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Few institutions have been as central to the course of American history as the U.S. Congress. Most of the great issues in our national life have been played out there, and many of our most memorable political figures have served in the House of Representatives or the Senate. Congress's pivotal position was built into the American system in 1787. The framers of the Constitution described Congress as the “first branch.” This label came about not only because the duties, powers, and responsibilities of Congress are listed in the Constitution before those of the other two branches, but also because the framers believed in legislative supremacy. The Constitution gives Congress the critical powers of raising revenue, regulating commerce, declaring war, coining money, and fleshing out the executive and judicial branches.


It is not surprising then, that the significant documents of congressional history are often key documents in American history. These bills, resolutions, petitions, and letters are more than relics of a distant past. They connect us intimately to the great decisions made by our representatives and personalize the lawmaking process in ways no textbook can. In short, the records of Congress document the history of American representative democracy. This exhibition draws upon the holdings of the National Archives and Records Administration's Center for Legislative Archives and presents a sampling of the landmark documents created by, or delivered to, Congress.


Records of Congress displayed in this exhibition are courtesy of the U.S. House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate
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Creating a Legislature




For the leaders of the American Revolution, legislatures were the most important part of any government. 






“Signing the Constitution of the United States”


By Thomas Rossiter, ca. 1860–70

Watercolor

Courtesy of Independence Hall National Historical Park
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The Virginia Plan, as amended, June 13, 1787


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the Continental and Confederation Congresses and the Constitutional Convention






On May 29, 1787, Virginia delegate Edmund Randolph proposed what became known as "The Virginia Plan." Written primarily by fellow Virginian James Madison, the plan traced the broad outlines of what would become the U.S. Constitution: a national government consisting of three branches with checks and balances to prevent the abuse of power. In its amended form, this page of Madison's plan shows his ideas for a legislature. It describes 2 houses: one with members elected by the people for 3-year terms and the other composed of older leaders elected by the state legislatures for 7-year terms. Both would use population as a basis for dividing seats among the states.






Report of the Grand Committee, July 5, 1787


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the Continental and Confederation Congresses and the Constitutional Convention






The Constitutional Convention struggled for weeks over how representatives to a national legislature should be chosen. The report of the Grand Committee, shown here, represented an effort to find a compromise between the positions of the large and small states. On July 16, the convention adopted the "Great Compromise" based on this report. It apportioned representation in the House of Representatives by population. In the Senate, each state would be represented by two senators chosen by the state legislatures.





“It is in the legislatures that the members of a commonwealth are united and combined together into one coherent, living body. This is the seal that gives form, life, and unity to the commonwealth.”





Providence [Rhode Island] Gazette, April 3, 1779


`


For the leaders of the American Revolution, legislatures were the most important part of any government. It was through legislatures that the people made their will known. When the Federal Convention met in Philadelphia in 1787 to amend the Articles of Confederation, most of the delegates agreed that the legislature should have two houses with greatly expanded powers. There was disagreement, however, over the type of representation. Heavily populated states supported James Madison's efforts to base representation on population alone. Delegates from smaller states supported William Paterson's "New Jersey Plan" that would have given states equal representation in the Congress. Eventually, delegates reached a compromise that provided for a two-house legislature: one with representation based on population elected directly by the people; the other chosen by state legislatures with equal representation for each state.


The First Federal Congress




The Congress of the United States established by the new Constitution met for the first time at New York City’s Federal Hall on March 4, 1789. 





"Federal Hall, The Seat of Congress," showing the inauguration of President George Washington, April 30, 1789


By Amos Doolittle, 1790


Courtesy of the Winterthur Museum


Not to be used without permission




On April 30th 1789, George Washington came to Federal Hall in New York City to be inaugurated by Congress as the first President of the United States. The ceremony was held outside so the large crowd attending could witness the event.





"An Act for establishing the SALARIES of the EXECUTIVE OFFICERS of Government with their Assistants and Clerks," August 31, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. Senate




The Constitution briefly described the establishment of the executive and judicial branches, but the responsibility for organizing and funding the two branches of Government was left to Congress. This bill established the salaries of the first executive office holders. Separate legislation set the annual salary of the President of the United States at $25,000.





"The Petition of Tradesmen, Manufacturers, and others of Baltimore," April 11, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. House of Representatives




Shortly after Congress convened, constituents began sending it petitions. For the next several decades, matters largely came before Congress through the presentation of a petition followed by the establishment of a select committee to address the issue. This 1789 petition from citizens of Baltimore asking for duties on certain imported goods is one of the earliest.





First Journal of the Senate of the United States of America, entry for April 6, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. Senate




March 4, 1789, was the opening date for the new Congress. Unfortunately, when the representatives and senators gathered that day, there were not enough members of either body to constitute a quorum. The House began its business on April 1 and the Senate on April 6. After electing its temporary President, the Senate fulfilled its constitutional duty, counting the electoral ballots for President and Vice President of the United States. This page shows the results of that election: George Washington of Virginia was elected President and John Adams of Massachusetts, who finished second in the balloting, was elected Vice President.





Amendment to the Bill, "An Act to establish the Seat of Government …" on the "banks of the Susquehannah in the State of Pennsylvania," September 26, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. House of Representatives




The choice of a location for the capital of the new republic was hotly contested. The First Congress considered sites in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. In September 1789 the House passed a bill locating the capital on the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania. The specific site was not mentioned but most people assumed it would be Wright’s Ferry, recently renamed Columbia in hopes of attracting Congress. In the Senate, Robert Morris of Philadelphia successfully amended the bill, changing the location to the northern suburbs of Philadelphia. The House almost agreed, but just before Congress adjourned, Representative James Madison of Virginia secured a postponement of the matter. In the 1790 session, he and other supporters of a site on the Potomac River prevailed.





“Scarcely a day passes without some striking evidence of the delays and perplexities springing merely from the want of precedents.”





Representative James Madison to Edmund Randolph, May 31, 1789




The Congress of the United States established by the new Constitution met for the first time at New York City’s Federal Hall on March 4, 1789. It is arguably the most important Congress in U.S. history. To this new legislature fell the responsibility of passing all the legislation needed to implement the new system, solving the difficult political questions left by the Constitutional Convention, setting up the rules and procedures of the House and Senate, and establishing the roles of its officers such as Speaker of the House and President of the Senate.


Most actions of the First Congress broke new ground. The first law passed set oaths of office not only for Congress but for state legislators, Federal executive officers, and state and Federal judges. Other early legislation raised revenues by setting duties on imported goods; established the Departments of State, War, and Treasury (and a temporary post office department); created a Federal judiciary; set compensation for government officials; provided for lighthouses; authorized expenses for negotiating with Indian tribes; and reenacted the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. At the end of the first session, an attempt to locate a capital-or seat of government-failed.


Serving in Congress in the 18th century was a distinct honor, but also a hardship. Traveling between home states and New York City or Philadelphia, where Congress met between 1785 and 1800, could be arduous. Living in these cities, while stimulating, was expensive and congressmen received pay of only $6 a day. It also meant several months of each year living away from livelihood and usually from family. During the 1790s, one-third of the members of the Senate resigned while in office.


The First Congress: The Bill of Rights



Some delegates to the Constitutional Convention had suggested adding a Bill of Rights to the Constitution, but the idea generated little support. 





James Madison (1751–1836)


By James Sharples, 1796–97


Courtesy of Independence Hall National Historical Park
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Printed annotated version of House Joint Resolution Amending the Constitution and proposing a Bill of Rights with 17 amendments, August 25, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. Senate







Printed annotated House Joint Resolution Amending the Constitution and proposing a Bill of Rights with 12 amendments passed by the Senate, September 9, 1789


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. Senate




By the time Representative Madison’s proposals passed the Senate on September 9, several changes had been made. Perhaps the most dramatic of these was the loss of the preamble which declared the government "ought to be exercised for the benefit of the people; which consists in the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the right of acquiring and using property, and generally of pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety."





The amendments are “limited to points which are important in the eyes of many and can be objectionable in those of none. The structure & stamina of Govt. are as little touched as possible.”





Representative James Madison to Edmund Randolph, June 15, 1789




Some delegates to the Constitutional Convention had suggested adding a Bill of Rights to the Constitution, but the idea generated little support. When opponents of the Constitution used the lack of a Bill of Rights to whip up opposition to ratification the issue resurfaced. Several states adopted the new Constitution because its supporters promised that Congress would take up the issue and amend the Constitution.


Representative James Madison of Virginia had originally thought a Bill of Rights was unnecessary, but by the time of the First Congress he realized that such amendments were a political necessity. On June 8, 1789, with the support of President Washington, Madison proposed several amendments on the House floor. In September, after reorganizing the proposals several times, Congress submitted 12 amendments for ratification. On December 15, 1791, Virginia became the 11th state to ratify 10 of the 12 proposed. These became the first 10 amendments to the Constitution. The two that failed dealt with the size of the House and with congressional pay raises. The latter, however, was eventually ratified by the states in 1992 and became the 27th Amendment to the Constitution.


Congress, Neutrality, and Lend-Lease




Between 1935 and 1937 Congress passed three "Neutrality Acts" that tried to keep the United States out of war







An American bomber, provided through Lend-Lease, is loaded on to a ship bound for Allied ports, ca. 1943


Photograph by Gruber for the Office of War Information


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the Foreign Economic Administration











Postcard for amending the Neutrality Act, November 1939


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the House of Representatives











Postcard against amending the Neutrality Act, November 1939


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the House of Representatives










Postcard against amending the Neutrality Act, November 1939


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the House of Representatives






Supporters on both sides of the neutrality issue lobbied Congress with great intensity. Congressional offices received hundreds of letters, postcards, and petitions promoting their position. These postcards were sent to Representative Sol Bloom of New York, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, in the fall of 1939 as the Committee considered neutrality legislation. One postcard evokes isolationist arguments that war was supported by wealthy industrialists. A second recalls George Washington’s admonition that the United States should avoid entangling itself in European affairs. The third backs the "cash and carry" idea arguing that selling munitions to Britain and France will make it less likely that Americans will become directly involved in war.






"H.R. 1776, A Bill Further to promote the defense of the United States and for other purposes." January 10, 1941


National Archives and Records Administration, Records of the U.S. House of Representatives






By late 1940 Great Britain was increasingly unable to pay for and transport the war materials it needed in its fight against Nazi Germany. Britain’s Prime Minister Winston Churchill appealed to President Roosevelt to find a way for the United States to continue to aid Britain. FDR proposed providing war materials to Britain without the immediate payment called for in the Neutrality Act. A bill, assigned the patriotic bill number "1776," was introduced in the House on January 10, 1941, by Representative John McCormack of Massachusetts. After extensive hearings and debate, Congress passed "Lend-Lease" and President Roosevelt signed the Act on March 11, 1941. After the United States entered the war, Lend-Lease became the most important means for supplying the Allies with military aid.






“If we repeal it, we are helping England and France. If we fail to repeal it, we will be helping Hitler and his allies. Absolute neutrality is an impossibility.”





Senator George W. Norris on the repeal of the Neutrality Acts, 1939




Between 1935 and 1937 Congress passed three "Neutrality Acts" that tried to keep the United States out of war, by making it illegal for Americans to sell or transport arms, or other war materials to belligerent nations. Supporters of neutrality, called "isolationists" by their critics, argued that America should avoid entangling itself in European wars. "Internationalists" rejected the idea that the United States could remain aloof from Europe and held that the nation should aid countries threatened with aggression.


In the spring of 1939, as Germany, Japan, and Italy pursued militaristic policies, President Roosevelt wanted more flexibility to meet the Fascist challenge. FDR suggested amending the act to allow warring nations to purchase munitions if they paid cash and transported the goods on non-American ships, a policy that favored Britain and France. Initially, this proposal failed, but after Germany invaded Poland in September, Congress passed the Neutrality Act of 1939 ending the munitions embargo on a "cash and carry" basis.


The passage of the 1939 Neutrality Act marked the beginning of a congressional shift away from isolationism. Over the next 2 years, Congress took further steps to oppose fascism. One of the most important was the 1941 approval of Lend-Lease, which allowed the United States to transfer arms to nations vital to the national defense.
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Milwaukee, Wisconsin
November 1st, 1939

Dear Congressman:

Two-thirds of our senators voted in favor of the BLOOD
THIRSTY WAR MONGERS AND MONEY CHANGERS.

Mr. Congressman, it s up to Y O U to show them
their mistakes. Vote fo retain the present embargo bl
thereby definitely keeping us out of war,

Let your conscience be your guide.

Yours for faith in God and your fellow men,
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