more effect,
than sound itself. Our commerce, however, it is true, from the course of the war in Europe, and the
changes made in our relations with the belligerent powers, had suffered considerably, and afforded
some apology, for some degree of naval preparation, but it was difficult, because impossible, to find
one good reason for the vast expences, to which the country was run in providing and recruiting
armies.

But again, the annual period came round, and a new Congress was assembled. Power was still found
in the same hands, and a temper manifested to maintain the same useless, and worse than useless,
profuse extent of the tax—army—and navy system. Though assurances of a wish for peace on
the part of the French government, had been once, and again received—a new set of Envoys gone
to effect that desirable object, and aggression abated—nothing yet sufficed to relax, or abate the
enormous expenditure of public money. The new elections now began to approach in the spring of
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1800. They occurred first in New-York, and a change of men and principles followed. Those, who had
been just before used to give alarm, now took the alarm, and at once, assumed a tapering policy;
but it was too late. Public sentiment remained no longer on that side of the question—and when
the elections had finally issued in the different states, a majority of almost two to one, was returned
to the House of Representatives, on the side of the present administration; a majority also to the
Senate, and at the election for President, the triumph was rendered still more happy and complete
—Mr. Jefferson was chosen in the room of Mr. Adams.—It would seem now, as if all difficulties were
over—but not so. Another sitting was yet to intervene, and power remained to be used by the same
hands—and truly, it may be said, to have been used. Mr. Jefferson and Mr. Burr had obtained an
equal vote, and impossible as it was, to mistake the known preference of the people in favor of Mr.
Jefferson, the most obstinate attempt was made in the House of Representatives, to give Mr. Burr
the preference, and make him the President. After seven days contest, however, the opposition
despaired, then yielded, and Mr. Jefferson's election was confirmed.

The only alternative now remaining was, to rally about the judiciary. Repealing substantially the
old, a newly organized system had just been adopted. In this the old judges were retained, and
handsome provision made for 16 new ones. These, with all the subordinate officers, of the different
courts, were, of course, selected among friends of the same order. For, although in the hurry of
favorite appointments, mistakes might happen in filling up commissions, none were like to happen
as to the politics of the man.

On the 4th of March, 1801, Mr. Jefferson delivered his inaugural speech, took the oath required
by the constitution, and commenced the duties of his office. Placed in this situation, it is hard to
conceive of one, more arduous and difficult—more interesting and delicate. On him had devolved
the important duty of beginning the work of reformation, so much wanted, and so much desired. He
found, with scarce a single exception, every executive office in every department, and quarter of the
government, filled with his political enemies, opposed to his principles, and to that system of reform
he was about to pursue. He had the power to displace them. They only wanted the power to displace
him. But his views were turned more to the general interest, and concerns of the nation, than to the
power he might possess over individuals in office. To commence a new administration, and make
the necessary arrangements to ensure sameness, and system in business, and that responsibility
of character, so indispensible in any government, some removals must have been foreseen and
calculated upon, by every liberal mind—and some have occurred; but few, indeed, in comparison
of the whole, not extending, I believe, to the 20th case. Indeed, in the state of North Carolina not a
single removal has been made. Such moderation ought to have, if it has not, conciliated every good
and faithful officer. Such have had nothing to fear, but much to admire.
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He found likewise on coming into office, many of our foreign concerns remaining yet to be
finally compromised and adjusted. The late convention with France was not yet complete, and
ratified on the part of that government, The negociation with Great Britain growing out of the
misunderstanding of the 6th article of the existing treaty still pending, War with Tripoli, one of the
Barbary powers, and jealousies subsisting with some of the rest. He found also sundry treaties to
be held, and various other matters to be adjusted with the Indian tribes. These concerns have been
all brought to favorable issue, except the war with Tripoli, which has been, however, conducted with
great œconomy and considerable effect.

To practise every useful economy, and to lessen unnecessary public burthens was made a first
maxim with the present administration. With this view Mr. Jefferson began with reducing the number
of diplomatic agents abroad,—and with discontinuing, and suppressing a number of unnecessary
offices and expensive agencies, which had been created by, and rested with Executive discretion. By
these, savings of public money, to a considerable amount, were made during the recess.

When the new Congress, however, had convened in December following, the fullest information of
the state of the Union was laid before them, and various subjects which seemed to require legislative
review, were recommended. They were accompanied with the necessary documents to guide in
retrenching many useless expences, and institutions of the government. The military establishment
was found to consist of more men, than were like to be wanted in times of peace, for public service;
their number was accordingly reduced. This at once produced a saving of more than half a million.
Though the navy itself was not reduced, by economy in the expences of that department, and the
reduction of the marine corps, a considerable saving was also made, and so likewise in that of the
civil list. The result of the whole at length, shewed a clear saving of considerably more than a million
of dollars to the country, or, in other words, to the pockets of the people,—and that with safety
we might repeal the whole of the internal taxes, as the President had recommended. They were
accordingly repealed. We have not only to congratulate ourselves with getting rid of the burthen
of those taxes, but of a host of 453 collecting officers, who received in salary 139,000 dollars of the
amount collected, and what was a still more unfavourable circumstance, as it respects our own state,
it actually took just about one-third to collect the balance.

It was next thought a measure consistent with good faith, and a wise policy, under the prosperous
state of our finances, to make provision by law, for the intire reduction of the public debt, which had
been heretofore neglected. The Secretary of the Treasury had made an able report, and devised
a plan upon such fair, probable and safe ground of calculation for its total discharge, in about 15
years, that Congress accordingly adopted it, and made a permanent appropriation of 7,300,000
dollars to the object.
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The repeal of the judiciary was the only other measure of the last session, worthy of particular
notice. The repeal was sustained on the ground of the inutility and expensiveness of the enlarged
system, which had been adopted at the preceding session, and under a train of circumstances,
giving the strongest suspicion, that purposes of party were as much to be answered as that of
the public good. The opposition was grounded upon a charge of unconstitutionality.—That the
judges held their offices during good behaviour, and that they must be provided for, so as to be
kept in office, whether that office was found useful to the country or not. On the other hand, it
was deemed absurd, that Congress had power to pass a law which it could not repeal. It was, at
length, determined, by a large majority, that the repeal was both constitutional and expedient, and
accordingly prevailed.

I now come to the present session, which commenced with the pleasing intelligence, that our funds
were in a state flourishing beyond all former example; that upwards of 8 millions had been paid out
of the Treasury towards the principal and interest of the public debt, and after satisfying all other
wants of the government, there remained upwards of 4 millions in the Treasury in a course of farther
application to the debt. Much of the session has been occupied with business of a local and private
nature; of which this territory has been a fruitful source and affords good reason to apprehend,
will continue to claim too much of the time of Congress for the general interest of the Union. Most
subjects which were of a general and interesting nature, have been laid over to the next session.

The shutting of the port of New-Orleans against the produce of the United States, coming down the
Mississippi, on the part of the Intendant of that port, and that contrary to our right of deposit, as
stipulated by treaty, has excited much interest, and great sensibility in the government, and must
have produced serious inconvenience to the people of the western country. The Spanish minister
has remonstrated to the Intendant against such conduct, and has given the best assurances to
believe, that it is an unauthorized act, on the part of his government. The President, however, has
sent Mr. Munroe, late governor of Virginia, envoy extraordinary to Europe upon the occasion, to try
an amicable adjustment of differences. It is understood he will be aided in the negociation by our
minister in Spain, or that of France, if the province of Louisiana has been actually transferred to the
latter. I cannot doubt of a successful mission, and that the result will be peace. However, it has been
thought prudent to authorize, at the discretion of the executive, a detachment of 80,000 militia, and
the establishment of arsenals on the western waters.

A bill has passed to open two land-offices in the Mississippi Territory, and another to recognize the
admission of the North Western Territory into the Union as a state, by the name of Ohio.
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The comparative view of the two administrations, which I had undertaken to give, has carried me
into a length of detail, far beyond my first intention. I hope, however, the view I have given, will prove
the more satisfactory.

I am, Sir, respectfully, yours.

R. STANFORD.


