Patrick Henry in the Virginia Convention, 7 June 1788

On examination you will find this very Judiciary oppressively constructed; your jury trial
destroyed, and the Judges dependent on Congress. In this scheme of energetic Government,
the people will find two sets of tax-gatherers—the State and the Federal Sheriffs. This it seems
to me will produce such dreadful oppression, as the people cannot possibly bear: The Federal
Sheriff may commit what oppression, make what distresses he pleases, and ruin you with
impunity: For how are you to tie his hands? Have you any sufficient decided means of
preventing him from sucking your blood by speculations, commissions and fees? Thus
thousands of your people will be most shamefully robbed: Our State Sheriffs, those unfeeling
bloodsuckers, have, under the watchful eye of our Legislature, committed the most horrid and
barbarous ravages on our people: It has required the most constant vigilance of the Legislature
to keep them from totally ruining the people: A repeated succession of laws has been made to
suppress their iniquitous speculations and cruel extortions; and as often have their nefarious
ingenuity devised methods of evading the force of those laws: In the struggle they have
generally triumphed over the Legislature. It is a fact that lands have sold for five shillings, which
were worth one hundred pounds: If Sheriffs thus immediately under the eye of our State
Legislature and Judiciary, have dared to commit these outrages, what would they not have
done if their masters had been at Philadelphia or New-York? If they perpetrate the most
unwarrantable outrage on your persons or property, you cannot get redress on this side of
Philadelphia or New-York: And how can you get it there? If your domestic avocations could
permit you to go thither, there you must appeal to Judges sworn to support this Constitution, in
opposition to that of any State, and who may also be inclined to favor their own officers: When
these harpies are aided by excise men, who may search at any time your houses and most
secret recesses, will the people bear it? If you think so you differ from me: Where | thought
there was a possibility of such mischiefs, | would grant power with a niggardly hand; and here
there is a strong probability that these oppressions shall actually happen. | may be told, that it
is safe to err on that side; because such regulations may be made by Congress, as shall restrain
these officers, and because laws are made by our Representatives, and judged by righteous
Judges: But, Sir, as these regulations may be made, so they may not; and many reasons there
are to induce a belief that they will not: | shall therefore be an infidel on that point till the day
of my death.

Cite as: The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Constitution Digital Edition, ed. John
P. Kaminski, Gaspare J. Saladino, Richard Leffler, Charles H. Schoenleber and Margaret A.
Hogan. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009. Original source: Ratification by the
States, Volume IX: Virginia, No. 2



