
James Madison – A Small Man with a Big Plan!

Although he was a small man, standing only five feet, four inches and weighing 
around one-hundred pounds, James Madison would leave a very large impression 
on the United States of America.  This Founding Father is sometimes called the 
“Father of the Constitution” for his role in creating that famous document.  He 
was also a key figure in introducing the first ten amendments which were called 
the Bill of Rights.  Later, he would serve the nation as Secretary of State and then 
finally as our country's fourth president.

Madison was born into a very large and well-known Virginia family in 1751.  As a 
boy, “Jemmy” as he was known to his family and friends, grew up on his family's plantation where 
tobacco was grown.  While he was young, Madison's parents provided an excellent education for him.  
Under a couple of different school masters and tutors, Madison studied Latin, Greek, literature, 
mathematics, and history.  By the time he was ready to enter college, Madison had proved that he was an 
excellent student prepared to continue in a serious education.  With this, he traveled north and entered 
the College of New Jersey, which would later be named Princeton University.

Although he was small and sometimes sickly, Madison was known as a hard worker at Princeton.  His 
studies were supposed to last three years, but he finished in just two.  He impressed his teachers so much 
that the president of the college would later say that he had “never known Madison to do anything 
improper” while he was at school.  Along with topics he previously studied, Madison became well-versed 
in logic and debating.

After college, Madison went back to Virginia and became involved in politics and government.  It was 
also during this time that he joined in America's struggle for independence against Britain.  He served in 
the Virginia legislature at Williamsburg.  There he got to know Thomas Jefferson, who would come to 
be a life-long friend.  They shared many of the same ideas about government and enjoyed one another's 
company.

Throughout the Revolutionary War, James Madison continued to work in the Virginia legislature where 
he gained a reputation for fighting to protect religious freedom.  Later, near the end of the war, he was 
selected to be a delegate for Virginia to the Continental Congress.  Still in his twenties, Madison was its 
youngest member.  While the work Madison did during the Revolution was important, it was what he 
did following the war that caused his name to be written in so many history books! 

The new nation's government, under what was called the Articles of Confederation, did not work very 
well.  It was purposely created to be a weak government because Americans were afraid of a strong 
national governing body.  They did not want to become like Britain again!  The problem was that the 
government was TOO weak to work at all.  States rarely agreed on anything, Congress had no power to 
tax, a national army was not permitted to exist, and states often disregarded each other.  Madison, along 
with others in Congress, realized that if our nation would survive, it needed a stronger and more 
centralized government.
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Madison was one of the leaders who called for a convention, or meeting, to discuss changing the 
Articles of Confederation.  At this convention, held in Philadelphia in 1787, the delegates decided to get 
rid of the Articles of Confederation altogether and start over with a new document.  Many debates took 
place about what this new government should look like, and Madison shared his clear vision for 
America.  He put forward what was called the “Virginia Plan.”  This plan, also know as the “Large State 
Plan,” called for a stronger national government where powers were balanced by three different 
branches, or parts.  During the Constitutional Convention, Madison took detailed notes and spoke 
many times trying to persuade delegates that the Virginia Plan was the right idea for the United States.  
After many arguments and some big compromises, a new constitution was written and many of the 
ideas in it resembled the ones Madison put forward.

The Constitution had been written at the convention, but it needed to be ratified, or approved, by the 
states.  This would not be an easy task because some were still afraid of the government becoming too 
strong and others were concerned that the Constitution did not protect citizens' individual rights 
adequately.  

To help persuade people that the Constitution was a good idea, Madison teamed up with Alexander 
Hamilton and John Jay to write a series of essays called the Federalist Papers.  These famous essays 
explained the need for a stronger government.  To further help ease fears, Madison would go on to 
introduce the first ten amendments, or changes, to the Constitution.  These additions, known as the Bill 
of Rights ensured that the citizens of the United States would have rights and freedoms that would 
always be protected.  Some of these include religious freedom and rights to privacy.

Because of the Federalist Papers and the promise to form the Bill of Rights, the United States 
Constitution was ratified.  This form of government, unlike the Articles of Confederation, would prove 
to be strong, balanced, and lasting.  In light of the part Madison played in its creation, he would become 
known as the “Father of the Constitution.”

After helping to create a new government in our nation, Madison continued to play an important role 
in the country.  He served in Congress and became Secretary of State under President Thomas Jefferson 
in 1801.  Madison would then be elected president himself in 1809.  During this time, he was most 
famous for being commander-in-chief during the War of 1812.  Madison's wife Dolley, earned a spot in 
the hearts of Americans by famously escaping and saving a portrait of George Washington as the British 
were approaching the White House to burn it.

Madison would then go on to retire with Dolley back in Virginia.  During the last years of his life he was 
the president of the University of Virginia and he would also take some small roles in the Virginia 
government.

James Madison will always be remembered for the the huge contribution he made to our country.  
Without him, the United States Constitution may not have been written or approved.  He might have 
been small in stature, but James Madison made one of the largest marks in American history!  
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