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JOHN DICKINSON (1732-1808)

Dickinson was born in Maryland, the son of a prosperous farmer who moved his family to
Delaware while Dickinson was still a boy. He was educated by private tutors and then studied law in
Philadelphia and London. Brilliant and talented, he moved quickly into politics, serving in both the
Delaware and the Pennsylvania colonial assemblies during the 1760s. A conservative, he was often
pitted against Benjamin Franklin in political battles between Pennsylvania proprietor interests and
the popular faction. When tensions began to develop between England and the colonies, Dickinson
defended colonial interests in the pamphlet wars of the 1760s and 1770s. His Letters from a Farmer
in Pennsylvania, critical of British policy but urging a peaceful resolution to the conflict, earned him
the nickname “Penman of the Revolution.” His support for the colonial cause was undercut by his
resentment of the radicalism of New England’s political leadership, and he continued to work for a
peaceful solution to the political problems despite increasing support among others for
independence. In the Continental Congress, Dickinson voted against the Declaration of
Independence, but as soon as it passed, he enlisted in the military. He refused to serve in Congress
as a representative of Delaware and resigned his seat in the Pennsylvania assembly, retiring from
politics for several years. In 1779 he returned to the Continental Congress, where he signed the
much-revised version of the Articles of Confederation he had drafted in 1776. He continued to
move back and forth between the political worlds of Delaware and Pennsylvania, serving as
president of Delaware’s Supreme Executive Council in 1781 and president of Pennsylvania the
follow- ing year. A nationalist, he chaired the Annapolis convention. Throughout the Constitutional
Convention, Dickinson was plagued by illness; at fifty-four, he looked far older, an emaciated figure,
usually dressed in black. Despite his failing health, Dickinson took an active and influential role in
the Philadelphia convention, helping to put the Great Compromise in place. He was forced to leave
the convention before its work was ended and was not present to sign the Constitution, which he
had played a vital role in creating. After the convention Dickinson devoted his energies to writing
about politics rather than participating in them.




image2.png
CHARLES COTESWORTH PINCKNEY (1746-1825)

The eldest son and heir of a prominent planter, lawyer, and political figure and a remarkable
mother, the agriculturalist Eliza Lucas Pinckney, Pinckney had every advantage educationally and
financially. He was schooled in England and went to Christ Church College, Oxford. For his legal
training, he attended London’s famous Middle Temple. After he was accepted to the English bar in
1769, he spent almost a year touring Europe and studying with leading European scientists. After
his travels Pinckney returned to South Carolina to set up his legal practice. He was immediately
elected to the provincial assembly, where he supported the growing opposition movement against
Great Britain. When war broke out, he joined the First South Carolina Regiment as a captain and
rose rapidly to the rank of colonel. He saw combat in the defense of Charleston and in the Battles
of Brandywine and Germantown. When Charleston fell in 1780, he, like Pierce Butler, was taken
prisoner by the British. He was not released until 1782. Like his cousin, Pinckney was a leader at the
Constitutional Convention and a strong advocate for a powerful national government. After the
Constitution was ratified, he became a loyal Federalist, although he refused several national
appointments, including secretary of war and a place on the Supreme Court bench. In 1796
Pinckney did agree to serve as minister to France, but the revolutionary leaders of that country
refused to receive him. He was one of the American ministers who rejected French efforts to bribe
them during what became known as the XYZ affair. Pinckney returned to America in 1798 and was
appointed a major general in command of U.S. forces in the South until the threat of war ended in
1800. He was the Federalist candidate for vice president that year and in 1804 and 1808 the party’s
presidential nominee. Following the 1808 defeat, Pinckney returned to South Carolina and his legal
practice. He continued to serve in his state legislature and to participate in philanthropic activities.
He was a charter member of the board of trustees of South Carolina College (later the University
of South Carolina), head of the Charleston Library Society, and a prominent member of the
Society of the Cincinnati.
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GEORGE MASON (1725-1792)

Perhaps the most effective opponent of Madison and the Federalists, Mason was raised by his
uncle, John Mercer, following his father’s death when Mason was a young boy. Mercer boasted one
of the largest private libraries in the colonies, and Mason read widely in these fifteen hundred
volumes. As the owner of Gunston Hall, one of Virginia’s largest plantations, Mason was a wealthy
and socially influential man. He became involved in western land speculation, buying an interest in
the Ohio Company, and wrote a stinging defense of colonial entitlement to the Ohio Valley region
when the Crown revoked the company’s rights. Mason served as a justice of the peace before
taking a seat in 1759 in the House of Burgesses. He took up his pen once again to defend the
colonial position on the Stamp Act, and by 1774 he had emerged as a leader of the patriot
movement in Virginia. Mason drafted the Virginia Declaration of Rights in 1776. By the early 1780s,
Mason had grown disillusioned with public life and retired to Gunston Hall. He agreed to attend the
Mount Vernon conference in 1785 but did not go to Annapolis despite his appointment as a
delegate to that convention. Mason played a leading role at the Philadelphia convention, speaking
frequently and exerting considerable influence over the deliberations. He became increasingly
critical of the direction the convention was moving, however, and in the end, Mason refused to sign
the Constitution. Among his primary objections was the absence of a bill of rights. Mason actively
campaigned against ratification in Virginia, causing a breach in his friendships with both
Washington and Madison.
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OLIVER ELLSWORTH (1745-1807)

At forty-two, Connecticut delegate Oliver Ellsworth had a solid reputation as a
shrewd, able, well-educated lawyer, a fine debater, and an eloquent speaker. His
thick brows and broad forehead gave him a dramatic appearance, but his
notorious stinginess gave him a reputation as a poor social companion. He was
born in Windsor, Connecticut, and attended Yale College and the College of New Jersey (which
became Princeton University). He built a prosperous law practice in his native Connecticut, earning
him an appointment as state attorney for Hartford County in 1777. That same year he was chosen
to serve in the Continental Congress. During the war years, he supervised his home state’s military
expenditures and took a seat on Connecticut’s Council of Safety. At the Constitutional Convention,
Ellsworth was a powerful voice during the debate on the Great Compromise. On his
recommendation, the term “United States” replaced “national” as the title of the proposed new
government. Like several other delegates, Ellsworth left the convention early and did not sign the
final draft of the Constitution. Nevertheless, he played an active role in seeing the Constitution
ratified in his home state, writing the influential Letters of a Landholder in support of the new
government. Oliver Ellsworth served as one of Connecticut’s first senators, holding that office
from 1789 to 1796. In the spring of 1796, he was named chief justice of the Supreme Court. In 17799
and 1800, he served as a commissioner to France. When he returned to America, he retired from

politics, settling in his hometown of Windsor.




