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Jefferson called it a revolution. Federalists called it a catastrophe for the nation. What the election of 1800 did represent was a critical test of the Constitution: could there be a peaceful transfer of power from one political faction to another? Jefferson’s election politically contentious and vexed by Electoral College flaws notwithstanding, proved that there could be. With Adams discredited and Federalists in political disarray and out of favor, Democratic Republicans swept into power (control of Congress as well) even as the nation remained in grave danger from foreign intrigue and war. What would Jefferson do with the presidency and his party now in control of the government?
For Jefferson and his fellow Virginian and VP, James Madison, politics was constitutionally the art of the possible even if it was also the ‘systematic organization of hatreds’ as a future commentator would observe, the recent decade proving the assertion. Jefferson’s election seemed to suggest that anything was achievable even as there remained plenty of hatred to go around. One of the great ironies of Jefferson’s two terms in office, 1800-1808, was that as such an ardent foe of Federalists should himself adopt many Federalist-like policies, that is, taking strong nationalist policies he and madison once opposed. Whether sending American warships into the Mediterranean to fight the Barbary War, increasing the size of the army and navy, the Louisiana Purchase, or imposing an executive embargo on domestic production and commerce, Jefferson adopted a loose construction of the Constitution that he had once condemned as usurping liberty when exercised under federalists.
Promising to heal the nation’s fractured politics, Jefferson and Republicans in Congress worked to lessen tensions domestically even as they faced increasing entanglement in France’s post-revolution convulsions and Napoleon I’s exorbitant ambition to reestablish French dominance in Europe and to reclaim a presence in North America. His failure largely because of a slave revolt in Haiti and a devastating yellow fever epidemic, presented Jefferson (Livingston and Monroe as negotiators) with the unprecedented opportunity to double the size of the US, and the pronounced ‘strict constructionist’ seized it without explicit constitutional authority. 
However Jefferson’s second term presented increasing foreign policy challenges and fewer successes, domestic or foreign, as the War Hawk faction of his own party (westerners and southerners) became ever more confrontational with Britain over alleged but largely inflated claims of inciting western tribes to violence, and called for an invasion and the annexation of Canada.  Initially pursuing ‘frugality’, Jefferson ‘downsized’ the Army (virtually eliminating it) and reduced the navy which he considered an inducement to conflict, preferring harbor defenses and fortifications. Public and business community anger targeting the Embargo (economic coercion) forced him to rescind it in1808 instead pursuing Non-importation in attempts to force Britain to repeal its Order in Council that many in his party said compromised American neutrality and sovereign rights on the high seas. Federalists called for war against France while War Hawks sought war with Britain, even as the nation’s military power and its ability to defend its interests and sovereignty had declined. Unfortunate timing to be sure but Jefferson wanted to avoid war if possible, a war with America’s old ally (ended in 1800) above all. 
Secretary of State and fellow Virginian, and neighbor James Madison, inherited these troubles and policies in 1808 and for the next four years saw foreign relations worsen as his administration’s insistence on Neutral Rights placed the US in danger of a war that both Adams and now Jefferson had managed to avoid. However, in June 1812 Madison gave in to War Hawk and business interest pressure and asked Congress for a declaration of war against Britain. 
Madison’s decision would place the very independence of the US in jeopardy in what many historians see an America’s first unnecessary war of choice. For two years the US suffered one defeat after another, punctuated by scarce but important victories at sea and on the Great Lakes  (Perry, Macdonough). Britain, again finding itself overstretched in a global conflict and weary of the American ‘distraction,’ sought peace which was negotiated at Ghent, Belgium, in December 1814, making the American victory at New Orleans militarily irrelevant. The peace treaty said nothing of American grievances and the Orders in Council had already been repealed by Parliament. Having accomplished little of real importance domestically (ironically re-chartering the Bank of the US he had once opposed) Madison escaped a war that saw the American capitol burned to the ground and with its independence narrowly preserved. In the afterglow of its ‘victory’ the nation now turned inward to pressing domestic issues among which slavery and its expansion would now challenge President Monroe, last of the so-called ‘Virginia Dynasty.’
[bookmark: _GoBack]Troubling for a few but largely excused at the time was Jefferson’s and Madison’s ownership of slaves…over 1,000 between them at Monticello and Montpelier and satellite plantations. Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence and the Virginia Declaration of Religious Liberty, and Madison, the ‘Father of the Constitution’ both were deeply invested in the institution and rationalized their ownership of men, women and children as a necessary circumstance of their financial necessity and black racial and mental inferiority best managed under restrictive white supervision. Neither envisioned any prospect of racial harmony on the basis of equality, ‘race-mixing’ or how blacks could be freed without such costs to their owners as to make it politically and financially impossible. And Jefferson’s slave mistress, Sally Hemmings, bore him six children over a ten year period beginning at age sixteen in Paris. 
Later critics would label Jefferson ‘the monster of Monticello’ but to his contemporaries both he and Madison (and Monroe) were enlightened Virginia gentlemen simply benefitting from an institution enshrined in the Constitution and deeply rooted throughout the nation’s financial, political, and social structure. And, most significantly, liberty, freedom, civil rights and equality were status and conditions reserved to white privilege and ‘top rail’ opportunity.  
