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CHAPTER I 

THE NEW YORK LEASEHOLD SYSTEM 

AND THE ANTI-RENT REBELLION 

Silas Wright was one of the most universally respected 

Democrats of the Jacksonian period. As United States 

Senator from 1833 to 18M+, he established a record for 

political integrity, honesty, and courage that made him a 

valuable leader of the Democratic Party and gained for him 

the respect of the Whig opposition. Wright's position in 

Washington as a presidential liaison in the Senate caused 

him to play an influential role in both the Jackson and 

Van Bur9:1 administrations. He maintained a highly developed 

sense of political Idealism throughout his career. Although 

Wright was aware of the snares of political corruption that 

continually beset national politicians, his record remained 

irreproachable and untainted.^ The conditions of political 

life during the Jacksonian era were an affront to Wright's 

sense of idealism- Gradually disillusioned by the political . 

corruption he frequently encountered among his opponents 

and within his own party ranks, Wright considered retiring 

1 
Glyndon Van Deusen, Thin-low Weed; Wizard of the Lobby 

(Boston, 19^7) ? p. 13̂ -• Thurlov Weed, leading Whig~*and 
editor of the Albany Evening Journal, official organ of the 
Whig party in New York State, considered Wright to be a man 
of high personal honor5 and feared him as a political opponent, 
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from political life as early as l8'+2.'~ However, pressure and. 

encouragement from Van Bur en and other New York colleagues, 

as well as the knowledge that his retirement could spark a 

destructive intra-party quarrel over his replacement, caused 

him to forego retirement at that time. 

During Tyler's administration, Wright's national rep-

utation and popularity soared, and his political career 

reached its zenith. His consistently logical, conservative 

arguments on issues of national interest, such as the dis-

tribution bill of 18^13 and his low-keyed, simple manner 

gained him national admiration. During the New York guber-

natorial election of 18U-2, the Democrats considered Wright 

for the nomination, but he firmly refused the offer. However, 

he was unable to avoid re-election to the United States Senate 

the following February. After Van Buren failed to receive 

the Democratic Presidential nomination at the Baltimore con-

vention in 18H*+, the New York delegation offered Wright the 

nomination, but he refused out of admiration for the former 

President. He refused the Vice Presidential nomination for 
3 

the same reason. Nevertheless, northern Democrats later 

considered Silas Wright an excellent candidate for President 

in 18U-8. 

^John Arthur Garraty, Silas Wright (New York, 19U9) p. 231. 
Wright even made preparations to resume" his legal practice at 
Canton, New York. 

3Jabez D. Hammond, Life and Times of Silas Wright (S\rr,acu«?«. 
l8>+8), p. k67. £ v ' » 

^Albany Argus, August 12, 18M+. 



In an attempt to-heal the ever-widening breach within the 

Democratic state organization and carry the state for Polk, 

state party leaders persuaded Wright to enter the New York 

gubernatorial race in 18V+. For several years the Hunker 

and Radical factions within the party had carried on an inter-

I 

necine war which threatened to disrupt the party completely. 

The Radicalsj led by Martin Van Buren and his Regency as-

sociates , favored a retrenchment in public finance and a 

cutback in public works programs, such as canal construction. 

The rival faction, the Hunkers, advocated large public works 

programs, even if this entailed deficit spending. The more 

numerous Hunkers had the able leadership of William L. Marcy, 

Edwin Croswe'll, editor of the Albany Argus, and Governor 

William C. Bouck. Although bitterly divided on local issues, 

the Radicals and Hunkers united on national issues, and Silas 

Wright, who had carefully avoided aligning himself with either 

faction, was acceptable to both. With Wright as candidate 

5 
The Democratic factions were officially designated as 

Radicals and Conservatives, but the Radicals derisively re-
ferred to the Conservatives as the Hunkers. After 18̂ -6 the 
Hunkers called their rivals Barnburners. The origin of these 
names grew^out of early insinuations of the slavery question 
into politics. The Hunkers feared discussion of the subject 
would cause party divisions. The Barnburners, on the other 
hand, were for treating the slavery question like all other 
questions of public interest. The Radicals accused their 
rivals of keeping home on their hunk, and thereby not knowing 
what was happening in the world. In turn, the Hunkers 
charged them with being willing to burn down the barn to get 
rid of the rats. John Adams Dix, Memoirs of John Adams DIx 
(New York, 188.3), I, 187. " 
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for governors the Democrats had little trouble in securing the 

election and carrying the state for Polk. 

Silas Wright's term as governor proved to he the least 

successful phase of his political career. Aside from his 

lack of enthusiasm for the governorship, Wright's friendship 

with Van Buren and the Radical faction in Albany, his negative 

stand on public improvements, and the harsh measures he em-

ployed to quell the Delaware County anti-rent riots in 18*+5 

led to his defeat in 1 3^6. Since anti-renters held the 

balance of power in the 18^+6 election, the origins of their 

opposition warrant closer examination.^ 

A tenant rebellion erupted on the estate of Stephen 

Van Rensselaer IV in 1839 that soon enveloped nine counties 

in the Hudson River valley. In these nine counties: Albany, 

Rensselaer, Columbia, Schoharie, Greene, Ulster, Sullivan, 

Delaware, and Otsego, a few wealthy families owned most of the 

land and employed a manorial system to maintain their estates. 

6 
'Henry Christman's Tin Horns and Calico (New York, 1961), 

presents the most complete and adequate account of the anti-
rent controversy in New York. He is the first author to pre-
sent the tenant side of the argument with any degree of fair-
ness to that group. During his research Christman painstakingly 
accumulated material from descendants of anti-renters which 
otherwise would have been lost. He is also the first to show 
the part that the National Reform Movement played in the anti-
rent struggles. Christman's lively account is sometimes 
flawed, however, because he too readily accepts the anti-rent 
version of the rebellion. He is highly critical of Silas 
Wright, who, in Christman's view, emerges as an arch-villain. 
Another modern account of the anti-rent rebellion is contained 
in David Ellis's Landlords and Farmers in the Hudson Mohawk 
Region (Ithaca, 19*46;. This" scholarlywell-balanced work 
examines new material on the landlords'opposition to anti-
rentism and critically analyzes the leasehold system, but in 
a style that lacks the color and imagination of Christman's 
work. 



The Van Rensselaer holdings 'were both the oldest and 

largest in the upper Hudson valley* Kiliaen Van Rensselaer, 

an Amsterdam diamond and pearl merchant, received his estate, 

Rensselaerwyck, from the Dutch West India Company in 1629. 

His grant consisted of a tract of land twenty-four miles 

long, from Cohoes Falls, at the mouth of the Mohawk River 

southward, along the Hudson River* Van Rensselaer later 

extended his estate to include twenty-four miles into the 

7 

interior on either side of the Hudson. 

Under the terms of his charter, the patroon, as 

recipient of the grant, was to establish a colony of at least 

fifty persons, none under fifteen years of age, and to 

extinguish any Indian titles to the land through treaties 

of purchase. Through efforts to settle the inland areas 

of New Netherland, the company granted other tracts of land, 

hut the Van Rensselaer colony was the only one to survive 
8 

and flourish. When the British seized New Netherland in 

166*+, the Van Rensselaers swore allegiance to the new gov-

ernment, and their holdings remained intact. In 1686 

Governor Thomas Dongan renewed and confirmed the Van Rensselaer 

grant„ The patroonship became a manor with all the rights and 

privileges of an English manorial estate. After 1775 the loss 
7 
David Murray, "The Anti-Rent Episode in the State of 

New York, " Annual Rejgort of the American Historical Asso-
ciation for the Year 1~8~9~6" TWashington,~D.c7,"TH9S), p7 f*K). 

8 
Christman, p. 23. 



of manorial status transformed Rensselaer wye k into ordinary 

ownershipj and it became merely a large estate which could 

9 

be sold or divided according to the owner's whim. 

Although the Dutch instituted the practice of granting 

large tracts of land, their British successors enthusiastically 

followed the same practice* The British government usually 

limited grants to 1,000 acres per individual; however, 

enterprising individuals sometimes formed bogus companies 

because each stockholder could receive land. The companies 
10 

dissolved as soon as they received the grants. After the 

American Revolution the New York State government confirmed 

titles of these estates and continued this method of land 

distribution. By 1800 large manorial estates filled the 

Hudson valley and immigrants were left with the choice of 

settling in this area as tenants or moving on to unclaimed 

land along the frontier. 

Rensselaerwyck consisted of 737*280 acres, located 

largely in Albany and Rensselaer counties, but also including 

the Claverack lands in Columbia County.^ ̂  The Van Rensselaer 

family leased 233,900 acres in Albany County and 202,100 

acres in Rensselaer County; however5 little settlement 

occurred until after the American Revolution, when the 
^Murray, p. 1!+2. 

1 0 M d . , p. 1V+. 

11£bid., p. 1*+2. 



estate descended to Stephen Tan Rensselaer III, the "Good 

1 2 

Patroon." He offered such good terms that much of the 

estate was settled by 1800. Between 1786 and 1800 tenants 

took most of the leases on the east side of the river, and 

in 1793 Van Rensselaer received the first rents from the 

west manor, the property in Albany C o u n t y . ^ 3 The second 

largest Hudson valley estate was Livingston Manor, granted 

to the Livingston family in the late seventeenth century. 

Livingston Manor consisted of a ten mile tract along the 

Hudson River shoreline and extended twenty and a half miles 

into the interior of Columbia County, encompassing 165,2̂ +0 

acres. The Livingstons received additional grants from 

Governor Robert Hunter in 1715. In 1839 members of the 

Livingston family also owned the John Morin Scott patent in 

Schoharie County, consisting of 50,000 acres, and smaller 
1V 

tracts in Sullivan, Greene, and Ulster counties. 

12Christman, pp. 25-26. See also David Ellis, "Land 
Tenure and_Tenancy in the Hudson Valley," Agricultural History, 
XVIII (April, 19M+), 75-82. Van Rensselaer was Congressman 
from New York when the 182<+ Presidential election was forced 
into the House of Representatives, According to Van Buren, 
Van Rensselaer, in a moment of indecision over his choice, 
bowed his head in prayer for guidance and saw on the floor 
an Adams ballot which the pious old Patroon interpreted as 
divine instruction. Immediately he made his decision and 
cast the deciding vote for John Quincy Adams. George 
Dangerfield, The Era of Good Feelings (New York, 1952), p. 3*+2. 

13 
Ellis, "Land Tenure and Tenancy," p. 77 . 

1 
Murray, pp. 1M-3-11+6. 
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The Van Rensselaer and Livingston holdings were 

largest in the upper Hudson valley, but there were other 

large leasehold estates in the region. The heirs of John 

Lansing, Jr., owned the Blenheim Patent of *+0,000 acres 

in Schoharie County. George Clarke possessed extensive 

holdings in Montgomery, Schoharie, Otsego and Delaware 

counties. Other prominent landlords in Delaware County were 

Samuel and Gulian C. Verplanck with three tracts totaling 

50,000 acres, and Morgan Lewis, who owned a 15?000 acre 

15 
estate. In Schenectady County the Duane Patent comprised 

16 

30,000 acres. In addition, there were other large land-

owners in the leasehold counties. At least a part of each 

of'these estates was maintained by the leasehold system. 

Landlords used several methods for distributing their 

lands: perpetual leases, leases for three lives,^ and 

leases for ninety-nine years. On the newer estates land-

lords generally preferred to sell their land in fee simple, 

that is, with unrestricted rights of disposition. Landlords 

following this practice were generally not troubled by anti-

rent disturbances, A majority of landlords preferred the 

leasehold system because it guaranteed them a substantial 

annual income and allowed them to retain valuable water* 
1?Ibid.. pp. 1̂ -5-1*4-6. 

^Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. U-2» 

17 
Under this arrangement the lessee names three members 

of his family as co-lessees. The lease would remain in 
effect until the death of all co-lessees, and would then 
revert to the landlord. 



timber, and mineral rights. The oldest leasing method used 

was the perpetual lease, "which the Van Rensselaers used 

exclusively. Alexander Hamilton, "brother-in-law of Stephen 

Van Rensselaer III, devised a lease for Rensselaerwyck tenants 

which granted the lessee title in perpetuity, reserving to 

the landlord certain feudal privileges and an annual quit-

rent to be paid by the tenant after living on the land for 

18 
seven years. The quitrent obligation consisted of an 

annual payment of fourteen bushels of wheat per hundred 

acres, four fat fowls, and a day's work with a team of oxen 

19 
or horses. Leaseholds, each averaging 120 acres, could 

only be used for agricultural purposes, and tenants were 

responsible for all property taxes, road construction, and 

20 

repair. About half of the 'Van Rensselaer leases also con-

tained a quartersale stipulation which provided for fines on 

alienation, i.e., the sale of the tenant's interest in the 

farm. When a tenant sold his farm, he was required to turn 

over a portion of the sale price to the landlord. The exact 

amount varied; on the Ilelderberg farms in the west manor of 

Rensselaerwyck the quartersale was rarely more than nominal.21 

1 8 
Christian, p. 26. 

1C^ 
"'Ellis, "Land Tenure and Tenancy," p. 78. Few leases 

called for less than ten bushels or more than twenty bushels 
of wheat per hundred acres. The amount varied according to 
the location of the farm, soil fertility, and the date of the 
original leasing. 

20 
Christman, p. 26. 

21 
Albany Evening: Journal. December 19, 18M+. 
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Leasing methods and feudal restrictions varied on other 

estates. By 1839 the Livingstons were simultaneously using 

perpetual leases, leases of ninety-nine years, leases of 

three lives, and leases that substituted a cash payment for 

the quitrent. The Livingston leases required tenants to 

clear and sow two acres a year, plant an orchard and build 

a barn within five years, pay all property taxes, and con-

tribute six shillings annually for the support of a preacher. 

All grain was to be ground on the estate. Moreover, the 

22 
landlord reserved all mineral and water rights for himself. " 

Failure to meet any of the lease requirements gave the land-

23 

lord the right to dispossess the tenant. 

Because of the unattractive nature of these feudal re-

quirements , most of the land along the Hudson was not settled 

until after the American Revolution. Many New Englanders 

migrated to New York after the war, and to make tenancy more 

appealing, landlords frequently waived rents on new lease-

holds for a short while. This stratagem was amazingly suc-

cessful and large numbers of former New England freeholders 
2^ 

became tenants. Most of these farmers soon realised the 

insecurity of their position, and tenants came to be known 
22Murray, p. I**-1*, 

Z3j 

2h. 

2^ 
"Ellis, "Land Tenure and Tenancy," p. 78. 

Christman, p. 26, 



11 

for their shiftlessness. They allowed farm buildings to 

fall into disrepair, and their poor farming practices 

caused the soil to lose its fertility.2^ 

The last Van Rensselaer patroon, Stephen Van Rensselaer III, 

controlled an estate of over 700,000 acres, which included the 
26 

cities of Albany and Troy, and eighteen townships. This 

property consisted of fertile farm land along the Hudson 

River and a less fertile area in the foothills of the 

Helderberg Mountains. The farms in the Helderberg area had 

been settled last, and the thin, rock-strewn soil of the 

region was not exceptionally productive, even in good years. 

The Hudson valley suffered severe droughts and harsh winters 

during the 1830's, causing poor harvests in this area. Farmers 

in the Helderberg townships found it impossible to grow wheat 

in the exhausted soil* Sheep raising offered a way out of 

their dilemma for a while, but declining wool prices after 

1838 forced out most marginal producers. Consequently, 

many tenants of this region fell behind in their rent. Under 

ordinary circumstances, landlords evicted tenants who failed 

to pay their rent, but Stephen Van Rensselaer III, the "Good 

Patroon," allowed them to remain. Possibly he doubted the 

validity of his own land title.^ 

"̂'Ellis, "Land Tenure and Tenancy," p. 79• 

^Albany Evening Journal,, December 19, 18M+. 

27 
'Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. 230. 

o O 
"• Christman, p. 31» 
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In January, 1839, Stephen Van Rensselaer III died, 

leaving his estate heavily in debt. Since state law pro-

hibited primogeniture, Rensselaerwyck was divided between 

his sons, Stephen Van Rensselaer IV and William Paterson 

Van Rensselaer* His namesake inherited the west manor, 

that part of Rensselaerwyck lying west of the Hudson River, 

William Paterson Van Rensselaer inherited the east manor. 

However, to settle the estate, the heirs had to collect all 

back rent, which amounted to ^OO,000. The claims against 

the estate were an almost equal amount. The executors would 

waive tenant debts in cases of hardship or when payment was 

impossible, but this exemption would not affect a large 

29 

portion of the tenants. 

In the spring of 1839 Stephen Van Rensselaer IV ordered 

his attorney, Daniel D. Barnard, to send agents into the 

west manor to serve notice that all back rents must be paid 
30 

or the landlord would begin proceedings to recover the farms. 

The agents were also to collect rents. The farmers refused to 

pay, and the agents returned empty-handed. A few weeks later 

tenants held a mass meeting at Berne, Albany County, to select 

a committee which would work out an arrangement with the land-

lord to buy their land. The committee went to the manor 

office on May 22, 1839, but were unable to speak to Van Rensselaer. 
^Edward Potts Che yr.ey, The Ant 1-Rent Agitation in the 

State of New York, 1839-18*+o (Philadelphia, IBH7) , p". 25T~ 
^0 
~ Christian, p. 36. 
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Refusing to confer, Van Bonsseleez instead communicated his 

sentiments by letter to the waiting committee* In this, he 

declined to sell on any terms and offered no solution for 
•31 

their grievances. His unwillingness to compromise produced 

a widespread feeling of antagonism among the tenants and a 

determination to resist all efforts to collect rents until a 

satisfactory solution could be 'reached. By August, 1839» 

tenants of the Helderburg townships of west manor had decided 

as a body to resist the collection of all rents until 
32 

Van Rensselaer complied with their demands. 

After several unsuccessful attempts by the Albany County 

sheriff and his deputies to serve writs of ejectment during 

the fall of 1839j the sheriff issued a summons for a posse 

comltatus. Five hundred men reported on December 2, in-

cluding former Governor William L. Marcy and Martin Van Buren1s 

second eldest son, John. They accompanied the sheriff into the 

troubled area, some on horseback, some in carriages, some on 

foot. At Reidsville, about fifteen miles from Albany, a mob 

of 1,500 irate tenants forced them to stop and return to 
33 

Albany. This prompted Governor William H. Seward to 

send militia units from Albany and Montgomery counties to aid 31 

Cheyney, pp. 25-26; see also Christman, p. 38. 

32Cheyney, p. 27. 
-^Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
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the sheriff. This time the tenants offered no resistance, 

and the sheriff served writs and made arrests for previous 

disturbances 

Seward recognized the validity of tenant grievances and 

demanded immediate modification of feudal requirements. 

Although organized armed resistance was the wrong remedy 

for the leasehold evils, the tenants' complaints were well 

grounded* The governor urged that the state senate take 

action on the matter. In response, the senate appointed a 

select committee to investigate tenures. In late March, 

the chairman reported that the committee had found the 

grievances to "be just. During the committee's investigation, 

members discovered a New York supreme court decision allowing 

the state to exercise the right of eminent domain to force 

landlords to sell at a just price, if the legislature be-

lieved such action would' benefit the public welfare. The 

committee also suggested that the state eliminate the land-

lords' right to "distress for rent."35 It advised that the 

state settle the matter through mediation. The legislature 

complied with its suggestions and appointed Gary V. Sackett 

and Hugh Maxwell (who had been president of the Whig state 

convention in 1838) to serve as commissioners to negotiate 

3LfChristrnan, pp. 53-56. 
35 
Ibid., pp. 57-53. "Distress for rent" meant that the 

landlord had the right to seize and hold goods of a delinquent 
tenant or to obtain satisfaction of a claim by sale of the 
goods seized. 
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^6 

settlement." The commissioners accomplished little the 

first year "beyond a few preliminary conferences, but in 

January, l8Vl , they attempted to arrange a conference 

between the landlords and tenants. Fan Rensselaer refused 

to participate personally but sent his attorney with his 

proposals. His terms were contingent with payment of all 

back rents and applied only to tenants of the Helderberg 

townships. Van Rensselaer refused to give up the quarter-

sale stipulation or to accept the tenant proposal of a just 

price, which, when invested, would return interest equal to 

the rent. He argued that over the years the farms had in-

creased in value, and therefore, were worth more than the 

amount the tenants suggested. The conference accomplished 

nothing. The commission continued in its attempt to seek 

a solution, but when Van Rensselaer resumed legal action 

against the tenants in March, 18*4-1, Sackett and Maxwell 

realized that the landlord did not intend to come to terms. 

In April, 18V1, they reported to the legislature that their 

attempts had failed, and there was nothing more to do. The 

legislature adjourned for the summer without further recom-

mendations.^ 

In the meantime tenants formed anti-rent associations 

in Albany, Rensselaer, and Columbia counties, and eventually 

36Ibld.. p. 58. 

37Ibid., p. 61. 
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organized similar groups in the other leasehold counties» 

Membership in these associations was large, being open to 

tenants and others who supported their cause. Local doctors, 

lawyers, and other professional men joined with the tenants, 

and often provided leadership for the associations. The 

associations raised funds by levying a tax of two cents as 

acre on members' lands," They also received unexpected 

support from the National Reform Movement., Anti-rent ism 
Vo 

gave the National Reformers an opportunity to be heard. 

To further their cause anti-rent associations sponsored 

newspapers dedicated to their cause* In doing so they no 

longer had to rely on the services of the frequently antag-

onistic local press. The anti-renters established at least 

five newspapers during this period, the most important being 

the Albany Freeholder and the Anti-Renter, also published 
kl 

in the state capital. 

The associations attempted various legal methods to 

alleviate tenant grievances. They brought lawsuits against 

landlords and inundated the legislature with a flood of 

memorials and platforms urging reform legislation. The •^Albany Argus, July 31 ? 18¥+. 

^Cheyney, p. 38. 
IfO 
Helene Sara Zahler, Eastern Workingmen and National 

Land Policy, 1829-1862 ( N e v / " Y o r k p . 52". 
L.1 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. 251. 
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tenants asked, for laws prohibiting an individual from owning 

over 1,000 acres of land, and forcing landlords to sell at a 

price set by the commissioners. Their petitions further 

urged abolition of "distress for rent" and a provision to 

make leases in kind payable in money. Finally, if all 

measures failed to end the controversy satisfactorily, the 

associations suggested that the state use its power of 

eminent domain to buy land from the landlords and sell it 

b2 

to the tenants. " The accomplishments of this petitioning 

campaign generally were disheartening because the legislature 

failed to heed their suggestions. However, several area 

newspapers printed excerpts from some of the petitions, and 

by this method the public was informed of tenant grievances. 

The anti-rent associations were allegedly responsible 

for forming bands of "Indians" who committed outrages and 
1+3 

harrassed the landlords' agents. To prevent evictions, 

forced collection of rents, and foreclosure sales before a 

legal settlement of grievances could be reached, tenants, 

dressed in Indian garb to prevent detection, formed secret 

patrols. Although the exact date of the formation of these 

"Indian" bands is in question, the tenants probably did not 

rely on. their services until 18Vl, when negotiations of the 
^Cheyney, pp. 38-39. 

it)id«̂  p m 39 • 
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state commissioners broKe down. The !!Indian" disguise con-

sisted of a sheepskin cap pulled down over the head and face 

with holes cut out for the eyes, ears, mouth, and nose. To 

show their individuality, "Indians" often painted their 

masks garishly and adorned them with feathers, plumes, horse-

hair, or a beard. A calico blouse extending below the knees 

and tied with a sash completed the costume.^ They used tin 

dinner horns to sound the alarm when the sheriff or manor 

agents entered their locale.^ Leaders of the various 

"Indian" groups often assumed Indian names such as Big Thunder, 

Little Thunder, Bluebeard, or White Cloud to further the mas-

querade.^ The "Indians" prevented detection through secret 

membership and a cell-like division of their organization. 

Each "Indian" leader directed a band of ten, and he alone 

knew the identity of his men. The organization maintained 

its rule of secrecy so well that the leaders'did not know 

each, other; only the chief knew them.^7 Although members of 

Iti-i-
Murray, p. 1 51 . 

^Mbarry Argus, July 31, l8Mt. In this issue, the Argus 
reprinted an article from the New York EX?ening Post which 
as sured its readers that in the troubled countie s dinner 
horns were so closely associated with "Indian" activities 
they could be used for no other purpose. If a farmer's wife 
dared use one as a dinner horn, hungry anti-renters would 
arrive and devour her dinner. 

1)6 
Murray, p. 1 51 -

^ ^ ^Abram V/. Hoffman, "The 'Down-Rent1 War," Olde Ulster, 
1 (September5 191 b), 261. - - ? 
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anti-rent associat XGiis w^re c i obct '»4y 3..xio x. v t d in the "Indian" 

outrages, the associations as such were not involved. At 

first the "Indians" confined activities to mild forms of 

harrassment, "burning writs of ejectment, tarring and feathering 

1+8 *+9 

determined law officers, and boycotting forced sales. By 

late 18M+, however, "Indian" outrages had resulted in two 

murders.^ 

The landholding interests of the state did not stand 

idly by and allow the forces of anti-rentism to jeopardize 

their privileged position. The exact extent of their activ-

ities would be difficult to ascertain. Since the anti-rent 

rebellion was largely concentrated in the east and west manors 

of Rensselaerwyck until 18LP+, the Van Rensselaer family bore 

the brunt of opposition until that year. Stephen Van Rensselaer III 

had been one of the richest men in the United States, and the 

Van Rensselaer family, through financial influence and family 

connections, had attained a privileged position in state po-

litical circles. Consequently they were able to employ some 

of the best legal minds in the state ini their campaign against 

anti-rentism. Daniel D. Barnard, a Van Rensselaer lawyer, 

wrote an able deferse of the leasehold system which appeared 
)+8 
Albany Argus, December 17, lSM-f; September 2, 18M+* 

^Cheyney, p. V+. 

50 
Albany Argus, December 20, 18M+, December 23, 18M+. 

These violent incidents will be discussed in Chapter III. 
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in the prestigious American Whig Review in 18^5* Several 

members of the conservative judiciary committee were in 

their pay, among them Samuel Stevens, a Yan Rensselaer 

lawyer.-^ William P. Van Rensselaer had also employed a 

"professional gentleman" to get certain laws passed and 
53 

put down resistance-

When tenants on the estates neighboring Rensselaerwyck 

began following the doctrines of anti-rentism and refused to 

pay their rent, landlords found it necessary to band together 

for self-defense. In November, 18V+, a group of large land-

owners formed the Freeholders Committee for Safety. Frederic 

DePeyster became treasurer of this organization. During 18!+5 

and 18*+6 the committee collected over $1 ,000 in contributions 
51+ 

from many of the famous families of New York, The committee 

hired agents to watch over its interests in Albany.- Charles 

Hathaway, an attorney, was hired for this purpose. During 

the legislative session of 18̂ +5 following Hathaway1 s ap-

pointment, the legislature passed laws granting additional 

power to the governor and county sheriffs to call out military 51 
Daniel Dewey Barnard, "The Anti-Rent Movement and 

Outbreak in New York," The American Whig Review. II (December. 
18^5), 577-598. 

52 
Christman, p. 80. 

53 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers? p. 293• 

^ Ibid., p. 292. 
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force in emergencies and forbidding persons from appearing 

armed and disguised. Moreover, laws proposed by the anti-

55 

rent associations failed to receive approval. Hathaway 

contributed articles on anti-rentism to various Albany 

newspapers. During the crisis in Delaware County following 

the murder of Osman Steele in August, 1.8̂ 5, he aided the 

sheriff in restoring order. Shortly after the murder, 

Hathaway sent a messenger to Albany to secure arms from the 

state arsenal. He also served as counsel in' an anti-rent 

trial in the spring of l8'+5 which led to the conviction of 
57 

four anti-renters. 

The names of the Van Hensselaers were notably absent 

from the membership roll of the Freeholders Committee. When 

the organization was first formed, Frederic DePeyster wrote 

to William Paterson Van Rensselaer asking for a contribution 

of $250. In a scathing reply Van Rensselaer denounced other 

landlords for their lack of assistance- during the early years 

of the rebellion. He added that rather than send them a con-

tribution the Committee should send him $250 for his past 
58 

services. 

^Ibid., p. 293. 

^Charles Hathaway to James Dexter, March 12, 18*4-5, 
Anti-Rent Papers, Manuscript Division. New York State Library, 
Albany, New York. 

<n 
•"Ellis, Landlords and Farmers« p. 293. 

58ibid. 
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The tenants received an unexpected setback In 18^, 

when the judiciary committee submitted its report on the 

leasehold system. Two years earlier, the legislature had 

named a special grievance committee to hear tenant complaints, 

but before this group could accomplish anything, Stephen 

Van Rensselaer IV had the matter transferred to the judi-

ciary committee, composed of men more compliant with the 

59 

landlords1 wishes. After months of investigation, the 

committee reported in April, l81+2, that the state could not 

alter lawful contracts such as leases» Its report acknowl-

edged the anachronistic nature of the leasehold system in a 

democratic society. Furthermore, the committee was confident 

that eventually the all-prevailing influence of our demo-

cratic institutions would gradually bring about dissolution 

of all large estates, and the lands in question would be 

held in fee simple. For many tenants this pronouncement 

ended all hope for a legal means to alleviate their burdens. 

Those more actively involved then decided to keep the con-

troversy alive in the legislature. Determined anti-rent 

leaders for the remainder of 18̂ -2 and throughout the fol-

lowing year worked hard to prepare a case for anti-rentism 

so strong and persuasive that the legislature could no 

longer ignore their pleas. 

59 
Chrlstman, p. 6*f. 
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On January , 18V+, SrUth A. Boughtou, a Rensselaer 

County physician and active anti-rent leader, was sent to 

Albany to present arguments for anti-rentism before the 

legislature. With him he brought petitions signed by thou-

sands of tenants. On January 19, the legislature referred 

the petitions to a select committee composed of represen-

tatives from Rensselaerwyck. The committee asked Boughton 

to supply legal opinions supporting his contention that the 

legislature had the power to tamper with the leasehold tenures. 

These opinions were supplied by Ira Harris, an Albany at- ' 

torney, and Thomas L, Jordan, a New York attorney, whom 

Daniel Webster had suggested to Boughton, The report of 

the select committee pointed out the evils of the leasehold 

system. The upper Hudson River valley was ideal for manu-

facturing, yet the leases stipulated that the land must 

be used only for agricultural purposes. The committee pro-

posed a three-point relief program for the tenants: taxation 

of the landlords, court decisions on the validity of the 

landlords1 titles, and if the courts ruled in favor of the 

landlords, state use of eminent domain to force the dis-

solution of the estates. The New York Assembly cited the 

decision of the 18^2 judiciary committee that the state 

constitution barred any such changes. However, Van Rensselaer's 

friends were successful in scuttling the report before any 
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action was taken, and the matter vras once again referred to 

60 

the judiciary committee. 

The 18M+ report of the judiciary committee was note-

worthy for the savage abuse it hurled at anti-rentism. The 

committee denounced Governor Seward and the legislature for 

favoring the anti-rent- cause when the rebellion first broke 

out. It stated that any attempt to test the title of the 

Van Rensselaers would violate the obligation of contracts. 

If the Van Rensselaer title, based on original grants and 

confirmed by the state government were not valid, no titles 

were valid. The committee suggested that tenants accept the 

generous offers of their landlords if they wanted full title 

to their lands. The constitutional experts on the com-

mittee could find no suitable objection to the proposal to 

tax landlords' leasehold reservations and referred the matter 

to the state comptroller, who was to deliver a report at the 

next session of the legislature. 

In 18M+, following the odious judiciary report, the anti-

renters decided to take more direct action through political 

force. They organized the Anti-Rent Party during the spring 

of l8b-b and from the first it followed a wise course. Realizing 

^^Ibid., pp. 80-81. 

61 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, pp. 

62 
Christman, p. 82. The landlords received unsolicited 

assistance in 18m-5 and l8b-6 when James Fenimore Cooper pub-
lished his Littlepage Manuscripts, a sympathetic account of 
the leasehold s'ystem. 



that they held the balance of political power in the lease-

hold counties, anti-renters began throwing their political 

strength behind candidates of both major parties who favored 

63 

their cause. In leasehold counties the Whigs were much 

more eager to form a coalition with the anti-renters. Con-

servatives within the party objected to this action, but a 

majority of Whigs recognized it as a matter of expediency. 

The Whigs had always been in a minority in the leasehold 

counties, as well as in the state, and welcomed this op-
6*+ 

portunity to gain new allies. 

Shortly before the I8V4 election, the Anti-Rent Party 

held "Equal Rights" conventions in the leasehold counties 

to secure nominations for the assembly. At the Albany 

County Anti-Rent convention, delegates nominated Ira Harris 

of Albany, William Murphy of New Scotland, and Lawrence 

Van Deusen of Berne, as candidates for the assembly. Harris 

and Murphy were Whigs, Van Deusen was a Democrat. On the 

same day the Rensselaer County convention assembled at 

Sandlake and nominated Ryer Heermance of Nassau, William J. 

Potter of Stephentown, and E.S. Howard of Troy for the 

assembly. Prior to these conventions, Anti-Rent Party 

officials submitted questions to prospective assemblymen in 
63Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 503. 

6^11 is, Landlords and Farmers, pc 270. 

65 
Albany 4 ® , September 2>+, 18M+; September 27, 18M*. 
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their counties to determine their attitude toward anti-

rentism. The first question provided that persons deriving 

incomes from leases of over twenty years duration prove the 

validity of their titles* A second question stated that 

leaseholders should have the value of their rents appraised, 

after which they could "buy out the rights of the landlords. 

Although he thought the second question unconstitutional, 

Ira Harris sympathized with the anti-renters, and they 
66 

elected him to the assembly that fall. 

The Anti-Rent Party also held its first senatorial con-

vention that autumn in New Scotland, Albany County. Delegates 

from Albany, Rensselaer, and Schoharie counties were present, 

but the convention was poorly attended and generally unsuc-

cessful. After an attempt to nominate Henry Z0 Hayner, the 

Whig senate nominee, delegates finally nominated Joseph 

Conner of Rensselaerville, but he declined, and the meeting 
67 

ended without having chosen a candidate for the senate* 

The political power of the Anti-Rent Party was first 

felt in the election of 18V+. Since the party held the 

balance of power in Albany, Columbia, Delaware, Greene, 

Rensselaer, Schoharie, and Sullivan counties, they elected 

their candidates in these areas. 
66 
Ibid., November 1, 18M+; November *+, l8¥f. 

^Ibid., October 31 , 18M*« 
68 
Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. 503-50^. 
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Ambitious politicians from both parties came out in 

69 
favor of anti-rentism to gain their support. The political 

power of the anti-renters was further enhanced because of 

divisions within both major parties. The added presence of 

the Abolition Party and the Native American Party in New 

York state politics frequently made the margin of victory 

in state politics quite narrow. In subsequent elections 

for the next seven years, candidates found that support from 

the Anti-Rent Party was a determining factor at the polls. 

This first became evident in the 18M+ gubernatorial contest 

between Silas Wright and Millard Fillmore. 

69 
'Ellis, Landlords and Farmers« p. 270. 

^Ibid., pp. 270-287. The anti-rent vote never exceeded 
205000 in any election. 



CHAPTER II 

SILAS WRIGHT - .RELUCTANT CANDIDATE 

Almost immediately after the ignominious defeat of 

Van Bur en in 18V0, Democrats "began laying foundations for 

the next presidential campaign. Van Buren was the logical 

Democratic nominee , "but any hope for united party support 

was threatened by Tyler's manipulation of pa-tronage and 

the efforts of Calhoun's followers, who were pressing for 

the nomination of their leader. For these reasons Wright 

urged that the national convention be held before Congress 

met in December, 18̂ +3j so that factional in-fighting would 
1 

not spoil Van Buren's chances. Because of threats by the 

Calhounite faction to bolt the party and hold their own 

convention, Wright acquiesced on this point and decided 

that it would be better to wait until .May, l8Mf, if 

Calhoun's supporters made an issue of the point. He was 

confident that Van Buren would receive the nomination, but 

he also reasoned that efforts to accomplish this through 

political trickery would hurt the party in November. This 

proved a wise course. Because he recognized his lack of 
support, Calhoun formally withdrew from the contest on 

February 1, 18M+.2 It was decided that the convention would 

meet in the latter part of May. 

1 
Garraty, p. 293. 2Ibid., pp. 2^-1-2^3. 

OR 
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The question of Texas annexation posed an even more 

serious problem for Democratic unity. John Tyler, des-

perately wanting re-election and lacking the support of 

Democrats and Whigs alike, used his power of patronage and 

the question of Texas annexation to establish a political 

following. Tyler had been interested in the Texas question 

from the time he assumed office but was unable to make 

positive moves in that direction until the resignation of 

Secretary of State Daniel Webster in l8}+3* .The Texas gov-

ernment was toying with a scheme for an Anglo-Texas al-

liance in 18̂ +3 "but was finally persuaded to accept Tyler's 

proposal for annexation after the President promised pro-

tection in event of war with Mexico. A. proposed treaty was 

submitted to the Senate for ratification in April, 18V-1-, in 

a calculated effort to disrupt the unity of the Democratic 

Party.^ Annexation was a popular topic in the South during 

the spring of l8Mf. Southern leaders reasoned that if Texas 

were admitted to the Union as a slave-holding state, the 

balance of power in the House of Representatives could be 

maintained. For this reason the question of annexation 

would overshadow all other issues in the autumn campaign 

if the Tyler treaty failed to receive approval during the 

present session of Congress. 

Tyler did not content himself with merely currying 

support of federal officeholders and southern politicians. 

3Ibld.. pp. 2h5-2)+6. 
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He also sought tc 'jle&r the field of any possible Democratic 

nominees. An opportunity to do so occurred in December, 18*+3j 

when Associate -Justice Smith Thompson of New York died. 

Tyler considered offering the position to Van Buren and 

sent Edmunds Mason, the father of John Y. Mason (soon to be 

Tyler's Secretary of the Navy), to see if Wright thought 

Van Buren would accept the appointment. After a negative re-

sponse from Wright, Tyler dropped the idea and in January, 

18M+, nominated John C. Spencer, a lew York Whig who was 

serving as Tyler's Secretary of War. Because of Spencer1s 

reputation for undisguised office seeking, the Whigs in the 

Senate rejected his appointment later that month.^ 

Tyler next turned his attention to Silas Wright. The 

President had formerly served with Wright in the Seriate. He 

knew his talents and past accomplishments and also knew how 

he stood in the Democratic Party. He first hinted of the 

appointment to Wright through intermediaries, but Wright 

politely discouraged these rumors. Tyler, however, was 

persistent, and on March 5, l8¥f, sent his son Robert to tell 

Wright the President wished to see him. As soon as the 

Senator arrived the next morning, Tyler offered the ap-

pointment to him. Wright said that he was flattered by 

the offer but because of the earlier rumors needed no time 

1+ 
„nl . J o h n S. Jenkins, The Life of Silas Wright (New York. 
184-7), pp. 1 ̂ 6-11+7. •— — 

^Garraty, pp. 235-236. 
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6 

for reflection and firmly declined it. Still undaunted, 

Tyler asked Associate Justice Peter V. Daniel to urge him 

to accept. Daniel wrote Wright, but the Senator remained 

unwavering in his refusal. In a carefully worded reply 

Wright gave Daniel two reasons for his refusal. First, he 

lacked qualifications for the position, and second, he was 

not at liberty to leave the Senate during the annexation 

crisis. Wright told Daniel that he had considered asking 

the advice of his New York friends but had declined doing 

so because he knew that no matter what their true feelings 

were on the matter, they would urge him to accept.'7 

Wright wrote a hurried note to Van Buren from his seat 

in the Senate Chamber on the day Tyler offered him the ap-

pointment. In the note he dismissed the matter lightly and 
8 

gave no hint at disappointment. Wright's resolution to 

reject the justiceship was probably the hardest decision he 

had ever had to make. Aside from the honor and prestige of 

such a position, he could have found partial asylum from 

political machinations and intrigue without having to aban-

don statecraft entirely. At least two factors caused him to 

reject the offer. The post had previously been offered to 
6 
Ransom H. Gillet, The Life and Times of Silas Wrieht 

(Albany, 187*+) , II, 15^6. " 

7Ibid. 

8 
Silas Wright to Martin Van Buren, March 6, lS1^, Martin 

Van Buren Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Van Buren to remove him from active politics, and Wright's 

wife opposed his accepting the appointment because she felt 

uncomfortable in Washington's sophisticated society.' His 

refusal was also conditioned by his desire to right the 

wrongs of the l8'+0 campaign and help secure Van Bur en's 

re-election, which he could do more easily in the Senate, 

During the spring of 18M+, the furor caused by Tyler's 

Texas treaty drew mixed reactions of enthusiasm and anxiety 

from Democrats across the nation. To force Van Buren to 

make a statement on the issue, annexationists wrote him 

urging a public pronouncement. Van Buren decided to answer 

one such letter from William Hairnet, Representative from 

Mississippi and delegate to the Democratic convention. In 

his letter Hammet had led Van Buren to believe that his vote 
10 

and those of his friends would depend on his answer. 

Wright considered Hammet rash, impetuous, and probably in-

fluenced by Calhoun but concurred with Van Buren's decision 

to make a stand on annexation. Wright realized fully that 

such a stand might jeopardize Van Buren's presidential 

nomination. If the former President set aside principle and 

came out in favor of annexation, his renomination and re-

election would be a simple matter, But Wright also realized 

that the issue was too explosive, too vital for political 

expediency. 

^Garraty, p. 238. ^Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. M+O-M+l 



33 

Before Van Buren replied, Wright talked with Hammet to 

see what his reason for writing the letter had been. Possibly 

he had heard that Hammet had written at the suggestion of 

Robert J, Walker, Senator from Mississippi and a leading 

Texas annexationist, in an attempt to ruin Van Buren's 
1 1 

chances for nomination, Hammet said that he had not 

intended to embarrass Van Buren; on the contrary, he had 

been informed by certain New York members of the House that 

the former President favored annexation. He simply wanted 

Van Buren to make a public statement on the matter. Wright 

replied that no one knew Van Buren's position on annexation. 

After the confrontation with Haminet, Wright was convinced 

that the Mississippian had been chiefly concerned with the 
1 ? 

personal notoriety he could gain from the affair. 

Van Buren's reply arrived in Washington on April 26, 

and Wright was given the responsibility of either with-

holding it, if the answer seemed impolitic, or delivering 

it. In his letter Van Buren did not say that he was un-

alterably opposed to annexation* He declared that if he were 

elected President and the matter were still pending, he 

would be governed by Congress in his decision. Van Buren 

added that annexation without the approval of the Mexican 
11 Ibid. 

12Garraty, pp. 250-251. 
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government would lead to war, and for that reason he opposed 

immediate annexation, stating that no principle in the code 

1 

of laws of nations would justify the measure. J In his 

reply Van Buren skirted the issue of slavery. Van Buren's 

letter filled Wright with perplexity. He disliked the 

responsibility he had been given in this matter, for 

Van Buren's chance for re-election could be scuttled by 

Wright's decision. 

The following morning the Whig National Intelligencer 

contained a public statement by Henry Clay in which he de-

nounced immediate annexation. Since Clay had openly com-

mitted himself on the issue, Wright and his friends decided 

to publish Van Buren's reply Immediately* If they delayed 

in doing so, an embarrassing situation might result. 

Democrats throughout the nation might come out in favor of 

annexation simply because Clay opposed it* Van Buren's 
1 U-

answer appeared in the Globe that evening. 

The position of Clay and Van Buren on Texas was almost 

Identical. Neither opposed immediate or ultimate annexation 

if it could be accomplished in the proper manner. Both 

believed that immediate annexation under the prevailing 

conditions would result in war. 1^ The disruptive impact that 
^Martin Van Buren to William H. Hammet, April 20, 18V+. 

Miles' WeekLey Register (Baltimore), LXVI, 153-157; see also 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. W1. 

Garraty, p . 2J?2. 
15 
Jenkins, Silas Wrightj p. 1^7. 
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the Clay-Van Buren letters had on both parties was tremendous. 

Large sections of southern voters bitterly denounced Van Buren 

16 

and began looking for a candidate favorable to annexation. 

Lewis Cass of Michigan, who also wanted the Democratic pres-

idential nomination, declared himself for annexation shortly 
17 

after publication of Hammet's letter# 

The bickering and recriminations that followed Van Buren's 

pronouncement had little effect on its author. Throughout 

the furor he remained calm and was relieved that the matter 
18 

was finally out in the open. Perhaps he was unaware that 

Democratic leaders who opposed his nomination had spread 

virulent rumors about him among the young and aspiring 

Democratic politicians in the North and West. They hinted 

that if Van Buren were re-elected he would restore to office 

many former federal officials who had been removed when 

Harrison became President and that he was unaware of poli-

tical changes occurring within the party for the last eight 

years. Van Buren's patronage program, though well-intentioned, 

would be reactionary and would tend to favor older politicians 
19 

for federal positions. He may have known nothing of this 

ploy, but his supporters were fully aware of the intrigue, 

and used both force and candor to squelch the rumors. So 
l6Garraty, p. 252a 

Ĥammond, Silas Wright, p. ¥+3* 
18 
Garraty, p. 255. 

19 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. Vf 3. 
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effective were their efforts that his enemies spread word 

that all opposition to Van Buren1s nomination had ended, in 
20 

order to lull the Van Burenites into a false sense of security. 

Van Buren's enemies did not remain idle long, however. Shortly 

before the national convention, Wright wrote to John L. 

Russellj a young lawyer at Canton, New York, stating that 

"anarchy emphatically prevails here, in a political sense, 

and I dare not predict what two weeks may bring forth. I now 

truly consider it doubtful whether Mr. Van Buren will get the 

nomination, though I must hope and believe he will." 

Later that month while the Texas treaty was still 

before the Senate, delegates to the Democratic national con-

vention began arriving in Baltimore. Several weeks earlier 

the "Whig national convention had met in that city and nom-

inated Henry Clay for President and Theodore Freylinghuysen 

of New Jersey for Vice President.22 The Democratic delegates 

assembled on May 27 in the Egyptian Saloon of the Odd Fellows 

Hall on North Gay Street and the meeting was well attended,^ 

However, any hope for political unity had been clearly 

dashed by the annexation issue. From the moment it con-

vened, the meeting was charged with tension and excitement. 

2 ( W 

21 Silas Wright to John L. Russell, May 15, 18M+, Gillet, 
II, 1517. ' 

22 
John S. Jenkins, History of Political Parties in the 

State of New York (New York, IcP49)~, pTT^+. 
23 
Garraty, p. 267. 
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The first subject to be debated was the most important. 

R.M. Sanders of North Carolina proposed a rule requiring 

that all nominations be confirmed by a two-thirds vote. At 

previous Democratic conventions there had been a general 

unanimity of sentiment toward the proposed nominees. To 

show their unanimous approval of Andrew Jackson at the first 

convention in 1832, the delegates had proposed a two-thirds 

rule, whereby two thirds of the delegates cast their votes 

2h 

for the nominee to secure his acceptance. Ho rational 

delegates would have used this in a contest where members 

were almost equally divided over issues, mainly because it 

would give the minority power to control the majority.^ 

Of 266 votes to be cast at the Baltimore convention, 171 

were pledged for Yan Buren. If the two-thirds rule were 

invoked, the Van Burenites would lack six votes to carry the 

26 

nomination. Many southern delegates, pledged by state con-

ventions to support "Van Bur en, no longer felt obligated to 

do so after the publication of Van Buren's letter to Hammet. 

Other delegates who were pledged to Van Buren but opposed 

his stand on the Texas matter, favored the two-thirds rule 

so that they would be able to vote for another candidate 
2lfHammond, Silas Wright, p. Wf; see also Eugene H. 

Roseboom, A History of Presidential Elections (New York. 1997}. 
p . 99. ~ ' ' '— " ' * 

per 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. ¥+5. 

2(5 
Garraty, p. 268. 
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after the first "ballot. Sanders' proposal led to an 

acrimonious debate between Benjamin P. Butler of New York 

and Robert Walker of Mississippi, and the delegates were 

unable to reach a decision that day. The following day, 

however, the convention voted 1*+8 to 118 to employ the 

two-thirds rule.2^ 

The convention then proceeded with presidential nom-

inations. On the first ballot Van Buren received 1*+8 votes, 

a majority, but not enough to comply with the two-thirds rule. 

Five more ballots were taken and on each his majority dropped 

markedly. On the sixth ballot, shortly before the session 

adjourned, Lewis Cass received 123 votes; Van Buren, 99; James 

Buchanan, 22; and Richard M. Johnson, 21. The meeting broke 

up in confusion.^ 

The developments of the day had thrown the New York dele-

gation into a frenzy. Although New York's delegation was 

almost equally composed of Hunker and Radical members, they 

were unanimous in their support of Van Buren's nomination. 

Van Buren had given a letter to Benjamin F. Butler, a Radical 

delegate, to be used if a nomination deadlock should develop 

at the convention. In this letter he agreed to withdraw from 

the race in favor of Silas Wright.30 Wright probably was 

unaware oi this note but did know before the convention 

2 7 I M d . 28Ibid.. p. 270. 

2 9IMd., PP. 271-272. 30Ibid., p. 265. 
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assembled the New York delegation had agreed to back him if 

Van Buren failed to secure the nomination. To prevent his 

name from being entered in the race, Wright had given his 

friend John. S. Fine a letter stating his positive refusal 
^ j 

to accept the nomination.Wright had considered this 

decision for some time. Two years earlier in a letter to 

Ransom H. Gillet he wrote that "if I entertained a single 

idea that I should ever be} not President of the United 

States, but a candidate for that high office, it would make 

me more unhappy than I have ever been in relation to my 
Op 

political fortunes." The lapse of two years had not 

changed his attitude. 

The next morning before the session convened, New York's 

delegation met to discuss possible action if Van Buren's 

nomination were defeated. Butler and his associates at-

tempted to persuade the delegation to support Wright and 

withdraw Van Buren's name. Butler showed them Van Buren's 

letter supporting this maneuver and assured them that such a 

move would not be awkward because members of the Ohio dele-

gation had offered to propose Wright's candidacy first. At 

this point Fine interrupted the meeting by introducing Wright's 

letter. If the Senator's letter did not deter them from 

supporting Wright's nomination, Fine threatened to publish 
3 Alb any Argus, June 21, 18¥+. 
32 
Silas Wright to Ransom H. Gillet, February 16, I8*f2, 

Gillet, II, 1538. 
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its contents, in which Wright stated that his position on all 

issues was identical to that of Van Buren. The force of 

Fine's argument convinced the delegation to reject Butler's 

arguments.33 

When the delegates met on Wednesday, June 1, the 

Van Burenites were able to rally a slightly larger though 

undecisive vote, but an unusual event occurred that was to 

change the course of the convention. The name of James K. 

Polk, former United States Congressman (1825-1839) and 

governor of Tennessee (1 839-1 8Vl) was entered in the race. 

Polk was a southerner and an annexationist, but he was not 

influenced by Calhoun and was politically acceptable to 

many northern Democratse On the eighth ballot former sup-

porters of Richard M. Johnson and James Buchanan withdrew 

their candidates. Cass received Ilk votes. Van Buren 10*+, 

and Polk Mf. At this point delegates from the key states of 

Virginia and New York withdrew for hasty conferences. When 

they returned balloting was already underway, and both 

delegations threw their support to Polk. This seemed to 

turn the tide, delegates from other states followed suit, 

3*+ 

and Polk received the nomination. This action swept away 

much of the tension and bitterness that had earlier prevailed, 

and when the meeting adjourned for lunch, there was a 

noticeable spirit of good will. 

33Garraty, p. 273. ^Ibld., pp. 2760278. 



When the convention reassembled that afternoon to select 

a vice presidential nominee, another surprise was in store 

for the delegates. Senator Robert <1. Walker of Mississippi., 

author of an urgent appeal for annexation and the leader of 

the Van Buren opposition at the convention, nominated Silas 

Wright for the vice presidency. Walker eulogized Wright, 

calling him the "Cato of the Union," and paid tribute to Few 

York. George Dromgoole, a Virginia Senator, urged Wright's 

35 

nomination and praised Van Buren1s role in the party* In 

his speech Walker had requested that Wright be nominated by 

acclamation, but some of the delegates were pledged to other 

candidates, so the convention resorted to balloting instead. 

In the balloting all but the eight votes of Georgia were cast 
36 

for Wright. When R.M. Sanders of North Carolina rose to 

cast North Carolina's votes for Wright, he came over and 

shook Butler's hand, This symbolic gesture of friendship 

from the delegate who had proposed the two-thirds rule (which 

prevented Van Buren's nomination) caused a deluge of applause. 

John Fine accepted the nomination for Wright. He told the 

delegates that he had Instructions from Wright to refuse the 

nomination but was confident that Wright would reconsider.^ 
^5 
John L. 0' Sullivan to Martin Van Buren, May 29, 18^, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
£ 

Garraty, p. 280. The Georgia delegation cast its votes 
for Levi Woodbury of New Hampshire„ 

3?0'Sullivan to Van Buren, May 29, 18M+, Martin Van Buren 
Papers, Library of Congress. 
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The convention selected a committee of five, including 

Fine and Samuel Young, to inform Polk and Wright of their 

nominations. Using Morse's recently invented "Magnetic 

Electric Telegraph" Fine immediately wired Wright of his 

nomination. Wright received the telegram at 6:30 that 

evening. He immediately cabled a reply firmly declining 

the offer. Believing that the message might not have "been 

properly relayed, the committee sent two additional tele-

grams urging Wright to reconsider, hut he remained adamant 

in his refusal. 

The convention was not willing to accept Wright's answer. 

Benjamin Butler accepted for Wright anyway and said that 

Wright could be persuaded to accept. The Senator evidently 

sensed that this might happen, for shortly after he received 

the committee's wire he despatched Preston King and Qrville 

Robinson to the convention with a letter to Butler absolutely 

39 

refusing the offer. When Wright's letter arrived, the 

convention accepted his refusal and continued its search for 

a nominee. George Mifflin Dallas of Pennsylvania was chosen 
5.i Q 

on the second ballot and the meeting adjourned sine die* 

Several factors conditioned Wright's refusal of the 

vice presidential nomination. In a letter to John L. Russell O O 
Albany Argus. June 3j 18M+. 

39 
Silas Wright to Benjamin Butler, May 29, 18M+, Gillet. 

II, 1526. ' ' 
1+0 
Garraty, p. 282* 
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written shortly before Congress adjourned for the summer, he 

stated that since Van Euren had been set aside apparently 

because of his views on the Texas question which were similar 

to his own views, his name on the ticket would be just as 

objectionable, or perhaps even more so since he intended to 

vote against the Texas treaty then awaiting Senate approval. 

Wright added that he did not want it to appear that he had 

agreed to remove Van Buren from the contest so that he could 

obtain a lesser office. However, Van Buren's failure to 

receive the nomination did not enter into his decision. 

Wright was painfully concerned about the welfare of the party, 
l)-1 

and this alone determined his action. He believed that his 

acceptance would jeopardize a Democratic victory in the autumn. 

He wrote to Van Buren two days after his nomination assuring 

him that he had not acted "in haste or under passion." In 

a later note to the former President he commented that although 

many of his associates urged him to accept the nomination, his 

real friends opposed the offer. Even had he received the nom-

ination, he would not have merited the honor. Therefore, his 

sacrifices were only apparent, and his seeming modesty was 

mere " selfishness. 
Ixi 
Silas Wright to John L. Russell, June 17, l8¥f, Gillet, 

j 1520-1521; see also Roseboom, p. 128. Roseboom states that 
Wright's refusal was actuated by his loyalty to Van Buren. 

Lj-2 
Wright to Van Buren, June 2, l&bh, Martin Van Buren 

Papers, Library of Congress. 
lo 
Wright to Van Buren, June 10, lSMf, ibid. 
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Had Wright accepted the vice presidential nomination at 

this time, his name would have strengthened the ticket and 

assured the Democrats success in the coining election. How-

ever, because of his refusal, Wright's political character 

grew in stature. The party recognized this, and its acclaim 

at his refusal was almost unanimous. Thomas Hart Benton was 

so pleased "by Wright's unselfish action that he called him 

Mi 

the greatest man in the world. The Senator's unselfish 

behavior, so unlike that of other leading politicians of his 

day, made him a popular hero. He was no longer Van Buren's 

protege but through this action "became the leader of northern 

Democracy. 

The Baltimore convention had selected a man recently 

absent from national politics for President. James K. Polk 

was relatively unknown outside the South. He advocated the 

immediate annexation of Texas and Oregon. For these reasons 

the role that the Democratic Party played In New York in the 

election of 18M+ was to be crucial. New York was to be the 

pivotal state in the forthcoming canvass. If the Democrats 

carried the state contest, Polk's chance for the Presidency 

was assured. Under ordinary circumstances this task would 

not have been difficult for New York Democrats. In voter 

strength they far outnumbered the Whigs in that state. How-

ever , by 18M+ a rift in the party had developed which 

threatened to disrupt the state organization entirely. 

Garraty, p. 285-



b5 

The main question which divided the Democratic Party 

in New York was whether or not the state debt should be 

increased without providing a means for its payment and 
_ >+5 

relying merely on anticipated revenues to discharge it, 

The state organization was fragmented into two factions, the 

Hunkers and the Radicals. The Hunkers, led by Governor 

William C. Bouck and Lieutenant Governor Daniel S. Dickinson, 

favored a large scale internal improvements program.. The 

Radicals advocated economy in government. Two important 

state officials, Azariah C. Flagg, state comptroller, and 

Samuel Young, secretary of state, headed this faction, Flagg 

was responsible for the 18'+2 "stop and tax" law which dras-

tically curtailed state expenditures and provided a means for 

repaying the state's $30,000,000 debt incurred during the 
k6 ^7 

recent depression* This law rankled many Hunkers. The 

State legislature was dominated by Democrats, most of whom 

were Hunkers. Members of this faction headed all important 

legislative committees except the ways and means committee, 

which was controlled by Michael Hoffman, a staunch Radical. 

yJenkins, Silas Wright, p. 16*+. 
l+6 

Ibid., p. 162. 

1+7 
'The "stop and tax" law, officially entitled "an act 

to provide for paying the debt and preserving the credit of 
the state," authorized a tax of one mill per dollar on every 
dollar of valuation of real and personal property. The re-
venues derived from this measure were pledged for payment of 
the state debt,, All further state construction was suspended 
except in cases where completing a contract would be an act 
of economy. Ibid., pp. 162-163. 
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William C. Bouck, governor of New York from 18^2 to 18^6, 

had formerly served as state canal commissioner. He was not 

averse to extension of New York's waterway system through 

borrowing, because much of his political support came from 

canal areas. In the gubernatorial election of 18̂ -2, Bouck 

had been elected on the "stop and tax" platform, when Hunker 

and Radical Democrats united to oust the Whigs. During his 

administration, he had tried to steer a middle course, paying 

lip service to party policy while favoring construction in 

"special cases." His administration pleased most Hunkers, 

who considered themselves moderates, but irritated many 

Radicals, who wanted the "stop and tax" law rigidly enforced. 

Consequently the Radical state officers, especially Flagg 

and Young, were determined to get rid of him as soon as 
K O 

possible. Just as in 18^0 and 18̂ -2, the Radicals wanted 

Silas Wright for governor. Bouck, however, wanted the re-

nomination in 18M+, and party precedent seemed to require 

his receiving it. 

Evidence of anti-Bouck feeling was apparent throughout 

New York in the spring of 18M+. Party leaders received 

letters from all over the state declaring that Bouck could 

not be re-elected. In some counties politicians alleged 

that he would not receive a fourth of the vote. Most of the 

correspondents agreed that for party harmony Bouck should 

1*8 
Garraty, p. 292. 
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k9 
refuse to run again. George D. Beers, a state senator, 

•writing to Tan Bur en in April suggested Wright as a re-

50 

placement for Bouck. John W. Edmonds, Van Buren's 

neighbor, wrote him commenting that conditions in Albany 

were similar to those during the unpopular Ihroop admin-

istration.^' (For party solidarity Senator William L. 

Marcy had been chosed to replace Throop in 1832.) Edmonds 

cryptically added, "I only trust that as happy a result 

may be arrived at now as then, tho' I cannot see how it 

can be done unless we repeat the application then made to 

the Senate of the United States for relief."^ Before the 

Baltimore convention Van Buren had favored Bouck's renom-

ination. If Van Buren received the presidential nomination 

he needed the united support of the Democratic Party to 
£•3 

secure the New York electoral vote. In a conversation 

with a New York colleague soon after the adjournment of the 

Hew York legislature in 1 8V+, Wright to'ld him that he hoped 

Van Buren would receive the presidential nomination because 

^Herbert D.A. Donovan, The Barnburners ( New York. 
1925), p. 58. " ' 

50 
George D. Beers to Martin Van guren, April *+, 18M+, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
51 
Enos T. Throop served as Democratic governor of New 

York from 1829-1832. 
52 
John W. Edmonds to Martin Van Buren, April 30, 18M+, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 

^Hammond, Silas Wright, p. *+82. 
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this would secure Bouck's renomanation.^ The outcome of 

the Baltimore convention changed matters considerably. The 

state stood a good chance of going Whig in Since a 

Democratic victory in New York could so easily determine the 

outcome of the national election, the party needed a candidate 

with great popular appeal and one whose nomination .would 

please "both factions. 

Silas Wright was the logical choice. He was a successful 

politician noted for his high moral character, had recently 

refused high official positions out of loyalty to the party, 

and had carefully refrained from, involvement in the intra-

party fighting of the state organization. However, there was 

some doubt he would accept the offer. He had firmly refused 

gubernatorial nominations in 1 8^0 and 1 8Lt-2. When on several 

occasions during the previous winter and spring some of the 

leading Radicals had urged him to accept the governorship, 

Wright ignored their pleas. By April the clamor for his 

nomination had become embarrassingly intense. Edwin Croswell, 

the editor of the Albany Argus, sent a hasty note to Wright 

saying that Bouck would withdraw in Wright's favor if the 

Senator agreed to accept the nomination. At this early date 

Bouck could withdraw from the contest with some degree of 

propriety, but if the matter were not settled soon it could 

cause a considerable amount of embarrassment to both can-

didates. Bouck also wrote a letter expressing his willingness 

^ hIMd., p. ^83C ^Gsrraty, p. 295. 
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to withdraw.Wright responded by sending Croswell a 

letter to be printed in the Albany Argus stating that 

under no circumstances would he be a candidate for gov-

57 
ernor. He hoped this public statement would settle 

the matter entirely. Soon after Wright's letter appeared, 

the Democratic legislative caucus renominated Bouck for 
58 

governor. 

Because of his long stint in Washington, Silas Wright 

was not fully aware of the condition of the Democratic 

Party in New York. He tried to follow the course of state 

politics as closely as possible through the letters of his 

friends in Albany. Most of tnese friends were Radicals, 

their observations were undoubtedly biased. However, one 

of his correspondents, Erastus Corning, an Albany banker 

who handled Wright's financial affairs, was a leading 

Hunker. These varied viewpoints gave some balance to 

Wright's opinions on state matters. In principle Wright 

sided with his friends Flagg, Dix, and Hoffman, and their 

program of sound money and cautiousness toward state in-

debtedness.^ As factional trouble increased, he refused 

to be pulled into the fray. Even though intensely pre-

occupied with national politics during this period, he 

worried about the Democratic feud in New York. Wright 

56 
/Hammond, Silas Wr-ight, p. ^Albany Argus. May 8, 18h-U-, 

1 8 ^ . ^ G a r r a t y , pp. 290-291 . 
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was angered that Hunkers and. Radicals were placing petty 

feuds before the welfare of state and nation. Nevertheless 

he refused to even voice his views on the matter. Because 

he did not interfere, the Hunkers; were more tolerant toward 

him and in 18̂ +3 unanimously renominated him for .the Senate 

by party caucus.^ 

When Congress adjourned for the summer on May 17» 18M+, 

the Texas treaty had not been approved. The electorate 

would.now have a chance to voice its opinion on the matter 

in the autumn. Shortly after the Senate session ended, 

Wright and his wife, Clarissa, left Washington for their 

home at Canton, New York. On their way they stopped at 

Lindenwald, Van Buren's country seat, for a short visit. 

This provided Wright and Van Buren their first opportunity 

in some time to talk confidentially. Wright told the former 

President that he intended to stop in Albany on his way home 

and reaffirm his refusal to accept the governorship. Van Buren 

cautioned him not to carry his policy ,of declination too far. 

If the Democrats wanted him for governor and he refused to 

run, it might appear that he lacked interest in Polk's sue-
f i 1 

cess in the fall elections. ' Wright remained firm in his 

decision. He argued that he did not want to become involved 

in Albany squabbles and that Clarissa did not want to become 

first lady of New York, He knew these excuses sounded flimsy 

6°IMd., p. 291. 61 Ibid., p. 296. 
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but refused to change his position. Van Buren agreed not 

to urge his name for the position, if he would make 110 

^ 62 
further public statements. 

After leaving Lindenwald, the Wrights visited his re-

latives at Weybridge, Vermont, and Clarissa's cousins in 

Montreal before going home. For the next three weeks the 

Wrights were out of touch with political developments in 

New York. They arrived in Canton on July 13«^ In "the 

meantime Wright's name had been publicly mentioned for 

governor. On July V, at a Columbia County Democratic rally 

at Kinderhook, New York, delegates submitted a resolution 

naming Silas Wright as their favorite candidate for "the 
fh 

Chief Majesty of the State." 

Wright was deeply disturbed by the resolution of the 

Kinderhook meeting. Since John Adams Dix had spoken at 

the meeting, he wrote his friend a lengthy letter on the 

subject, Wright said that he could not and should not be 

a candidate for governor. "After having displayed so much 

modesty, I am sure I ought not to be forced even formally 

to decline this too high honor and I earnestly hope my 

62Ibid.« p. 297* 

63IPM- i P. 298. 

^Albany Argus, July 17, l8!+V. It is interesting to 
note that the manuscript for the Columbia resolution was 
written by Martin Van Buren. (Manuscript draft by Martin 
Van Buren, probably late June, 18M+, Martin Van Buren' 
Papers, Library of Congress.) 
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«6* n, friends will not force rae to do so.!t' Croswell had written 

asking whether he had changed his position, and-Wright told 

Dix he had asked him to republish his earlier pronouncement 

on the matter and indicate that his views and feelings had 

not changed since that time. To Dix he asserted that he 

could not be nominated without trouble and did not want the 

job for many reasons, Clarissa had even threatened divorce 

if he became a candidate, Wright remarked that his wife's 

threat was only half in jest. He suggested that Dix con-

sider the governorship or a seat in the Senate. He told 

his friend that he was even considering resigning from the 

Senate, even though this would mean two Senate vacancies 

to be gambled on at election time. "Yet I will cheerfully 

vacate if I can be permitted to retire altogether, but I 
66 

cannot swap for Governor." 

On July 2bt 18̂ -V, the Albany Argus reprinted Wright's 

earlier letter of refusal as he had urged, but this did 

little to stem the tide of enthusiasm for Wright's nom-

ination. The Watertown Democratic association passed a 

resolution on July 16, backing Wright for governor. Other 

organizations across the state followed suit. On July 27, 

the Onandaga County Democratic convention came out in favor 

6^Silas Wright to John Adams Dix, July 18, l8U*f, John 
Adams Dix Papers, Manuscript Division, Columbia University, 
New York City. " ' ' 

66 
Ibid. 
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of .Wright. In late July the New York Democrat suggested 

Wright's nomination "subject to the decision of the state 

convention."^ 

In the weeks following his return to Canton, Wright 

made a speaking tour of the towns in his area to persuade 

Democrats to support the national ticket. There was much 

evidence of enthusiasm for his nomination at these rallies. 

A banner at the Gouverneur, New York, meeting proclaimed 
60 

"St. Lawrence knows what Wright is." He also received a 

deluge of letters dealing with the question of his candidacy, 

some favorable, some hinting of a deal between Van Buren and 

the Senator to compete with Bouck for the nomination, and 

some threatening "awful and horrible" consequences if he 
69 

accepted the nomination. Wright saw that well-meaning 

supporters were forcing him into a corner, and he desperately 

sought some means to squelch the movement once and for all. 

The Senator decided to publish another letter but 

this time in language so strong that there could be no 

doubt of his refusal to run for governor. He prepared a 

letter for the St. -Lawrence Republican in which he stated 

that he could not be a candidate under any circumstances. 

Before he delivered the letter to the printer, however, he 

sent it to John Fine and Preston King for approval. Since 
^Albany Argus, July 26, 18H}+; August 2, 18V+; July 27, 18¥+. 

Ibid.« July 26, iShb. 
69 
Wright to Dix, August *+, 18M+, John Adams Dix Papers. 
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both men had earlier favored Bouck's nomination, he was 

surprised at their reaction. They argued that Bouck could 

not be nominated or elected. Fine and King further stated 

that Wright as a politician was public property and the 

Democratic Party had a right to command his services when 

it pleased. Wright countered that his services belonged 

to the whole party, rather than to just one faction. Both 

his friends felt that some statement should be made but 

urged him to confine himself to the stand he had taken in 

70 

the Argus article and go no further. He reluctantly 

agreed to do so. In a letter finally submitted to the 

newspaper on August 8, Wright stated that "I have no right 

to become, or cannot under any circumstances, consent to 

be made a competitor for the nomination, either before the 

people, or the state convention, against any republican who 
71 

is, or may become a candidate." This hedging statement 
satisfied neither side. 

From August 1 until the state convention met on 

September *+, public opinion rapidly swung to Wright. After 

Wright's conditional refusal appeared August 8, Bouck tried 

again to withdraw from the contest, but his friends said 

that he could not honorably abandon the race at that late 
7? 

date. As Wright was not an avowed candidate, Bouck's 

70 71 
Ibid. ' Garraty, p. 300. 

72 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. *+92. 



55 " 

supporters could not attack an Innocent man. Nevertheless 

the Albany Atlas, a Radical paper, continued to promote 

Wright's name to embarrass Bouck's friends,^3 Croswell 

In the Argus had earlier hinted that the Radicals were 

pushing Wright for governor so that Bouck would be elim-

inated. When this was accomplished, Wright could withdraw 

7̂ -

and the Radicals would substitute someone else. To 

Bouck's supporters Croswell's argument seemed plausible. 

There was some talk among New York Democrats against 

Wright on the matter of annexation, but this sentiment was 
75 

confined to the Tylerites. Tyler announced his can-

didacy for re-election early in the summer but soon 

realized that he lacked the necessary support. On August 16 

he withdrew his candidacy for the Presidency and indicated 

that his supporters would favor Polk. This relieved some 

of the pressure on New York Democrats. If Wright could be 

persuaded to accept the gubernatorial nomination, Democratic 

success would be assured. Many Democrats also were heartened 

by Wright's recent conditional refusal which was generally 

interpreted as acquiescence to party will. 

The state convention met at Syracuse on September *+, 18V+. 

In the weeks preceding the meeting, cities and counties held 
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conventions to select delegates to the state convention. 
76 

Many of these were pledged to support Wright's nomination. 

Wright made one last effort to escape the nomination. Before 

the St. Lawrence County delegates, Horace Allen and John L. 

Russell, left for the convention, Wright gave them a letter 

of refusal to read if he were nominated. He recounted the 

lengths he had gone to to avoid nomination and refused to 

allow his name to "be placed in competition with any other 
77 

candidates at the convention. 

The majority of the convention delegates favored 

Wright's nomination. There was a move to have his name 

accepted by acclamation, but this could not be done because 

some of the delegates were pledged to Bouck. Before the 

convention Bouck asked a delegate to withdraw his name if 

Wright were nominated, but at the convention the delegate 

stubbornly refused although Bouck1s friends pleaded with 
78 

him to do so. Consequently Bouck's name was submitted 

to balloting. On the first ballot Wright received ninety-

five votes, Bouck thirty. Horatio Seymour, a close friend 

of the governor, moved that Wright's name be accepted un-

animously, and it-was. To balance the ticket if he were 76 
Albany Argus, August 26, l8¥fj August 27.I8M+: 

August 28, lSVf; August 29, l8¥f; August 30, l&^f; August 31. 
18M+; September 2, 18M+; September 3? ISH-1*. 

77 
Silas Wright to Horace Allen and John L. Russell, 

August 31, 18M+, Gillet, II, 1561-1563. ' 
78 
Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. 1+$2-1+93. 
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nominated, Wright wanted Daniel S. Dickinson, the lieu-

tenant governor, to be nominated for re-election. After 

Wright's nomination Dickinson refused the offer. The 

convention then chose Addison Gardiner, former circuit 
79 

judge of the eighth district, for this.position. 

Wright was unhappy about his nomination at Syracuse. 

To A.C. Flagg he wrote "I cannot describe to you the 

want of grace, if not of gratitude with which my good 

wife, and myself receive this proposition for' further 
O A 

elevation. . . To Benjamin Tappan of Ohio he de- • 

clared, "I resisted the result by all the fair means in 

my power but when the call came as it did come, resistance 

81 

would not do." But concern for party welfare had 

always been Wright's prime consideration. He knew that 

his nomination was necessary for the success of state 

and national tickets» After the Syracuse convention he 

put aside personal considerations and campaigned earnestly 

and vigorously. Martin 'Van Buren, writing about Wright's 

nomination to Andrew Jackson stated that "his acceptance 

was in many respects a sacrifice but the moment his 
79Ibid., p. *+93. 

®°Wright to A.C. Flagg, September 10, 18V+, Flagg-
Wright Papers, Manuscript Division, New York Public Library, 
New York City. 

81 
Silas Wright Papers, Manuscript Division, New York 

Public Library, New York City. 
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friends satisfied him of its necessity to save the state 

B2 

he yielded to their wishes. . . 

As long as Wright remained a national figure in the 

Senate, he could keep support of "both factions of the 

party because they were united on national issues. This 

popularity would be doomed when he became involved in 

state issues. His nomination, considered a godsend at 

the time, was to prove the downfall of the Democratic 

organization in New York. 

82 
Martin Van Buren to Andrew Jackson, September 6, 18V+, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 



CHAPTER III 

"MAKE NO COMPROMISES WITH M Y ISMS.1' 

Wright's gubernatorial nomination was almost universally 

applauded by leading Democrats * Van Buren received letters 

from throughout the nation approving the Syracuse nominations, 

Almost immediately after the convention adjourned, George 

Bancroft -wrote that Wright * s nomination "leaves no room to 

doubt the election of Mr* Polk.""' Former President Andrew 

Jackson was also pleased: "I rejoice to see the whole demo-

cracy of New York so well seated—that great and good man 

Silas Wright, Jr., accepting the nomination for governor, 

? 

ensures to the democracy of New York a triumphant majority,"" 

Gideon Welles of Connecticut commented that 11 while his 

election is complimentary to himself and will be benefici.al 

to New York, it will be a .loss to the country.Wright 

reacted to the nomination with his usual stoicism, because 

he knew it reflected the will of the party, but he was also 

filled with a sense of foreboding. In a letter to James 

1 George Bancroft to Martin Van Buren, September 6, 18M+, 
Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress." 

2 

ibid, 
'Andrew Jackson to Martin Van Buren, October 2, 18¥+, 

3r>-•Gidfton Welles to Martin Van Buren, November- 13. 18V+ 
ibid. 

J J 
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Buchanan in mid-September, he expressed his confidence 

that Democrats would carry the state in November, but 

added . . . "I very confidentially apprehend that success 

will most effectually beat me." 

Campaign fever had reached a high pitch in New York 

by September, 1.8V+. Wright was pleased by the general 

unanimity of feeling manifested at the Syracuse convention 

which continued throughout the campaign. JIhe controversial 

subjects of state finance and canal construction had been 

discussed at the meeting, and Hunkers and .Radicals alike 

endorsed Wright's conservative views on these matters. 

Bouck's supporters worked vigorously for a Democratic 

victory. The Albany Argus came out in support of Wright 

on September 5j 18M+. It was soon evident to leaders of 

both Democratic factions that Wright's name in the election 

was a "tower of strength" and this infused the party with 

5 

new courage. Wright's distaste for the gubernatorial 

nomination was modified somewhat by his belief that his 

candidacy had brought an end to the intra-party feud. 

The Whigs were fully aware of the important role that 

New York would play in the national election,, The need for 

a strong Whig gubernatorial candidate to carry the state for 

'̂Silas Wright to J am j s Buchanan, September 23 3 l3H
lf, 

George Ticknor Curtis, Life of James Buchanan (New York, 
1883), I, 522, 

^Jenkinsj Silas Wright, p, 1'/6, 
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Clay caused Thurlow Weed, William H. Ssvard, and other party 

leaders to champion the nomination, of Millard Fillmore, former 

chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, who had been 

responsible for the drafting of the tariff of l85+2. Fillmore 

did not want the governorship, Hs was more interested in the 

•vice presidential nomination, for which his name had been 

mentionedj and had worked diligently for the past two years 

to secure this goal. Before the national convention met, 

however. Weed attempted to persuade Fillmore to forego the 

nomination in favor of the governorship, but he knew that 

his chances for governor were none too strong and did not 

wish to be a pawn for party expediency,, In a letter to 

Francis Granger Fillmore wrote that "I need not say to you 

that I have no desire to run for governor . . . I am not 

f 

willing to be treacherously killed by pretended kindness." 

Weed*s forces were successful in preventing his nomination 

at the national convention. Until the tine the Whig state 

convention met at Syracuse on September 11, iSV-i-, Fillmore 

insisted that he did not want the nomination;^ nevertheless, 

he was chosen by acclamation, and Samuel J„ Wilkin of Orange 
D 

County was -selected as his running mate»" 

^Millard Fillmore to Francis Granger, April 7, IS1;-̂ , 
Robert J * Raybaek* Millard. Fillmore Crlew York* 1959)* 

PP. 150-151. • ' 

^Ibid., p. 1 5U-. 

^Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. 
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Throughout the summer Wright spent most of his time 

stumping for the national ticket in northern New York. 

After his nomination he accepted no further speaking en-

gagements , because "by tradition candidates for state positions 

did not campaign. Wright feared that Fillmore might decide 

to carry on a personal campaign, thereby forcing him to do 

9 
so too, but this fear was unfounded. In the weeks pre-

ceding the election Wright worked to get his personal 

affairs in order so that if he were elected, he could leave 

them for long periods of time without worry. Although he 

did not openly campaign the public would not let him remain 

idle. Letters poured into his home at Canton from voters 

throughout the state who wished to know where he stood on 

state issues. Wright was a conscientious correspondent and 

attempted to answer each letter. Most of the queries in-

volved state finance and canal construction. These could 

'be answered easily because Wright's opinions on these issues 

-were of long standing. Some of the correspondents asked 

his views on anti-rent ism, a subject with which. Wright was 

only vaguely familiar, He was undecided, as to how these 

letters should be answered. 

Wright was not sure what stand he should take on the 

anti-rent issue because his long stint in Washington had 

prevented his being fully informed on the problems involved. 

^Silas Wright to A.C. Fl&gg, September 10, lSVf, 
Flagg-Wright Papers» 
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Newspaper accounts that he had read did not cover the 

situation in depth. Also} the tenants had not "been specific 

in their demands, aside iron, saying they wanted to abolish 

the rents. According to Wright's reasoning, if they only 

wanted to convert the rents into cash payments, their- -

demands seemed just- However, if the anti-renters advocated 

resistance to the collection of all rent, this was both 

revolutionary and indefensible„ He had no love for the 

anachronistic leasehold system but refused to condone 

illegal measures to bring about its dissolution. If Wright 

were elected governor, he realized that it would be necessary 

to find some means to ameliorate leasehold grievances, but 

10 

he hoped that anti-rentism would not become a campaign issue,. 

Letters from Edwin Croswell and Samuel Young informed 

Wright that the anti-rent question could not be avoided. It 

was rumored in Albany that Anti-Rent Party leaders intended 

to question both candidates to determine their views on 

anti-rentism. Croswell also added that anti-rent assembly 

tickets would be nominated in Albany, Rensselaer, Schoharie, 

Greene, and Delaware counties. He hinted that Weed and his 

friends were working to make political capital out of the 

issue. The sheriff of Rensselaer supposedly was in league -

with the "Indians" in that county and was out collecting 
11 

votes rather than rent. Wright wrote Flagg that "Mr, . 

"^Garraty, p. 322. 
11 
Silas Wright to A.C. Flagg, September 25, 18¥+, 

F'lagg-Wright Papers, New York City. 
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Fillmore will-be perfectly in the hands of Weed, and will 

say any thing and write any thing, which Thurlow will 

12 

dictate." Wright was inclined to believe that the most 

politic course would be to avoid the issue entirely, even 
! 

if the anti-renters or the Whigs pressured, him to do so. 

To determine how the anti-rent issue should be 

handled, Wright sought the advice of Van Buren and members 

of the Party1s central committee in Albany. To Flagg he 

wrote that it 
would seem . . . the tenants are disposed to 
raise the broad question of the right of the 
landlord to claim and collect rents at all 
, . , I am sure that these people can't place 
themselves upon a field so broad, and which 
appears to me to be so wholly indefensible, 
constitutionally, legally, morally.13 

He wrote Van Buren that landlords should be persuaded to 

make reasonable compromises with their tenants before the 

legislature was forced to intervene. He was aware of the 

possible consequences of making campaign promises to the 

anti-renters that could be repudiated by the legislature, 

which would leave him "with the anti-renters, with the 

Whigs, and our own folks upon my back." Most leaders 

advised Wright to be guided by care and caution as well as 

decision and firmness if called on to make a public statement 

^Silas Wright to A.C. Flagg, September 26, l8Mf, ibid. 
"H 
"Silas Wright to A.C. Flagg, September 25, l8M-f, ibid* 
1 i, 
Silas Wright to Martin Van Buren, October 8, 'l8Mf, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
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on the issue. Michael Hoffman was mors outspoken: "The 

Renters will work mischief; hut do not let our people 

whore with them . . . . Make no compromises with any 

isms."1^ Fortunately for Wright the rumored anti-rent 

Interrogation failed to materialize, and he made no public 

statement on the issue before the election, but events 

shortly thereafter compelled him to test the validity of 

his friends' advice. 

The outcome of the election came as no surprise to 

either party. Only two weeks after his nomination Wright 

wrote Van Buren that most of those he talked with believed 
16 

the Democratic Party would carry the state. The Whigs 

were willing to concede victory several weeks before the 

election and concentrated their efforts on the national 

17 

contest. The election returns were closer than either 

side had anticipated. Of the *+86,000 votes cast in the 

election, the Democratic plurality was only 5?000 in the 

national contest. Polk received 237,^32 votesj Clay, 

232sVl1? and James G. Birney, the Liberty Party candidate, 

18 
15?875. Those Democrats declining to vote for Polk 

15 
Michael. Hoffman to A.C. Flagg, Flagg-Hoffman Papers, 

Manuscript Division, New York Public Library, New York City. 
16 
Silas Wright to Martin Van Buren, September 20, 18M+, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 

"^Jenkins, Silas Wright„ pp. 176-177. 
18 
Ambrose Spencer to Henry Clay, November 21, 18M+, Henry 

Clay, The Private Correspondence of Henry' Clav? edited by 
Calvin Co It, on (New York, J 8 55)» p. 501, 
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"because of the Texas issue either refused to vote at all or 

19 

voted the abolition ticket. 

In the gubernatorial election Wright defeated Fillmore 

"by a majority of 10,033 votes. The Democratic nominees for 

lieutenant governor and canal commissioners also won by 

nearly as large a plurality. In New York City, a Whig 

stronghold (according to Hammond), Wright received a 3>386 

vote majority over Fillmore, while Polk1s majority over Clay 

was only 1,735+« Wright polled 5.000 votes more than Polk 

in New York, principally because of Wright's opposition to 

annexation. Party leaders were embarrassed by this dis-

crepancy and tried to gloss over it, fearing Polk would 

think New York Democrats had not given him their whole-

hearted support. In the election Wright received much of 
20 

the immigrant vote, some of which was definitely fraudulent. 

He received the full support of Bouck's friends, and only in 

those areas interested in completion of unfinished canals 
21 

did he fail to receive a full party vote. 

In addition to the two major parties, the Liberty Party, 

the American Republican or Native American Party, and the 

Anti-Rent Party participated in this campaign. Of these the 

Liberty Party had the largest membership and contained men ^Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 503. 

PO 
" Van Deusen, p. 136. 

21 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. see also Jenkins, 

Silas Wright, p. 178. 
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of wealth and talent,, In the 1 SVh- election they backed a 

full slate of candidates but; none were elected. If the 

Liberty Party had abandoned Birney and joined with the 

Whigs, they could have carried the state and nation for 

?2 

Clay.~ The strength of the American Republican Party 

was centered in New York City and neighboring Kings County. 

In these areas Nativlsts nominated candidates for the 

assembly, state senate} and Congresss and elected a sur-

prising number in lSMf» For President and governor American 

Republicans divided their votes between the two major parties. 

The Influence of the Anti-Rent Party, organized earlier 

in 18¥+, was first felt In this election. Anti-rent con-

ventions selected nominees for the assembly and the state 

senate but divided their vote among the major nominees for 

governor and President. In counties where they were un-

certain that they had a plurality of votes over the Whigs 

and Democrats, they selected and supported candidates from 

both parties. In this way they maintained the balance of 

power in the leasehold counties. Polk and Wright carried 

all of the anti-rent counties in I8¥f except Albany and 

Rensselaer. These two areas were centers of "Whig strength. 

Anti-rent votes elected Ira Harris of Albany and William H. 
22Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 50'+. 

23Ibid., p. 503. 
Ok 
Albany Argus, November 7, lB1:̂ -. 
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Schoonhoven of Rensselaer, both Whig nominees to the 

assembly.25 

Wright wrote Flagg, the state comptroller, shortly 

after the returns had been tallied, that he was gratified 

by the general result in the state and national elections 

but that there were "personal considerations connected 

with the triumph very far from joyful or triumphant." " 

Fillmore's reaction was one of relief. He told Clay that 

"for myself, I have no regrets. I was nominated much 

against my will. . . ,"27 He credited his defeat to the 

vote of the foreign Catholics and the abolitionists who 

sold themselves to loco-focoism, 

From the time of his election until his term ended 

in 18H-6, Wright5 s governorship was marred by political 

blunders and bad timing. -During his term the political 

astuteness for which he had been famous was noticeably 

lacking. Wright made his first mistakes shortly after 

the election. Throughout the autumn of 18^, Wright's 

Senate position had been a constant source of worry for 

him. Soon after his nomination at Syracuse he had con-

templated resigning but had been cautioned to retain his 

Senate seat so that he would not lose that position if he 

^Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 50*+« 

26 
Silas Wright to A.C. Flagg, November 12, 1SM+, Flagg-

Wright Papers. 

Clay 

27 
Millard Fillmore to Henry Clay, November 11, ISH^, 

5 Clay Correspondence5 pp., 'f97-
1'98. 
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lost the election. Both Marc 7 and V an Pur en had "been elected 

governor while serving in the Senate. At that time Wright 

remarked that resignation offered him an easy way to retire 
28 

from politics if he did lose the November election. After 

the election Bouck urged Wright to return to Washington until 

his inauguration. Nathaniel P» Tallmadge, the other New York 

Senator, had recently resigned to "become Governor of the 

Wisconsin Territory, and Wright was needed to maintain the 

influence of New York in the Senate. Wright told him that 

nothing of general interest would require a Senator to be 

in Washington before the meeting of the state legislature 
2 ° 

and therefore submitted his resignation. / On November 30, 

18M+, Bouck appointed Daniel S. Dickinson, the former lieu-

tenant governor, to replace Tallmadge, and Henry A. Foster, 

a former state senator., to fill Wright's seat. These ap-
30 

pointments were temporary until the state legislature met. 

Wright1s resignation had two serious consequences. In the 

first place, Wright should have returned to Washington 

where, as a leading Democrat, he could have been influential 

in the formation of Polk's cabinet. Secondly, his resignation 

left Bouck free to appoint two Hunkers to the vacant Senate 

posts, all action which antagonized the Radicals and caused 

a new outburst of intra-party feuding. 28 OQ 
Garraty, pp. 318-319. ^'Hammond, Silas Wright, p, 508. 

*̂ 0 
Jenkinsj Silas Wright, pp. I78-I79. 

31 
Hammond, Silas Wr1ght. p. 508. 
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In December uiie anti-rent associations, heady -with 

their recent triumph at the polls and arrogantly aware of 

their own power, fervently renewed their resistance to the 

landlords* During a flurry of activity a series of events 

occurred which stirred up public indignation against Bouck 

and caused him to leave office under a cloud of unpopularity. 

Early in December the sheriff of Columbia County, attempting 

to hold a forced sale, was ambushed by "Indians" and com-
Op 

pelled to burn his warrants while 1,500 spectators cheered. 

On December 16 at an anti-rent meeting in Smokey Hollow, 

near Claverack, Columbia County, Mew York, William Rifenburg, 

a young spectator, was accidentally shot. Smith A* Boughton, 

a Rensselaer County physician, and Mortimer C. Belden were 

guest speakers at the meeting. Since both were influential 

anti-rent organizers (Boughton was the notorious Big Thunder), 

they were among those arrested by Sheriff Henry Miller of 

Columbia County shortly after the incident.^ Three days 

later another anti-rent murder occurred in Rensselaer 

County. Elijah Smith, helping his uncle, Plum Martin, cut 

timber on a lease near Grafton, New York, was shot during a 

dispute with a group of anti-rent "Indians."^ 

32Albany Argus, December 17, IS1-!1:. 

33 
- Christman, pp. 123-128. A surprisingly different 

account of the Rifenburg murder reflecting the change in 
public opinion toward anti-rentism. appeared in the 'Albany 
Argus„ December 20, l8¥i„ 

ok 
" Albanv Argus? December 23, 18¥(. 
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Governor William C. Bouck had-attempted a policy.of 

reconciliation on the anti-rent losue. In August} 18V+, 

he met with anti-rent leaders in Rensselaer County in an 

attempt to work out a compromise with William P. Van Rensselaer 

and his tenants. ̂  ' Unfortunately for the governor, no viable 

solution could be found® The marked failure of his concil-

iatory efforts caused much discontent among the "electorate* 

This feeling was heightened "by Bouck's seeming inaction when 

the anti-rent murders occurred in December. The public was 

unaware that under the existing state law the governor could 

not intervene or take action until the sheriff had exhausted 

the strength of the county and called for aid. When the 

sheriff of Rensselaer County allowed several days to elapse 

"before arresting those involved in the Smith murder, Bouck 
°6 

received part of the blame.J 

The anti-rent murders plunged both Whigs and Democrats 

into an angry spate of accusations and recriminations. Both 

groups turned on the anti-renters and accused the other of 

aiding and abetting the in. Weed criticized Bouck for only 

issuing proclamations and doing nothing more to end these 

outbreaks of violence. He added5 "Happy it will be for the 

interests of all, when the coming New Year shall witness 

the inauguration of another Chief Magistrate. . . . the 

•^Ibld., August 12, l8Mf. 

"^Ibid., December 23, 18V!+. 
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interest of the State cannot suffer by the c h a n g e . " ^ 7 Croswell 

in the Albany Argus railed against the anti-renters and said 

that those who encouraged them should receive the "withering 

rebuke of public contempt," He accused the Evening Journal 

of stirring up anti-rent disturbances through its articles 

and added that the Whig majorities in Albany County would not 

38 
have been possible without anti-rent support® The New York 

Express and other Whig papers claimed that the anti-rent 

disturbances were stirred up by "loco-foco" supporters of 
on 

Polk. 7 Croswell retorted that the Whigs had formed a 

political alliance with the anti-renters before the November 

election and he asserted that the Democrats had never re-
bO 

sorted to such intrigue. 

Following the death of Rifenburg, Sheriff Henry Miller 

-transported Smith A, Boughton, Mortimer Belden, and Samuel 

"Wheeler to Hudson, New York, and lodged them overnight in 

the county jail until a hearing could be held the next day. 

To quiet fears of the anti-renters, the sheriff told them 

that his prisoners would be released after the hearing. The 

sheriff's message was spread among the tenants, and hundreds 

of them converged on the city the next day to escort their 
37 

Albany Evening Journal , December 23, IS1*1*-, 

^Albany Argus, December 2*+, 181A-. 

391 bid. 5 December 20, IBM*. 

Ibid. 
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leaders home. Their presence caused panic among the towns-

people, who thought the enti-renters Intended to rush the 

jail and free the prisoners. A hundred men were hastily 

armed and placed on duty around the jail, and five hundred 

more were kept in readiness. This action only increased the 

hysteria. The prisoners' hearing scheduled for that day 

was indefinitely postponed. The sheriff sent en urgent plea 

to Bouck for aid. Bouck despatched the Burgess Corps, a 

if1 

local militia unit, along with ^,000 rounds of cartridges. 

Word spread through Hudson that an armed band of anti-rent 

"Indians" intended to fire the city if the prisoners were 

not released. On December 2.7, l8Mf, the governor received 

another urgent plea for aid. This time he - sent the Emmett 

Guards and ordered a company of cavalry to be sent up from 

kp 

New York. At this point Wright assumed the governorship. 

One of his first actions after taking office w?s to send 

the adjutant general, Archibald C. Niven, on a secret mission 

to Hudson to inspect the situation and see if more troops 
Lf.i 

had been sent than the crisis necessitated. 

I|1 
Albany Argus, December 25? l S ^ ; see also Christman, 

p. 129ff. 

1+2 
Albany Argus, December 28, 1 8 ^ . 

LLO 
- Silas Wright to Archibald Niven, January 3, lS1*^ 

Silas Wright Papers, Manuscript Division, New York State 
Library, Albany, New York. Polk's only cabinet appointment 
prior to his arrival in Washington was that of Secretary of 
the Treasury5 which he offered to Wright in December, IS^^-. 
Wright refused the appointment because of his gubernatorial 
commitment. Wright to Polk, December 20, l S ^ , Gillet, 
II, 1632-1639-
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Wright had spent most of December at Canton preparing 

his inaugural speech. After twenty years in the Senate, 

preparing speeches had become a routine matter. - The in-

augural address was a different matter, however, and he 

devoted weeks of hard work to the task. Wright relied 

heavily on his friends for suggestions and advice. He was 

especially perplexed about how to handle anti-rentism in 

the message. He told Flagg that he was "so utterly dis-

gusted with this mob law course, and mock Indian mummery," 

that he wanted to assert that "men who dare not show their 

faces as a sanction of their acts should hope little from 

honest administration of the lav/." He intended to attack 

fraudulent and corrupt election practices and to touch on 

general politics and "federal relations." ' When, the anti-

rent disorders broke out.that month, his friends urged him 

to take a firm stand on the anti-rent issue in his message. 

Flagg reflected, that the state government, was fortunate that 

the. first blood had been drawn by tenants. The authorities 

could now adopt energetic measures which, had no violence 

occurred, might have be-en- considered, "unnecessarily harsh 
1+6 

ana uncalled for." Michael Hoffman feared that the 

Wright ?ape?s!rl8ht A - C - 'December !+, iSMt, Flagg-

1+5 
Silas Wright to A.C. Flagg, December 18, 18M+, ibid. 

1+5 
w , . A.C. Flagg to Martin Van Bur en, December 23, 18^, 
Mar win Van Buren Papers. Library of Congress. ' 
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landlords might attempt "30 force the state to buy their 

leases to settle the ant1-rent controversy. He sagely 

advised that the governor inform the legislature of the 

state's debts and burdens, so that the legislators would not 
b7 

fall unwittingly into the landlords' trap. 

In the recent election the Democrats had gained con-

trol of both houses of the legislature. This dominance 

was misleading and not especially effective because of the 

rivalry between Hunkers and Radicals. Their strength was 

about evenly divided. Of the thirty-two members of the 

senate, twenty-eight were Democrats* The assembly consisted 

of sixty-eight Democrats> forty-four Whigs, and sixteen 

Anti-Renters and Native Americans. 

When Wright became Democratic governor he refused to 

assume the equally important job of party leader. If he had 

done this he could have either effected a. reconciliation 

between rival factions or forced the more extreme Hunkers 

out of the party and unified the remaining Demoracts. In 

principle he sided with the Radicals, but he refused-to 

officially intervene and seemed resigned to allow the 

factions to settle their own differences" without executive 

interference. This attitude pleased neither side and merely 

intensified their hatred for each other. The legislature 

^Michael Hoffman to A.C. Flagg, December 27, I8*f6. 
Flagg-Hoffman Papers„ 

k8 
Donovan, p. 61. 
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was to be their field of battle. The Hunkers, jealous of 

Wright's friendship with Radical leaders, interpreted every 

move by the governor and his friends as calculated to win 

him support in the 18^8 presidential campaign.^ 

The 18*+5 session proved to be a long and stormy one for 

the Democrats„ Selection of a speaker touched off a bitter 

intra-party struggle which was to be characteristic of this 

session. For speaker the Hunkers proposed Horatio Seymour, 

a popular Democrat who had drawn up the 18^3 canal report. 

He was the only Democrat in the assembly who had served 

there the year before. Because of his moderate stand on 

internal improvements and his support of Bouck's renom-

ination, the Radicals considered Seymour's selection un-

satisfactory. They proposed William C. Grain, a Radical 

friend of Michael Hoffman, who had previously served in 

the assembly. The Radicals alleged the governor preferred 

Crain, but Wright officially stated no preference. In 

caucus Democrats elected Seymour to the speakership by a 

vote of thirty-five to thirty.^ 

Wright's inaugural address to the legislature was a 

long, elaborate paper dealing fully and straightforwardly 

with all pressing problems facing the state government* He 

devoted two-thirds of his message to canal problems and 

l|"9Ibid. 

-^Hammond, Silas Wright, ppc 51 if-518. 
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state financej recommending continuation of the "stop and 

tax" law of 18̂ +2 and urging its strict enforcement. He 

referred to the state debt and suggested a cutback on 

51 

internal improvement appropriations. The last part of 

Wright's speech dealt with anti-rent difficulties. He 

condemned the use of violence "by the tenants and said that 

their grievances could not be considered until the outrages 

ended. He asked the legislature to pass laws making the 

wearing of "Indian" disguises illegal and authorizing state 

assistance where county officials were unable to maintain 

52 

order. Wright's inaugural address was cogent, frank, 

but unfortunately too long. Because of its length many 

New York newspapers could only carry excerpts, which led 

hostile editors to delete portions they found disagreeable. 

The Hunkers received an unexpected boost in influence 

when Polk appointed William L. Marcy, a leading Hunker, as 

Secretary of War in March, 18^5. Polk's appointment of 

Marcy, passing over several cabinet nominees suggested by 

Wright and Van Buren, seemed to indicate his preference 

for the Hunkers. The Hunkers capitalized on this assumption 

and even suggested that the President was antagonistic 

toward the Wright administration. By March many Radicals 51 
Donovan, p. 61 

^Albany Argus, January 8, l8*+5. 
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were ready to believe the veracity of this assertion. 

Polk had rewarded them for their services by giving New 

York's cabinet position to a man they hated. Although some 

Radicals received lesser federal appointments, the majority 

went to Hunkers* The reason for this course of action 

remains an enigma. Perhaps Polk was influenced in his pat-

ronage program by Marcy. He may have been unaware of the 

full extent of the rupture in the state organization or, 

if aware, may have thought his course of action would 

foster unity. Whatever his reason, Polk's appointments 

only aggravated the existing factionalism. 

The New York legislature accomplished some work of a 

positive nature. Soon after the session began, Erastus 

Corning proposed a bill embodying the governor's proposed 

anti-rent legislation. The legislature approved the gov-

ernor's suggestions and complied by passing two laws. The 

first prohibited persons appearing armed and disguised. The 

second authorized the governor to use force to restore law 

and order in disturbed areas. The federal Senate vacancies 

were filled by retaining Daniel S. Dickinson, a Bouck ap-

pointee, and replacing Henry D. Foster, the other interim 

•^Donovan, p. 615' see also Norman A. Graebner, "James K. 
Polk: A Study in Federal Patronage," Mississippi Valley His-
torical Review., XXXVIII (March, 1952)",""526^27. 

y John Lt- 0'Sullivan to Martin Van Bur en, March 28, l8
l!-5, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. , 

^Albany Argus, January 9, 18'* 5» 
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Senator with John A. Dix, Wright opposed a move to fill 

both positions with Radicals because this would create 

56 

further party dissension. 

The question of a constitutional convention was also 

settled, Wright did not agree with the popular clamor 

for a new state constitution. He believed that all nec-

essary changes could be made by amendment or'legislative 
57 

enactment. He suggested two amendments which would 

limit legislative power and increase popular control over 

internal improvements. There was much enthusiasm in the 

assembly for a convention, Michael Hoffman and other 

Radical leaders wanted a new constitution which would 
58 

include and safeguard the "stop and tax" law of 18̂ -2." 

The Anti-Rent assemblymen were especially interested because 

they felt that no solution to the leasehold problem could 
tj'C) 

be found under the existing constitution. John Young, 

leader of the Whigs in the assembly, organized an active 

opposition which killed Wright's amendments,, He then in-

troduced a bill calling for a constitutional convention 

in 18^6» After much opposition from the Hunkers, the bill 

passed and Wright signed it. If the voters approved in the 
56 
^ Donovan, p. 66. 

Hammond, Silas Wrip.ht. p. 536; see also Jenkins, Silas 57-
Wright, p. 19^1 

-^Hammond, Silas Wright, p„ 536. 
5 9 

î id.., p. 537, 
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autumn elections, a constitutional convention would be held 

the following year. Young's masterful handling of the con-

vention bill brought him out of obscurity and into the lime-

, . , . 60 
light. 

On the day before the legislative session ended, Seymour 

and a group of Hunkers pushed through a canal appropriations 

bill for $197,000 to complete a part of the lateral canal 

system, If approved, this bill, which made only partial 

provision for redemption of the principle of the debt, might 

set a precedent for superseding the "stop and tax" law. 

Wright immediately perceived this danger, and after the bill 

received legislative approval by a slim majority, he vetoed 

it. On this discordant note and with battle lines clearly 

drawn, the session ended. The veto caused so much con-

sternation among the Hunkers that Jabez Hammond has credited 

it with bringing about Wright's defeat in 18*f6.^ The Evening 

Journal reported that Wright was burned in effigy by Hunkers 

in Allegheny County because of his action. 

Any hopes that the new governor would soon bring relief 

to tenants seemed dashed by the firm stand Wright had taken 

on the anti-rent question in his inaugural address. - This 

produced a wave of anti-Wright sentiment in the leasehold 

^Donovan, p. 69. 

61 
Hammond? Silas Wright, p # 561. 

6? 
Albany Evening Journal, June 17, l8k^\ 
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counties in the spring of 1 8**5. The anti-rent associations 

reasoned that Wright's yt.-'uid was conditioned by his fear of 

63 

losing the support of the landlords. 

Early in February a special court of oyer and terminer 

(hearing) was held in Hudson, for anti-rent leaders Bought on, 

Belden, and Wheeler. At the hearing they were charged with 

conspiracy, rioting, assault, robbery, and murder. Their 

trial was set for mid-March. By this time the hysteria ' 

which had gripped Hudson had subsided, and the troops had 

been dispersed. At BoughtonT s trial the presiding magistrate 

was Amasa J, Parker, a force in the Democratic Party. John 

Van Buren, the new attorney general, headed the prosecution. 

Boughton's defense was handled by Ambrose L. Jordan of New 

6*+ 

York. The defendant was charged with robbing the Columbia 

County sheriff of his warrants. The main question facing 

the jury, however, was whether Smith Boughton was also Big 

Thunder, the anti-rent leader,, The jury, after deliberating 

all night, could not a g r e e . A t this impasse Parker agreed 

to fix bail pending a new trial. Later, he declined to do 

so5 and Boughton and his friends remained in jail until 
66 

July when Wright had them released on bail. • 
-'Working Man's Advocate (New York), January 25, I8h5. 

^Christman, p. 166. 

65; 
lew York History, XVI (March,'1935), 267-268. 

Isabel Thompson^Ke 1 say, " The Trial of Big Thunder," 

f f ) 
Christian, p. 1r/8> 
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As the months progressed the anti-rent controversy 

became more intense. Public opinion -which had generally 

favored the tenants during the early years of the rebellion 

changed radically when the murders occurred in December, 

18V4-. During February, lŜ b'j a series of articles appeared 
67 

in the Evening Journal denouncing the anti-rent movement. 

In April, 18^5, the Anti-Rent Party organized a partisan 

newspaper in the capital, the Albany Freeholder„ to present 

their side of the argument more Justly, To edit their 

newspaper the anti-renters selected Thomas A. Devyr, an 
68 

Irish immigrant and member of the National Reform" Movement. 

The Freeholder soon began a sniping campaign against the 

Wright administration. Hinting at Wright in an editorial, 

Devyr stated that anti-renters would "never cast their 

suffrages for a man who will strain at the script con-

taining the prayer for equal rights and swallow a legion 
of Patroons."^9 

An attempted forced sale in Delaware County that summer 

•which ended in murder served as a turning point in the 

fortunes of anti-rentism. On June *+, l81+5, the - agent of 

Charlotte D» Verplanck, a property owner, issued a warrant • 

of distress for the collection of back rent amounting to $6*+ 

6 7 
'Albany Evening Journal, February 1*+, l81+5; February 18, 

l8Li-5; February 21., 18^+5; February 22, 18^5. 

68Ibid., April 10, l8*+5. 
69 „ - , ' 
Albany Freeholder« July 16, 18^5. 



83 

against' tenant Moses Earle. 'Sheriff Green More tried to 

hold a forced sale, but neighbors boycotted it, and he 

postponed the sale until a later date. On August 1? 18U-55 

the sheriff again tried to hold the sale.' Word of this had 

spread quickly throughout the area, and when More and his 

deputies, Osman Steele and Erastus Edgerton, arrived at 

the Earle farm they encountered a large crowd of spectators 

and about 200 calico-clad, anti-rent "Indians." The "Indians" 

were determined that the sale would not be held. As More 

and his assistants proceeded with arrangements for the sale, 

the crowd hurled threats and curses at them. A group of 

"Indians" threatened force. During the confusion that 

70 

followed, deputy Osman Steele was mortally wounded, 

Steele's murder intensified public feeling toward the 

anti-renters. Because he was vacationing at Canton, Wright 

did not receive word of Steele's death until August 12. The 

governor decided on a strong course of action to break the 

power of anti-rentism in Delaware County and to restore 

respect for law in that area. On August 20 he issued a 

proclamation offering a $500 reward for the capture of 

Steele's murderer. Meanwhile the anti-renters in Delaware 

County were so bold in defiance of the law that county 

officials applied to Wright for aid. On August 2'/, l8!+5, 

the governor declared Delaware County to be in a state of 

insurrection. He sent General Thomas Farrington along with 

70 
Cheyney, pp. 
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300 militiamen, two volunteer con.panj.es and a company of 

light infantry to aid Delaware law officers in restoring 

order and apprehending those- who participated in Steele's 
71 

murder. There was no active resistance to these troops. 

A rash of arrests were made in the next few weeks which soon 

exceeded the "bounds of reason. On September 13, Nelson K. 

' Wheeler, one of the justices who presided over the hearings 

in Delhi, the county seat, wrote Flagg that "if the Grand 

Jury had an experienced legal advisor in every step they 

took, the errors of injudicious arrests would generally be 

corrected." By September-13, the grand jury had already 

indicted over a hundred persons and as yet had not taken 

up those involved in the Steele murder. Wheeler lamented, 

"We cannot send a fourth of our citizens to the state-
72 

prison and hang another fourth of them.." 

While the hearings continued, the trials commenced. 

Amasa J. Parker, the chief magistrate} and his associates 

in the next three weeks disposed of over 2*?0 cases. Since 

only circumstantial evidence was available in the Steele 

case and no one would divulge the name of the murderer, the 

justices had little with which to work. Most of those 

indicted in connection with the deputy's death were charged 

with murder. Wheeler told Flagg that the court had decided 
71 Ibid., p. If6. 

^N.K. Wheeler to A.C. Flagg5 September 13, l8
li-5, 

Flagg Papers, New York City. 
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to try two or three for murder, send some to state prison, 

give others suspended sentences, and fine others who -are 

"worth a n y t h i n g . " ^ Their- later actions seemed to be 

guided by this reasoning. Edwin O'Connor and John 

Van Steenbergh, known anti-renters who had been present 

at the Earle sale, were convicted of murder and sentenced 

to hang. Earle and three others received sentences of 

life imprisonment. Nine received lesser terms of im-

prisonment, fifty-one paid fines ranging up- to $500, and 
7b 

the rest received suspended sentences. 

The Delaware County proceedings overshadowed another 

anti-rent trial then underway .in Hudson. At the September 

circuit the state again brought action against Smith A. 

Boughton for robbery. Once more the case pitted John 

Van Buren, the young attorney general, against Ambrose • 

Jordan, reputed to be the best legal mind in the state. 

Jordan harbored an intense hatred for the whole Van Buren 

family and during the first days seemed more preoccupied 

with insulting the prosecutor than defending Boughton. The 

insults led to a courtroom fight between Jordan and Van Buren. 

Both were charged with contempt of court and imprisoned 

overnight. Boughton's second trial resulted in his con-

viction. When passing sentence, Judge John Edmonds told 

^N.K. Wheeler to A.C. Flagg, September 28, 18^5? ibid. 

7b 
Christman, p. 2}+3. 
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the defendant that although he had been charged and found 

guilty of robbery, his crime was really high treason, re-

bellion, and armed insurrection against the supremacy of 

75 

the laws. Consequently, Edmonds felt that a harsher 

sentence would be necessary to meet public demands and he 

sentenced Boughton to life imprisonment. 

• The anti-rent trials in autumn, 18V?, and the in-

judicious manner in which they were conducted brought about 

a change in the popular attitude toward the anti-renters. 

John Young considered the convictions quasi-political in 

nature. The Evening Journal, which in August had denounced 

all those present at the Earl6 sale as murderers, by October 

was attacking the leasehold system as the cause of all these 

76 

evils. By the end of the month, Weed had modified his 

stand on the issue to such an extent that he was reminding 

his readers that the law should be administered in the spirit 

as well as the letter and only for the prevention of crime. For any other reason it was "destructive and hellish in 

•s, 

?8 

77 
character." In Delaware County judges, jurors, soldiers, 

and citizens petitioned the governor to pardon the convicts. 

When Wright despatched General Niven to Hudson in 

January, 18*45, he told him, "Firmness and an unalterable 

75 
Kelsay, p. 276. 

76 
John Young to Ira Harris, September 29, 18^5? Anti-

rent Papers. 

77 
Albany Evening Journal„ October 31, 18^5. 

78Thomas Far ring ton to A.C. Flagg, October 17- X8*+5, Flagg 
Papers, 



8 7 

determination to maintain and execute the law is indis-

pensible, but the execution of that dotermination should be 

without passion, without rashness, and without appearance of 

79 

a revengeful or retaliatory feeling." ' If he had followed 

his own advice when the Delaware crisis arose, the excesses 

that occurred might have been avoided. Because he failed 

to do so he lost much of his popularity In the leasehold 

counties. Although Wright did not visit the area during 

the trials, he was undoubtedly aware that the court pro-

ceedings were conducted too severely. Azariah C. Flagg, 

Wright's trusted advisor, maintained a regular correspondence 

with both Thomas Farrington, commander of the state forces 

In Hudson, and Nelson K. Wheeler, a justice at the trials. 

Probably the governor had access to their letters. 

By being aware of the true situation and failing to 

act as a restraining force in this crisis, Sil'as Wright -

justly deserves a share of the guilt for the injustices 

perpetrated in Delaware County. There are several reasons 

why he acted as he did. Because of his early legal training, 

he interpreted the situation as a threat to law and order. 

As in all of his actions as governor he placed principle 

before political expediency. If his prime concern had been 

the political consequences created by the Delaware crisis, 

he would have commuted the death sentences of 0'Connor 

and Van Steonbergh in time to repair the Democrats' political 

79 
Silas Wright to A.C. Niven, January 3, 18l!-5, Silas 

Wright Papers, Albany. 
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fortunes "before .the election. Instead he delayed until 
80 

November 22, 18̂ +5, nearly two weeks following the elections. 

The events of the first year of his term had evidently had 

a profound effect on his attitude toward the governorship. 

Although Wright's general attitude became increasingly 

pessimistic, he attempted to appease the anti-renters in 

18^6. By this time, however, Wright's mismanagement of the 

incidents, of 18V? had sounded the death knell for his 

political career. 

80, Cheyney, p. by. 



CHAPTER IY 

THE FALL OF KING SILAS 

The initial success of the Anti-Rent Party in 18Mf 

encouraged party leaders to follow their original strategy 

of supporting whig and Democratic candidates sympathetic 

with tlie anti-rent movement* The leaders employed this 

tactic during the 1 8}+5 elections. At the Anti-Rent state 

convention which assembled in Berne, Albany County, early 
1 

in 18^5, an energetic campaign strategy was formed* That 

spring, candidates with the support of anti-rent associations 

carried local elections in Albany, Rensselaer, and Schoharie 

counties, and also in Duanesburg in neighboring Schenectady 

County. Most town supervisors in these areas supported the 
2 

anti-rent movement. As the strength of the Anti-Rent Party 

grew, its leaders became increasingly- vocal in their an-

tagonism toward Silas Wright. They charged the governor 

with punishing all tenants for the misguided actions of a 

few and accused him of being a tool of the landholding 
3 

interests and labeled him a "cringing menial of Patroonery." 

Because of Wright's refusal to redress their grievances, 1 

Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. 27l+. 

2Ibid., p. 272. 

^ Alb any Freeholder, August 27, l8*+5» 

89 
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party leaders "began a movement to persuade the traditionally 

Democratic tenants to -withdraw their support from the gov-

ernor. To accomplish this, forceful efforts were necessary 

because Wright was very popular in the leasehold areas 

regardless of his views on anti-rentism. After all, the 

governor, unlike many of his Regency friends, was also a 

farmer. Anti-rent leaders discovered that many of the 

tenants were confident that he was aware of their problems 

and would soon remedy the situation, 

Fortunately the anti-rent leaders could rely on their 

own press, which by 18^5 was growing rapidly in both cir-

culation and influence, to effect this change. The anti-

rent press launched a massive campaign against Wright in 

the spring of 1 &+?. The Albany Freeholder, later joined by 

the Anti-Renter,, both located in the state capital, headed 

the vanguard. Throughout the summer their propaganda cam-

paign continued. Anti-rent papers containing crudely but 

colorfully written articles attacking the governor and 

other state officials were widely circulated in the lease-

hold counties. In one such article in the Albany Freeholder, 

Charles F. Bouton asserted that he had voted for Wright in 

18M+ . . . "but were I possessed of the privilege of offering 

10,000 votes for the next gubernatorial election, not one 
L. 

would I offer for the man, . . At first the press 

^Ibld., July 16, l8!+5. 
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centered its attention on Wright' s alleged insensitlvity 

toward tenant grievances c.nd portrayed him as a weak, 

cowering sycophant of the landlords who could "dance before 

Patroonery, in view of the flowing blood of his fellow 
5 

citizens." After Wright1s forceful action to suppress the 

Delaware County insurrection following Steele's murder, the 

Albany Freeholder T with seeming justification, charged the 

governor with attempting to maintain his power by destroying 
6 

the anti-rent movement. Anti-rent party leaders advised 

the farmers to look elsewhere for a champion of their cause. 

At the height of the Delaware County crisis, an editorial 

appeared In Thomas A. Devyr1s newly-established Anti-Renter 

predicting woeful results if general reforms were not made 

In the state's landholding system. "Our free institutions 

will sink into the dismal gulf of slavery, and a few pat-

roons and agents, a few lawyers of the life, together with 

our King Silas, will hold despotic sway over our once happy 

America,'" The force of these arguments and the governor's 

harsh treatment of the Delaware County anti-renters rallied 

many tenants who had previously given only half-hearted 

support to the Anti-Rent Party. 

The harshness of the Delaware County trials had an 

unexpected effect on the anti-rent movement. The stern 

^Ibid., August 27, 18̂ -5. 

Ibid., September 18, I3'f5. 

7 
AntI-Renter. September 13, 18^5, 
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quality of justice administered in the court proceedings 

at Delhi, instead of forcing dissolution of the tenant 

movement, actually added to its strength. Moreover, public 

opinion changed in favor of the anti-renters. To make the 

most of this new popularity in the leasehold counties, anti-

rent party leaders organized nominating conventions for the 
O 

autumn elections. As was their usual practice, the con-

ventions generally selected candidates from both major 

parties. In Delaware County, where anti-rent feeling was 

especially intense, party leaders abandoned this principle 

and nominated candidates from their own ranks, confident 

that strong partisan feeling in that county would insure 

success.^ The Democrats were either unaware of these poli-

tical maneuvers, or, more likely, failed to sense their 

importance. At their state convention Democrats praised 

Wright's policy of suppressing the "Indians."'0 Thurlow 

toeed, editor of the Albany Evening Journal, was more per-

ceptive. Sensing a change in public attitude shortly 

before the election, he attempted to gloss over his earlier 

tirades against anti-renters by berating Silas Wright for not 

commuting the death sentences of Edwin O'Connor and John 

Yan Steenbergh, who were to be executed in November for 

•)Albsr:y Evening Journal. October 2*4, l8!+5. 

"bid. 

1 Ox 

9T-

El Lis, Landlords and FarmersT "p. 273. 
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the murder of Osman Steele» •! Py making this stand Weed 

hoped to improve the Whigs' political fortunes at the 

expense of the Democrats. However, his last minute change 

1 2 

had little effect on the voters. When the returns of 

the November election were tallied, the results appeared 

to be neither exceptional nor unexpected. The Democrats 

retained majority control over both houses of the legis-

lature, having gained six new members in the assembly and 

losing only three in the senate. Of the seventy-four 

Democratic members of the new assembly, most of them were 

Radicals. In 18V6 Wright claimed that only twelve members 

of the assembly were Hunkers.1^ Whig strength had increased 

slightly over the previous year. As a result of the 

November election the Whig party increased its membership 

in the senate by three and gained eight new members in the 

1 

lower house. Conservative members of both parties were 

probably gratified that the only anti-renters elected were 

the Delaware County nominees, Orrin Foote and Reuben Lewis.1^ 

Technically they were correct in this assumption; however, 
11 Albany Evening Journal, October 31, 18V5. 

1 ̂ Albany Argus, November 8, I8*f5« 

13 
"Silas Wright to Cave Johnson, October 12, 18^6. 

Gillet, II, 1702. ' ' 

1 
Hammond, Silas Wrightp # 572* 

1 ̂  
-'Albany Argus. November 10, 18^5. 
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they failed to take into account the numerous Whigs and 

Democrats elected with the support of the Anti-Rent Party, 

At least nine assemblymen in Albany, Rensselaer, and Schoharie 

counties, including Ira Harris and Henry Z. Hayner, owed their 

election to the anti-rent vote. Moreover, many new legis-

lators from surrounding counties were known to be in sympathy 

with the tenants. Anti-rent support was also responsible 

for one of the biggest upsets of the election. William L. 

Yan Schoonhoven, a Whig with the backing of the Anti-Rent 

Party, defeated the Hunker incumbent, Erastus Corning, in 

the senate race in the traditionally Democratic third dis-

trict. This evidence of anti-rent power caused both Whig 

and Democratic members of the new legislature to be more 

receptive to tenant demands. 

When the civil authorities of Delaware County informed 

Wright that peaceful conditions had been restored, he ordered 

removal of the troops and on December 18, 18^5, revoked his 

proclamation declaring Delav/are County to be in a state of 

insurrection. The governor was pleased that no "Indian" 

outrages had occurred since the murder of Steele the pre-

vious August and reasoned that his forceful method of handling 

tenant disturbances was responsible for restoring order in the 

troubled areas. Now that peace had been established, Wright 

realized the need for legal remedies to correct the causes of 

these outbreaks. In his first annual message to the legislature, 
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Wright had refused to take any action on the tenant grievances 

until the anti-renters abandoned their resistance to law en-

1 & 

for cement. During the 1 8>+5 session of the legislature, a 

select committee was appointed in the assembly to investigate 

tenant problems in the leasehold counties, Ira Harris and 

Seymour Boughton, staunch anti-rent sympathizers, were 

members of this committee and shortly before the legislature 

adjourned issued a minority report pinpointing the major 

areas of tenant concern. Their report suggested repeal of 

all laws granting landlords special privileges in rent col-

lection. It also recommended taxation of rents received by 

landlords. These taxes would be collected in the towns where 

the tenants1 lands were situated. The report also proposed 

passage of a law which would enable a tenant, in a case of 

prosecution for rent, to litigate the title of the landlord 
17 

to the property in question. Wright was receptive to these 

suggestions and, in late December when he prepared his 

second annual message, included most of them in his speech. 

In his speech to the legislature on January 6, l8!+6, 

Wright devoted much time to the anti-rent problem and as a 

possible solution to tenant grievances proposed a compromise 
1 R 

consisting of three parts. He pointed out that the change 
16Gillet, II, 161*+. 

1 ? Alb any Evening Journal. May 17, l8}+5. 

18 
The full text of Wright's annual address is contained 

m Gillet, II, 173^-1779. 
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of leasehold tenure to fee simple estates had teen the 

leading demand of the tenants since the controversy began 

in 1839. He stated that these changes could take place only 

by a compromise between landlords and tenants and that no 

power possessed by the state could change the existing 

leases as long as the Constitution of the United States re-

mained in effect. Although the state did not have power in 

this area, the landlords had shown their willingness to 

comply and were ready to enter into negotiations with their 

tenants. Wright said that some landlords had gone so far 

as to make their proposed terms public. Although the gov-

ernor did not advocate acceptance of these precise terras, 

he did urge a corresponding feeling of compromise on the 
19 

part of the tenants, 

Wright then turned his attention to tenant grievances 

that could be redressed by the legislature. One of the 

most irritating features of the leases was the stipulation 

guaranteeing the leasor the right of distress for rent. The 

remedy of distress allowed the landlord to seize and hold 

tenant property as security and indemnity for a debt. Wright 

stated that distress impaired the obligation of the contract 

itself. If employed, it would hinder the tenants' ability 

to pay off back rent. If the right of distress were re-

moved, the landlord still had the ultimate right of 

19 'ibid. , II, 1 7>+3. 
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repossessing the leased land as a forfeiture for non-

payment of rent, Wright pointed out that abolition of 

distress would make the tenant's hold on his lease more 

tenuous because the landlord -would he deprived of an alter-

native to repossession for non-payment of rent. However, 

if tenants desired the change at that risk, he could see 

no reasonable ground for complaint and urged the legis-

?0 

lature to pass a law abolishing distress.~ 

Inequality of taxation had long been a major complaint 

of tenants. Under the existing taxation system, occupants 

of the land were required to pay all local taxes. The land-

lords bore little of the local tax burden because tenants 

occupied most of their lands. The leases of the Van Rensselaer 

estates and some neighboring farms were of a durable or per-

petual nature. Anti-rent lawyers had long argued that con-

veying lands by durable leases was a means of sale whereby 

the seller required that the purchase money remain forever 

invested in the land and interest on this money be paid 

annually to him in the form of rent. The tenants felt that 

they were actually freeholders, while the landlords held 

perpetual mortgages. The tenants argued that rents were 

interest on capital invested by the landlord and as such 

became a proper object of taxation. Wright urged the 

legislature to pass a law which would eliminate this in-

justice by making landlords responsible for property taxes 

ii, 17^3-1 
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on their estates. Moreover, the governor suggested modi-

fication of the existing method of tax assessment to improve 

effectiveness of this proposed law. Since some of the large 

landholding families did not reside in New York, he suggested 

that the leases be assessed and taxes paid in the towns where 

21 

the lands were situated. ' This method would improve the 

economic condition of the leasehold counties, which lagged 

far behind the rest of the state. 

Finally, the governor proposed passage of a law which 

would prohibit future leasing of lands for over five or ten 

years or for some other short period. He charged that existing 

leases were not in accordance with the democratic spirit of 

the times. By prohibiting leases of long duration, the 

further extension of leasehold estates, generally considered 

a public evil, would be prevented or greatly hindered. If 

nothing were done to prevent extension of the leasehold 

system, Wright predicted further tenant disturbances. He 

believed the proposed legislation would encourage landlords 

to commute leasehold titles and induce tenants to accept 
pp 

fair terms of commutation as soon as possible. 

The governor's proposed anti-rent legislation was fair 

and J list. Had he made this forthright stand a year earlier, 

he could have retained support of the tenants and possibly 

• p,. 
Ibid.. II, I7M+-I7I+5. 

pp 
Ibid., II, rA5-175+6. 
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prevented the outbreak of anti-rent violence that marred his 

first year in office. A majority of the tenants were Demo-

crats of long standing who had supported Wright in 1 SHU-. 

However, by 13V5, after months of seeming indifference, they 

were inclined to interpret his new attitude as mere political 

expediency. 

Shortly before the new legislature assembled, the Demo-

crats held a caucus to select a candidate for speaker. Because 

of their numerical superiority the Radicals succeeded in se-

curing the nomination of William C. Grain, who had been an 

unsuccessful candidate for the position the previous year* 

At the first meeting of the new legislature, the assembly 

elected Crain to the post. Unfortunately for the New York 

Democrats, this proved to be the only time the Hunkers and 

the Radicals cooperated during the session. Afterwards the 

Hunkers refused bo be governed by caucus decisions and sided 

with the Whigs on all major issues during the term.^ 

The assembly almost immediately plunged into a partisan 

debate over the governor's proposed anti-rent legislation. 

Most legislators favored Wright's recommendations, and some 

of the more extreme members suggested examining the validity 

of the present leasehold titles. But Whigs and Democrats 

differed on how the matter should be handled. Ira Harris 

and the anti-rent Whigs suggested appointment of a select 

committee, composed of members from the leasehold counties, 

^Garraty, p. 362, 
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to study Wright's proposals* Tho Democrats stiffly objected 

"because they wanted credit for aiding the tenants. They 

were determined that a committee of the whole handle the 

2h 

matter. This rather insignificant difference of opinion 

touched off a spate of denunciation and angry charges in 

which both groups tried to transfer blame to the other party 

for the anti-rent rebellion. Democrats attacked, William H. 

Seward for arousing false hopes among the tenants during 

his governorship. The Whigs countered by pointing to the 

odious judiciary report of 18¥+, Issued during the Bouck 

administration. Despite angry feelings there was one point 

on which there was agreement. Aware that the annual anti-

rent state convention would soon meet in Berne and hoping to 

gain its support, both parties attacked the leases as incon-

sistent with the democratic spirit of the age arid harmful to the 
25 

agricultural and industrial development of eastern Kew York. 

The assembly finally agreed on a select committee to be 

headed by Samuel J. Tilden, Democrat from Columbia County. 

The selection of Tilden as chairman was a wise choice. Having 

lived in the leasehold area all his life, he was well aware 

of the many problems facing the tenants, and as a lawyer, he. 

was familiar with the legal aspects of the feudal tenure 

system. The selection of the committee's six members was pk 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. 273• 

2^Ibid., p. 2rA. 

Samuel J. Tilden, Wr^jLngs and Speeches of Samuel J. 
LUden, edited by John Bigelow ("New York, 18&5), p. 
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bipartisan in nature and included Reuben Lewis, the anti-

rent assemblyman from Delaware County. For more than two 

months the committee held public hearings in Albany. Those 

attending included the counsel Tor the Van Rensselaer heirs 

and numerous tenants from Albany, Rensselaer, Columbia, 

Schoharie, Schenectady, Montgomery, Greene, and Delaware 

counties. The Albany Freeholder urged tenants to cooperate 

with the Tilden committee by furnishing evidence to support 

the grounds of their complaints and suggested that anti-rent 

associations hire individuals to argue the constitutionality 

and expediency of the proposed leasehold legislation.2'7 

Tilden's committee completed its hearings in March. Its 

report, presented to the assembly on March 28, IS^, thoroughly 

examined the history of New York land grants and their effects 
28 

on commerce and agriculture. The committee supported Wright's 

earlier leasehold proposals to equalize taxation, abolish dis-

tress for rent,, and limit future farm leases. Referring to 

the right of distress, the committee argued that its usage 

gave landlords a preferred position in regard to debt that 

was denied to other creditors. The suggestion that tenants be 

allowed to question the validity of the landlords' titles was 

given careful consideration, but the committee reached no 

satisfactory conclusion on this problem. Turning its attention 

2^Albany FreeholderT February 25, 18H-6. 

?8 
- Tilden, Writings, and Speeches,, pp. 180-220. For the 

documents accompanying this report, see Assembly Doc. 150, 
dated March 2̂ +, 18^6. J 9 
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to leasehold contracts, the committee reported that the 

lands conveyed by perpetual contracts were not leases but 

freeholds. Perpetual leases were, in effect, warrantee 

d e e d s . T i l d e n , as spokesman for the committee, argued 

that the reservations, conditions, and other restrictions 

were similar to a mortgage# 

The committee concluded that the only way to relieve 

tenant grievances was to change the laws governing devises 

and descents, so that a tenant could petition the court of 

chancery to have the rights and interests of his landlord 

converted into a mortgage» This, at legal interest, could 

t: 

31 

'̂ 0 
produce the annual rent," The report also denied the 

validity of the quarternale clause in land leases.' 

The report of the select committee took a middle course. 

Although it did not suggest forcing the landlords to prove 

the validity of their titles, the report fully approved of 

Wright's proposed leasehold legislation. Following this 

report the assembly proposed two bills. The first would 

abolish distress, while the second would permit town as-

sessors to levy property taxes against the landlords. The 

legislature approved both bills which the governor quickly 

signed into law. A third proposal, which would have afforded 

oo 
^Ibid., p. 213. 

IMd., p. 215. 

1 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers, p. 276. 
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a tenant the opportunity to buy out the landlord's interest 

32 

at the owner's death, was defeated in the state senate, 

Also, the legislature failed to pass a law limiting the 

duration of future agricultural leases. These concessions 

did not appease the anti-renters nor diminish their dislike 

for Silas Wright. While the Tilden committee hearings were 

in session, the Albany Freeholder had warned tenants not to 

be misled by the administration's apparent friendliness and 

ominously charged that the "Loco-Foco Party" with Wright at 

its head was determined to crush anti-rentism.^3 

Aside from the anti-rent legislation, the legislature 

transacted little business in I8lb6. Instead, both houses 

became a tragic battleground for an intense struggle between 

the Hunkers and Radicals. This produced an irreparable 

schism that would bring about the downfall of Silas Wright 

and, later on, destroy the Democratic Party in New York. 

On the first day of the session, Senator David Jones, a 

Hunker, introduced a joint resolution approving all the pol-

icies of the Polk administration, including Texas annexation. 

32Ibid.. p. 277. 

33 
" Albany Freeholder. February 25, 18V6. 
3l+ 
Public feeling in the leasehold counties evidently 

was not unanimous ̂  in its opposition to Wright in 18U-6. By 
legislature that year two new towns were formed 

in William C. Bouck's home county, Schoharie, and because of 
the influence of Wright's supporters in that area, one was 
named Wright. Gillet, II, 1782-1783, 

35 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 587. 
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By this action the Hunkers hoped to improve their position 

in Washington at the expense of the Radicals. Because Wright 

disapproved of immediate annexation, the Radicals introduced 

a similiar resolution, omitting any mention of the Texas 

question. This action precipitated an angry senate debate 

that dragged on for months, thrusting aside the real issues 

and dwelling on malicious character assassinations,, The 

debate revealed a pervading free soil sentiment in the 

Radical ranks, and indicated that matters of principle much 

deeper than canal improvements were dividing the Democrats.36 

The intra-party split was reinforced by a Radical attempt 

to replace Edwin Croswell with William Cassidy, editor of the 

Albjmj; Atlas, as state printer. The Hunkers retaliated by 

introducing a bill which abolished the office and provided 

that state printing be let on contract to the lowest bidder. 

The bill carried both houses with Whig and Hunker support, 

and Wright signed it. Determined to retain his position of 

influence in the legislature at all costs, Croswell then 

offered to do the printing for nothing.38 Following these 

contests, factional feeling was so pronounced that Hunkers 

voted with Whigs to prevent election of a Radical as temporary 

speaker during a short absence of the regular speaker.39 

"i £ 
0 Donovan, p. 72. 

37 

IMd-j P. 73. 

38Garraty, P. 363. 

39Ibid., p. 365+. 
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Wright refused to take sides in the feuding at a time when 

forceful and politic action on his part could have prevented 

a permanent rift. His failure to do so ensured a Democratic 

defeat in the autumn election. 

The bill calling for a constitutional convention that 

the Whigs sponsored in the 18^5 legislative session received 

overwhelming approval at the polls. On April 28, 18̂ +65 the 

counties held elections to select delegates for the con-

vention. The Radicals considered, the convention of great 

importance because they hoped to safeguard their financial 

program by incorporating it into the new constitution and 

were therefore worried about the election results. Wright 

wrote John A. Dix that although there might be a majority 

of Radical delegates at the convention, "the chances are 

against it, in consequence of the variety of factions, and 

the distinct effort of the conservatives to throw the con-
ko 

vention into the hands of the Whigs." Wright had good 

reason to fear the Hunkers. At the Albany County Demo-

cratic convention earlier that month, a gang of Hunker 
Lt. 1 

rowdies had broken up the meeting. The election results 

indicated that membership was to be drawn from a variety 

of factions, "stanch £sic J old school federalists, drilled 

and disciplined hunkers, radical whigs, barnburners of the 

^Silas Wright to John A, Dix, April 29, I8!f6. Gillet, 
II, 1716. 5 

1x1 
Anti-Renter, April 18W6. 
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'most straitest sect', conservative wMgs, and zealous and 

h2 

firm anti-renters." A majority of the delegates were 

Democrats, and at least ten were anti-renters. Despite 

the diversity of political opinion represented, the absence 

of partisan feeling during the convention was remarkable. 

Democratic factionalism did not mar the gathering, and the 

Whigs had agreed beforehand to act individually on con-
In-

stitutional questions. 

The constitutional convention assembled in Albany on 

June 1, l8*+6, and remained in session until October 9« 

Delegates devoted most of their time to reforming the state 

judiciary system, extending the elective franchise, estab-

lishing controls over the legislature's right to contract 

debts, curbing the appointive power of the governor and the 

legislature, and modifying the landholding laws® The 

work was referred to various committees. Michael Hoffman 

had the task of writing the financial section of the con-

stitution. The Radicals were elated by his appointment. 

Hoffman's massive report, tediously filled with a maze of 

figures, mesmerized the delegates into accepting his 

1+2 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 669. 

1+3 
Ibid., p. 605. 

^Ibid., p. 607. 
I\X 

In IS^, 289 offices were filled by governor's ap-
pointments and approval of the senate. Most of these became 
elective under the new constitution. Stewart Mitchell 
Horatio Seymour of New York (Cambridge, Massachusetts, I938) 
p. 92. 
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conservative financial proposals without any major amendments. 

In this way he secured inclusion of Flagg's "stop and tax" 

law of 18̂ -2 into the new constitution. 

Anti-renters viewed the convention as a sounding board 

for their ideas. National reformers were also interested, 

• and members of that group attended the convention as spectators, 

Horace Greeley, unsuccessful in his attempt to attend the con-

vention as a Whig delegate, issued an open letter to the dele-

gates urging them to abolish land monopoly in New York and 

suggested limiting future land holdings to either 160 or 
*+6 

320 acres of land. Although the convention spent most of 

its time reorganizing the judiciary and providing for a 

greater amount of popular representation, the anti-rent 

delegates kept the tenants' complaints constantly before the 

convention. The problem of leasehold grievances was not 

taken up until October 1. Nevertheless, when the convention 

adjourned a week later, the delegates had agreed and incor-

porated into the new constitution provisions which prohibited 

all fines, quartersales, and restrictions on alienation of 

land on any lease made after 18^6„ All lands in the state 

were to be allodial, i.e., freehold, and future agricultural 
leases could not be contracted for a period of over twelve 

5+7 

years. The delegates were in general agreement that 

nothing could be done about existing leases; these were 
4̂*6 
Ellis, Landlords and Farmers. p. 278, 

V7 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 667. 
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inviolable contracts and as such, were protected by the 

United States Constitution. Later that year, voters ap-

proved the new constitution by a margin of two to one. The 

tenants realized that they had won a tactical victory, but 

the new constitution did nothing to relieve their suffering 

under the existing leases. They concluded that relief could 

only be secured by electing a governor more sympathetic to 

their demands than Silas Wright. 

The election of 18̂ +6 was of great importance because of 

the state and national positions involved. Not only was this 

contest to determine the fate of the New York governorship 

and other state offices, but also, since it was a Congressional 

election, the electorate would have its first opportunity to 

register approval or disapproval of Polk's war policy with 

Mexico. During the campaign neither party lines nor ob-

jectives were clearly drawn. The dominant features of the 

campaign activities were party factionalism and a blurring 

of party objectives. Political interest had run high in 

New York for months, and as early as January, 18^6, news-

papers were predicting the outcome of the election. Each 

party and faction saw the election as a means of increasing 

its membership and solving its problems. The Hunkers 

realized that only by the renomination and defeat of Wright 

could they hope to assert their dominance over the Democracy 

of New York and destroy the Radicals8 strength. For the 

Hunkers a Whig victory was less distasteful than the 
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continued power of the Radicals, Consequently, from the 

time the l8*+6 legislature convened until the election 

results were tallied, the Hunkers concentrated their 

efforts on undermining and fragmenting the ranks of the 

Democrats. At the same time they outwardly appeared to 

approve of Wright's renoraination. The Radicals, who by 

this time considered Wright as their leader, were lulled 

into a false sense of security by the actions of the 

Hunkers and by their own recent successes during Wright's 

first term. They depended on Wright's re-election to 

maintain their dominance of state politics. 

By 181+6 there was also a major division within the 

Whig Party. The radical branch led by Thurlow Weed, 

William H. Seward, and Horace Greeley recognized the im-

portance of securing the anti-rent vote if they wished to 

regain political power. They also wanted to extend Whig 

influence among foreign-born voters and favored govern-
1+8 

mental changes demanded by public opinion. During the 

campaign their flirtations with the Anti-Rent Party dis-

affected the more conservative Whigs. By the time of the 

November election these conservative Whigs, led by Millard 

Fillmore and Hamilton Fish, threatened to vote for Wright 

rather than support the Whig nominee, John Young, an anti-

rent sympathizer. 

1+8Ibld., p. 681. 
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The campaign was not limited to factional machinations 

of the Democrats and the Whigs. The Liberty Party, the Anti-

Rent Party, the Native American Party, and the National 

Reformers were also actively dram into the frenzy of 

electioneering that swept over New York in 18̂ +6» To further 

complicate issues the Abolitionists, the Native Americans, 

and the National Reformers nominated complete slates of 

state officers. Although their strength was limited, these 

groups campaigned energetically. Adding to this political 

chaos was the appearance of a division within the Anti-Rent 

Party during the spring of 1 8*+6 which threatened party unity 

and jeopardized the power they exerted in previous elections.^ 

The Canadaigua Repository, a Hunker newspaper, sounded 

the opening gun of the campaign in January, I8b6, by an-

nouncing that Wright's "popularity which bloomed so luxu-

riously in 18M+- has produced no fruit," and asserting that 

it was doubtful his own party would renominate him for 

governor. Throughout the campaign Hunker newspapers created 

dissension and dissatisfaction with Wright's renomination 

for the governorship. These papers repeatedly affirmed that 

Wright's unpopularity would prevent his re-election. In 

July the Oneida Observer supported its stand against the 

governor's renomination by charging that Wright had been 

elected to repair the breach within the Democratic Party 

lf9Nels0n K. Wheeler to A. C. Flagg, October 11, I8
1i6, 

Flagg Papers, New York City. 
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but instead had transformed it into an "impassable gulf," 

Remembering how the Radicals maneuvered to substitute 

Silas Wright for William C. Bouck after one term, the 

Hunkers were determined to apply the one-term principle 

to Wright in this campaign. By the middle of the summer 

the Rome Sentinel, Catskill Democrat, Cattaraugus Republican, 

Hickory Democrat, Norwich Journal, Dansville Republican, Hew 

York Globe, Schoharie Republican, and other Democratic news-

papers had expressed opposition to Wright's renominatlon. 

Observing this journalistic campaign, the Albany Evening 

Journal merrily reported that "the Loco Foco papers, 

especially those in Western New York, are Polking away 

at Gov,, Wright, with brick-bats, sling shot, bowie knives, 

&c,<S:c."50 

Many of Wright's friends urged him to refuse Radical 

overtures and run for re-election. Following a letter 

from John G. Rives of the Washington Globe advising him 

to retire, Wright wrote Van Buren that he had come to the 

same conclusion, if he could do so without antagonizing 

the party. Wright assured him he did not intend "to flee 
Ko 

a sinking ship" by refusing to run again. Much would 

0. „ 5°Albany Evening Journal, January 13, 18^6: August 10, 
18^6; July 11 , lB̂ +6; July 25, 18V6; August 17, I8lf6. 

51 
Donovan, p. 7^* 

52 
Silas Wright to Martin Van Buren, May 17, 18V6, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
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depend on the strength of the party in November. Wright did 

not want the nomination but was determined not to make himself 

unhappy over the matter and would "let time and events deter-

mine the point." 53 when the Radicals began actively ad-

vocating his nomination, he made no effort to discourage 
£1L 

them.J Perhaps he realized that if he ran again for re-

election and were unsuccessful, the defeat would ensure his 

retirement from political life. 

The 'Whig state convention met in Utica on September 23, 

to choose candidates for the November election. The 

gubernatorial nomination was hotly contested by members of 

the two Whig factions. For nearly a year Weed and Greeley 

had advocated Young's candidacy for governor. On the 

first ballot Millard Fillmore received fifty-five votes; 

John Young, thirty-six; Ira Harris, twenty-one; William 

Duer, three; and John A. Collins, two. On the third ballot 

Harris threw his support to Young, thus assuring him the 

nomination. To pacify conservative Whigs who disliked 

Young's sympathy for anti-renters, Hamilton Fish was nom-
56 

inated for lieutenant governor.' The conservative Whigs 

" Ibid., May 28, 18H-6* 

Donovan, pp. 7'+-75. 

55 
Horace Greeley to Thurlow Weed, January 26, l85+6, 

Thurlow Weed Papers, Manuscript Division, New York His-
torical Society, New York, New York. 

. "Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. 681-682. When Fish was 
nominated, Erastus .Root, a Delaware County delegate, wittily 
prophesied, "That Fish can't swim in Delaware." Greeley to 
Weed, November 17, 18̂ +9> Weed PapersQ 
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were not to "be so easily appeased. Shortly before the 

election Philip Hone believed that members of that faction 

57 

in New York City would prefer to see Wright defeat Young." 

The future poet Walt Whitman of the Brooklyn Eagle echoed 

these sentiments commenting that "John Young was chosen In 

place of Millard Fillmore, in order to make friends with 

that 'mammon of unrighteousness, the law defiance of the 
58 

Anti Rent districts.'"^ George Templeton Strong, a Whig 

diarist, even more extreme in his reaction to Young's nom-

ination, swore that "I'll sooner vote for the d 1 himself." 

Neither was he satisfied with the nomination of Hamilton 

Fish, whom he described as "a mere bundle of negatives. 

The Democrats gathered in Syracuse on October 1, 18^6, 

for their state convention. Both Radicals and Hunkers had 

made a determined effort to gain a majority at the convention, 

but when the delegates assembled, the Radicals outnumbered 

their opponents two to one. Consequently, there was little 

opposition to Wright's nomination. As a sop to the Hunkers, 

Addison Gardiner, Wright's running mate in 18V+ and a Hunker, 

received tne nomination for lieutenant governor• 
57 

,, . ' ?$llipr H o n e> 21§rx of Philip Hone, edited by Allan 
Nevins (New York, 1927), II, 777. 

58 
m W!li: w h l t m a n? Th§. Gathering of the Forces, edited by 
Cleveland Rogers and John Black (New York," 19207, II, 30. 

59 
n-i- _ „ fempleton btrong, Diary of George Templet on 
YoriP^]952) I b283 l l a n N e V i n S a n d Milton H. Thomas (New 

£ r\ 
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After the major conventions adjourned, the Abolitionists, 

the Native Americans, the National Reformers, and the Anti-

Renters nominated their candidates«, The Anti-Rent convention, 

even though poorly attended, ran into much difficulty in 

choosing candidates. They had planned to support candidates 

from the major parties but discovered that neither party had 

selected men "with their eyes on the a n t i - r e n t e r s T h e i r 

dilemma was further complicated by the presence of National 

Reformers, Democrats, and VJhigs who tried to persuade the 

convention to support their party's slate. Because of this 

unwanted pressure, some delegates advised either making no 

nominations or supporting the Abolitionist candidate, Henry 

Bradley. The Anti-Renters finally decided to split their 

ticket and support John Young for governor and Addison 
62 

Gardiner, the Democratic nominee, for lieutenant governor. 

Horace Greeley, who was present at the meeting, tried un-

successfully to prevent the endorsement of Young unless Fish 

were also accepted. ^ At the convention Ira Harris cir-

culated a letter purporting to be from Young, in which the 

Whig nominee promised to pardon anti-rent prisoners if 
6*+ 

elected. The letter may have been apocryphal, but it had 

the necessary effect. 
61 
Albany Freeholder t October 1>+, l8

!+6. 
6? 

5 s e e also Hamujond, Silas Wright, pp. 683-68^« 

^Ellisj Landlords and Farmers. p. 281. 
6*+ 
Hammond, Silas Wright, p. 63'+. 
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The campaign was short end pot particularly exciting. 

Radical leaders were unaware of the extent of Hunker perfidy 

until it was too late. They interpreted as exceptional a 

rumor reported by Addison Gardiner that employees in the 

canal areas were -threatening their Irish labor force with 

unemployment if Wright were re-elected.^ Shortly before the 

election it became known in Washington that many federal ap-

pointees in New York were grudgingly supporting Wright or 

openly opposing his re-election, believing Polk disliked the 

governor and hoping to retain their jobs by doing so. Only 

then did Polk become fully aware of the damaging effect his 

patronage program had produced in New York. He quickly 

called together those cabinet members who had control over 

66 

New York, and they promised to rectify the misconception. 

By that time even if cabinet officials were sincere in this 

intention, it wa.s too late to change the course of the election. 

Hunker leaders interpreted each gubernatorial action as 

weighted to give the Radicals an advantage at the polls. They 

concluded that Wright's recent pardon of certain anti-rent 

prisoners during the campaign, his hurried pre-election tour 

of Clinton Prison where other anti-rent prisoners were lodged, 

and hio proposal that Democratic politicians be sent to cam-

paign in tenant areas were attempts to restore good relations 
f. r* 

^ e ^ ^ n e r "k° A.C. Flagg, October 6, 18^+6, Flagg Papers, 
New York City. y ' 

66Gillet, II, 1670. 
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67 

with anti-renters. ' At this point panic replaced caution, 

and the Hunkers used their influence in tenant areas to turn 

the vote for Young.^ Wright's actions also alarmed the 

editor of the Albany Freeholder and induced him to remind 

his readers that "if you show this Fall, "by your vote, that 

you hold the balance of power in this State, . . . the two 

parties in the legislature will strive to see who can rival 
69 

each other in passing laws that will benefit the tenants." 

Because of the many factions opposing the re-election 

of Silas Wright, the election returns were not surprising. 

Young defeated Wright by a majority of 11,572 votes, while 

Addison Gardiner, the Democratic nominee for lieutenant gov-

ernor, defeated Hamilton Fish by an even heavier margin, 

13)357 votes. The Democrats lost control of the assembly 

and also lost strength in the senate. The total vote in the 

election of 184-6 fell off 100,000 from that of 184-4-, and 

Wright's total dropped 5^,000 votes. There are two ex-

planations for this decrease. No principles of national 

import were at stake, as in 18U4-. Moreover, the unpopularity 
^Garraty, pp. 376-377; see also Silas Wright to Martin 

Van Bur en, October 1H-, 184-6, Martin Van Bur en Papers, Library 
of Congress; Albany Evening Journal, September 12, 184-6. Two 
weeks before the election Flagg received a revealing account 
of the condition of the Anti-Rent Party in Delaware County, 
and a plea for Democratic aid in that area. Nelson K. 
Wheeler to A.C. Flagg, October 11, 134-6, Flagg Papers. New 
York City. ' 

68 
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69 
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of "both gubernatorial candidates in some areas kept voters 

away from the polls. 

A series of articles entitled "The Result of the New 

York Election: Its Causes and Consequences" appeared in the 

Albany Atlas in early December* Evidently written by a 

Radical of Wright's own circle, the articles listed anti-

rentism, the canal vote, and fraud as causes for Wright's 

defeat, but condemned the Hunker defection as the chief 

70 

cause of the disaster.' They charged the Hunkers with pro-

moting Young's nomination at the Anti-Rent convention and 

circulating phony pre-election ballots in Albany County 

which misled unwary voters into voting for Wright for senator. 

Although the Hunkers quickly denied these charges, they con-

tained more than a modicum of truth. Hunker leaders voted 

for Wright in 184-6, but their coolness toward him during the 

campaign caused the rank and file of their faction either to 

vote the Whig ticket or not vote at all.^ Conversely, in 

Hunker strongholds Radicals voted for the Whigs. 

The feud between the Hunkers and the Radicals was im-

portant in preventing Wright's re-election, but the anti-rent 

vote was more imporbant.The election of a Whig governor 

70 
Albany Atlas, Extra, December (n.d.), 184-6, Martin 

Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
71 
Hammond, Silas Wright. pp. 69}+-695. 

72 
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73 
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and a Democratic lieutenant governor, both having the support 

of the Anti-Rent Party, clearly indicates the strength this 

group exerted in the contest. Many Democrats in the lease-

hold areas who had voted for Wright in 18^ stayed away from 

the polls two years later because of conflicting loyalties. 

Although Wright carried all the leasehold counties in 18M+, 

the only one that he carried in 18̂ +6 was Otsego, a county 

on the periphery of the troubled area. In the remaining 
7b 

leasehold counties, "Young's majority was 8,363. In ad-

dition to its influence in the gubernatorial election in 18^6, 

the anti-rent balance of power was instrumental in electing 
75 

one senator, twelve assemblymen, and a canal commissioner. 

The Whigs also shared in bringing about Wright's defeat, 

but they could not have accomplished this without anti-rent 

agitation. Even the expert and influential guidance of 

Weed's Albany Evening Journal could not compensate for 

limited voting strength. Whig power was given a boost by 

Whig victories in neighboring states shortly before the 

election, but these successes were unable to remove intra-

party dissension, Party alignment with anti-rentism cost 

the Whigs the vote of their conservative faction, who either 

voted for Wright or refused to cast ballots. The Whigs were 

able to recoup this loss with anti-rent support and in that 
^Albany Freeholder, November 11, l8*+6. 

^Hammond, Silas Wright, pp. 686-687. 
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way capture most of the state offices* As a consequence of 

their success, twenty-three of New York's thirty-four fed-

eral Representatives elected that year were Whigs, and Polk 
76 

found himself with a hostile House as a result. 

Democratic leaders were quick to gauge the consequences 

of Wright's defeat on their organization. Northern Demo-

crats believed his loss would give Lewis Cass a "better chance 

for the next presidential nomination. They also realized 

that Wright had been one of the few Democrats with enough 

national influence to prevent sectional division. Perhaps 

sensing his own guilt in the New York debacle, Polk "expressed 

deep regret" at Wright's defeat and condemned that portion of 
77 

the party that voted against him. Martin Van Buren assured 

a friend that he regretted Wright's downfall "more than I have 

78 

done any political event of my day." John A. Dix gloomily 

predicted "the miserable gome of President-making will now 

c o m m e n c e . O t h e r .friends were not surprised. Churchill 

C. Cambreleng credited Polk with the responsibility for the 

disaster. He concluded, "with proper appointments in our 

custom-houses and post offices we should have had a more 

76 
Mitchell, Seymour, p. 106. 

^James K. Polk, Diary of James K. Polk During His 
Presidency, edited by Milo "Milton* Quaife (Chicago, 1910), 
ii, m: " " 
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united party, better nominations and Governor Wright would 
Oq 

have triumphed over anti-rentisni and every other faction." 

Polk soon learned that this was the feeling of most New York 

Radicals. 

Silas Wright's personal reaction to defeat was one of 

mixed feelings. He sincerely regretted the effect the results 

would have on the Polk administration, then embroiled in a 

war with Mexico. Wright was also gravely concerned about 

the future of the party in New York. Because of the election 

results he knew the breach between Hunkers and Radicals was' 

now irreparable. Wright had never been prone to self--reproach, 

but now he worried that his political blunders as governor had 

contributed to the Democratic defeat. He confided to Dix, 

however, that he was conscious of no designed errors and could 

therefore "sleep well.11 ̂  

The defeat had provided Silas Wright with an opportunity 

for political retirement, and for this reason the result made 

him supremely happy. He gave no indication of disappointment 
8 iP 

when informed of the results. ~ On the day after the disaster 

was known, Wright wryly remarked to Dix that Thurlow Weed had 

suggested repairing a gothic cottage for the Wrights in Canton, 
Oa 
C.C. Cambreleng to Martin Van Bur en, November 30, 18̂ -6, 

Martin Van Buren Papers, Library of Congress. 
81 
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5+6, John Adams Dix Papers. 
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83 
and they had decided to accept his offer. He confided to 

Van Buren that he felt as though his shoulders were relieved 
8>+ 

of a heavy burden. Clarissa Wright was equally pleased 

with the prospect of her husband's retirement' from public 

life. She had never enjoyed the social responsibilities that 

a political career entailed, and her unhappiness had been a 

determining factor in Silas Wright's decision to retire from 

politics. Even the honor of serving on a peace commission 

with Mexico did not tempt Wright to forego retirement. 

Silas and Clarissa Wright returned to their farm in 

Canton, New York, shortly after John Young's inauguration. 

The following months ware idyllic, marred only by clamor for 
85 

Wright's presidential candidacy in the next election, 

Unfortunately, this long awaited retirement was tragically 

short. On August 27, I8V7, Silas Wright suffered a heart 

attack and died. Only then did many recognize his states-

manlike stature. In an editorial that appeared in the 

Brooklyn Eagle shortly after Wright's death, Walt Whitman, 

a devoted admirer, captured the essence of Wright's greatness, 

"He thought more of his honor than his preferment; and of the 
O 
'--Silas Wright to John A. Dix, November 10, 18H-6, John 

Adams Dix Papers, 
85+ 
Silas Wright to Margin Van Buren, Martin Van Buren 

Papers, Library of Congress. 

-"Silas Wright to John A. Dix, March 27, I8V7, John 
Adams Dix Papers. 
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latter, never except in connection with the interest of 

86 

the people and his sinctrely felt political faith," 

The Democratic Party as it existed then in New York 

was never unified. Further divisions were created by 

questions of Free Soil and the Wilmot Proviso, "both of 

which the Radicals favored. At the Hunker-dominated state 

convention in 18H-8 the Radicals, now called Barnburners, 

bolted and nominated John A. Dix for governor and Martin 

Van Buren for president on the Free Soil ticket. Although 

a compromise was worked out after the 18^8 election, the 

spirit of distrust remained until the issues that had 

provoked the division were no longer of importance. 

Anti-rent violence had virtually ended after the 

murder of Osman Steele in 18*+5j but resistance to the lease-

hold system did not. It was simply transferred to the realm 

of politics, and until 1851 the Anti-Rent Party continued to 

exert its influence on state politics. In February, l8*+7* 

John Young issued pardons for the prisoners who had been 

convicted in the Delaware County riots in 18^5.^ Through 

the political efforts of-the Anti-Rent Party, the state 

legislature approved court action to test the validity of 

the landlords' titles. The election of friendly sheriffs 

and local officials paralyzed the efforts of landlords to 

^Whitman, II, 186. 

^Christman, p. 293. 
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collect rents• In 18?C the New York supreme court outlawed 

the quartersale clause on existing leases, and that same 

year Ira Harris5 now justice of the court, ruled the 

88 

Van Rensselaer* title invalid.00 In 1852, Samuel Rugglesv 

speaking for the court of appeals, declared that perpetual 

leases were really estates in fee and therefore could con-
89 

tain no restrictions on land alienation. By this time 

most landlords had agreed to sell their lands to the tenants 

on equitable terms. Although there were flare-ups of anti-

rent agitation until the 1880's, the great wave of resistance 

ended by 1850* 
$ if sje sfc 

Anti-rent agitation in New lork during the 18M-0' s, 

brought about the defeat of Silas Wright in his bid for 

re-election in 18H-6 and thereby provoked disruption of the 

Democratic state organization two years later * The anti-

renters were able to accomplish this because they held the 

balance of political power. Fright had been pressured into 

accepting the gubernatorial nomination at Syracuse iti 

and won the election that autumn by a resounding majority. 

In tnis election he carried all the leasehold counties,, In 

18M+, Wright's chief desire had been for- political retirement, 

and his selection a.i governor was unfortunate both for himself 

88lbid., p. 302» 

®^E11 is, Landlordgi j«i)d Farmers t p« 300, 
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and for New York. His actions as governor reveal a marked 

absence of those qualities that had made him a great states-

man. His leadership in the Senate had won him the title "The 

American Cato." Wright refused to exert a strong leadership 

over New York Democrats which was desperately needed at that 

time. His actions on state matters, especially anti-rentisin, 

exhibit an even greater lack of statesmanship» 

When Wright assumed the governorship one of the most 

vexing problems was anti-rentism. Although he knew little 

about the anti-rent movement, he recognized the anachronistic 

inconsistency of the feudal landholding system in New York 

and the evils it produced. As a Democrat and farmer he felt 

no partiality toward the landlords, but he also recognized 

that the unlawful methods of resistance employed by the 

tenants posed an imminent danger for law enforcement in New 

York. It is difficult to fully comprehend the emotional 

climate in New York produced by the anti-rent outrages of 

18¥+. Should these conditions have been allowed to continue, 

the rights of property owners throughout the state would have 

been jeopardized* Therefore, although Wright sympathized 

with the tenants, he was determined to take forceful action 

to prevent further outbreaks of violence. Had Silas Wright 

been more perceptive and less dogmatic in his attitude toward 

the anti-renters at this point, he might have avoided defeat 

in 18W-6. Had he wanted to institute immediate landholding 

reforms when he became governor, the anti-rent murders and 
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excitement in Hudson, New York, compelled him to center his 

attention on "breaking the power of the anti-rent "Indians 

Wright's first mistake in connection with the anti-

rent problem was to rely too heavily on the advice of Martin 

Van Bur en, Azariah C. Flagg, Michael Hoffman, and other-

political friends whose conservatism "blinded their per-

spective on this and other state matters,, By 18^5 these 

.Radicals had "become so engrossed in their own party feuding 

that they failed to see the true merits of the anti-rent 

movement and observed only the threats it posed for their 

own conservative political philosophy. Since Wright's 

political ideas generally coincided with those held by 

Yan Buren et al., he became increasingly dependent on their 

advice in anti-rent matters. Wright's personal strength lay 

in placing principle before politics] expediency, but in 

relation to anti-rentism such an attitude led to disaster. 

Wright's second error was refusing to institute immediate 

reforms before illegal resistance to law enforcement had sub-

sided in the leasehold counties* Unlike his predecessor? 

William C. Bouck, Wright had never toured the troubled areas tc 

gain first hand knowledge of the problems facing the tenants. 

Instead he relied on the frequently biased reports that cir-

culated in Albany. Although there is no evidence that law-

lessness would have ended when action was taken to alleviate 

tenant grievances, a forceful program would have ensured this 

end. If Wright had shown by deed, if not by word, that he 
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sympathized with the plight of the tenants in 18^5? he 

could have retained their support. By refusing to consider 

tenant grievances his first year, he punished the innocent 

•with the guilty. 

Silas Wright's third mistake was his failure to supervise 

the anti-rent trials in Delaware County following Osman Steele's 

murder in August, 18^5. Had he done so he could easily have 

prevented the flagrant miscarriage of justice perpetrated 

there* Because he failed to act in this crisis, the anti-

renters credited him with most of the blame and determined to 

oust him as soon as possible. It is difficult to ascertain 

Wright's attitude toward the Delaware trials. There is a 

surprising gap in Wright's extant correspondence from August, 

18^5? to December, 18k-CJ, Perhaps this correspondence was 

deliberately destroyed. Radical politicians frequently 

requested that their confidential letters be burned. After 

the Delaware County trials, there was no turning back. Even 

a program of amnesty for the anti-rent prisoners, which on 

principle Wright could not support, would not have averted 

their desire to overthrow him. His program for leasehold 

reform in 18^6 came too late. At the election of 18̂ +6 the 

anti-renters remembered Silas Wriglit as the governor who 

refused to listen to their grievances. 

Silas Wright was a failure as governor of New York, 

Although the sincerity of his actions cannot be denied, his 
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attitude toward the anti-rent problem was shortsighted, 

Because he upheld political principle when he ought to 

have taken a pragmatic view of a dangerous political 

situation, he consistently made the wrong moves. 



APPENDIX 

In the short span of two years, the Anti-Rent Party-

stimulated popular interest- for its cause by its use of 

campaign songs and political satire. The following selections 

include two popular anti-rent "ballads and a parody of Wolsey' s 

speech to Cromwell from Shakespeare's King Henry VIII, Act III, 

Scene ii. All three selections first appeared in the in-

fluential anti-rent newspaper the Albany Freeholder. 

Anti -Rent Song"* 

tune--"The Little Pig's Tail" 

What has caused the great Commotion, motion, motion 
Our whole State through! 

It is the ball that's rolling on, 
For the right of soil and a title true. 

And for them we'll go to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for them we'll go to a man. 

Have you heard from the neighboring towns, towns, towns, 
This district through? 

The People all are wide awake, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for them we'll go to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for them we'll go to a man. 

Who shall, we have for Governors. Governors, Governors, 
Our will to do? 

Oh, Young and Gardiner are the men 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

1Albany Freeholder, October 27, l,8?+6« 

28 
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And for them •we'll vote to a. man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for them we'll vote to a man,. 

Who will we have for Senator, Senator, Senator, 
Who's strong and true? 

Oh, Harris is the man of men. 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for him we'll vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for him-we'11 vote to a man. 

Hark! I hear the voice of Harris, Harris, Harris, 
I see him too 5 

He stands erect, he's clinching the nail, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for him we'll vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for him we'll vote to a man. 

Who shall we have for Congress, Congress, Congress, 
Who, tell us who? 

Why Johnny I. would fight or die. 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for him we'll vote to a man, man. in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for him we'11 vote to a man. 

Who must we have for Sheriff, Sheriff, Sheriff, 
Who'11 justice do? 

Oh, Oscar Tyler would "burst his biler" 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soi1 and a title true, 

And for him we'll vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for him we'll vote to a man* 

Who shall we have for County Clerk, Clerk, Clerk, 
Who111 the recording do? 

Why Lawrence Van Leusen is the man 
For the right of soil and a title true. 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for him wo'11 vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for him we'11 vote to a man. 

Have you heard of Watson, Treadwell, Fuller, and Co., 
They're the ones to wield our guns. 
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For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for them we'll vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for them we'll vote to a man. 

Awake, Awake, ye Anti-Renters, Renters, Renters, 
Your aim pursue; 

Let every soul go up to the poll 
For the right of soil and a title true, 
For the right of soil and a title true, 

And for them we'll vote to a man, man, in spite of 
MANOR VAN, 

And for them we'll vote to a man. 

Anti-Rent Song of Triumph2 

(air: "Dan Tucker") 

As I've got time I'll tell you all 
The Counties that go no rent this fall, 
'Tis easy and thus 'tis done— 
They all did go for Johnny Young® 

Chorus; Then Silas Wright, get out of 
Make room now for honest men, 

that 
sir, 

Chair, sir: 

Get out of the way you Silas Wright, sir 
Make room now for Johnny Young, sir. 

Did Albany begin to dance. 
And woke dear Silas from his trance, 
'Tis hard for him the boys to beat, 
Who on the Kelderberg do eat. 

Chorus: 

Next came the news from Rensselaer— 
'Tis mighty bad for me says Van, sir5 
For Silas too, it is a. roarer, 
And speaks in louder terms than thunder. 

Chorus: 

More news has come from Columbia's shores, 
It makes Van Buren grit no more, 
And old Schoharie in the distance rolls, 
A mighty sound to all the fours. 

Chorus: 

"Albany Freeholder, December 9, 18!+6 * 
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Old Delaware did do her best., 
To put the winded nag to .rest| 
Of Anti-Rent votes she has got lots, 
Long time ago she had the Botts. 

Chorus: 

To all good men conjoined I say 
Be up and dressed and swear today. 
To remove afar this crying sin} 
To pick your flints and try again. 

Chorus: 

Berne E.I. 

'i 

"Cato's Speech to Prince John" 

Prince John, I did not think to shed a tear-
In all my miseries; hut thou hast forced me , 
Out of my misfortune, to play the woman. 
Let's dry our eyes, and thus far hear* we, Prince John! 
And when I am forgotten, as I shall be. 
And sleep in old St. Lawrence, when no mention 
Of me must more be heard; say then I taught thee: 
Say, Cato, that once was Governor, 
And sounded all the depths and shoals of honor, 
Found thee a way out of his wreck, to rise in, 
A sure and safe one—though thy master missed it; 
Mark but my fall, and that which ruined me. 
Prince John, I charge thee, fling away ambition; 
By that sin fell thy father; then how can thou. 
The image of thy father, hope to win by't? 
Love thyself first-—deceive those hearts that trust thee; 
Corruption wins much more than honesty. 
Still, in thy right hand (as at Hudson; carry blows3 
To silence envious tongues® Be bold and fear not-
Let all the ends thou aim'st at be thy party, 
Thy kindred and thyself: then if thou fall'st, Prince John, 
Thou fall'st a blessed martyr* Repent and serve 
The Hunkers--and Prythee, help me on; 
But take an inventory of all I have, 
To the last penny—'tis the State1 s. My oath. 
And the anti-rent fee I gave thee, is all 
I dare now call my own. 0 Prince John! Prince John! 
Had I but served the State with half the zeal 
I served thee, it would, not, in mine eye, 
Have left me naked to mine enemies. 

"Albany Freeholder. December 305 18MS. 
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