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The House of Representatives created the first Committee of Ways
and Means on July 24, 1789, ver that committee was discharged less
than two months later. From 1789 to 1794, the first Secretary of the
Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, was the principal architect of federal
fiscal policy. Although the House as a whole reviewed Hamiltonian fi-
nance, it plaved a secondary role. After Hamilton lefi office, the House
asserted its autonomy by recstablishing a legislative finance commit-
tee at the urging of James Madison and Albert Gallatin, political oppo-
nents of the Washington Administration’s fiscal policy. From the
Fourth through Sixth Congresses (1795-1801), the House reappointed
the Committee of Wavs and Means, which exercised legislative juris-
diction over the Treasury, the revenue, the public debt, and govern-
ment expenditures,

he United States in 1789 was an mlant republic faced with eco-

nomic roubles at home and challenges from abroad. With a pop-
ulation of less than [our million in 13 quarrelsome states, the nation
faced an uncertain future. Two states, North Carolima and Rhode
Island, had not even ratified the Constitution when the First Congress
convened and George Washingion was inaugurated as President. Sev-
eral of the states, as well as the national government, had heavy
unpaid war debis. Great Britain continued 1o wage economic warlare
against the United States while maintaining military  outposts in
Canada and along the western frontier, In order to assert us place as
a truly independent nation in the world community, the United States
would have o resolve its financial problems. provide for the payment
of its debis, and strengthen s economic base,

The Constitution provided only an incomplete blueprint o help
Congress resolve these problems. Many procedures would have to be
developed by trial and error. While the documemt defined the power
of the House of Representatives to imtiate appropriations and reve-
nue bills, for example, it was silent on the administrative mechamisms
needed 0 enforce them. The history of Anglo-American public [i-
nance provided three alternative svstems of administration: 1) the
entire membership of the House, as was the case in the British Houwse
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of Commons, 2) a select legislative committee, such as those in sever-
al state legislatures, or 3) an executive ofhicer who was also consid-
ered an agent of the legislature, which had been the procedure adopt-
ed by Congress during the Confederation penod.

Between 1789 and 1801, the House of Representanives EXETi-
mented with all three alternatives. Congress created the Department
of the Treasury in 1789, but the first Secretary, Alexander Hamilion,
formulated and administered policies that proved o be controversial.
Although Hamilton submitted his reports to the House, he operated
more as an independent policy-maker than as an agent of the legisla-
ture. To redress the imbalance of power between the executive and
legislative branches, the House created the permanent Committee of
Ways and Means, just as it had found standing committees for other
recurring issues to be the most efficient vehicles w facilitate the legs-
lative process.

The status of the House Committee of Ways and Means changed
between 1789 and 1801, The committes cstablished in the First Con-
gress was a temporary body—in legislative terms a select committee,
When the committee was appointed in the Fourth Congress in 1795,
however, it was referred 1o as a standing committee, although not in
the sense that the term is used today, The Committee of Ways and
Means was not mcluded in the standing rules of the House of Repre-
sentatives, but it was reappointed by a separate resolution in each
Congress from 1795 to 1801. Not until the Seventh Congress in 1802
was the committee included as a permanent standing committee in the
revised House rules. There was nothing inevitable about the creation
of the Commitee of Ways and Means. Its establishment reflected the
example of British and American precedents, but it was also a product
of the development of legislative procedure during the political con-
troversies of the 1790s,

The First House Committee of Ways and Means, 1789

The Constitution specilied the powers of the House of Representa-
tives, but it lefi legislative procedure only imprecisely suggested. The
House of Representatives was empowered to “chuse their Speaker
and other Officers.” Article [ additionally specified, among other
things. that each House of Congress should meet at least once a year,
keep a journal, and “determine the Rules of its Proceedings.” Based
upon Enghsh precedent and the expenence of colomal, state, and
Confederation legislatures, it would have been reasonable 1o expect
the new Congress to utilize finance committees in some fashion.

As the House of Representatives began to organize duning the
first session of the First Congress in New York City in 1789, commit-
tees of supply and of ways and means were established, On April 29,
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1789, the House ordered the appointment of a three-member commit-
tee chaired by Elbridge Gerry “to prepare and report an estimate of
supplies . . . and of neu produce of the imposit™ for the present year.
The committee on supplies and imposts was further instructed on
May & to collect information on the value of foreign imports and on
the tonnage of shipping entering and clearing American ports. Gerry
presented the committee's report to the House on July 9.2

The issue of a ways and means commitiee arose during consider-
ation of the bill to create a wreasury department. Members from states
that had utilized finance committees suggested that the House estab-
lish a similar commitee. Samuel Livermore of New Hampshire, for
example, argued against vesung the Secretary of the Treasury with
the authority 1o propose revenue plans. He contended that a commit-
tee should he appointed for that purpose, if the House as a body was
not able to prepare such plans. Thomas Fitzsimons of Pennsylvania
moved the creation of a ways and means committee on July 24, 1789,
Denying that he meant any criticism of Gerry's committee, Fitzsimons
recommended, “If we wish to have more particular information on
these points, we ought to appoint a Committee of Ways and Means,
to whom, among other things, the esumate of supplies may be
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referred, and this ought to be done speedily.” The favorable reaction
of the House was recorded in its_fournal for Friday, July 24, 1789:

ORDERED, That a committee of ways and means, to consist
of a member from each state, be appointed, 1o whom it shall
be referred to consider the report of a commitiee appointed
te prepare an estimate of supplies requisite for the service of
the United States the current year, and to report thercupon.®

The 11-member commitiee (Morth Carolina and Bhode Island
had not yet ratified the Constitution and were therefore unrepresent-
ed in Congress) was chaired by Thomas Fitzsimons (PA), the member
who had moved its creation, and included John Vining (DE), Samuel
Livermore (NH), Lambert Cadwalader (N]). John Laurance (NY), Jere-
miah Wadsworth (CT), James Jackson (GA), Elbridge Gerry (MA),
William Loughton Smith (8C), William Smith (MD), and James Madi-
son (VA). Fitzsimons was a Philadelphia merchant, an ardent national-
15t, and a signer of the Constitution. After leaving Congress in 1785,
he would become a founder and director of the Bank of North Amer-
ica and would help organize the Insurance Company of North Amer-
ica.® As a proponent of a strong ceniral government, he was known as
a Federalist, just as were most of his fellow members on the commit-
tee. Only Elbridge Gerry was identified with those who had opposed
the centrahizing tendencies of the Constitution and were therefore re-
ferred 1o as Antifederalisis.

There is no record concerning the work of the comminee. For
example, it did not present a report 1o the House, The only other
mention of the commitee in the Howse Journal was on September 17,
1789. On a motion by Gerry, the House ordered the committee dis-
charged:

ORDERED, That the committee of ways and means be dis-
charged from further proceeding on the business to them re-
ferred, and that it be referred to the secretary of the treasury
of the United States, 1o consider and report thereupon.®

If the committee never reported to the House and was discharged
atier less than two months, why had the House created n? One histo-
rian has concluded that the committee was of little significance, either
in s creation or s demise.® Yet, when the committee 15 placed
within the context of the creation of the Treasury Department (Sep-
tember 2, 1789) and the appointment of Alexander Hamilton as Sec-
retary of the Treasury (September 11, 1789), the significance of the
short history of the first Wavs and Means Committee becomes clearer,
The stature that established the Treasury differed from those that cre-
ated the other two execunve depariments (State and War), in thart it
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required the secretary 1o prepare revenue plans, 1o report estimates of
revenue and expenditures, and o give information in person or in
writing 1o Congress. The Federalist majority evidently intended the
Secretary of the Treasury 1o become an agent of the legislature, much
the same as the executive departments had been in the Confederation.
A single individual, responsible to and directed by Congress, would
be more efficient than a committee with s shifting personnel. By ap-
pointing an executive officer, the House rejected the experience of
state legislatures with finance committees. According 1o the new for-
mulation, a ways and means commitiee was not necessary since there
was an executive department responsible 1o the House to provide the
information needed to prepare and draft legislation ™

Hamiltomian Finance, 1789-1795

Between 1789 and 1794, the House of Representatives worked direct-
Iv with Secretary of the Treasury Hamilton and other department
heads to administer the [inances of the federal government. Thirty-
four-year-old Alexander Hamilton, one of the guiding forces in calling
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the Constitutional Convention, was a brilliamt advocate of a strong
central government. One of the authors of The Federalist, along with
James Madison and [ohn Jay, he believed that the [ederal government,
indeed the nation itself, could survive only if it could establish a **ha-
bitual sense of obligation” among the people. To do this, Hamilton
proposed for the government 1o operate directly upon the people, es-
pecially through taxation.

As Secretary of the Treasury, Hamilton recommended what has
come to be known as “the economic counterpart of the Constitution,”
The four objectives of Hamiltonian finance were: 1) the funding of
the debt of the Continental Congress, 2) the assumption of all state
debts into the national debt, 3) the establishment of a national bank,
and 4) the enactment of tariffs and bounties 10 promote American
manufactures. Accomplishment of these [our objectives, Hamilton be-
lieved, would strengthen the federal government, and in the process
restore the eredit of the United States both at home and abroad.

Hamilton's first Report on Public Credit (January 1790) recommend-
ed Tunding the national debt by the creation of a sinking fund based
on British precedent. The national debt was composed of more than
10 million dollars in loans and interest owed 1o France, Holland, and
Spamn, as well as 40 million dollars owed o individuals in the form ol
war bonds or certificates that had been paid to soldiers and officers of
the Continental Army or to farmers and merchants for war supplies.
Additionally, Hamilton wished to assume the debis of the stages,
which amounted to nearly 18 million dollars. His sinking fund was de-
signed to be a separate interest-bearing fund admimistered by a group
of commissioners. The fund was to regularly receive specific govern-
menl revenues, and it was o be used only 1o meet scheduled pay-
ments o redeem the debt and its interest. Originally, the proceeds
from the sales of public lands were reserved for the fund. Later, in
1795, other sources of revenue were added, chiefly surplus revenues
from import and wonnage duties.

The funding plan passed in spite of opposition from members
such as Madison, who argued that repaving war debts an full value elis-
criminated in favor of speculators. The debt assumption plan encoun-
tered greater opposition—in particular from states such as Virgima,
Maryland, Georgia, and North Carolina, which either had smaller
debts or believed that they would benefit more from a general settle-
ment of debts owed by the national government 1o the states, Dhebi
assumption passed in the late summer of 1790 as a result of one of
the first incidents of legislative logrolling, when the plan was linked
with the location of the new nauonal capital on the banks of the Poto-
mac River.

The natonal bank elicited much less opposition than debt as-
sumption when it was introduced in Hamilton's second Seport on Public
Credif in December 1790, The Secretary’s feport on Manufactures
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(December 1791) suggested increased tanffs and direct financial aid
to manufactures in the form of bounties to promote the self-sulficien-
cy of American enterprise, as well as to attract business support for
the federal government. Congress enacted a higher arift in 1792, but
it did not provide the level of protection to American manufactures
that the Secretary of the Treasury sought.®

The House worked closely with Hamilton 1o prepare annual esii-
mates of revenue and expenditure, the closest equivalent then o an
annual federal budget. Each vear the executive officers submited esti-
mates to Congress of recommended sums needed o operate their de-
partments. The Houze then considered these estimates, submitted in
the form of a lewer o the Speaker, and either approved the figures or
sent them back o the executive departments for revision. Upon ap-
proval by a Commitee of the Whole House, the estimates were re-
ferred to a House sclect drafting commitiee to preparce an appropria-
tions bill that required the approval of both Houses of Congress and
the signature of the President to become law,

Hamilion's estimates and reports were precise, detailed, and accu-
rate, His estimates for the fiscal year 1793, for example, included
specific outlays for department expenses and salaries temized to the
dollar. More often than not the House accepted Hamilton's depart-

0



IS

7 fo wpung ayi wo potidos

s oty ayy pareyg peyy anmensd
-wend 0 fo pang o oy aeprag
priaoadd Sugpuny s woypnaspy
TN TREmIgT 0
afopumipn aund sppofien yane
Attt awimat gy e pgap ponecgo
Aujpop-uaifpinegg sy Foled
oy pariden uﬂrd.u#”_ll'iil
spuriogde pruotiiaiuay puoy
0 aly i sy i Siup
-t o sapsfipey Sutusipa
A9 Jgap pouoypu sy punf

of uojprunpy Ay uoyd o spuasa
<Al fa LT AT U A el
Joaspal ayr Ly penssy appd
“H1paar wony SeLnag-1s up

L]

SUOLEaL [EISE0) JEMWWos a1 Jo sisaaann a1 woddns o1 papua)
gISIElapad Ayl 1B siam sarued s u2aMmIag S2OUDIAJPP Ayl CEULL]
[edauald Aaa ul ([ORT-LGL1) sassaaBuory Yixig pue i ap w JJE3p
adam SUOISIAID AL “(FGL 1) Aear] & Aef 1o) spung jo voneudoadde
PUR UOTIEINEL 311 JO 0SS 1 1340 (LG =664 1) sassaafiuory yunog
pue pagp 2 mun sanged oun azuejod o1 wEag 0w pip aasamoy
SUOIIE] [EUOISSIAU0D 352 ], ¢, S0UBLY UBUOINUEL] Jaa0 Ajenadsa
pue [endex s jo uonero] I Jo sansst A A0 ssauduon Jsng Ay
i padopsap suonoey Eanjod e paENpW JARY SHIPNIS JUI2Y
11 MONDLSUIRPE (w pub aw oy oy Gpepuep wounf © fo poay ay) o @
uosayfBf gy ynm Funpadoor wonpop AW 1YL, PIANIQ uOIUURE] ‘ZEL]
AR SE APED Sy 1gap [Euoned Juauiulsd @ oo sssuanbosuod s
paiea) oys uosipep pue uosiapa] se yons siapes] Buowe [Esiason
-und 3 01 pasorsd sigap aeis jo uondumsse s YEnoay wsuriasod
[Piapa) 2 unpduans o) wepd s wasds Aeed oesusuny sy sy
Jo uonEULIO) i doj 1sAEes e papiaoad saonod [easy s uoinueyy sy
1M A1 1IRYM 10 JUASE 0o sEm AUNSEAL] 1 JO ATE1AE03G )
1apays pauonsanb ssaafuon jo spquow Jwos Cpuey Ao Ayl uo
‘UDMEXE] PUE Wj2p [EIapa) 21 JO seaue aanisuas A[eaned sy uf

o1 UONEP
U0 § AIEII038 ) JO Huans a1 uo SISED 150U Ul SIUEIIED
M asmguias o] AnieEE B yep 1o vonnad o pelha sague pnos
DENOH Y1 PUE SUER [ERpATpUL o siuaw o uodas pnoss uopuegy
pousd Jeat-aan e ogaae Aeooag o o) suonnad gog Apeunmxoad
-«de pauajar asnop s Cajdwexa o4 uouuEl o) SIa0EW I2ja1 0]
TUMLEALOD 2RO 11 NG SSMOH UYL “SIEL JATIEISTUINLPE JWnGd ul
1) yons agam aouaadwod pue ssauyinosoyg) § Amanag J] . SuoT)
-eridoadde 811w swng Mjoads sy papnpul puE CS3EWNSS U

a“u.'rn.f"i:?;.r

:": % % ha A pew ,,

o P "raroa™ |
s v i ey Fﬂ‘hllrll WEIB) [/RE BT )1 00 Jupacaie ooy Sdod T L'-Ultwhﬂ apE
[

I :'ﬁn!l!-_l: l'.q A{En ajgE=yETEn O pEE S0 0 U] [GRIea 8] HA] Prpm—oill tgndeyr "-'I'"l"‘"!""l,'“" -
Pl e Y M 0 der] el 30y wagraoad Tuoprm 'y ee g s g EIEND RN ARl g 0 ges) Tupien 38
MG I e PAp AL R Wl Ty pogy S ju pijeodesl W gose per edansd jeopog o an el ses il
ur Shepecxs i menelad i ooidnapes o unl'pj pEn -‘FICI':-\ﬂlll'ﬂ_rl'l-ﬁ:ﬂ  djuapp 'EIF““'E'"L“I:" e
£| L MEl L YR AT .IIFIIII:|' AR oy 0w ‘mromc od oo md X peo | S ; i

B = ,i‘l,-uau -\.l-.-'.-l'"I'-? fﬂa.,#’,fﬁ:.?i.rar[:.gw;rj.:;.r,?'
E,‘.-'l:.l'?ff';:fﬂl;'r_ #a LEnj -!ql F.IJI.'F_: %ﬁg‘\r
Mt "-J/.-' -'-‘-l'-jl'-"-"'* 3? i -'.-".:'.r"-.g" o ;ﬂ;ﬂr -j !
i Full
s g o e T am weyg :-ip a) miogeegy m{inm

Ko fr'-ﬁw ‘,?-"Hﬂjs?’v?’ﬂ}zﬂ o s [ (4 ;@’ ol
f AL 0-NFOT F.IS‘ TILIN T _f
It A i

mmmmuu




T.ﬁn?__."ir‘}l' whl arred msans
canertifies meriber fo berome
Presidend, fame Maduon had
prifaaily sidead with Mlamilton
om the mesd for a strong cendral
government. Hul in the early

P 7900, Madimon froke wirh
Hamilton, He then played a
prromirenf rode in the sonduiion
of @ permanent ways and
Hegrs commiltee by supboring
fhe creation of a select Houé
fanel thal would laosen Hamil-
fon s Ol 0N IEUERLE Falers.
Madesen served on the commi-
LI E n':l'rp.::ln.'_'l member, e
E-e".l'i i".'llr.lg'rm. m RN berame
Secrefary of State unider
Thomas Jefferion, and s
ceeded him ax Preades an
1808,

more closcly tied to Great Britain. As such, their center of power was
in New England and the Middle Atlantic states, The Jeffersonian Re-
publicans, on the other hand, tended to reflect the interests of the
agrarian, interior regions, and were more favorable 1o the French
Revolution. These divisions suggested a basic difference over the kind
ol representative democracy desired for the United States. The Feder-
alists, often called the “fiscal party™ by their [oes, sought to creaie a
centralized siate directed by a commercial anstocracy. The Jeffersoni-
an Republicans, whom their opponents often called “Jacobins,” fa-
vored an agrarian democracy represented by the early stapes of the
French Revolution. Jay's Treaty, since it involved commercial issues in
the war between Great Britain and France, formed a pivotal evemt
around which all party cleavages clustered.'?

During the First and Second Congresses, however, the congres-
sional oppositiion o Hamilton was initially weak and slow 1o orgamize.
Capitalizing vpon legislative distrust of executive initiative, where it
existed, oppositon forces harassed the Secretary by requinng detailed
reports and by prolibiong him from presenting these reports in
person. On December 3, 1791, Elbridge Gerry reported itwo resolu-
tons from “the committee 1o whom were referred several motions for
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Thomas Fitzsimons (F-PA) First Congress, 1789
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obtaining annual and regular statements of the receipts and expendi-
tures ol all public moneys. . . .7 Gerry argued that the regquirement
of “regular” and “accurate” statements from the Secretary of the
Treasury should be a sianding rule of the House, Other members
questioned whether one House could bind future Houses by such a
standing rule. Abraham Clark (N]) observed that they had no more
right 1o adopt such a rule, “than they have to say that the Speaker of
the next House shall wear a tie-wig.” The resolution nonetheless

passed:

Resalved, That i shall be the duty of the Secretary of the

Treasury to lay before the House of Representatives . . . an
accurate statement and account of the receipts and expendi-
tures of all public moneys . . . 1

A sccond resolution, unrecorded in the Howse Journal, was not adopi-
ed. That resolution would have required the appointment of one or
more committees to examine the Treasury reports.

Ways and Means in the Third Congress, 1794

In 1793, the congressional opposition 1o Hamilton, led by Jefferson's
Virgmia colleagues Madison and William Branch Giles, set in motion
a series of events that revived the idea of & ways and means commit-
tee, Giles introduced resoluiions m 1793 o censure Hamilion for vio-
lations ol the loan procedures authorized by Congress. Although the
House defeated this attack upon the Secretary of the Treasury, Giles
renewed the effort in the first session of the Third Congress (Decem-
ber 2, 1793-June 9, 1794) by asserting that Hamilton had exceeded
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his instructions from the President. In Hamilton's terse response Lo
the select committes appointed to examine the Treasury Department,
he objected "o being required 1o produce any other authorites,” *#
The same day, March 24, 1794, the Secretary wrote to Washington to
request confirmation that the President, either verbally or in writing,
had authorized his actions.

Two days after Hamilton’s response to the select committee,
James Madison wrote to inform |efferson of the “enquiry nto the
Treasury.” On a related 1ssue, Madison observed, “The old question
of referring the ongination of Taxes comes on to-day, and will, in
some degree, test the present character of the House.” '* Madison's
prediction proved correct. On March 26, 1794, the House revived a
wavs and means commities:

Resoloed, That a committee, consisting of fifteen members, be
appointed to inguire whether any, or what, further or other
revenues are necessary for the support of public credit; and if
further revenues are necessary, to report the ways and
means, 7

John Page {(VA) made the only recorded speech on the resolution. He
objected 1o creating such a committee, even more than the unconsti-
tutional” practice of calling for a report from the Secretary of the
Treasury, The whole House should consider ways and means, Page
argued, rather than a committee of 15,

Madison's account 1o Jefferson, dated March 31, 1794, was as
follows:

[ forgot to mention in my last that the question whether the
ways and means should be referred to the Secretary of the
Treasury, as heretefore, or o0 a Committee, lately came on,
and decided the sense of the House to be regenerated on
that point. The fiscal [Federalist] party, percewving their
danger, offered a sort of compromise, which ook in Mercer
[John Francis Mercer (MD)], and, with him, sundry others in
principle against them. Nomwithstanding the success of the
stratagem, the point was carried by 49 against 46. If the
question had divided the House fairly, there would have been
a majority ol ten or a dozen at least, '®

Madison saw the creation of the committee as both a procedural and a
political issue. Procedurally, the appointment of a ways and means
committee reiterated the Houwse's right to originate revenue bills.
Politically, the reestablishment of such a committee was a direct attack
upon the Federalist administration of the Treasury and upon Hamil-
ton personally, David Cobb, a Federalist from Massachusetts, corrobo-
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rated Madison's account of the political motives involved in the com-
mittee’s appointment, noting that it accomplished “the favorite object
which our Southern friends have long been wishing to obtain, that
of excluding the Secretary of the Treasury from reporting systems of
Finance." The members of the commitee, he continued, "are oo
good 1o do any hurt, & we expect but little good from them unless
azsisted,” 1

The nature of the Federalist stratagem mention by Madison re-
mains unknown, Furthermore, Madison evidently overestimated the
strength of his own party in several respects. The resolution created a
select committee, not a standing or permanent committee, In fact, this
wavs and means committee did not differ in its appoimment from
other select commitiees named w examine the Treasury, Moreover,
the committee was chaired by a Federalist with a strong majority fa-
vorable 1o Hamilion.

The 15-member committee appointed on March 26, 1794, was
chaired by William Loughton Smith (SC) and consisied of one
member from each state, The size of the committee most likely re-
flected three considerations: 1) the example of the Confederation
Congress, 2} the politically expedient desire to allow every state 1o
have a voice in public finance, and 3) the example of Pennsylvania’s
ways and means committee, which consisted of one member from
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each county and the city of Philadelphia. Nine of the 15 members
were Federalists, including Chairman Smith; Thomas Fitzsimons (PA),
the chairman of the 1789 Committce of Ways and Means; Benjamin
Bourn (RI); and Fisher Ames (MA). Six members have been dentified
as Jeflersonian Republicans, led by Madison, William Barry Grove
iNC), Abraham Baldwin (GA), and Gabriel Christie (MD). Chairman
William Loughton Smith, on the other hand, was one of Hamilton's
strongest supporters. The Secretary of the Treasury had endorsed his
South Carolina colleague in a bitter reclection campaign, and Smith
had returned the favor when he helped to defeat the Giles resolutions
to censure Hamilton in 1793, Smith, according to his biographer, had
the resolutions thrown out through an adroit parliamentary maneu-
ver.®® Some Federalists, nonetheless, disagreed with Smith's leader-
ship of Ways and Means. One Massachusetis Federalist noted that al-
though he was “a good fellow.” Smith “has no policy.” This colleague
feared that the chairman’s penchant for uniting several controversial
tax measures in one resoluion risked defeat when the iems might
pass individually 2!

At first, the commitiee was referred 1o in typical select commitiee
fashion by s long tile, “the committee appointed 1o inquire whether
any, or what, further revenues are necessary for the support of the
public credit, and, if further revenues are necessary, L0 report ways
and means.” The committee soon was referred o as the Committee
of {or “on") Ways and Means, in part out of convenience, but also in
part because it was understood that this committee performed the
function of a ways and means commitiee, In April, Madison referred
1o the committee as “The Committee on Ways and Means™ in a letter
1o Jefferson. A pettition from snuff manufacturers i May requested
exemption from taxes to be reported from “the Committee of Ways
and Means.” The Houwse fournal itself began to use the phrase “Com-
mittee of Ways and Means.” Finally, when the reponts of the perma-
nent Committee of Ways and Means were compiled several vears
later, a House clerk included the March 26, 1794, resolution and the
committee’s April 17, 17%, report as its first two documents.®2
Thercafter, the committee was referred to as the Committee of Ways
and Means until 1880, when its title became the Commitiee on Ways
and Means.

The committee met throughour the first session of the Third
Congress. Some evidence exists that there were spirited debates over
which taxes could be increased. or what new taxes could be levied.
Hamilton was called to appear before the committee on at least one
occasion. According to one member, “he appeared cursedly morti-
fyed,” but “those on the Committee who had been always opposed 1o
references to him on this subject made no great show.” 2* The com-
miltee reported recommendations 1o the House on April 17 for in-
creased import and tonnage duties, and legislation for a varicty of
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excise, stamp, and license taxes, as well as a direct tax on land. The
latter tax was the only one Madison and his followers supported.
Madison observed that the repont “was the work of a sub-committee
in understanding with the Fiscal Department.” Although there i3 some
circumstantial evidence of the use of a subcommittee, there is no
doubt that Madison's party agreed with their congressional leader that
the committee was “composed ol a majority infected by the fiscal
errors which threaten so ignominious and vexatious a system o our
Country.” #4

The Federalists capitalized upon the fact that they had a system,
no matter how ignominicus it might seem o their foes, by tauntung
Madison to produce an aliernative, which he proved incapable of
domng. One influential Federalist observed that Madison “owed it 10
himself and to the respect of his frends to have come forward with
his own system that it might be compared with that of his hated rival
[Hamilton].” But Madison, “strange to tell” did nothing. “He was a
silent & inefficient member,” whose single proposal was for a direct
Lax.®®

After the committee’s April 17 report, the House appointed a
second commillee of 15 to prepare hills based upon the report’s rec-
ommendations, This second committee’s membership was identical 1o
the Committee of Ways and Means even to the order in which the
names were listed in the House fournal #% Lemslative procedure in this
early period in the history of the House evidently required the cre-
ation of a second and distinct select committee o draft bills, but in
practice the two committees were identical in terms of membership,

There was no effort to reestablish the Committee of Ways and
Means in the second session of the Third Congress (November 3,
1794-March 3. 1795), possibly because the Federalists had frustrated
Hamilton's congressional cntics. Political parties, hike legislative pro-
cedure, evolved slowly, The procedural and political motivations in
the history of the commitee in the Third Congress perhaps appear
clearer in retrospect than they were at the time,

Ways and Means in the Fourth Congress

The evidence concerning the establishment of a standing Committee
of Ways and Means in the first session ol the Fourth Congress {De-
cember 7, 1795—June 1, 1796), 15 slight but intriguing. Hamilion re-
tred in February 1795, and was succeeded by Oliver Wolcott, his
former assistant and one of the first men to make a career of govern-
ment service. Wolcott was a capable, but not brilliant, Secretary ol the
Treasury who closely adhered to Hamiltonian liscal policies.2T His
report o Congress at the outset of the Fourth Congress set the stage
for the creation of a standing Committee of Ways and Means.
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When the House convened in December, it established four
standing committees: Elecnons, Claims, Commerce and Manufactures,
and Revisal and Unfinished Business, ®® On Thursday, December 17,
Albert Gallatin raised the issue of establishing a standing ways and
means committee. The debates and proceedings on this issue were
poorly reported, making 1t necessary to give careful attention to the
chronology of events and the persons invalved.

William Loughton Smith, the Federalist chairman of the Commit-
tee of Ways and Mcans in the Third Congress, had introduced a set
of resolutions on December 10 in response to the President’s annual
message, One ol those resolutions recommended “that inquiry oughi
to be made whether further means should be provided 1o reinforce
the provisions heretofore made for the extinction of the Public Deb,™
which of course comprehended onlv a part of Secretary Wolcott's
report. It was during consideration of Smith’s resolution in Commit-

tee of the Whole House on December 17 that Gallavin first suggested
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reestablishing a ways and means committee, The incident was only
briefly reported in the Aanals of Congress;

Mr. Gallatin gave in a long amendmeni. lis object was 1o
appoint a committee to superintend the general operations of
finance, No subject, Mr, G. said, more required a system, and
great advantages would be derived from it. The motion was
seconded by Mr. Findley [William Findley (PA)].

Mr. W. Smuth did not object 1o the amendment in itself,
but as embracing a quite distinct object from the original res-
olution, he apprehended that, in the shape of an amendment,
it would be out place. The resolution was withdrawn. 2®

After a resolution was read “as 10 a committee inquinng about the
cxisting operations on the Public Debt,” John Nicholas (VA) moved to
substitute Gallatin's amendment. Gallatin, “on further consideration,
thought his resolution not sutficiently digested for acting upon.” He
requested that consideration of the resolution be postponed unil
Maonday, December 21, which the House so ordered. The Annals re-
ported that on Friday, December 18, Gallatin “laid on the table his
resolution respecting the cstablishment of a Committee of Finance,
which is to be taken up on Monday next.™ 32
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The brief mention of Gallatin's action on the 18th was doubly
meaninglul. It identified Gallatin as the author, or at least the source,
of the resolution, Secondly, the phrase, “a Commuittee of Finance,™
contirmed that the proposed commitee exceeded the limited intent of
Smith’s resolution. Its proponent, Albert Gallatin, was a first-term
member who had extensive experience in fiscal legislation gained
from his service on a ways and means committee in the Pennsylvania
Legislature. He was also the leading economic thinker in the emerg-
ing Jeffersonian Republican Party, Although his motives for recom-
mending the creation of a House standing ways and means commitiee
are nol revealed in the record, he is known to have favored legislatve
autonomy from the executive branch in matters of hscal policy. His
action may well have been both an attack upon the Federalist Treas-
ury and the policies of Hamilton, as well as an atempt to assert the
right of the House 1o determine public finance policy,®?

The Annali reported that on the 21st, “Mr. Gallain called up his
resolution for the appointment of a standing Committee of Ways and
Means. This motion was agreed to rem. con. [without dissent].” 2 No
debate was reported on the resolution, nor was any mention made of
the votes for or against. Moreover, this was the first reference by
name of “a danding Committee of Ways and Means,” unless Gallatin's
tabled resolution of the 18th w create a “Committee of Finance™
comprehended the same purpose. The House fournal cited the adopied
resolution i full:

fesolved, That a Swanding Committes of Ways and Meanz be
appointed, whose duty it shall be o take into consideration
all such reports of the Treasury Department, and all such
propositions relative to the revenue, as may be referred to
them by the House; to ingquire into the state of the public
debt; of the revenue: and of the expenditures; and to report,
from time to time, their opinion thereupon @3

There could be linle doubt that this committee was to be a full-
fledged finance committee whose jurisdiction encompassed every
aspect of the financial policy of the federal government.

The only debate recorded in the dnnals came on the question of
the committee’s size. The membership of the four standing commir-
tees established by the rules of the Fourth Congress varied in size.
Elections, Commerce and Manufactures, and Claims were set at seven
members each, and Revisal and Unfinished Business at threc mem-
bers. An unidentified member moved that Ways and Means also con-
sist of seven members, but another member recommended 14, The
debate revealed both the pros and cons of a large commitiee. Some
members argued that large committees wasted time; they were diffi-
cult to convene, with the result that a subcommittee generally per-
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formed most of the work., Proponents of a large commitiee sug-
gested that general principles would be “more satsfactonly deter-
mined . . . while the details and examination of accounts might be at-
tended to by a subcommitiee.” It is significant that both sides recog-
nized that a large commitee would use a subcommitiee, considering
Madison’s allegation that the 1794 committee had done so.

The House voted 1o accept the larger figure and proceeded 1o
appoint 14 members to the committee, one from each state (the Ken-
tucky delegation had not yet arrived). This suggests that the Commit-
tee of Ways and Means was to be both similar to the four standing
committees in the House rules and yet unique, not only in its manner
of appointment, but also in its composition. A select group within the
committes, most probably the chairman and the members of his party,
would constitute a subcommittee that would determine policy, yet the
mmportance of fiscal matters still seemingly dictated a large commitiee
in which every state was represented.

When Christopher Greenup of Kentucky took his seat on the
241th, he was added as the committee’s 15th memhber. The committee
list included five veterans of the 1794 committee: William L. Smith,
Madison, Baldwin, Bourn, and Nicholas Gilman. The membership
included nine Federalisis and six Jeffersonian Republicans, Moreover,
the Committee of Wavs and Means again was chaired by William
Loughton Smith, the chairman of the 1794 committee and an ardent
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advocate of Hamiltoman finance. Smith’s appointment raises new gues-
tions. Normally a select committee was chaired by the member moving
its appointment. Granted that this particular commitiee was referred 10
as a standing commtiee, but if Gallaun had moved the resolution, why
was he not appointed chairman? He was appointed to the committee,
but his name appeared as the fifth on the list.

Historians have disagreed over the origins of this committee. The
prevailling interpretation dates back 1o the views of Hamilion's son,
John Church Hamilton, who wrote in the mid-19%th century that the
committee was a _Jeffersonian creation 1o curb the Federalist executive
branch. Henry Adams, one of Amenca’s first professional historians as
well as a descendant of Federalist John Adams, similarly interpreted
the committee’s creation as a partisan action.®® A strong case can be
made for the partisan interpretation of the ongins of Wavs and
Means. Madison in 1794 and Gallatin i 1795 were certainly the
strongest advocates of the commitee, Madison's letters in 1794 clear-
ly indicated the partisan nature of such an initiative. The fact thar
both commitiees were dominated by Federaligis seemingly down-
grades the partisan interpretation, yet Gallatin, who had extensive ex-
perience with legislative finance committees, and Madison, the consti-
tutional scholar, undoubtedly were aware of the historical antagonism
between wavs and means committees and the executive in England
and in the American colonial and state governments. The establish-
ment of a finance committee, whether their party could dominate it or
not, created the possibility that the House could gain control over the
power of the purse from the executive, and that eventually Jeffersoni-
an Republicans in the House could use the committee as a vehicle 1o
wrest that power from the Federahists. For their pant, the Federalisis
did not object 1o using the Ways and Means Committee o facilitate
their own fizcal program.

It has been suggested more recently that the real significance of
the committee’s creation was administrative. 2% The committee, in this
interpretation, permitted the House 1o perform its work more effi-
cientlv. Yet, the House had handled public finance guite efficiently
when it left the details to Hamilton, Wolcott was perhaps a less capa-
ble Secretary of the Treasury, but he had been in office less than ten
months when Gallatin recommended creation of the Ways and Means
Committee. The establishment of standing committees in the Fourth
Congress was indeed a mark of the instmuional maturation of the
House, Committees did permint the arduous detail work of the legisla-
tive process lo be performed more efficiently. The partisan moriva-
tion, however, cannot be dismissed. Therefore, it is most reasonable
to conclude that partisanship, the desire for the House o assert s
constitutional role in public finance, and the movement 1o make
House procedure more efficient all contmibuted to the establishment
of the standing Committee of Ways and Means in 1795,
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The Committee and the House: Legislative Procedure

The existence of the standing Committee of Ways and Means aliered
House procedure for finance and revenue issues. Wiile Hamilton had
reported directly 1o the House, Secretary Wolcoit had o work
through the committee. Less than a week alter the committee’s cre-
ation, the Treasury Secretary addressed a lengthy lewer to the char-
man of the committee that outlined the public debt and the "Sums
Which Will Annually Be Requisite for Discharging Them.” 3% The
Secretary of the Treasury continued the controversial practice Hamil-
ton had initiated of drafting bills, but the commitee exercised its own
judgment. The commitiee met with Wolcon on several occasions to
obtain more information. OF one such meenng, Charrman Smith re-
ported (o the House, “With a view to obtain more perfect informa-
tion, they [the committee] had a conference with the Secretary of the
. In this particular case, the Federalist committee, un-
convineed by the Federalist Secretary of the “T'reasury, recommended
1o the Federalist House against renewing the excise tax in question.®7

After the committee had reported to the House upon a subject

Treasury. . .
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within its jurisdiction, the House would consider the repont and then
direct the committee to bring in a hill. The Commttee of Ways and
Means was kept busy reviewing Treasury Department estimates and
schemes for new revenues. On January 15, 1796, for example, the
House considered the committee’s report on estimates “of the appro-
priations for the support of Government in the yvear 1796. After the
report had been read “without alteration or debate,” the House di-
rected Ways and Means “to bring in a bill or bills accordingly.” Chair-
man Smith reported the committee’s bill just three davs later. During
House debate on the bill, one member moved 1o strike oul the sum
for the Mint, John Nicholas (JR-VA) observed that the Mint's defici
for the past year alone amounted o $18.300, and “He wished to
know the meaning of it.” Smith answered that the Commitiee of Ways
and Means had given careful consideration to the Mint. “The commit-
tee, consisting of fifteen members,” the charman explained, “were
too numerous Lo enter into a detail of every article.” A subcommitiee
had examined the Mint's request and lowered by halfl the amount of
copper to be purchased. Federalist Jonathan Davton of New Jersey,
the Speaker of the House, complained that Smith seemed reluctant 1o
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give information. The chairman then “explained the steps taken by
the Commaitiee 10 convince themselves that there was nothing wrong
n the Mint statement.” *# Smith’s statements revealed both that they
continued 1o wse subcommitices for the sake of efficiency and tha
Ways and Means did not hesitate 1o reduce Wolcott's estimates,

The Commiuce of Ways and Means consisiently demanded de-
tailed estimates from the executive departments. The committee was
evidently displeased when Wolcott was unable 1o provide detailed es-
timates for military appropriations. The Treasury Secretary simply
submitted estimates under three broad headings: the naval depart-
ment, military pensions, and the “military department.” Wolcott's re-
sponse 1o Wavs and Means’ request for clanfication was classic bu-
reaucratic evasion: “Military expenses,” Wolcott argued, had been
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“found by experience, 1o be insusceptible of that particular distribu-
tion which i1s observed in the issue of monies appropriated for other
objects.’” *® Chairman Smith's report to the House, in the form of a
resolution, left the sums blank for each of the three categories:

Resolved, That there be appropriated, for the year 1796, for
the Military Establishment, including the sum already appro-
priated, dollars; for the Naval Department, — dollars;
and for military pensions, ___ dollars, pursuant o the esti-
mate herewith reported. 49

The resolution was followed in the Annals by the specific sums Wol-
cott had requested for each category. By reporting blank sums, the
committee in this case expressed s displeasure with the Treasury
Secretary’s inability to provide detailed information.

Evaluations of the commitiee’s contributions during the Fourth
Congress varied. Fisher Ames, a Federalist from Massachusetts who
had served on the Committee of Ways and Means in the Third Con-
gress, thought that they had done nothing "o enlighten the house or
te guide the public opimon.” The Committee of Ways and Means,
Ames wrote 1o Hamilton in 1797, “collecis the scraps & fritters of
facts at the Treasury, draws crude hasty results.” Ames was no friend
to the “sillv reliance”™ upon committees. He believed that the Demo-
crats had usurped the nghtful role of the Federalist executive, “Com-
mittees already are the Ministers,” he complained, & while the house
indulges a jealousy of encroachment on its functions, which are prop-
erly deliberative, it does not perceive that these are impaired & nulli-
fied by the monopoly as well as the perversion of information by
these very Committees.” 1

The letters of James Madison, on the other hand, gave a much
different picture of the committee. As a member of the committee,
Madison was undoubtedly more [amiliar with the facts than Ames.
The committee that he described was one that diligemly investigated
the state of the infant republic’s finances and wrestled o find new
sources of revenue:

A committee of ways and means are employed in investigat-
ing our revenues and our wants, It is found that there are be-
tween six and seven millions of anticipations due 1o the
Banks, and that our ordinary income is barely at par with our
ordinary expenditures, and that new taxes must be ready (o
meet near one and a hall millions, which will accrue in 1801
. . . loans, at least, in some form or other, will be indispensa-
ble . . . untl new taxes can be brought into action. With re-
speet o this, the Committee are now in deliberation and em-
barrassment 42
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It was the question of new taxes that caused the committee the
greatest concerm—or embarrassment, as Madison put it. Theodore
Sedgwick, a Federalist from Massachusetts and a future Speaker of the
House, served with Madison and Gallaun on a subcommittee 1o con-
sider direct taxes. He was also appointed 1o the ultimate subcommit-
tee—a subcommittee of one—to report on indirect taxes, a task he
found perplexing. “'I have thought of many taxes, they are all practica-
ble, but the truth is no tax is very palatable,” he wrote,®

The Jeflersonians on the committee, led by Madison and Gallatin,
found excise and indirect taxes the least palatable. Excise taxes are
those placed upon the manulacture, transportation, sale, or consump-
tion of certain goods, such as an excise upon wbacco or distilled spir-
its, Indirect taxes include excise taxes, sales taxes, and all taxes paid
to private business persons who then remit the funds o the govern-
ment. According (o Madison the commitiee considered a duty on salt,
a stamp tax, an inheritance 1ax, a tax on leather and hats, and a tax on
carniages. The committee proposed the stamp tax, inheritance tax,
and carnage tax, all of which Madison opposed. The Federalist com-
mittee even reported direct taxes that the party had previously op-
posed. Madison saw some humor in the Federalists” predicament.*®
The existing excise system had proven inadequate, but the Federalists
had so denounced direct taxes that they had 1o resort to arguing that
taxes on land and houses were indirect taxes,

The debates within the committee must have been interesting to
say the least, especially now that Gallatin was at Madison's side. Madi-
son wrote of his Pennsylvania colleague’s contributions to the commit-
tee's discussions on revenue: “Gallatin 15 a real treasure in thes de-
partment of Legislation. He is sound in his principles, accurate in his
calculations, and indefatigable in his researches.”4® The Federalist
majority prevailed on revenue issucs, but the experience motivated
Gallatin to prepare a 200-page analysis of American finance, A4 Sketch
af the Finances of the Unifed Siates, printed in November 1796, presenied
the fully developed version of Jeffersonian Republican financial policy
that Madison had been unable to provide two years earher, Gallatn’s
service on Ways and Means proved additionally valuable when he
later bhecame President Jefferson™s Secretary of the Treasury in
1801 2%

The Committee of Ways and Means was rcappointed in the
sccond session of the Fourth Congress on December 16, 1796, Speak-
er Dayton laid before the House the Secretary of the Treasury's esi-
mates for the coming vear, following which Albert Gallatin once again
moved the appointment of “a Swanding Comminee of Ways and
Means.” This motion was a verbatim restatement ol the resolution
that created the committee in the first session. No debate or vole was
recorded on the motion; the Annals simply recorded that a commitee
ol 16 was appointed, with William Loughton Smith once more named
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chairman. Each state again was represented by one member, with
Andrew Jackson joining the commitiee 1o represent Tennessee, Ten
of the 16 members had served on the committee in the first session,
including Gallatin and Madison. The committee was evenly split be-
tween eightl Federahsis and eight Jeffersonian Republicans.*7

The Committee of Ways and Means in the Fifth and Sixth
Congresses

President John Adams called the Fifth Congress into special session in
May 1797 to deal with a crnisis in foreign policy. The French govern-
ment, angered by the pro-British Jav's Treaty and by the Bailure of the
L5, to pay its Revolutionary War debt 1o France, had begun o vio-
late American neutrality on the high seas. The Federalist Party re-
sponded by funding the construction of three warships, the Unifed
States, the Constitution, and the Constellation, whose principal legislative
sponsor was Chairman Smith of the Committee of Ways and Means.*®

During consideration of a Senate defense measure to create an
additional corps of artillery and engineers, Thomas Blount (JR-NC)
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suggested that the subject should be referred 1o the Committee of
Ways and Means, which he moved be appointed. Smith argued that
the committee was not needed until the measures necessary for de-
fense had been determined. William Branch Giles (JR-VA), on the
other hand, recommended delayving consideration of military increases
until after the subject of revenue had been considered. The House
opted to appoint a Ways and Means Committee of seven members
alter debating the numbers of 15 and 13. The names of the members
were nol recorded, nor was the wording of the resolution given, *#
Smith continued 1o chair the reduced commitee during the spe-
cial session in which he reported 1o the House a stamp tax, a duty on
salt, and changes in the system of internal revenue collection. The
stamp tax and the internal revenue collection both proved controver-
stal. Smuth reported a committee hill on June 19, 1797, “to provide
more effectually for the collection of certain internal revenue.” Galla-
tin immediately objected. The bill was not germane to the reason the
special session had been called. Furthermore, he noted, the subject
had been considered by Ways and Means for two years. Smith's reply,
in the refined and genteel language of 18th century discourse, mome-
theless indicated the tension that must have pervaded committee
meetngs. The chairman reminded Gallatin that he had agreed thar
the bill had many valuable provisions. Moreover, the Secretary of the
Treasury had explained the necessity for changes in the revenue col-
lection system. It was preferable o secure additional revenue through
technical modifications than by imposing new taxes. Gallatin, “who
was never ready to lay a new tax,” could not abject 1o this. It was not
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surprising, theretore that the committee’s proposed stamp ax on
legal documents and bank notes proved even more controversial. The
debate on the hill occupied some 35 pages in the Annali, The House
passed the measure, only to have it rejected by the Senate. 5°

The Committee of Wavs and Means was reappointed carly in the
regular (second) session of the Fifth Congress on December 4, 1797,
A member suggested that a petiton on the duty on sills be referred
to the Commitiee of Wavs and Means, only to learn that no commit-
tee had been appointed. John Nicholas (JR-VA) moved the appoint-
ment, and the House ordered that a committee of 16, one member
from each state, be named. Only Gallatin and Thomas Blount were
carried over from the committee ol the second session of the Fourth
Congress. Willam Loughton Smith had been given a diplomatic ap-
pointment; Robert Goodloe Harper (F-5C) was named chairman. The
Federalists, moreover, held a comfortable ten to six majority over the
Jeflersonian Republicans ®1

The new chairman was personally vain and insolent, but he was
also a vocal Federalist for which he was rewarded with the post on the
Committee of Ways and Means. Harper was reappointed chairman in
the third session of the Fifth Congress and the first session of the
Sikth Congress. Theodore Sedgwick, the Federalist Speaker of the
Sixth Congress, had serious reservations about Harper, whom he con-
sidered lazy and pompous. 1 appoimed [Harper] at the request of
the Secretary of the Treasury,” the Speaker wrote to a friend, “he-
cause it was apprehended that otherwise the public service might be
embarrassed. [ am sorry T was influenced to do it,” Sedgwick’s letter
was significant, not only for revealing his opimon of Harper, but also
because it indicated that the Speaker based his appointment upon the
recommendation of the Secretary of the Treasury ##

Harper continued to pursue Smith’s plan for addinonal revenue
through a direct tax on land, houses, and slaves. On May 1, 1798, he
presented a committee report that read in part:

That, in their opinion, it will be necessary to raise the sum of
two millions of dollars by a tax on lands, houses, and slaves,
1o be appropriated among the several States, according to
the Constutional rule, and on the basis of the last census;
the mode of assessment and collection o be uniform
throughout the United States 53

Two members of the committee, James A, Bavard (DE) and Chrisio-
pher G. Champlin (RI), immediately objected to the report “on the
grounds of its not having been laid before the Comminee of Ways
and Means since it was drawn by the chairman.” The House evidently
agreed thai Harper had acted on his own initiative because it recoms-
mitted the report 1o the Committee of Ways and Means,
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When the commitlee was reappointed early in the third session of
the Fifth Congress in December 1798, the question of size once again
was raised. Harper moved the appointment of the committee follow-
ing a motion o create a select committee on the census. Since his
commitice had considered a similar bill in the previous session,
Harper, according to the Awmali “moved for the appointment of a
Committee of Ways and Mcans, agreeably 1o the standing rules and
orders of the House. The motion was agreed to.” The phrasing ol the
motion and the lack of debate over it suggested that the Commiitee of
Wavs and Meang had become nearly synonvmous with those standing
committees created by the House rules. Harper's motion to limit
membership to nine elicited opposition from Nicholas, who “hoped,
as this is a verv important committee, it would consist of sixieen,
which is a member from every State of the Union.” With the delega-
tions from Delaware and Kentucky absent, the House voted on a
motion o appoint a commitiee of 14, The vote was tied at 54-34
when the Speaker voted against the motion. A motion to create a
nine-member committee then passed 35-30. Harper once more was
named chairman, with Gallatin and Blount again reappointed to the
committee. Regional balance was maimntained even though every state
was not represented. Four members were from the South (South
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Carolina, North Carolina, Virginia, Maryland), two were from New
England (Connecticut, Massachusetts), and three represented Middle
Atlantic states {Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey). The Federalists
maintained a strong two-to-one margin over their political opposi-
tion, 54

The committee's size remained constant at nine during both ses-
sions of the Sixth Congress (December 2, 1799-March 3, 1801). By
this time, the appointment of the committee had become routine. In
the first session, the House resolutions on the President’s annual mes-
sage referred that portion of the speech relating 1o “the expenditure
of public moneys™ o the Committee of Ways and Means before the
commitiee had even been appointed. Gallatin made the motion to
name the committee, and an unnamed member moved to appoint one
member from each state. Harper argued that nine had been a suffi-
cient number in the previous session “and [they] were able 1o obuain
every information, and would be more expeditious,” A nine-member
committee was appointed, with Harper as chairman, but with only
Gallatin retammed from the previous committee. Roger Griswold (F-
CT), who had served on the Commitee of Ways and Means in the
second session of the Fifth Congress, was named second o Harper.
Sectional balance was once more maintained with four Southern mem-
bers {two from South Carolina, one cach from North Carolina and
Virgimia), three from New England (Connecticut, Massachusets,
Rhode Island), and two from the Middle Atlantic {Pennsylvania, New
York). The committee contained a party balance of seven Federalisis
and but two Jeffersonian Republicans (Gallatin and Levin Powell of
Virginia). Speaker Sedgwick’s disgust with the chairman mounted as
the session continued. He considered Harper's delay in reporting
Waolcotr's estimates “wholly inexcusable.™ 5%

The Committee of Ways and Means was reappointed without
debate for the second session of the Sixth Congress on November 20,
1800, Griswold of Connecticut was named chairman because Harper
had not yet arrived and also possibly because of Speaker Sedgwick's
low opinion of the South Carolinian, Gallatin, who also was not yet
present, was likewise omitted from the commitiee list. Regional bal-
ance was again mainiained with two members from Virginia (Powell
and John Nicholas) matched by two from Pennsylvania (Henry Woods
and John Smilie). The Federalists continued to hold a safe majornity
even though the Jeffersonian Republicans picked up an additional
seat, Chairman Griswold was an acuve Federalist leader who was both
eloguent and dogmatic. He is perhaps best remembered for a brawl
on the floor of the House with Jelfersonian Matthew Lyon in February
1798, which was widely publicized to the embarrassment of both par-
ties and Congress.®8

The period of Federalist control over the federal government
drew to a close in 1801, Thomas Jeflerson was elected President when



the tied Electoral College vote was decided by the House of Repre-
sentatives. His party would have a majority in the Seventh Congress,
set to convene in December. As the Federalists relinquished control
over the Treasury Department, as well as the House of Representa-
tives, the status of the Committee of Wavs and Means remained un-
clear. It had been referred to as a standing committee ever since Gal-
latin's resolution in 1795, vet the Committee of Ways and Means was
not included in the standing rules of the House, making it necessary
tor the adoption of a special resolution in each legislative session to
reappoint the panel. The House apparently adhered 1o the 18th-cen-
tury notion of a standing committee 1o be one that existed throughout
a session to consider matters within its jurisdiction. By the Sixth Con-
gress the committee's reappointment had become a routine matter.
Although s exact parllamentary status might be uncertan, the House
Committee of Ways and Means had functioned from 1795 to 1801 as
a standing commitiee.®?

Conclusion

The House of Representatives resolved the dilemma concerning the
administration of public finance by creating both the Department of
the Treasury and the Committee of Ways and Means. Between 1789
and 1794, the House expenimented with executive direction of hiscal
policy. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton reported direct-
v to the House in a system remimiscent of the procedure utihized by
Congress dunng the Confederation peniod. Following Hamilton's de-
parture from office, the House reestablished the Commntes of Ways
and Means. Although the executive branch continued not only to ad-
minister public fimance, but also o recommend policy and legislation
through the Secretary of the Treasury, the focal point of the House™s
legislative oversight role concerning public finance now became the
Committee of Ways and Means.

The commitice’s activities between 1795 and 1801 followed a
routine pattern. During the Fourth through Sixth Congresses, the
committee considered a wide variety of financial issues, including re-
demption of the federal debe, the modification of existing excise
taxes, and the feasibiluy of soliciting foreign loans and of imposing a
direct tax on land. The committee also appointed subcommittees 1o
consider specific questions, such as appropriations for the national
Mint. Several of the committee’s tax proposals were controversial, es-
pecially a 1798 plan proposing a direct tax on land, houses, and slaves
that was rejected by the House.

Two commitice activities during this period established a prece-
dent for the evolution of a more active committee role in legislation
during the 19th cemtury. During the Fifth and subsequent Congresses,
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MILESTONES IN THE HISTORY OF THE COMMITTEE
17849-1801

July 24, 1789 The first House of Representatives created “a
committee of ways and means”

September 17, 1789 The House discharged the committee from
further action

March 26, 1794 The House reestablished a committee “io report
the wavs and means” for the first session of
the Third Congress

December 21, 17495 The House resolved 1o create “a Standing
Committee of Ways and Means"™

December 4, 1797 The Committes of Wavs and Means was
reappointed with 16 members, one [rom each
state

December 14, 1798 The committee's size was reduced 1o nine
members

f Movember 20, 1800 The House reappointed the committee withou
dehate

the Committee of Ways and Mecans began to draft bills, a task previ-
ously reserved 1o Committees of the Whole House and select commit-
tees. While the committee was not instructed 1o draft comprehensive
legislation, it did on occasion draft portions of bills, such as the bill 1o
levy a stamp tax. In addition, the committee also began in a tentative
manner to perform oversight functions relative to the executive
branch. On two occasions in the Sixth Congress the committee found
errors in executive department estimates and requested supplementa-
ry information from the officer in question to prove that the estimates
were not inflaved.

The committee’s membership during this period was dominated
by the Federalist Party. Iis first two chairmen, William Loughton
Smith and Robert Goodloe Harper, were both Federalists from South
Carolina, and its third chairman was Roger Grnswold, a Federalist
from Connecticul, Jelfersoman Republicans always formed a distunct,
and at times sizable, minority. Albert Gallatin, James Madison, and
Thomas Blount each served on the commitiee in several sessions.

One of the few controversial issues considered during the com-
mittee’s reappointments in this period was the question of s size.
Orgnally created as a comminee with one member from each state
represented in Congress, the membership of Ways and Means was re-
duced 1o seven for the special session of the Fifth Congress (May-July
1797) and then standardized at nine for the third session of the Fifth
Congress (December 1798-March 1799) and both sessions of the
Sixth Congress (1799-1801). This seemingly unimportant develop-

5



ment takes on a fascinating dimension in light of tradinonal notions
concerning the nature of wavs and means committees in the Anglo-
American world, By settling on a size roughly the same as other
standing commitiees, the House retreated from the “grand™ commit-
tee ideal and accepted the more modern notion that a smaller com-
mittee could digest information and prepare legislation more efficient-
Iv than a larger one. Balanced sectional representation replaced the
concern for representng the interests of all of the states.

The Federahist Committee of Ways and Means developed a close
relationship with the Federalist Secretary of the Treasury in this
period. Rather than reporting directly 1o Congress, as his predecessor
had, Secretary Oliver Wolcott submitted plans and esumates to the
committee, which would prepare reports and forward them together
with supplemental correspondence to the House, The committee also
conferred with the Secretary in a hearing-like setting to obtain addi-
tional information. The committes thus served as a “middleman™ be-
tween the executive and Congress. Rather than assuming an adversar-
ial relationship with Treasury, the committee collaborated closely with
all executive departments (o save the House from the task of review-
ing the time-consuming details of financial administration.

No single factor can explain why the House established the Com-
mittee of Ways and Means as a standing committee during the Fourth
Congress, nor why it continued to reappoint the committee in every
session thereafier. The committee’s formation has traditionally been
interpreted as a Jeffersonian Republican innovation to wrest control
of public linance from the Federalist executive branch. But it is more
likely that a climate conducive 1o the appointment of a standing fi-
nance commitiee was created by a combination of partsanship and
the desire to streamline House procedure, conditioned by a widely
shared behlief in legislative oversight of public finance. The Federalists
and the Jeffersonian Republicans achieved a balance between their
political ideals and the dictates of necessity with the establishment of
an in-house mechanism to act as an informational liaison between the
legislature and the executive branch on fiscal matters, In doing so,
they made a contribution not only to the legislative procedure of the
House of Representatives, but also 1o the constitutional doctrine of
the separation of powers that continues 1o the present day.
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