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THE amount of paper generated by the office of the secretary of state, even back in 
simpler times, is testified to by the fact that the first volume of this series of James 
Madison's papers covers only five months' time, and he actually performed his duties 
during only three of them. The editors performed the daunting task of evaluation and 
judicious selection in a manner deserving of the gratitude of students of the Jeffersonian 
period as well as of the federal bureaucracy. The editors explain at the beginning that 
their goal was not an exhaustive documentary record, but rather a collection that 
accurately portrays Madison's principal concerns and responsibilities as secretary of 
state and that reveals his own thoughts and activities. They faced three options with 
each available document: to print, abstract, or omit. They made effective use of abstracts 
to deal with lengthy or tangential documents, giving the reader sufficient information to 
evaluate the contents and to find the material on his own. The volume is scrupulously 
edited, annotated, and indexed, with all relevant information about documents, 
individuals, and issues readily, but not obtrusively, available. 

This is a carefully prepared and selected collection, but it is the intrinsic importance 
and enormous variety of subjects covered by the documents themselves that give it Its 
real value. During his first months as secretary of state, Madison dealt with a large array 
of problems, ranging from his father's death to war with the Barbary pirates, the 
struggle to maintain neutrality while Britain, France, and Spain were at war and the 
incessant battles over impressment and privateering that that entailed. and fear about 






