
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the Principle Architects of Our Nation’s Constitution 

New Jersey helped call for the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, in May 1786, to 

which Brearley was a delegate. It was David Brearley who first spoke out against Virginia’s 

draft for the new constitution which gave all the powers of the government to the legislature. 

The Virginia Plan proposed one house whose votes were by population, and to a second 

house whose votes were by taxable wealth. Brearley pointed out they counted slaves as 

population and wealth, making Virginia the richest AND most populous state in the union!   

The New Jersey Plan opened up the debate that would keep the small states in the 

discussion. Connecticut suggested one house (the Senate) where every state had the same 

number of votes. The debates went on for three months, and in July a full draft was created; 

but in August the convention was about to disband. No one could agree on enough points to 

get the draft ratified. Everyone wanted to go home, and it might have been the end of our 

“united” states. With eleven states still at the table, Washington had Brearley lead a  
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committee to meet each night. Each morning, Brearley would read off the proposed changes 

to the draft constitution. 

By the fifth day, his group had created a new office of the Vice President, figured out how 

the President would be elected, and listed the powers of each office. The new revisions 

suggested that the Cabinet, Supreme Court, and embassies would be chosen by the 

President and not Congress. It was only five days of further debate on the floor to iron out 

the wording and the first version of our present constitution was ratified with only three 

abstentions. It was then sent to the states and people for a vote on whether their state would 

join the union or not.   
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NJ Chief Justice (1777-1790) 

Just before the Revolutionary War ended, in 1780 Brearley decided one of the most important 

cases in our early nation – the precedent that our state’s Supreme Court could overturn a law as 

“unconstitutional.” 

Throughout the Revolutionary War and after, because New Jersey bore so much of the war on 

its soil, our state took on more of the national debt than most states. However, without ports like 

Philadelphia and New York to tax imports being brought in, New Jersey couldn’t raise funds to 

pay off our debt. 

It was David Brearley who signed our state’s paper currency. The problem of financing our state 

led Brearley, with Governor Livingston and other leaders to refuse to pay taxes to the new U.S. 

government until a new federal system could be put in place to handle trade.  It was this issue 

especially that led to the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in May 1789.     

Resident of Trenton 

Not long after Elizabeth Mullen, the mother of his stepdaughter and four children died, David 

married Elizabeth Higbee, daughter of Joseph Higbee, one of St. Michaels’ senior parishioners. 

Brearley moved his family from Allentown, NJ, to Trenton where he became the Senior Warden 

of St. Michaels.    

Brearley Chronology 

 



The Allentown Village Initiative (TAVI) is proud to tell the story of David 

Brearley.  

“David Brearley Day” is celebrated annually on his birthday, June 11.  

For more information, visit www.allentownvinj.org  

      The Allentown Village Initiative 

https://www.allentownvinj.org/
http://www.allentownvinj.org/

