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The Whig party, which existed in the United States

approximately twenty years, 1834-1854, was a coalition of

diverse economic, political and social groups united by

their disapproval of Jacksonian politics and methods. This

minority organization derived its strength from powerful

congressional leaders, who held strongly nationalistic ideas

regarding economic policy and governmental function, which

had a profound and lasting influence on American political

and economic thought. In the battle for the presidency,

however, Whig leaders sometimes resorted to the expediency

of subverting their views and choosing military heroes as

candidates in order to attract a larger electorate. This

study examines the Whigs in the context of the presidential

campaigns of 1840, 1844, and 1848, with major emphasis on

the national issues which dominated each election and

influenced the choice of candidates and development of

tactics.
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CHAPTER I

CHARACTERISTICS OF AMERICAN WHIGGERY

The Whig party in the United States evolved in the

mid-1830's from a combination of diverse, often contradictory,

economic, political, and social factions, which were opposed

to Jacksonian Democracy's policies and methods. Inherent

in its status as an opposition party were certain features

which determined its character and course of action in the

presidential elections which occurred during its brief

history, encompassing approximately the years 1834-1854.

The negativism in its genesis and the diversity of its

membership deprived Whiggery of a strong base upon which to

develop a comprehensive and positive program, which would

have provided a sufficiently broad appeal to the general

electorate. Therefore, although the Whig party served as

a dynamic and necessary force in the development of the second

two party system in America's political history, it usually

remained a minority organization.

While Whig leaders held definite, although sometimes

varying, economic principles, they could exert them only as

a modifying influence on government policy, not as the
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central rationale for development of the American economy.

Ironically, it was the success of this influence which

contributed to the decline of Whiggery. As modified Whig

principles regarding the tariff, banking and currency

legislation, and other economic measures were adopted by

the majority in response to the demands of an increasingly

complex and expanding economy, the need for fervent opposition

to Democratic policies dissipated and, with it, the vitality

of the Whigs.

Throughout the years of their existence, however, Whig

economic policies represented the minority point of view.

Their predecessors, the National Republicans, met defeat

in 1832, when they ran Henry Clay against the Democrat,

Andrew Jackson, and William Wirt, the Antimasonic candidate.

They were known as Whigs when they lost again in 1836, when

they offered three sectional candidates in opposition to

Martin Van Buren--Daniel Webster, William Henry Harrison,

and Hugh Lawson White--with the hope of forcing a decision

by the House of Representatives.

1Irving H. Bartlett, Daniel Webster (New York: W.W.
Norton and Company, Inc., 1978), pp. 147-48; Arthur Charles
Cole, The Whig Party in the South (Washington: American
Historical Association, 1913), pp. 39-42.
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Not until 1840 did the Whig party mature into an

organization capable of conducting a well-coordinated

national campaign. The Whigs had learned that in order to

win elections which would give them the opportunity to

shape policy, it was necessary to refrain from a forthright

declaration of principles and choose less politically

orthodox men as "available" candidates, men who stood a

good chance of election, whom the real party leaders hoped

to control once they were in office. In the two elections

in which the Whigs captured the presidency, 1840 and 1848,

they did so by subverting Whig principles and by offering

as candidates military heroes of relatively obscure political

convictions. Even this lesson in political expediency came

slowly and reluctantly, for in the intervening election year

of 1844, they met defeat in the candidacy of that most notable

exponent of Whiggery, Henry Clay, running on a platform of

explicitly-defined Whig principles..2

2 Eber Malcolm Carroll, Origins of the Whig Pary (Durham,
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1925; reprint ed., Ann Arbor,
Michigan: University Microfilms, Inc., 1961), pp. 160-64,
169-70, 215-20; Cole, Whig Party, pp. 58-59; Richard
Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party System: The Rise of Legiti-
mate Opposition in the United States, 1780-1840 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1969), pp. 247, 268; Norman D.
Brown, Daniel Webster and the Politics of Availability (Athens,
Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 1969), vi; Wilfred
Ellsworth Binkley, American Political Parties: Their Natural
History, 3d ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1958), x-xii;
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In each of these election years, 1840, 1844, and 1848,

Whig success or failure, as that of any political party,

was determined essentially by the leaders' perception of the

issues and their choice of candidates and strategy in response

to this perception. For an understanding of these elements--

issues, choice of candidates and strategy--it is necessary

to review briefly the origin of the Democratic and Whig

parties and their important differences in composition and

principles.

The popular presidential elections which occurred

between 1824 and 1840 expedited and defined separate party

alignments which resulted in the Whig and Democratic parties.

The Democrats began to take shape in 1824, with Andrew

Jackson's unsuccessful campaign against John Quincy Adams.

By 1828-1832, the party had developed a mass-appeal campaign

style which swept Jackson into office. The "Democracy"

found its strength in the emerging class consciousness of

Ulrich B. Phillips, "The Southern Whigs," in Essays in
American History (1910; reprint ed., New York: Peter Smith,
1951), pp. 220-21; Arthur N. Holcombe, The Middle Classes
in American Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1940), pp. 186-87; Pendleton Herring, The Politics
of Democracy: American Parties in Action (New York: Rinehart
and Company, 1940)., p. 82; William Graham Sumner, "Politics
in America," North American Review 122(1876):72-73.
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the small farmer of the North and South, the pioneer farmers

of the Northwest, and the laborers of the Northeast. These

groups were attracted by the Democrats' hard money and

anti-national bank policies and by their promise of equality

and support of westward expansion. Mercantile and shipping

interests joined the ranks in response to the Democrats'

free-trade policy.3 The Democrats also had a magnetic

force in the leadership of Andrew Jackson. He attracted a

large personal following through his ability to recognize

and exploit this emerging class consciousness and through

the appeal of his own personality, which embodied many

qualities of the frontier spirit, self-reliant individualist,

4
and self-made man. Under Jackson, the Democrats developed

3 Binkley, Political Parties, pp. ix, 120, 144; Richard P.
McCormick, The Second American Party System: Party Formation
in the Jacksonian Era (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North
Carolina Press, 1966), p. 12.

4 Binkley, Political Parties, pp. 121, 134; Carroll,
Origins, pp. 25-26; Allen Johnson, "The Nationalizing
Influence of Party," Yale Review 15(1906-07):290; John William
Ward, Andrew Jackson: Symbol for an Age (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1955), passim. In disagreeing with the
common view that Jackson and the Democratic party managers
exploited the opportunities offered by emerging popular
movements, Ward develops the thesis that Jackson did not
become a symbolic figure as a result of exploiting public
sentiment but because he truly was a product of the times.
Through his own experiences and the force of his personality,
he became an effective instrument for projecting the age's
leading ideas.
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a program of hard money, separation of government funds

from banking, opposition to monopolies as subversive of

the equal rights of the people, free trade, and resistance

5
to governmental interference in the economy.

Various dates--1832, 1833, and 1834--are given by

historians in identifying the origin of the Whig party.

Anti-Jackson opposition began to reform and expand after

1832 as a specific reaction to the president's veto of

the bill rechartering the second Bank of the United States,

but not until 1834 did it assume the name "Whig," signifying

opposition to the presidential autocracy of "King Andrew."6

The party was composed of National Republicans, most Anti-

masons, and disgruntled Democrats, tenuously held together

by their mutual opposition to Jackson's autocratic manner

of executing what they considered irresponsible Democratic

practices, especially removal of deposits from the national

bank. National Whig leaders were those congressmen who

were particularly rankled by Jackson's use of the veto

5Binkley, Political Parties, pp. 143-44.

6 Henry Clay, The Works of Henry Clay: Comprising His
Life, Correspondence and Speeches, ed. Calvin Colton, 10

vols. (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1904) 2:129-30; Brown,
Daniel Webster, pp. 69-70.
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to supersede the authority of constituted leaders and appeal

directly to the electorate.7

Within Whig ranks were men whose ideas of government

and economic policy were often contradictory to one another.

Those who identified with the National Republicans believed

in a broad construction of the Constitution, which would

encourage federal control of the economy through such

centralizing policies as a national bank with its private

stockholders, who would have a vested interest in the success

of the government; a currency stabilized by the bank; and

a self-sufficient economic system as exemplified by Henry

Clay's "American System," by which a combination of protective

tariff and internal improvements would create a strong alliance

between the manufacturing Northeast and the farming areas

of the West and South. Tied in with the protective tariff

7Binkley, Political Parties, pp. 158, 170-71; Holcombe,
Middle Classes, pp. 263-64; Cole, Whig Party, pp. 40-49;
W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots, 1836-1892 (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1955), pp. 2-6; William G.
Carleton, "Political Aspects of the Van Buren Era," South
Atlantic Quarterly 50(1951):168; Lynn L. Marshall, "The
Strange Stillbirth of the Whig Party," American Historical
Review 72(1967):446-49, 464; Carroll, Origins, p. 124;
Bartlett, Webster, p. 145; John Quincy Adams, Memoirs of
John Quincy Adams, Comprising Portions of His Diary from
1795 to 1848, ed. Charles Francis Adams, 12 vols. (Phila-
delphia: J.B. Lippincott and Company, 1874-77) 9:160.
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would be the distribution to the states of the proceeds

from the sale of public lands. Such distribution would

reduce the (temporary) surplus in the federal treasury and

justify the need for a protective tariff, while tying the

states more closely to the national government. Although

most Whigs believed all classes would benefit from such a

system, the more obvious and direct beneficiaries would be

the bankers, merchants, and manufacturers.

Many of these ideas were antagonistic to the southern

state's-rights view of strict construction of the Constitution,

which would limit the power of the federal government and

leave the states free to regulate themselves. Because the

South was blessed with a natural transportation system in

the Mississippi River and other navigable streams, as well

as by eastern and southern coastlines, southerners were not

interested in supporting a national program of internal

improvements. Most abhorrent of the national Whig policies

was the protective tariff. Southern planters, especially

the major cotton producers, many of whom were Whigs, wanted

a relatively free trade policy congenial to their association

with British textile manufacturers. Even within this phalanx

of Whigs there were exceptions, such as the sugar, hemp,

and indigo growers, who wanted protection from foreign



9

competition. These planters and the men with whom they

shared financial interests and community leadership posi-

tions--merchants, bankers, doctors, lawyers, and newspaper

editors--were in agreement, however, on Whig banking and

currency policy.

Other elements who joined the Whig party included:

the small farmers in the North and West, who wanted a stable

currency and a program of internal improvements, which would

give them better access to the markets; those farmers who

were protectionists because their particular produce was

subject to foreign competition; and those who followed the

politics of their urban customers. 8

Although both the northern and southern wings of Whiggery

included people of small income, party leadership tended to

8
Brown, Daniel Webster, pp. 69-70, 76; Edward Stanwood,

A History of the Presi From 1788 to 1897, 2 vols. (New
York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1898) 1:182-83; Burnham,
Presidential Ballots, pp. 2-6; Binkley, Political Parties,
pp. 153-72; Arthur B. Darling, Political Changes in
Massachusetts, 1824-1848 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1925), pp. 182-83; Glyndon G. Van Deusen, "Some Aspects of
Whig Thought and Theory in the Jacksonian Period," American
Historical Review 63(1957):305-22; Charles G. Sellers, Jr.,
"Who Were the Southern Whigs?" American Historical Review
59(1954):340-46; Kinley J. Brauer, Cotton Versus Conscience:
Massachusetts Whig Politics and Southwestern Expansion,
1843-1848 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1957),
pp. 15-17; Albert D. Kirwan, John J. Crittenden: The Struggle
for the Union (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
1962), pp. 125-26; Cole, Whig Party, p. 58.
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come from the more affluent class, who wanted a government

policy protective of their capital and property. They were

conservative not only in their economic views but in their

resistance to the egalitarian tendencies of Jacksonian

democracy. In their economic programs and political outlook,

the Whigs saw their role as one of upholding constitutional

government against the pressures of radical democracy. It

was this conservative, somewhat aristocratic view of society,

perhaps more than anything else, which kept the southern

Whigs in a party whose congressional leaders worked so

arduously for tariff and internal improvements legislation,

considered antithetical to southern interests.9

This coalition of paternalists and state's-righters

was preserved only by the constant efforts of the nation's

most talented statesmen, but by the 1840's, the Whigs were

modifying their sectional differences in the interest of

10
party and national harmony. In 1840, southern and northern

9
Carleton, "Political Aspects," pp. 173-74; Marshall,

"The Strange Stillbirth," p. 461; Phillips, "The Southern
Whigs'," pp. 205-06, 209, 215; Binkley, Political Parties,
p. 169; Carroll, Origins, pp. 187-215, 226-27; Eugene H.
Roseboom, A History of Presidential Elections, 2d ed. (New
York: The Macmillan Co., 1964), p. 125; Sidney Warren, The
Battle for the Presidency (New York: J.B. Lippincott Company,
1968), p. 80; [Washington] National Intelligencer, 3 November
1834, 21 November 1838, and 8 January 1839.

1 0 Phillips, "The Southern Whigs," pp. 209, 215; Binkley,
Political Parties, p. 153.
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Whigs joined in crushing the Democrats and gained for Whig

congressional leaders the opportunity to inaugurate their

economic policies. By the mid-forties, however, the

annexation of Texas and the question of extending slavery

into the vast new territories acquired from Mexico in a war

precipitated by that annexation dominated the presidential

election campaigns of 1844 and 1848. These crucial issues

threatened to divide not only the Whigs but also their more

homogeneous Democratic adversaries and, indeed, the Union

itself. A study of these elections- -1840, 1844, and 1848--

will reveal the manner in which the Whigs, as a minority

party of divergent economic and political factions, responded

to these issues in its efforts to capture the presidency.

11
Phillips, "The Southern Whigs," p. 217; Carleton,

"Political Aspects," pp. 169-70.



CHAPTER II

WHIG CAMPAIGN TACTICS IN THE

ELECTION OF 1840

The presidential election of 1840 has captured the

attention of politicians, political strategists and analysts,

historians, and other interested observers from the 1840's

until the present time. The Whig organizational structure

and strategy which led to William Henry Harrison's election

over the incumbent Democratic president, Martin Van Buren,

established precedents upon which American political parties

have continued to pattern their election campaigns. An

emotional appeal to the people, based upon an espousal of

sympathetic concern for their economic problems and upon an

identification with the electorate on a fraternal level, such

as that which led to the Whig victory in 1840, has often

resulted in election victories. It is doubtful, however,

that any subsequent political campaign has brought about an

opposition party's defeat by contrasting so effectively a

falsified image of an aristocratic, luxury-loving president

against the harsh realities of an economic depression. Few

political parties have been so adept, also, at avoiding a

12
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statement of their own economic policies while indicting

those of the opposition. The Whigs, under the guidance of

an able political organization, assumed the initiative by

attacking the administration's economic policies and

fabricating stories about Van Buren's personal extravagance.

During the hard times of 1840, they succeeded in turning the

"common man" against the party which, under Andrew Jackson,

had first recognized the importance of an expanding

electorate.2

By careful selection of an innocuous candidate and by

organizing a campaign which appealed to the emotions rather

than to reason, the Whigs successfully avoided presenting

their own economic views. In William Henry Harrison, hero

of the Battle of Tippecanoe, they found a candidate who

Lyon G. Tyler, The Letters and Times of the Tylers,
3 vols. (1894-96; reprint ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1970),
1:618; Edward Stanwood, A History of the Presidency From
1788 to 1897, 2 vols. (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1898), 1:192; William N. Chambers, "The Election of 1840,"
in The History of American Presidential Elections, 1789-1968,
ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. and Fred L. Israel, 4 vols.
(New York: Chelsea House, 1971) 1:644.

2 James C. Curtis, The Fox at Bay: Martin Van Buren and
the Presidency, 1837-1841 (Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 1970), p. 191; E. Malcolm Carroll, Origins of the
Whig Party (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1925;
reprint ed., Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilms,
Inc., 1961), p. 217.
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combined the appeal of a military hero with that of the

frontier statesman and farmer, untainted by any prolonged

contact with national politics.3 In selling their candidate,

the Whigs nearly inundated the voter under an avalanche of

songs, slogans, parades, and cider. So beguiled was this

voter with the convivial and democratic appeal of "log

cabins" and "hard cider" that he failed to notice that the

Whigs had not declared their position on the issues.4 By

deliberate and careful design, the Whigs, whose leadership

represented the interests of the merchants, bankers, and

manufacturers, won the election under the guise of being

the party of the people. 5

While the Whigs demonstrated proficiency in learning

the art of popular politics from the Democrats by selecting

a general with the "repute of victory upon him" as their

3William N. Chambers and Walter Dean Burnham, The
American Party Systems: Stages of Political Development
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 644; Eugene H.
Roseboom, A History of Presidential Elections, 2d ed. (New
York: Macmillan Company, 1969), p. 119.

4Rexford G. Tugwell, How They Became President (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1964), p. 114.

5
Robert G. Gunderson, The Log-Cabin Campaign (Lexington:

University Press of Kentucky, 1957), p. 20; Chambers and
Burnham, American Party Systems, p. 644; Roseboom, Presi-
dential Elections, p. 116.
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candidate, to Whig leaders, Harrison offered another advantage.

He had not been part of the development of Whig Party

organization or associated with any divisive issues and would

not alienate those party members who might object to prominent

leaders in the political arena such as Senators Daniel

Webster and Henry Clay. Beyond innocuous objectives,

Harrison had no commitments; therefore, no one could really

be against him.6

These qualities in Harrison were important to a party

as complex in its membership as that of the Whig party.

Taking its name from the middle-class English party which

sought to limit the king's power, the Whig party had coalesced

the diverse elements which opposed "King Andrew" to challenge

the Democrats in the election of 1836. The predominant Whig

leadership was made up of the remnants of the Federalist and

National Republican parties.7 Basically conservative, these

men favored national banking, high tariffs, internal improve-

ments, and distribution of the surplus federal revenue among

6Tugwell, President, pp. 112, 116, 120; Herbert Agar,
The People's Choice: From Washington to Harding; A Study
in Democracy (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1933),
p. 133; Joel H. Silbey, Political Id pg and Voting
Behavior in the Age of Jackson (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1973), p. 43.

7
Gunderson, Log-Cabin, pp. 19-23.

I
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the states. Included in the constituency, however, were

such diverse and antagonistic groups as Masons and Anti-

masons, abolitionists and pro-slavery men, high protectionists

and low protectionists, state's-righters and nationalists. 8

Alarm at social and economic reforms that might be dis-

advantageous to "property" and fear of "mob" influence upon

9government united these groups.

Although they were united in opposing "mobocracy,"

there was much conflict of economic interests within the

party. While most Whigs supported internal improvements,

some, especially eastern financiers and speculators, opposed

a liberal land policy. Manufacturers, too, feared that cheap

lands would take away their labor supply. In the West, as

in other sections, Whig support came from all those who

opposed Van Buren but tended to concentrate in the wealthy,

more densely populated areas. In the South a coalition of

urban commercial and banking leaders and a majority of the

planters, with whom they shared economic interests, controlled

the party. While they were united in support of Whig banking

8 Sidney Warren, The Battle for the Presideny (New
York: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1968), p. 80.

9
Ibid.; Charles T. Congdon, Reminiscences of a Journalist

(Boston: James R. Osgood and Company, 1880) p. 60; Albany
Evening Journal, 25 November 1839.
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and currency policies, there was disagreement over the

tariff. Cotton planters desired low tariffs, and the

producers of sugar cane, hemp, and indigo and those few

who were engaged in manufacturing wanted protection from

foreign competition. There was also a natural difference

of opinion on internal improvements between the tidewater

and Mississippi River-area planters and the people who lived

in the more isolated communities.10

Harrison served to ameliorate these divergent economic,

geographic, and social groups within the "universal Whig

party" and to unite them behind his campaign. Furthermore,

he had demonstrated his vote-getting power in a national

election as a candidate in 1836, when he had carried the

Northwest and made significant inroads into the Democratic

stronghold of Pennsylvania.12 There were some who deplored

1 0 Charles G. Sellers, Jr., "Who Were the Southern Whigs?"
American Historical Review 59(1954):340-46; Gunderson,
Log-Cabin, pp. 25-28; Wilford E. Binkley, American Political
Parties: Their Natural History, 3d ed. (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1958), p. 193.

1 1 Washington Globe, 16 March 1840.

1 2 Roseboom, Presidential Elections, p. 119; Horace
Greeley, Recollections of a Bus Life, 2 vols. (1872; reprint
ed., Port Washington, New York: Kennikat Press, 1971), 1:113;
Norman D. Brown, Daniel Webster and the Politics of Availa-
bility (Athens, Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 1969),
pp. 161-62.
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this resort to expediency and resented the bypassing of

Webster and Clay, either of whom they believed could have

been elected, with "Whig principles . . . so firmly

established as to secure their permanent ascendancy."1 3

Others foresaw in the desertion of Clay and the falling

"back on the Jackson principle of belief in military fame,

without a Jackson to lead," a "strong symptom of . . .

1,l4
future discomfiture." John Quincy Adams expressed strong

doubts regarding Harrison's qualifications: "If he is not

found timeserving, demagogical, unsteady, and Western sectional,

he will more than satisfy my present expectations."1i Party

leaders, however, recognized Harrison's appeal to the "common

man" as the key to winning the popular support necessary to

building a majority. They nominated him simply because he

R. McKinley Ormsby, A History of the Whig Party or
Some of its Main Features, with a Hurried Glance at the
Formation of Parties in the United States, and the Outlines
of the History of the Principal Parties of the Country to
the Present Time, etc. (Boston: Crosby, Nichols and Company,
1859), p. 292.

1 4 Henry Clay, The Works of Henry Clay: Comprising His
Life, Correspondence and Speeches, ed. Calvin Colton, 10
vols. (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1904), p. 88.

isJohn Quincy Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams,
Comprising Portions of His Diary, from 1795 to 1848, ed.
Charles Francis Adams, 12 vols. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippin-
cott and Company, 1874-77) 10:366.

+. I
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was "available," i.e., the candidate who could attract the

most votes. To balance the ticket and placate Henry Clay's

friends, the Whigs chose as their vice-presidential

candidate John Tyler, a state's rights ex-Democrat from

16
Virginia.

The 1839 nominating convention at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania,

which chose "Tippecanoe and Tyler, too," dissolved "without

adopting any resolutions or publishing any address to set

forth the principles upon which their candidates, if elected,

would administer the government; or any reasons why they

17ought to be preferred to the incumbents." Instead,

delegates relied upon a generalized and emotionalized

exposure of the abuses of the administration to provide the

. 18safest campaign course.

16 Atu .ClTeIArthur C. Cole, The higj Party in the South (Washington:
American Historical Association, 1913) p. 59; Greeley,
Recollections, 1:130-31; Philip Hone, The Diary of Philip
Hone., 1828-1851, ed. Allan Nevins, 2 vols. (New York: Dodd,
Mead, and Company, 1927) 1:444; Brown, Daniel Webster, pp.
163-64.

1 7 Jabez D. Hammond, The History of Political Parties in
the State of New York: From the Ratification of the Federal
Constitution to December, 1840, 2 vols. (Cooperstown, New
York: H. and E. Phinney, 1844) 2:518; Chambers, "Election
of 1840," pp. 700-13, Appendix.

1 8 Chambers and Burnham, American Party Systems, p. 102;
Tyler, Letters and Times, 1:618.

l
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Powerful party leaders plotted the campaign. The

most notable of these were led by the persuasive Thurlow

Weed, editor of the Albany Evening Journal, ably assisted

by Horace Greeley, editor of the literary journal, the New

Yorker, and, later, of the campaign paper, the Log Cabin.

In this group, also, was the New York politician and governor,

William Henry Seward. Another strong Whig organization was

that in Pennsylvania, headed by the dour, but fear-inspiring

Whig-Antimason, Thaddeus Stevens, a Gettysburg lawyer, real

estate operator, and iron manufacturer.19 A reporter for

the Democratic Richmond Enquirer unwittingly supplied the

theme of the Whig campaign by suggestion that if Harrison

were given "'a barrel of hard cider and a pension of two

thousand a year . . he will sit the remainder of his days

contented in a log cabin."'20 Although at least one advisor

suggested that Harrison's log cabin image might be overdone,

as "people residing in log-cabins do not want for a President,

a man no better off than themselves . . ," the Whig

21campaign managers recognized its value. So avidly did

19 Gunderson, Log-Cabin, pp. 29-40.

2 0 Thurlow Weed, Autobiography of Thurlow Weed, ed. Harriet A.
Weed (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1883), p. 493.

Erastus Root to Harrison, 25 March 1840, William Henry
Harrison Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (on
microfilm, North Texas State University).

1
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they seize upon this theme that they launched the campaign

in Baltimore on May 14, 1840, with no less than eight log-

cabin floats. 22 Harrison became synonymous with "log

cabin" and "hard cider." Issue and candidate were combined

in such campaign rhetoric as "'we have fallen upon hard

times, and the remedy seems to be 'Hard Cider.'" 23

In an allegedly equalitarian age in which it was

necessary to project a kinship with the people, the Whigs

found in the log cabin a denominator common to all Americans.

The pageantry supposedly expressed fraternity, deepened

by that confident individualism characteristic of American

society in the nineteenth century.24 By projecting the log

cabin as a symbol of American strength and character, the

Whigs flattered the "people"--the builders of those log

cabins, the conquerors of the wilderness--and gave them a

renewed sense of confidence and pride in themselves. Whig

orators expounded upon the log cabin theme throughout the

countryside. Perhaps no orator recalled his log cabin

heritage with greater sentiment than Webster. He regretted

22
Gunderson, Log-Cabin, p. 3.

23
[Washington] National Intelligencer, 14 January 1840;

Warren, Battle for the Presidency, p. 87.

2 4 Dixon R. Fox, "The Economic Status of the New York
Whigs," Political Science Quarterly 33(1918):501-18.
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that he had not been born in a log cabin, as his elder

brother and sister had been, and vowed that if he ever

failed to venerate "'HIM who reared and defended it against

savage violence and destruction, cherished all the domestic

virtues beneath its roof, may my name and the name of my

posterity, be blotted from the memory of MANKIND!" 2 5

Thurlow Weed saw the log cabin also as "an emblem of

the simplicity that should characterize republican institu-

tions, . . . which the people have determined to bring back

26to their affairs." New York City's aristocratic mayor,

Philip Hone., was more candid in his assessment of the theme.

He observed the great mistake made by the friends of Van

Buren through their sneers, which had furnished the Whigs

"these powerful weapons 'log cabin' and 'hard cider,'" and

he noted that it "makes a personal hurrah for Harrison which

cannot in any way be gotten up for Van Buren, and which

will . . . carry him in the Presidency." 2 7

In truth, Harrison was the descendant of Virginia

aristocrats and was "as far from being a product of struggle

25 National Intelligencer, 4 September 1840.

26 Thurlow Weed, Memoir of Thurlow Weed, ed. Thurlow Weed
Barnes (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1884), p. 81.

2 7Hone, Diary, 1:486.
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with the forest and unbroken grasslands as it is possible

to imagine." 2 8  His "log cabin" had been a temporary abode,

later surrounded and overshadowed by a stately farmhouse.

Harrison had kept the cabin for sentimental reasons. The

army career which later brought him fame began in 1791 on

the Ohio frontier, where he distinguished himself as aide

to General Anthony Wayne and, in 1798, he became commandant

of Fort Washington. With the help of his father-in-law,

John Cleves Symmes, an enterprising land speculator in the

Northwest, Harrison became secretary of the Northwest

Territory in 1798, and, in 1799, the territorial legislature's

delegate to Congress. In 1800, John Adams appointed Harrison

governor of the newly-created Indiana Territory. Before the

outbreak of the War of 1812, he was put in command of the

Northwestern Army, in which capacity he won the "widely

heralded, but rather dubious victories at Tippecanoe [1811]

and the Thames." 2 9

Harrison had served briefly in the United States House

of Representatives and won a Senate seat in 1824. He had

28 Tugwell, President, p. 117; Freeman Cleaves, Old
Tippecanoe: William Henry Harrison and His Times (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1939), pp. 1-6.

29 Gunderson, Log-Cabin, p. 112; Cleaves, Harrison,
pp. 7-32, 98-102, 117-18, 195-204.
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served in this capacity less than a year when John Quincy

Adams appointed him as the first United States minister to

Colombia. He was recalled from this post because of his

complicity in a local insurrection. At the time of his

nomination by the Whigs, Harrison had returned to his farm

in Ohio and was serving as a clerk of the.Court of Common

Pleas in Hamilton County. This last position, which he had

taken because his farm was not profitable, helped his "plain

folks" image (although it paid him $15,000 a year!) but

offered slim evidence to support the log cabin legend

promulgated in the campaign. 30

Martin Van Buren, whom the Whigs portrayed as an

aristocratic dandy, actually did come from humble beginnings.

The son of a bankrupt tavern keeper, Van Buren had little

formal education, having achieved admission to the New

York bar by six years of study in the office of Francis

Sylvester, a Kinderhook lawyer. Gifted with political

astuteness, Van Buren became the first of the campaign

managers and a party boss, head of the "Albany Regency" and

one of the early Tammany Hall chieftains. His ascent to the

presidency began at the age of twenty-five with his election

30 Gunderson, Log-Cabin, pp. 112-13; Tugwell, President,
p. 119; Cleaves, Harrison, pp. 237-38, 256-58, 260-66, 291.
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as county surrogate, from which office he progressed to the

New York Senate. He received an appointment as New York

attorney general, which was followed, in 1821, by election

to the United States Senate. Van Buren became governor of

New York in 1828 but resigned to become Andrew Jackson's

secretary of state. In 1832 he won the vice-presidency in

the Jackson administration and, as Jackson's designated

successor, won the presidency in 1836.31

The economic crisis which provided the Whigs with a

convenient campaign issue in the presidential election of

1840 was also a legacy of the Jackson administration.

Jackson's "killing" the bank of the United States by removing

31
Gunderson, Log-Cabin, pp. 113-14; Tugwell, President,

p. 103; Horace Greeley thought that Van Buren was an adroit
and subtle politician but that he lacked the qualities which
characterize a great leader. He attributed Van Buren's
rise to power in national politics more to Andrew Jackson's
influence than to his own abilities and appeal. Greeley
commented: "I judge that he owed his election, first to the
Vice-Presidency, then to the Presidency, to the personal
favor and imperious will of Andrew Jackson, with whom 'Love
me, love my dog,' was an iron rule. Had there been no Jackson,
Van Buren would never have attained the highest office in
the gift of his countrymen (Greeley, Recollections., 1:131).
For an opposing point of view, one which recognizes Van
Buren's contribution and importance to the Democratic party,
see Robert V. Remini's study, Martin Van Buren and the
Making of the Democratic Party (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1959.
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government funds to unregulated "pet" state banks had led

to credit inflation and subsequent rapid business expansion.

Although the banks might have simply stimulated a universal

tendency toward speculation, the enormous increase in deposits

32by Jackson's action led to disastrous consequences.

Before 1836 was over, Jackson realized that the increase

in land sales no longer signified an increasing prosperity

but. represented the effects of the extension of bank credits

and the over-issuance of bank paper. To curb this speculation,

Jackson issued the specie circular of July 11, 1836, which

required that payment for public lands be made in specie,

except from those actual settlers and residents of the state

in which the lands were sold, who were exempt until

December 15, 1836. Out of this harsh demand for real value

came the realization that there was not enough "hard money"

available to meet the requirement.3 3

Soon after Van Buren's inauguration, the top heavy

structure of business and finance collapsed, resulting in the

Panic of 1837, which included bank suspension of note

32 Weed, Autobiography, p. 492; Roseboom, Presidential
Elections., p. 114; Edward M. Shepard, Martin Van Buren, rev.
ed.., 1899 (New York: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1916), p. 297.

3 3 Ibid., pp. 301, 304.
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redemption, bankruptcies, deflated prices, factory shut-

downs, and unemployment.34 Although Van Buren honestly

believed that the government was not a "saving 'deus ex

machina' in every calamity brought about by their [the

people's] own fault and folly," he now recognized the need

for some governmental intervention. But, having supported

Jackson's abolition of the Bank, he could not now reverse

35his position. Van Buren's earlier political maneuvers

limited his course of action and weakened his chances for

reelection. He watched the erosion of his political future

as dispossessed farmers and unemployed workers turned against

him. These had been Jackson's "devoted political slaves,

but their ownership was not transferable, and they abandoned

Van Buren." 3 6

Van Buren did recommend to Congress, as an economic

reform, a proposal for an Independent Treasury "to protect

the government from involvement with state banks." In the

wake of continuing bank failures, Congress, in 1840, after

34
Ibid.,$pp. 316-17; Roseboom, Presidential Elections,

p. 114; Warren, Battle for the Presidency, p. 93; Hone,

i , 1:385.

3 5Shepard, Martin Van Buren, p. 326; Tugwell, President,
p. 102; Carroll, Origins, pp. 214-15.

3 6 Tugwell, President, p. 104.
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three years of wrangling, did enact the Independent Treasury

bill into law.37 But this measure failed to relieve the

hardships brought on by the present crisis.

The Whigs found political capital in that crisis

because it provided them with a two-pronged attack against

the administration. They could direct their strategy toward

both the fears of men of property and the discontent of the

masses. Everything, from a drop in prices for southern

cotton to the failure of New York banks, was blamed on the

Van Buren administration. When bank failures precipitated

a currency shortage and produced, in.some areas, a barter

economy, some business men began using paper documents,

"shinplasters," which pledged specified amounts in goods

and services. The Whigs promptly dubbed the Democrats the

"Shinplaster Party," thus identifying it with grievances as

fundamental as an empty pocketbook.3 8

A continuing increase in unemployment enhanced the appeal

of campaign slogans which contrasted the Democratic depression

with promised Whig prosperity such as "'Matty's policy:

Fifty cents a day and French soup--Our policy: Two dollars

37 Roseboom, Presidential Elections, p. 114; U.S.,
Congress, House, Congressional Globe, 26th Cong., 1st sess.,
4 July 1840, p. 508.

38 Gunderson, Log-Cabin, pp. 13-15.
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a day and roast beef.'"39 Civic and social leaders in their

respective communities persuaded commission merchants and

other middlemen to advertize in this manner: "'The subscriber

will pay five dollars a hundred for pork if Harrison is

elected, and two and a half if Van Buren is elected .. '40

The Whigs offered no program to carry out their promises

but utilized effectively the device of blaming the party in

power for the nation's problems.41 Van Buren's avowed faith

that "'good crops and the good sense of the masses of

farmers"' would lead to recovery and his pronouncements against

those who "looked too much to the government for help" now

seemed indicative of his indifference to the general welfare.42

Van Buren was caught between two elements of the popu-

lation with divergent economic views. On the one hand were

the conservatives who favored a credit system and the use of

paper money; and, on the other, were those who represented

the insurgent "Locofoco.s," or Equal Rights party, who, with

39 Ibid., p. 16.

40 Thomas Hart Benton, Thirty Years View; or, A History
of the Working of the American Government For Thirty Years,
From 1820 to 1850, 2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton and Company,
1854) 1:205.

4 1 Warren, Battle for the Presidency, p. 94; National
Intelligencer, 24 April 1840.

42 Roseboom, Presidential Elections, p. 114; Gunderson,
Log-Cabin, p. 19; National Intelligencer, 27 February 1838.
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radicals within the Democratic party, demanded the destruction

of all incorporated banks and the elimination of all paper

currency.43 The Whigs took advantage of the dilemma by

playing upon the "fears of men of property" and fastening

on the Democratic party "all the vagaries of the extremists

among the Locofocos . . . ." Their newspapers had only to

substitute "Locofoco" for "Democrat," as a designation for

their opponents, to strike fear into the hearts of conserv-

atives. To these men a Locofoco was synonymous with a radical

who favored "'an equal distribution of property, and an

uprooting of the institutions of the country . . . .'"44

Van Buren's alleged acceptance of the Locofoco program on

land policy, banks, and hard money lent credence to Whig

accusations and strengthened the northern and southern Whig

solidarity.4 5

The economic crisis, which had alienated the Democrats

from conservative men of property and the working classes,

43Roseboom, Presidential Elections, pp. 115-16.

44 Ibid., p. 118; National Intelligencer, 9 September 1837.

4 5 Binkley, Political Parties, p. 173; Walter Hugins's
study of the influence of the working class on the Democratic
party helps in understanding this phase of the party's develop-
ment. See Walter B. Hugins, Jacksonian Democracy and the
Working Class: A Study of the New York Workingmen's Move-
ment, 1829-1837 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1960).

l
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probably provided the Whigs with sufficient ammunition with

which to defeat their opponents in 1840. But the missile

that inflicted the fatal wound was delivered in the Congress

of the United States by Representative Charles Ogle of

Pennsylvania. Played against the background of a nation in

the throes of a depression, Ogle's outrageous allegations

about Van Buren's extravagant tastes and luxurious, monarchial

style of living did irrepairable damage to his chances for

reelection. The occasion for this harangue was Ogle's

proposal to strike out of the general appropriations bill

a small item, $3,665, for landscaping the grounds and for

alterations and repairs to the roof of the president's house.4 6

In elaborating upon his objections to this expenditure, Ogle

implied that Van Buren was responsible for every furnishing

in the White House and successfully fixed in the public's

mind an image of the urbane president as a social swell and

effeminate dandy who had lost touch with the American people

by adopting the trappings of British royalty.

Ogle described the president's dinner table as being

furnished in "'massive gold plate and French sterling silver

service, blue and gold French tambours, . . . gilded French

46
House, Congressional Globe, 26th Cong., lst sess.,

14 April 1840, pp. 327, 333.
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plateaus, garnished with mirrors and garlands, and gaudy

artificial flowers.1 '47 Ogle followed each volley of his

attack by declarations of outrage at the injustice of the

"'President of the United States in saddling the Public with

all the little disbursements of his household,'" and, by

asking such incendiary questions as, "'What, sir, will the

honest locofocos say to Mr. Van Buren, for spending the

People's cash for GREEN FINGER CUPS, in which to wash his

pretty tapering, soft, white lily fingers, after dining on

fricandeau de veau and omelette souffle?"' Carefully

calculating his play upon the natural fears and prejudices

of the people, Ogle suggested the possibility that the money

"'may be expended in the erection of a throne, within the

"Blue Elliptical Saloon," and for the purchase of a crown,

diadem, sceptre, and royal jewels,'" and that "'after these

regalia shall have been prepared, it will not be inconvenient

for President Van Buren to exchange his splendid Spanish

48
cloak for a royal stole.'"

47
Gerald Carson, "The Speech That Toppled a President,"

American Heritage 15(August 1964):108; because the Con-
g n Globe includes only a brief account of Ogle's
speech, it has been necessary to rely upon the Carson article
for a detailed description.

48 Ibid., pp. 107, 108-11.
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The speech left Van Buren and his Democratic mentors

defenseless. To have answered the ridiculous charges would

have been demeaning and futile. The Democrats did offer,

as documentary evidence to refute the "omnibus of lies,"

the bill from France, dated September 15, 1817, and received

on May 4, 1818, by President Monroe, from which, they

claimed, Ogle had copied his description of Van Buren's

extravagant furnishings.

One of Ogle's Whig colleagues in the House, Levi

Lincoln of Massachusetts, rose to defend Van Buren against

the charges. In a logical development of his argument,

Lincoln noted that the furniture was "neither too good nor

too abundant" for a "mansion as magnificent as that which

the nation has provided for the residence of the Chief

Magistrate." Lincoln also recalled that the "gold plateau

and most of these gold spoons, and knives, and forks, and

vases, which have so bewildered the member, and shocked the

simple virtue of his heart, were the purchase of the

Republican Monroe." Furthermore, he reminded the representa-

tives, it was they.who "have provided the house, supplied

the furniture, directed the enclosure and improvement of the

yards, and required their occupation by the Chief Magistrate."

4 9 Washington Globe, 18 September 1840.
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Lincoln vowed that "I have not, nor shall I bemean

myself, by indulging in hard names and coarse invectives

against the high officers of Government." He stressed that,

although he was "an uncompromising opponent" of the policies

and measures of the administration, which he considered

"hostile to the best interest of the land and obstructive

to the prosperity of the country," he trusted that his

opposition was founded on "higher grounds than those which

are taken in the speech of the member--upon the broad grounds

of constitutional principle, national interests,--and the

people's rights . . . ." With a final stab at Ogle, Lincoln

said that he had "learned, that in reference to the conduct

of others, the tongue is an unruly organ, which an evil

spirit may indulge, but which candor and a love of truth

should at all times restrain."5 0

Although Lincoln considered Ogle's speech dishonest

and inappropriate, and Democrats thought that it was indeed

"humbug" and that it illustrated that Federalism "was based

upon fraud," Whig campaign managers were quick to recognize

the value of the tirade for their purposes. 51 They splashed

soCongressional Globe, 26th Cong., 1st sess., 16 April
1840, Appendix, pp. 701-03.

51 Washington Globe, 17 April 1840.
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the speech on the front page of their newspapers under the

inflammatory title, "The Regal Splendor of the President's

Palace." Horace Greeley asked Thurlow Weed to see that

campaign managers got out copies of the speech as soon as

possible. For his part, he would "give a further dose of

it this week, with comments and illustrations." 5 2

Regardless of evidence which refuted Ogle's charges,

the speech found a receptive audience. In the context of

an economic depression, the aristocratic label was the most

onerous of the Whig accusations. Van Buren became "Martin

Van Ruin" or "King Matt." Whig orators, such as Henry Clay,

exploited the royal image to the fullest by disclaiming that

to "'call such a man a king over such a people as the great

fit 53concourse' was to insult them. Against this image the

Whigs could contrast their own homespun "log cabin" hero

even more effectively. They translated the accusations in

the speech into campaign ditties, whereby the people themselves

became the instrument of Van Buren's destruction:

Old Tip he wears a homespun suit,
He wears no ruffled shirt--wirt--wirt;

But Mat he has a golden plate, 54
And he's a little squirt--wirt--wirt.

52 Weed, Memoirs, p. 84.

53 [Baltimore] Niles Register 59(5 September 1840):9-10.

4Ibid.,7 November 1840.
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The Whigs found additional evidence of "monarchial

centralization and executive usurpation" in a proposal by

Secretary of War Joel Poinsett to federalize the state

militia.55 This measure aimed at reform of the militia

and included a plan for "an active and movable force" of

100,000 men, which would drill several times a year under

the supervision of the federal government, with an annual

retirement to the reserves of one-fourth, which would then

be replaced by new recruits from males between the ages of

twenty and forty-five. Van Buren wanted Congress to determine

the number of the active force, but, in doing so, he created

the impression that the president wanted blanket authority

over the militia. In addition to the sinister implications

of "an active and movable force," any scheme which threatened

the majority of male voters was destined to be unpopular. 5 6

The Albany Evening Journal sounded the alarm at a

project "that contemplates the establishment of a standing

army in time of peace and proposes to place two-hundred

thousand men at the absolute command of the federal executive."5 7

55 Roseboom, Presidential Elections, p. 121.

56 Curtis, Fox at B p. 199; Niles Register 59(5 Septem-
ber 1840) :6.

57 Albany Evening Journal, 5 June 1840.



37

Van Buren answered in a letter, which appeared in The

Madisonian, by explaining that the proposal for reorgani-

zation of the militia was mentioned in a message to Congress

on December 2, 1839, several months before details of the

secretary's plan were outlined in a letter to him from

Poinsett, dated March 20, 1840. When Van Buren knew the

details, he said, he did not approve of the plan. In

refuting the charge, Van Buren exclaimed, "'If I had been

charged with the design of establishing among you, at the

public expense, a menagerie of two-hundred thousand wild

beasts, it would not have surprised me more, nor would it

. . . have been one jot more proposterous.'"S8 Van Buren's

disclaimer, however, failed to convince the people that he

was unwilling to resort to "desperate expedients to keep

his party together," and the criticism continued throughout

the campaign.5 9

Perhaps the Democrats hoped to counteract charges of

executive extravagance and usurpation of authority by

projecting the image of frugality, reticence, and reserve.

58 As cited in Niles Register 59(5 September 1840):6;
Congressional Globe, 26th Cong., 1st sess., 24 December 1839
(message written 2 December 1839), Appendix, pp. 1-7; Niles
Register 57(28 December 1839) :379-84.

59 Curtis, Fox at B p. 201.
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Their rallies and parades were models of moral rectitude

and moderation. Van Buren restricted himself to the issues

of the campaign by writing letters to Whigs and his own

partisans, painstakingly restating his political opinions.6 0

His political opponents criticized even this course of action.

John Quincy Adams thought that the campaign letters of Van

Buren and Jackson were "controversial and mere electioneering."

Adams disapproved of, on the grounds of propriety, Jackson,

as a former president, campaigning for his successor and of

Van Buren, as the incumbent, campaigning for himself.6 1

The Whigs turned Van Buren's careful exposition of his

stand on the issues against him. When Van Buren cited the

record in saying "that the Bank had originally been devised

by friends of privileged orders," Webster recalled that the

first bank had been established when Washington was president

and that the second had been created under Madison. In

stirring rhetoric, Webster declared to the people that Van

Buren's statement was libelous to the "'founders of their

Liberties, the fathers of their Constitution, and their

Denis Tilden Lynch, An Ep2ch and a Man: Martin Van
Buren and His Times (New York: Horace Liveright, 1929),
p. 457; Shepard, Martin Van Buren, p. 380.

61 Adams, Memoirs, 10:356-57.
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most trusted servants, through the long period of fifty

years.,,,62

Whig strategy was "to keep Harrison vague and Tyler

quiet while the party managers whipped up enthusiasm for

their Janus.,,63 Nicholas Biddle, a former president of the

bank of the United States who looked forward to its possible

revival by a new Whig administration, had earlier prescribed

the appropriate campaign plan, in regard to Harrison:

Let him say not one single word about his principles
or creed--let him say nothing- -promise nothing--
Let no committee, no convention--no town meeting
ever extract from him a single word about what
he thinks or will do hereafter. 6Vet the use of
pen and ink be wholly forbidden.

Tyler's views were suppressed because, if known, they

would have created controversy among the Whigs who were in

favor of a national bank. Tyler actually believed that the

bank was unconstitutional and that he could not sanction

one without a specific amendment of the Constitution.6 5

62
National Int elligencer, 7 August 1840.

63
Robert Seager, II, And Tyler Too: A Biography of

John and Julia Gardiner Tyler (New York: McGraw-Hill Book
Company, Inc., 1963), p. 136.

64 Nicholas Biddle to Herman Cope, 11 August 1835,
Micholas Biddle, The Correspondence of Nicholas Biddle Dealing
with National Affairs, 1807-1844, ed. Reginald C. McGrane
(New York: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1919), p. 256.

6 5 Seager, And Tyler Too, p. 137.
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Other differences that Tyler and Harrison had on the basic

issues of the day were simply glossed over the "'and we'll

vote for Tyler, therefore, without a Why or a Wherefore."'6 6

For his part, Harrison had no problem in complying

with the requirement to be vague. He was "vague on the Bank,

fuzzy on slavery, contradictory on the tariff and internal

improvements." He favored the

"sound Democratic principles upon which the
Administrations of Jefferson and Madison were
conducted;" . . . condemned Executive use of
the veto power, declared that he would serve
one term only, promised that as President he
would initiate no legislation, and maintained
that corruption in government was really a very
bad thing.

If these promises and reassurances were not enough to

convince the people to vote for him, surely his endorsement

of "motherhood, morality, God, and the flag" would be.6 7

Harrison managed to avoid making any clear statement

of principle regarding his view of slavery. He merely stated

that "the discussion of the right of one portion of the

states which compose the union to hold slaves, by an assem-

blage of citizens of other states, which hold none is . .

66 Ibid., p. 136.

As cited in ibid.
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not sanctioned by the spirit of the constitution." 68His

conflicting statements in separate letters to Congressman

George Evans of Maine and to James Lyons of Richmond,

Virginia, concerning his former membership in an'abolitionist

society convinced journalist-politician Francis P. Blair of

"the villainy by which Federalism hoped to succeed .

with its mock hero." 6 9

It was equally difficult to determine Harrison's views

on banking. While he recognized that a safe banking system

might be the only way "'to multiple the gold and silver

which our industry commands,"' he satisfied both pro- and

anti-bank factions by noting that in the Constitution there

is no express grant of power to Congress to establish a

bank, and that "'it could never be constituted to exercise

that power, save in the event the powers granted to Congress

could not be carried into effect, without resorting to such

an institution."70

6 8 Cleaves, Harrison, p. 337; Niles Register 59(19 Sep-
tember 1840):42-43; E.A. Spencer to Harrison, 11 March 1840,
Harrison Papers.

69 Francis P. Blair to Jackson, 17 June 1840, Andrew
Jackson, Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed. John Spencer
Bassett, 7 vols. (1926-33; reprint ed., New York: Kraus
Reprint Company, 1969)6:65.

70 Niles Register 59(5 October 1840):70-71.
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The Democrats warned the people that it would be

"better to trust to the accident of birth, the neighing of

a horse, the flight of a flock of buzzard, or any other

to 71omen of augury" than to depend upon Harrison. As proof

of his incompetency, they offered the information that the

Whigs had designated a confidential committee "to keep him

quiet."72 They charged that to prevent Harrison's making

"indiscreet disclosures," these "keepers of Harrison's

conscience" had gone as far as "to shut up the old gentleman

in an iron cage," where, "deprived of pen, ink, and paper"

he was "watched incessantly night and day by his keepers

,,73

Harrison responded to the insult by explaining that he

had no committee, but employed a friend, a Major Gwynn,

"'to aid me in returning replies to some of the numerous

questions propounded to me by letters."' These were routine

letters which "'any man could answer as well as another.'"

For answers to questions of a political nature the correspond-

ents were usually referred to "'the documents in which my

71 Washington Globe, 10 July 1840.

72 Ibid., 20 June 1840.

3Ibid.,13 April 1840.



43

opinions already expressed were to be found.' One such

letter was inadvertently signed not only by Gwynn but also

by his colleagues of the county or city committee, and it

was on this mistake that "'these gentlemen have been erected

'74into my conscience keepers . . 1. .'

The Democrats' criticism of the Whigs' failure to state

their principles, of Harrison's incompetency, and of the

"intemperate" campaign tactics proved to be ineffective in

stemming the tide that engulfed them in defeat. Their

faith that informing the people "would defeat the deceivers"

was not vindicated. The Whigs won the election. Harrison

captured nineteen of the twenty-six states, with an electoral

vote of 234 over Van Buren's 60, but he received a popular

majority of less than 150,000 of the more than 2,400,000

votes cast, with 1,275,612 votes to 1,130,033 for Van Buren

and 7,053 for the nascent Liberty party's candidate, James J.

Birney.76 Van Buren received nearly 400,000 more votes in

defeat than he had obtained in his 1836 victory. The Whig

victory lay not so much in changing Democratic votes as in

7 4Niles Register 58(27 June 1840):265-67.

75
Washington Globe, 28 August 1840.

76 National Intelligencer, 9 November 1840; Chambers,
"Election of 1840," p. 690, Appendix.
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bringing out voters who had never voted before. The

popular vote had increased by more than 54 per cent over

that of 1836 to 78 per cent of the total.7 7

Greeley's simple explanation of the Whig victory is as

accurate as any other: "They [the Democrats] had campaign

and other papers, good speakers, and large meetings, but we

were far ahead of them in singing, and in electioneering

emblems and mottoes which appealed to people's sympathies." 7 8

Perhaps one of the Whig banners, "We Stoop to Conquer"

more clearly describes Whig strategy than the symbolic use

of "log cabins" and "hard cider." They stooped to demagogery

and defamation to conquer the masses. By contrasting the

trappings of frontier democracy with the "presidential

palace," "homespun" with "ruffles," they carried out their

deception.

Although the Democrats lost the election, they remained

confident that the people would see through the deception

and return to the Democratic ranks. Jackson trusted "still,

in the virtue of the great working class," and that they

77 Gunderson, Log-Cabin, p. 256.

78 Greeley, Recollections, 1:134.

1
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would unite and "by their moral force check this hydra of

corruption in its bud." 79

In a sense, Jackson's faith was justified. One month

after his inauguration, Harrison died, and the scepter

passed to Tyler. John Quincy Adams had held strong

reservations regarding the selection of this man for the

vice-presidency, and the former chief executive had been

especially apprehensive because Tyler's views on economic

policy were hostile to those of the Whig party. The Whigs

paid the price for their expediency by experiencing frustration

in the enactment of their long-awaited economic program. In

Tyler's hands the Whig victory soon turned to ashes. 8 0

79
Jackson to Van Buren, 24 November 1840, Martin Van

Buren Papers, Library of Congress,.Washington, D.C. (on
microfilm, North Texas State University).

8 0 Adams, Memoirs, 10:456-57; Ormsby, History of the Whig
Party, p. 294; Congdon, Reminiscences, pp. -79-80.



CHAPTER III

THE "LONE STAR" OUTSHINES WHIGGERY

John Quincy Adams's premonition of dissension between

John Tyler and the Whig-dominated Congress soon materialized.

The accession of the avowed state's rights Tyler to the

presidency after William Henry Harrison's death in April,

1841, jeopardized the Whigs' nationalistic programs and

brought him into intense conflict with Congressional Whigs

and their leader in the Senate, Henry Clay. Such conflict

was inevitable in view of the political philosophy which

Tyler had developed over a long career, beginning in 1811,

with his election to the Virginia legislature and continuing

through his service as United States representative, 1816-21;

governor of Virginia, 1825-27, and United States senator

from 1827 until his resignation in 1836. Throughout his

career, Tyler had adhered to the state's rights, strict

constitutional constructionist doctrine, believing that

the Constitution was the only reliable safeguard against

rule by majorities and expansion of federal power. As a

Democrat, Tyler had remained independent of Andrew Jackson.

Although he disapproved of South Carolina's action in

46
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declaring the tariff of 1832 null and void, he voted against

the Force Bill, which gave Jackson power to coerce South

Carolina into collecting customs duties. Strongly as he

opposed the Bank of the United States, Tyler objected to

Jackson's destruction of the Bank by the removal of the

federal deposits to private banks. He resigned from the

Senate in 1836 rather than comply with instructions from

the Virginia legislature to support a motion in favor of

Jackson's action in the nullification crisis.1

The Whigs were well aware of Tyler's views and, indeed,

they had nominated him for the vice-presidency on the premise

that he would balance the ticket in his appeal to state's

rights southerners.2 Tyler's opposition to Jackson seems

John Fiske, "Harrison, Tyler, and the Whig Coalition,"
in Essays Historical and Literary, 2 vols. in 1, vol. 1,
Scenes and Characters in American History (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1907; reprint ed., 1925), pp. 328-38;
Robert Seager, II, And Tyler Too: A Biography of John and
Julia Gardiner Tyler (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company,
Inc., 1963), pp. 50-53; Wilfred E. Binkley, American Political
Parties: Their Natural History, 3d ed. (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1958), p. 140; Herbert Agar, The People's Choice;
From Washington to Harding: A Study in Democracy (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1933), pp. 138-39; Edward Stanwood,
A History of the Presidency From 1788 to 1897, 2 vols. (New
York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1898), 1:208; George R.
Poage, Henry Clay and the Whig Party (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1936), p. 35.

Lyon G. Tyler, The Letters and Times of the Tylers, 3
vols., (1894-96; reprint ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1970),
1:618-20; Fiske, "Harrison, Tyler," p. 351; Seager, And Tyler
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the most plausible explanation of his acceptance of a

nomination which inevitably led to impugnations against his

integrity. He probably hoped to modify Whig nationalistic

policies, although, traditionally, the weak position of

vice-president afforded little opportunity for any significant

influence-wielding. Regardless of his motivations, Tyler

likely would have remained a convenient, innocuous anomaly

in the administration had Harrison lived. After the latter's

death, however, Tyler chose to become president in fact as

well as in name and proceeded to act according to his own

political convictions. 3

Henry Clay's persistent efforts to direct the executive

office from his powerful position in the Senate soon

antagonized the independent Tyler. His recalcitrance only

strengthened Clay's determination to inaugurate orthodox

Whiggery. The ensuing battle led to greater political

unity among Whig congressmen and established Clay as their

Too, pp. 135-37; Binkley, Political Parties, p. 175; Oliver P.
Chitwood, John Tyler: Champion of the Old South (New York:
D. Appleton-Century Company, Inc., 1939), pp. 192-94; Arthur C.
Cole, The Whig Paty in the South (Washington: American
Historical Association, 1913), p. 57; George Boutwell,
Reminiscences of Sixty Years in Public Affairs, 2 vols. (1902;
reprint ed., New York: Greenwood Press, Publishers, 1968),
2:96.

3Edward M. Shepard, Martin Van Buren (1899; rev. ed.,
New York: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1916), p. 402; Agar,
People's Choice, p. 139; Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 36, 37-38.
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undisputed leader and standard-bearer in the 1844 presidential

election, but it also produced the seeds for his party's

defeat in that election. By the end of the session,

Congress had approached a consensus on important economic

measures, so that these issues diminished in importance as

viable campaign material. Replacing economics as the

compelling issue of 1844 would be the question of Texas

annexation, proposed by the beleaguered Tyler in an effort

to redeem his administration. Failure to perceive the

dynamics of this issue swept both the Whigs and old-guard

Democrats to defeat.

In the spring of 1841, however, debate between Tyler

and the congressional Whigs developed along traditional lines

during the special session of Congress, called at Clay's

instigation for May 31, 1841, to deal with the economic

crisis. Anticipating the long-awaited enactment of the Whig

economic program, Clay presented a series of resolutions

which included its most salient features: repeal of the

subtreasury plan; incorporation of a bank "adapted to the

wants of the people, and of the federal government;" an

increase in tariff rates to provide sufficient revenue;

and distribution of the proceeds from public land sales
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to the states.4 The Subtreasury act was repealed and the

distribution plan put into effect, but the tariff and banking

5proposals met opposition. Tyler vetoed two tariff bills,

the first because it was decidedly protective and the second,

which proposed a tariff for revenue with "incidental"

protection and provided for distributing surplus revenue

among the states, because he viewed it as a scheme for

bribing the states into accepting protection. Congress

finally presented a low tariff bill, with no distribution

clause, which Tyler signed. He also approved a weak internal

improvements bill which met his constitutional scruples

by confining improvements to the Mississippi River. Because

the Mississippi was a common highway, money spent on it was

not a bribe of any one section at the expense of the other.6

There are indications that Tyler might have approved

the mild banking bill drawn up by Secretary of the Treasury

Thomas Ewing. This bill provided for the incorporation of

4 U.S.,Congress, Senate, Congressional Globe, 27th
Cong., 1st sess., 7 June 1841, p. 22.

5Ibid., 9 June 1841, p. 36; ibid., 16 August 1841,
p. 336; ibid., 26 August 1841, p. 388; ibid., 30 August 1841,
pp. 405-06; ibid.-, 1 July-3 September 1841, Appendix, pp.
347-70.

6Agar, People's Choice, pp. 140-41.
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a bank in the District of Columbia, with the power to

establish branches in assenting states. But Clay, in a

deliberate move to provoke Tyler's veto, substituted his

own bill, which granted virtually unlimited branching powers

to the federal government.8 Tyler's veto fulfilled Clay's

purpose by alienating the president from the congressional

Whigs and providing a basis for the charge of executive

usurpation as a future campaign issue.9 Tyler also vetoed

an amended version of the Ewing bill on the grounds that it

disguised discounts as bills of exchange.10 This second

bank veto brought complete rupture between Tyler and his

7Senate, Congressional Globe, 27th Cong., 1st sess.,
12 June 1841, pp. 48-49.

8 Ibid., 27, 28 July 1841, pp. 254-60; ibid., 16 August
1841, pp. 337-38; Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 64-65.

.9
Seager, And Tyler Too, pp. 151-52; Albert D. Kirwan,

John J. Crittenden: The Struggle for the Union (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1962), pp. 150-57; Poage,
Henry Clay, pp. 33, 39-41, 45-47; Tyler, Letters and Times,
2:41, 43, 47; Wright to Van Buren, 21 July 1841, Martin Van
Buren Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (on
microfilm, North Texas State University).

10
Albany Evening Journal, 9, 10 August 1841; Irving H.

Bartlett, Daniel Webster (New York: W.W. Norton and Company,
Inc., 1978), pp. 175-76; Shepard, Van Buren, p. 402; Glyndon G.
Van Deusen, The Life of Henry L (Boston: Little Brown
and Company, 1937), p. 354; Cole, Whig Part1 , pp. 59-90;
Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 44-100 (discussion of the entire
banking controversy).
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party. The Whig cabinet members, with the exception of

Secretary of State Daniel Webster, resigned; Whig congressmen

aligned themselves with Clay and affirmed their break with

Tyler by publicly absolving themselves of responsibility

for his administration and voting him out of the party. 1 1

The Clay-Tyler clash caused the Whigs to rally around

definite principles, which provided the thrust for Whig

campaign strategy in 1844 and confirmed Clay as their logical

candidate. Clay had at last succeeded in becoming not only

"available" but a campaigner who could run confidently on

his party's principles. He based this confidence upon

evidence of a growing consensus among northern and southern

Whigs on such previously divisive questions as the tariff

and internal improvements. The depression had encouraged

support for the development of a home market and internal

11 Clement Eaton, Henry Clay and the Art of American
Politics (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1957), p. 150;
Chitwood, John Tyler, pp. 317-18, 249; James C.N. Paul,
Rift in the Democracy (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1951), p. 23; A.K. McClure, Our Presidents
and How We Make Them (New York: Harper and Brothers
Publishers, 1900), p. 76; Stanwood, History of the Presidency,
1:207-08; Thomas Hart Benton, Thirty Years View; or, A
History of the American Government For Thirty Years, From
1820 to 1850, 2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton and Company,
1854-56)2:357-58; Seager, And Tyler Too, pp. 160-62; Albany
Evening Journal, 19 August 1841.
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improvements and had increased understanding of the govern-

ment's role in accomplishing these programs.12

Clay's speeches in Congress indicated the issues upon

which he intended to conduct his campaign. These included:

restriction of the veto power, congressional control of

the treasury, economy in government, continuation of the

distribution of public land sales, and an increase in the

tariff level from 20 to 30 per cent. Although still a firm

advocate of a national bank, in deference to the state's

rights men, Clay did not press the issue.1 3

Clay's preoccupation with the old issues blinded him

to the public's lack of interest in them. Not only Whigs

but people of all political persuasions were coming to

12 Van Deusen, Henry Clay, p. 356; Dallas Dickey,
argent S. Prentiss; Whig Orator of the Old South (Baton

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1945), p. 229;
Glyndon G. Van Deusen, The Jacksonian Era, 1828-1848 (New
York: Harper Brothers, 1959), p. 167; Cole, Whig Party,
pp. 76, 83, 92-99; John Quincy Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy
Adams, Cnpgrisi_ Portions of His Diary from 1795 to 1848,
ed. Charles Francis Adams, 12 vols. (Philadelphia: J.B.
Lippincott and Company, 1874-77)11:138; Niles Register
61(12 February 1842):384; ibid., 62(9 April 1842):96; ibid.,
(16 April 1842) :112.

13 Ibid., 61(19 February 1842):397; ibid., 62(19 March
1842):39-45; Senate, Congressional Globe, 27th Cong., 2d
sess., 1842, pt. 2, 24 January, 1842, pp. 164-67; ibid.,
15 February 1842, p. 235 (Clay's resolutions); ibid., 1 March
1842, pp. 268-70; ibid., 23 March 1842, pp. 347-48; ibid.,
Appendix pp. 322-29.
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accept some government regulation of banking, currency, and

tariff as necessary to the nation's economic progress.14

The country's return to economic prosperity also helped

obviate the usefulness of these issues as campaign material.

Even the old cry of "executive usurpation" had a hollow

ring when directed against a man the Whigs had so thoroughly

discredited. But Clay continued to demonstrate his

propensity for "flaying dying horses" as he prepared for

the campaign after retiring from the Senate in March, 1842.15

Other forces were at work which would wreck Clay's

confidently-formulated strategy.16 Shortly after Clay's

retirement from the Senate, Tyler began to push forward

his plans for the annexation of Texas. Contrary to the

opinion of his adversaries that he had introduced the Texas

issue to promote "his own personal interest by producing

dissension, discord, and distraction," Tyler had early

expressed interest in the acquisition of Texas on nationalistic

14 Charles G. Sellers, Jr., James K. Polk, 2 vols.
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1957,
1966), vol. 2, James K. Polk, Continentalist; 1843-46,
pp. 15-16.

15 Kirwan, Crittenden, p. 170.

1 6Ibid., p. 171.
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terms, because it would add a "bright lustre" to the United

States. That it might add "lustre" to his own administra-

tion and ambitions undoubtedly entered into his thinking.

Webster preferred to concentrate his talents on the more

immediately urgent and politically safe task of settling

the dispute with Great Britain over the Northeastern

18boundary between Maine and New Brunswick. Webster's

preoccupation and the anticipated strong opposition to

annexation among northern congressmen in response to the

"gag rule" an antislavery petitions helped convince Tyler

to defer the question and reject the two offers Texas made

during 1842 to renew negotiations.1 9

Webster reached an amicable agreement with Britain's

special emissary, Lord Alexander Ashburton, by which the

United States received 7,000 of the 12,000 square miles in

17
. Adams, Memoirs, 12:22; Clay to Crittenden, 5 December

1843, John J. Crittenden, The Life of John J. Crittenden,
With Selections from His Correspondence and Speeches, ed.,
Mrs. Chapman Coleman, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott
and Company, 1871)1:208; Tyler, Letters and Times, 2:126;
Tyler to Webster, 11 October 1841, ibid., pp. 348-49; Chitwood,
Tyler, pp. 342-43.

18 Adams, Memoirs, 11:345-47; Bartlett, Webster, pp.
178-80; Poage, Henry Clay, p. 129.

1 9 Chitwood, Tyler, pp. 343-44; Eugene C. Barker, "The
Annexation of Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly
50 (1946) :62.
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question (but probably less than it was entitled to) and

20the Senate ratified the treaty on August 20, 18420 The

ratification of the treaty removed the rationale for Webster's

remaining in the Cabinet. Whig defections and Tyler's

increased involvement with Locofoco Democrats had isolated

Webster from his colleagues and from the administration.

Tyler's desire for Texas annexation further complicated

Webster's position and led him to conclude that his own

political survival required his resignation, which he offered

on May 1, 1843.21

Webster's successor, Abel P. Upshur of Virginia, did

not share his reservations concerning the annexation. He

concurred in Tyler's view that Texas must be annexed or fall

under the influence of Great Britain. Texas was continually

embroiled in skirmishes with Mexico, which had never recog-

nized Texas independence, and needed the protection of some

stronger power. British Foreign Secretary, Lord Aberdeen

had offered to mediate between Mexico and Texas, suggesting

the emancipation of slavery in Texas as the condition for

Mexico's recognition of that Republic's independence.2 2

20
Bartlett, Webster, pp. 179-80.

2 1 Ibid., pp. 180-85.

2 2Ashbel Smith to Anson Jones, 2 July 1843, George P.
Garrison, ed., Diplomatic Correspondence of the Republic of



57

Great Britain had strong economic as well as humanitarian

motives for desiring the abolition of slavery in Texas and

in the United States.23 In an address to the House of

Commons during the summer of 1842, Prime Minister Sir.Robert

Peel had candidly stated that abolition in Texas would raise

the cost of production and thereby give a competitive

advantage to the cotton and sugar culture in the British

colonies.24 Upshur saw that commercial rivalry with a Texas

under British dominance would be detrimental to both the

southern planter and the northern manufacturer and concluded

that Texas must be admitted into the Union as a slave state,

"To admit Texas as a non-slaveholding State, or permit her

to remain an independent and sovereign non-slaveholding State,

will be fatal to the Union, and ruinous to the whole country."

Texas, 3 vols. (Washington, D.C.: American Historical
Association, Annual Report, 1907-08)2:1099-1103;Justin H.
Smith, The Annexation of Texas (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1919), pp. 116-117; Margaret L. Coit,, John C. Calhoun.;
American Portrait (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1950),
p. 377; Charles M. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, 3 vols.
(Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1944-51),
vol. 3, John C. Calhoun: Sectionalist, 1840-1850, p. 153.

2 3 Samuel Flagg Bemis, A Diplomatic History of the United
States (New York: Henry Holt and Company, Inc., 1936),
pp. 226-27.

2 4Smith to Jones, 3 July 1842, Garrison, Diplomatic
Correspondence, 2:971-76; Smith, Annexation, pp. 84-86;
Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:151-52.
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He relied upon northern economic interests to overcome

abolitionist objections.25 Upshur also believed that the

Texas question was above partisan politics. It had nothing

to do with "'whiggism and democracy"' but with the safety

26of the South and the perpetuation of the Union.

Reacting to the exigency of the British designs, Tyler

began to prepare the case for annexation. Throughout the

autumn of 1843, editorials in the administration organ,

the Washington Madisonian, developed the angle of national

defense by publishing statements made in Parliament by Lord

Henry Brougham, spokesman for British antislavery societies,

27
and by Aberdeen.7 In Tyler's annual message to Congress,

December 5, 1843, annexation was implicit in his strong

arguments for severing the ties between Texas and Mexico

25
"Letter of A.P. Upshur to J.C. Calhoun, 14 August

1843," William and Mary Quarterly n.s. 16(1936):554-57;
Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:154.

2 6Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:155.

27 Charles H. Ambler, Thomas Ritchie: A Study in Virginia
Politics (Richmond, Virginia: Bell Book and Stationery
Company, 1913), p. 232; Washington Madisonian, 23 September-
25 November, 1843 (Note, especially, the editorial of
16 November 1843, which reviews British designs on Texas,
and that of 18 November 1843, which protests British violation
of the Monroe Doctrine).
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and in his emphasis on the mutual interests of Texas and

the United States. 2 8

Tyler's fellow enthusiasts for annexation began to

prepare the ground for its acceptance by the Senate. There,

its most energetic and effective promoter was Robert J.

Walker--land speculator, lawyer, and United States Senator

from Mississippi. In a letter which appeared in the Washington

Globe, February 3, 1844, Walker presented, in every variety

of argument, the "definitive case" for annexation.29 He

insisted that Texas was still a part of the United States,

having formed an original part of the Louisiana Territory,

purchased from France in 1803 and wrongfully surrendered in

the treaty of 1819 with Spain and that of 1828 with Mexico.

Walker also reviewed the efforts that Adams, Clay, Jackson

28 Congressional Globe, 28th Cong., 1st sess., 5 December
1843, pp. 6-9; Washington Madisonian, 5 December 1843;
Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:157.

2 9 William E. Dodd, Expansion and Conflict (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1915), p. 129; Dodd, Robert J.
Walker, Imperialist (1914; reprint ed., Gloucester, Massa-
chusetts: Peter Smith, 1967), p. 22; James E. Winston, "The
Annexation of Texas and the Mississippi Democrats,," South-
western Historical Quarterly 25(1921) :1-25; H. Donaldson
Jordan, "A Politician of Expansion: Robert J. Walker,"
Mississippi Valley Historical Review 19(1932):362-81;
Norman A. Graebner, Empire on the Pacific: A Study in
American Continental Expansion (New York: Ronald Press
Company, 1955), pp. 15-16; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:158.
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and Van Buren had made to acquire the territory, stating

the strategic importance in terms of national defense and

the economic necessity of preventing British dominance which

would destroy American commerce, and he appealed to anti-

slavery sentiment in the free states by contending that its

diffusion over a wide area would ultimately eliminate

slavery. He closed with the warning that the Union itself

could not long survive the failure to annex Texas. An

independent Texas would come under British dominance; British

ports would close to American cotton, forcing southern and

southwestern states to market their staples through Texas,

thereby leaving Britain supreme on the continent. 30

Upshur, who had reached agreement on the essential

terms with the Texas commissioner in Washington, Isaac Van

Zandt, believed that such forceful persuasion would result

in the treaty's receiving the necessary two-thirds majority

in the Senate. It seemed that the only remaining obstacle

was President Sam Houston's reluctance to relinquish his

visions of an empire extending westward to the Pacific.

But Houston was under pressure from Jackson, the United

3 0Washington Globe, 3 February 1844; for a contemporary's
rebuttal to Walker's letter, see Theodore Sedgwick, Jr.,
Thoughts on the Proposed Annexation of Texas to the United
States (New York: D. Fanshaw, 1844).
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States, and the Texans, and he recognized, too, that Texas

was not strong enough militarily or financially to maneuver

successfully between Mexico and Great Britain. When Upshur

offered annexation with the assurance that the treaty would

be ratified, Houston accepted, with the stipulation that

during negotiations and pending ratification by the two

senates, the United States would protect Texas from possible

.31aggression by Mexico.

By mid-February, 1844, the way was clear for completing

the treaty. Unfortunately, on February 28, 1844, Upshur

was killed when a gun exploded during a cruise aboard the

32newly commissioned battleship U.S.S. Princeton. John C.

Calhoun, long-time senator from South Carolina and the most

articulate champion of state's-rights, agreed to become

secretary of state, provided he might retire when the Texas

and Oregon questions were settled.33 Although the treaty

31
Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 178; Smith, Annexation,

pp. 160-69; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:158-59; Barker, "Annexation,"
p. 63.

32 Others who lost their lives included Thomas W. Gilmer,
Virgil Maxcy, Captain Beverley Kennon of the Navy, and David
Gardiner, father of Julia Gardiner, who in a few months would
become the second wife of John Tyler (Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:160).

3 3 Calhoun to Tyler, 16 March 1844, John C. Calhoun,
Correspondence of John C. Calhoun, ed., J. Franklin Jameson,
in the Annual-Report of the American Historical Association,
1899, 2(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1900):577.
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had been signed on April 12, Calhoun hoped to delay sending

it to the Senate, pending his efforts to conciliate Mexico's

position that annexation was tantamount to a declaration of

war. But news of the treaty negotiations had leaked out,

and it became imperative that the administration move before

opposition forces exerted detrimental influence. Consequently,

the treaty was presented to the Senate on April 22, 1844.34

In transmitting the treaty to the Senate, Calhoun

included documents which placed the entire project in a

context that made it uacceptable to the North. Along with

appropriate documents, such as Tyler's message, he also

included the correspondence which he had exchanged with the

British minister in Washington, Lord Richard Pakenham,

stemming from an unanswered letter written by Lord Aberdeen,

dated December 26, 1843, which had reached Upshur on

February 26, 1844, only two days before the latter's death.

Aberdeen's purpose had been to allay any suspicions as to

British intentions in Texas. He reiterated that, while

Britain desired the general abolition of slavery throughout

34
Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:167; Tyler to Jackson, 18 April

1844, Andrew Jackson, Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed.,
John Spencer Bassett., 7 vols. (Washing ton, D.C.: Carnegie
Institution of Washington, 1926-35; New York: Kraus Reprint,
1969)6:279; William B. Lewis to Jackson, 19 April 1844,
ibid., 6:279-80; Smith, Annexation, pp. 198-99.
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the world, this did not mean that Britain intended to

interfere in Texas "provided other States act with equal

forbearance."35 Calhoun was not reassured, because "the

semiofficial patronage given to the abolitionists, the record

of British commercial and diplomatic dealings, and especially

the active interference with slavery in the Western Hemisphere,

all spoke a different language."3 6  In his reply to Aberdeen

on April 18, 1844, which he addressed to Pakenham, Calhoun

accused Great Britain of lengthy interference in Texas and

informed him that, in an effort to protect the United States

against the danger that abolition in Texas would bring to

the South and, therefore, to the Union, this country had

already concluded a treaty of annexation. This part of

Calhoun's letter was not remarkable, but he chose to launch

into a lengthy justification of annexation on historical

grounds and in terms of national defense and to make an

elaborate defense of slavery itself on moralistic grounds.

In doing so, he seemed to imply that the chief reason for the

37annexation was the preservation of slavery.

35 Aberdeen to Pakenham, 26 December 1843, John C. Calhoun,
The Works of John C. Calhoun, ed., Richard K. Cralle, 6 vols.
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1855-74)5:330-33.

36 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:168.

3 7 Calhoun to Pakenham, 18 April 1844, Calhoun, Works,
5:333-39; Senate, Document 341, 28th Cong., 1st sess.;
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Although the treaty, Tyler's message, and the other

documents were printed under a seal of confidence, a Van

Buren partisan, Senator Benjamin Tappan of Ohio, leaked

them to the New York Evening Post, which published them on

April 27, 1844.38 Calhoun's Pakenham letter. aroused a storm

of political controversy and provoked much speculation (which

continues today) concerning his motives. Since the British

interest in universal emancipation was common knowledge,

the question arises as to why Calhoun reacted so strongly

to Aberdeen's letter. One explanation is that Calhoun

believed so fervently in the importance of Texas annexation

to the preservation of slavery that he could not anticipate

that others would reject it for the same reason.39 Another

is that he sought to use Aberdeen's letter and his reply to

arouse Americans to the danger Great Britain represented

40to American interests and security. Many of Calhoun's

Jesse S. Reeves, American Diplomacy Under Tyler and Polk,
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1907), p. 137;
Bemis, Diplomatic History, p. 229; Smith, Annexation, pp.
202-05; Poage, Henry Cy, p. 131; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:169-70.

38 New York Evening Post, 27 April 1844.

39 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:169-71

40 Ephraim D. Adams, British Interests and Activities in
Texas, 1838-1846 (1910; reprint ed., Gloucester, Massachusetts:
Peter Smith, 1963), p. 165.



65

contemporaries were convinced that he deliberately injected

the slavery question in order, specifically, to block Van

Buren's nomination or to split both political parties along

northern and southern lines, which would lead to the formation

of a third, southern-rights party headed by himself. In

any case, by focusing on the slavery issue, he doomed the

treaty, which was defeated on June 8, 1844, by a vote of

35 to 16. The vote was along partisan, not sectional,

lines, with twenty-eight Whigs and seven Democrats voting

against the treaty, and fifteen Democrats and one Whig (from

Mississippi) voting in the affirmative. One Democrat was

42
absent. Defeat of the treaty did not mean that the issue

was dead or even postponed. During the course of the Senate

4 1 Alexander H. Stephens to James Thomas, 17 May 1844,
Robert Toombs, Alexander H. Stephens, and Howell Cobb,
The Correspondence of Robert Toombs, Alexander H. Stephens,
and Howell Cobb, ed. Ulrich B. Phillips, in the Annual
Report of the American Historical Association, 1911,
2(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1913):57-58;
Francis P. Blair to Jackson, 2 May 1844 and 7 July 1844,
Jackson, Correspondence, 6:281, 299-30; Virgil Maxcy to
Calhoun, 10 December 1843, Calhoun, Correspondence, pp.
900-04; Benton, Thirty Years, 2:589-90; Poage, Henry Clay,
pp. 129-31; Ambler, Ritchie, pp. 231-32; Smith, Annexation,
pp. 199-220; John A. Garraty, Silas Wright (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1949), p. 253; Sellers, Polk, 2:58-60.

42 Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 186; Chitwood, Tyler,
p. 355.
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debate, the issue had entered the lively arena of presidential

politics, and the partisan nature of the final vote on the

treaty indicated that the Texas question had become the

fulcrum of the 1844 election.

Neither Clay nor Martin Van Buren, whom the Kentuckian

expected to be his Democratic opponent in that election,

anticipated its importance.43 After his retirement from

the Senate on March 31, 1842, Clay returned to his estate,

"Ashland," in Kentucky, where Van Buren visited him in

May of that same year. Although there is no documentary

evidence to support it, they probably discussed Texas and

both.agreed to oppose annexation, thus neutralizing it as

a campaign issue.

43 John J. Crittenden to R.P. Fletcher, 28 January 1844,
Crittenden, Life, 1:215-16 (Crittenden expressed assurance
that Van Buren would be the candidate, because to withdraw
or be abandoned "would be signal of dispersion and defeat
to the party."); Henry clay to John McPherson Berrien,
4 September 1843, Henry Clay, "Clay-Berrien Letters," ed.
Lowry Axley, Georgia Historical Quarterly 29(1945):34; ibid.,
22 September 1843, p. 35; Richard M. Johnston and William H.
Browne, The Life of Alexander H. Stephens (Philadelphia:
J.B. Lippincott and Company, 1878), p. 179; Glyndon G. Van
Deusen, Thurlow Weed: Wizard of the Lobby (1947; reprint ed.,
New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), p. 133.

4 4 Holmes Alexander, The American Talleyrand: The
Career and Contemporaries of Martin Van Buren, Eighth President
(1935; reprint ed., New York: Russell and Russell, 1968),
p. 392; Calhoun to R.M.T. Hunter, 22 December 1843, 1 February
1844, Calhoun, Correspondence, pp. 556, 564; George P. Garrison,
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Clay began his campaign in the winter and spring of

1843-1843, with a leisurely trip to New Orleans and other

cities in Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee.

At each city on his itinerary, Clay was greeted by large and

enthusiastic crowds while being feted with elaborate

processions and receptions, appropriate to the recognition

due an honored, elder statesman. Although he described his

travels as those of a private citizen, Clay's purpose was to

repair the damage inflicted on the Whigs by their dissension

with the Tyler administration and to build party unity.45

At every opportunity he spoke for Whig principles and measures.

He defended the tariff of 1842 as one which, by incorporating

moderate discriminatory schedules, represented a compromise

between the extremes of free trade and prohibitive duties. 4 6

Westward Extension, 1841-1850, vol. 17 of The American Nation:
A History, 28 vols., ed. Albert B. Hart (New York: Harper
and Brothers Publishers, 1906), p. 124; Poage, Henry Clay,
p. 138.

4 5 Francis P. Burns, "Henry Clay Visits New Orleans,"
Louisiana Historical Quarterly 27(1944) :736-41, 745-47;
Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 118-19.

46 Cln4 Cole, WhI Party, p. 100; Van Deusen, Jacksonian
Era, p. 166 (The Tariff of 1842 restored the duties to the
level of 1832 but did not retain distribution if protection
rose above 20 per cent).
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In the winter of 1843-1844, Clay embarked upon another

exhilirating southern tour, during which he pursued the same

theme, the virtues of Whiggery. Beginning in December

with a two-months' sojourn in New Orleans, the mecca for

important and influential businessmen from those states

trading on the Mississippi, he continued his journey through

the Gulf and seaboard states, northward to the Carolinas,4 7

arriving in Raleigh, North Carolina, on April 12, 1844.

There, on April 17, he penned his views on the Texas annexa-

tion question, confident that they reflected the sentiments

of the majority of the people. During his travels he had

not perceived any unusual interest or excitement about Texas.

Also, at the time he wrote his letter, the treaty had not

been presented to the Senate and the political debate, which

indicated its importance to the country had not developed.

Therefore, Clay failed to detect the latent mood for expansion

waiting to be tapped by Walker and other southern Democrats.4 8

47 Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern Section-
alism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1948), p. 321; Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 121-22; Dickey,
Prentiss, p. 230; Burns, "Henry Clay," pp. 747-50; Niles
Register 66(13 April 1844):105-06; ibid. (6 July 1844):295-99.

4 8 Kirwan, Crittenden, pp. 170-75; Van Deusen, Jacksonian
Era, p. 175; Van Deusen, Henry Clay, pp. 363-65; Poage, Henry
Clay, pp. 133-37; Cole, Whig Party, p. 110.
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While some southern leaders, particularly those in

Louisiana, were opposed to annexation and others were

indifferent, the majority favored annexation. They probably

believed it unnecessary to persuade Clay, because they

assumed he also supported annexation, in view of his previous

49
efforts to acquire the territory. It is true that Clay

exhibited a "stimulating Western passion" for Texas in his

denunciation of the 1819 Florida treaty, which fixed the

boundary at the Sabine, and, as secretary of state under

John Quincy Adams, he had proposed to purchase Texas from

Mexico. But Mexico's resentment of the proposals had thwarted

these efforts.50 Now, Mexico's assertion of its title to

Texas convinced Clay that annexation would lead to war with

Mexico. He also recognized northern hostility as a major

obstacle. These considerations formed the basis for Clay's

objection to immediate annexation. They were the heart of

the "Raleigh letter" and all of his subsequent letters on

the subject. Indeed, his argument was first developed in

49 Smith, Annexation, pp. 239-40; Adams, Memoirs,
11:348-49.

Adams, Memoirs, 11:348-49; Grayson to Houston, 21 October
1837, Garrison, Diplomatic Correspondence, 1:264-65; Hunt
to Irion, 21 October 1837, ibid., 266-67; Hunt to Irion,
31 January, 1838, ibid., 287; Van Zandt to Jones, 20 January
1844, ibid., 2:241.
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December, 1843, in a letter to John J. Crittenden, Kentucky

senator, advising him on a course of action to take to avert

Tyler's "mischievous design."51 The essence of his argument

is contained in the last sentence of his Raleigh letter:

I consider the annexation of Texas, at this time,
without the assent of Mexico, as a measure compro-
mising the national character; involving us certainly
in war with Mexico, probably with other foreign powers;
dangerous to the integrity of the country; and not
called fg by any general expression of public
opinion.

Clay also objected to annexation on constitutional grounds,

since a war with Mexico would devolve from the treaty-making

power of the Senate, not from the entire Congress, which

has the exclusive power to declare war.

That same day Van Buren's letter on the Texas annexation

question, addressed to W.H. Hammett, appeared in the Washington

Globe and expressed views similar to those of Clay. Since

Texas was still at war with Mexico, annexation, by violating

our treaty of amity and commerce with Mexico, would risk

war with that country.53 Although Van Buren did leave the

51 Henry Clay to Crittenden, 5 December 1843, Crittenden,
Life, 1:207-10.

52National Intelligencer, 27 April 1844; Niles Register
66(4 May 1844):152-53.

53 Martin Van Buren to Hammett, 20 April 1844, Niles
Register 66(4 May 1844):153-57; Charles G. Sellers, "The
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way open for future annexation if Mexico should recognize

Texas independence and if public opinion favored annexation,

southern Whigs also had interpreted Clay's objections "at

this time" simply to mean a postponement.54 It seemed that

the letters of the two leading presidential contenders had

succeeded in removing the Texas question as an issue in the

coming campaign.

The following week, on May 1, Whig delegates gathered

in Baltimore and gave Clay the nomination unanimously, by

acclamation. The vice-presidential nomination went to

Theodore Frelinghuysen, former senator from New Jersey and

chancellor of New York University. In a series of resolutions

which comprised their platform, the Whigs affirmed their

devotion to "the great principles of the Whig party:" a well-

regulated currency; a revenue tariff for the expenses of

government, but discriminatory protection, also;. distribution

of the proceeds from the sales of the public lands; a single

term for the president; a reform of executive usurpation;

Election of 1844," in The' History of American Presidential
Elections, 1789-1968, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., and Fred L.
Israel, eds., 4 vols. (New York: Chelsea House, 1971)1:822-
28, Appendix.

5 4 Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 182; Johnston, Stephens,
p. 179.
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and a practical efficiency in the administration of

government. 55

While Whigs were confident that the campaign would be

waged on these traditional questions of internal policy,

plans were developing outside their realm of knowledge

which culminated in Van Buren's losing the nomination and

Texas annexation becoming the consuming interest of the

country.56 The principal perpetrators of these intricate

plans were aggressive southern Democratic leaders who were

tired of Van Buren's allegedly "radical" preoccupation with

equal rights and resented the northern Democracy's dominance.5 7

Included in the group were Robert J. Walker of Mississippi;

Henry A. Wise, Thomas W. Gilmer, and Thomas Ritchie of

Virginia; and Cave Johnson, Gideon J. Pillow, and S.H.

Laughlin of Tennessee. These men were also expansionists,

not so much in the narrow sense of sectional interests as

the Calhoun contingent, but on a broader, national basis.

55 Sellers, "The Election of 1844," p. 807, Appendix.

56
William H. Adams, The Whig Party in Louisiana

(Lafayette, La.: University of Southwestern Louisiana Press,
1973), p. 130.

57
Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 184; Smith, Annexation,

pp. 253-56; Benton, Thirty Years, 2:594; Horace Greeley,
Recollections of a B Life, 2 vols. (1872; reprint ed.,
Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1971)1:471.
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Under ordinary circumstances, they would not, or could not,

have conspired to deprive Van Buren of the nomination, but

in Texas they saw a two-fold opportunity to fulfill their

expansionist dreams and satisfy their political ambitions.5 8

Van Buren's strength in New York and other northern states

was also the source of his vulnerability. He could not

offend this northern constituency by supporting annexation.

Still, he had been nominated by sixteen state legislatures

or state conventions and continued to bask in the reflected

glory of his old mentor, Andrew Jackson. A plan was devised

for soliciting Jackson's support of annexation, which would

force Van Buren to endorse it, also, or risk losing the

support of a large part of Jackson's following and, with

it, the nomination. These southern Democrats also knew

that Jackson's endorsement was important to the success of

their annexationist plans in the Southwest.

Accordingly, on January 23, 1843, Thomas W. Gilmer

wrote a letter to the Madisonian, arguing for annexation,

with emphasis on British designs in Texas. Aaron V. Brown,

Nashville congressman, forwarded a copy of the letter to

58 Graebner, Empire, pp. 14-16; Paul, Rift, pp. 126-27;
Dodd, Expansion, pp. 122-29; Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era,
p. 170; Smith, Annexation, pp. 244-46.
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59
Jackson and requested his comments. Unwittingly, the old

Anglophobe rose to the occasion and, on February 12, 1843,

replied with an urgent appeal for annexation, primarily

from a military point of view.60 The letter was not made

public until March, 1844, when Thomas Ritchie published it

in his Richmond Enquirer, inadvertently, (he claimed) moving

the date to February 12, 1844.61 Van Buren knew of the

59 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:151; Ambler, Ritchie, p. 232;
James E. Walmsley, "The Presidential Campaign of 1844 in
Mississippi," Mississippi Historical Society, Publications
9(1906):189; Poage, Henry Clay, p. 132; Benton, Thirty
Years, 2:582-84 (Benton maintains that the idea was con-
ceived by Gilmer and the letter written by Duff Green.
A.V. Brown was simply the "conductor." According to Benton,
they originally intended to save the letter and read it at
the Democratic convention to show that Jackson and Calhoun
had identical views and thus help Calhoun obtain the
nomination); Washington Madisonian, 23 January 1843 (Gilmer's
letter is dated 10 January 1843).

6 0 Jackson to Brown, 9, 12 February 1843, Jackson,
Correspondence, 6:201-02; Washington Globe, 20 March 1844.
In his letter Jackson regretted the 1819 treaty, which
established the Texas boundary at the Sabine. Apparently,
his memory here is hazy, because, according to John Quincy
Adams, he had approved the Sabine boundary in a conversation
recorded by Adams in his Memoirs, February 3, 1819 (Adams,
Memoirs, 4:238-39); Benton, ThirtyYears, 2:583; Bemis,
John Quincy Adams and the Union (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1956), pp. 462-63.

61 Ambler, Ritchie, p. 237; John S. Bassett, The Life
of Andrew Jackson, 2nd ed., 2 vols. in 1 (1911; New York:
Macmillan Company, 1928), pp. 735-36; Richmond Enquirer,
23 March 1844.
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letter's existence and its proposed use, but he expressed

his opposition to annexation, anyway. His reason may have

been to honor the pact he might have had with Clay or that

he felt the necessity of stating his convictions and those

of his constituency and believed, as Clay did, that there

was no general enthusiasm for Texas.62 When Jackson learned

of Van Buren's letter, he realized the damage his own

communication would do and tried to soften the effect by

writing a second letter in which he repeated all of his

former arguments but reaffirmed his support of Van Buren,

whose Texas stand he attributed to a lack of sufficient

knowledge on the subject. 6 3

Another requisite for the plan was postponement of

the Democratic convention, originally scheduled for December,

1843, to May 27, 1844. Ostensibly, the delay was to allow

more time for the party's congressional candidates to win

support, but the real purpose was to provide more time in

6 2 Roane to Van Buren, 17 October 1843, Van Buren Papers;
Sellers, Polk, p. 64; Garrison, Westward, p. 125; Smith,
Annexation, pp. 242-45; Garraty, Wright, p. 251.

6 3Jackson to Francis P. Blair, 7, 11 May 1843, Jackson,
Correspondence, 6:283-87; Niles Register 66(25 May 1844):193
(letter written 13 May 1844); Bassett, Life of Jackson,
p. 736; Coit, Calhoun, p. 366; Bancroft to Van Buren, 23 May
1844, M.A. DeWolfe Howe, The Life and Letters of George
Bancroft, 2 vols. in 1 (1908; reprint ed., New York: Da
Capo Press, 1970)1:249-51.
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which to stir up public enthusiasm for Texas. Van Buren

partisans acquiesced in the change for the sake of party

unity.64 This delay was detrimental to Van Buren's chances

for the nomination. It also explains why the Whigs omitted

any reference to Texas in their platform. At the time of

their convention, the mood for expansion had not manifested

itself, because the enterprising Democrats had not had

sufficient time in which to exploit it.65 Their task was

not difficult, for expansion had always been an important

ingredient in the American character. Americans, never

content with boundaries, had pushed ever westward. Elements

in this force, later dubbed "manifest destiny" by the

Democratic editor and publisher of the American Review,

John L. O'Sullivan, included pride in the nation's ideals,

culture, and institutions, hunger for land, and fear and

resentment of foreign influence.6 6

6 4Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 182; Garraty, Wright, p.
241; Paul, Rift, p. 63.

65 Stanwood, History of the Presidency, 1:211.

66 Walmsley, "Campaign in Mississippi," p. 181; Van
Deusen, Jacksonian Era, p. 171; Dodd, Robert J. Walker, p. 24;
Graebner, Empire, pp. 16-17; H.C. Hubbart, "Pro Southern
Influences in the Free West, 1840-1864," Mississippi Valley
Historical Review 20(1933):32.
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Even by late May, however, the chances for securing the

nomination for a pro-Texas candidate seemed slim, as Van

Buren seemed to have a majority of the delegates. The

expansionists obliterated this advantage by getting the

convention to adopt the two-thirds rule for nomination. This

rule had been used to Van Burenis advantage in securing the

vice-presidential nomination in 1832 and the presidential

nomination in 1836, but it had not been used in 1840 and

67was not in the plans for the present convention. Because

the 159 delegate votes pledged to Van Buren was 18 short

of the two-thirds majority required for nomination, this

proposal provided a way in which to express a change of

heart without seeming disloyal to the New Yorker. The

148-118 vote for the rule revealed the direction in which

the convention would go. As voting on the nominees proceeded,

Van Buren's lead steadily deteriorated through nine successive

ballots as various state delegations abandoned him. Delegates

justified their actions on the ground that his opinions on

6 7 Binkley, Political Parties, p. 147; Eugene H.
Roseboom, A History of Presidential Elections, 2nd ed.
(New York: Macmillan Company, 1964), p. 128; Ralph M.
Goldman, The Democratic Party in American Politics (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1966), p. 50; Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era,
p. 185.
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Texas had been given after the state conventions and did

not express the wishes of their constituents.6 8

On the ninth ballot, the delegates rallied to James K.

Polk of Tennessee. Although he has been described as the

first "dark horse" candidate in American history, he was

not a political unknown at the time of his nomination. His

credentials included a term as governor of Tennessee, 1839-41;

member of the House of Representatives, 1825-39; speaker of

the House, 1835-39; and, most important, friend and confidant

of Andrew Jackson. He had been defeated in two bids for

governor, in 1841 and 1843, but these defeats did not hurt

his standing with the Democrats, because he had sacrificed

the speakership to return to Tennessee and try to stem the

69Whig tide. His "availability"as a presidential candidate

did not occur spontaneously, at the convention, but resulted

from careful and ingenious planning on the part of his

68 Bancroft to Mrs. E.D. Bancroft, May 1844, Howe,
Bancroft Life and Letters, 1:248-49; Bemis, John Quincy
Adams, p. 472; Eugene I. McCormac, James K. Polk: A
Political Biography (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1922), p. 244; Garraty, Wright, pp. 267-82; Stanwood,
History of the Presidency, 1:212; Smith, Annexation, pp.
248-49; Paul, Rift, p. 130; Ambler, Ritchie, p. 242; Wiltse,
Calhoun, 3:149.

69 Garrison, Westward, p. 131; Rexford G. Tugwell, How
They Became President (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1964),
pp. 134, 137.
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Tennessee friends and himself.70 He had early declared for

the vice-presidential nomination, which gave him the oppor-

tunity to express his opinions in favor of annexation, but

throughout the pre-convention turmoil, Polk had steadfastly

maintained his loyalty to Van Buren. He had been in close

consultation with Jackson and shared his dismay over the

effect Van Buren's Texas letter had had on the party and

Van Buren's chances for the nomination. Jackson mourned for

his old friend's political future but was pragmatic enough

to realize the party had to abandon him for a "Texas man."

After some subtle manipulation by fellow-Tennessean Cave

Johnson, Jackson decided that Polk was the most "available"

candidate and proceeded to write a letter to Francis P. Blair

to that effect.7 2

7 0 Garraty, Wright, p. 260; Tugwell, President, pp.
134-35; McCormac, Polk, p. 233; William E. Smith, The Francis
Prescott Blair Family in Politics, 2 vols. (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1933), 1:162-63; Sellers, Polk, pp. 49,
70-99; Paul, Rift, pp. 146-65.

7 1Niles Register 66(8 June 1844):228-29; In this letter,
written April 23, 1844, Polk speaks of the danger of Texas
becoming a dependency or colony of Great Britain and echoes
Jackson's claim that the United States gave up more than was
necessary in 1819; he asserts that from 1803-1819, Texas
belonged to the United States.

7 2 Smith, Blair Family, 1:169.

l
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Polk's friends in Baltimore, including Johnson and

Gideon Pillow, executed their plan with great skill and

masterful timing, carefully avoiding the antagonizing of

the Van Buren stalwarts,, headed by Silas Wright of New

York. Polk's nomination required not only Jackson's

endorsement but support of the northern delegations. Working

in Polk's favor was the animosity between the various factions

supporting the other contenders for the nomination, including

Lewis Cass of Michigan, Levi Woodbury, New Hampshire, James

Buchanan, Pennsylvania, and Richard M. Johnson, Kentucky.

None of these men could garner enough votes for the nomination.

Throughout the night preceding the final day of the convention,

Pillow and Laughlin worked diligently for Polk and planted

the idea with George Bancroft and Marcus Morton (Massachusetts)

and Benjamin F. Butler (New York) that Polk was the man upon

whom the entire convention could agree and, therefore, break

the deadlock, unite the party, and carry it to victory in

November.

As an aspirant for only the second place, Polk had not

incurred the enmity of any of the warring factions. As a

professed Van Buren man, he would be acceptable to the Van

7 3 Bancroft to Polk, 6 July 1844, Howe, Bancroft Life
and Letters, 1:251-55.
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Buren contingent. His nationalistic appeal for annexation

had transcended any sectional interest in slavery extension,

74so he was acceptable to the convention majority. His

friends managed to persuade a northern man to add Polk's

name to the roster on the eighth ballot. On the ninth,

Maine led the way by switching its vote to Polk, and this

action started a stampede for the Tennessean, as successive

delegations began to change their votes to give him the

nomination unanimously.75 Polk's perception of Texas as the

"stepping stone . . . for Presidential candidates . . .

had paid off.76 George M. Dallas, a protectionist from

Pennsylvania, was nominated as his running mate. Silas

Wright, Senator of New York, had rejected the vice-presidential

nomination, offered as a conciliatory gesture and to bolster

the ticket's chances for success in that state, because he

74
McCormac, Polk, pp. 239-40; Smith, Annexation, pp.

250-53; Sellers, Polk, p. 49; Nelson W. Polsby and Aaron B.
Wildavsky, Presidential Elections: Strategies of American
Electoral Process (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1968), pp. 102-03.

7 5Garrison, Westward, p. 131; Stanwood, History of
the Presidency, 1:213; See Sellers, "Election of 1844,"
pp. 829-52, Appendix, for an account of the Democratic
convention proceedings.

76 Tugwell, President, p. 135; Philip Hone, The Diary
of Philip Hone, 1828-1851, ed. Allan Nevins, 2 vols. (New
York: Dodd, Mead, and Company, 1927)2:701.
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would not submit to the indignity of riding "behind the

Black Pony that had trampled on the Red Fox." Since his

views on Texas were the same as Van Buren's, his acceptance

would have revealed the action taken by the convention as a

scheme for getting rid of Van Buren. Polk tried to alleviate

the bitterness of the New Yorkers by reassuring them of his

loyalty to Van Buren and disavowing any knowledge of the

two-thirds rule movement, asserting that at the time he

had written his letter endorsing annexation, he believed

that Van Buren had the same sentiments.78 Polk had earlier

pledged himself to one term in an effort to placate the

79rival aspirants for the nomination. These gestures helped

to smooth over factional differences and unite the party

sufficiently for the campaign ahead.

The Democratic platform opposed distribution of land

sale proceeds, a national bank, a federal system of internal

improvements, and excessive tariff. It supported the use of

77
Van Deusen, Thurlow Weed, p. 134.

78 Polk to Wright, 12 June 1844, James K. Polk Papers,
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (on microfilm, North
Texas State University).

7 9 Brown to Polk, 30 May 1844, Polk Papers; A. Cullum
to Polk, 30 May 1844, ibid.; Jacob Thompson to Polk,
7 June 1844, ibid.; Williamson Smith to Polk, 7 June 1844,
ibid.
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the veto and revenue tariff. The most important feature

of the platform was Walker's inspiring slogan, "The Re-

annexation of Texas and the Re-occupation of Oregon."8 0

This slogan determined the direction for the Democratic

campaign and promised success, because it gave expression

to the national impulse to possess both Texas and Oregon,

which was stronger than any objections over slavery, fear

of war, or qualms over the ethics involved in gaining the

territory. The prefix "re" implied justification for the

proposed undertaking. 81

8 0 Sellers, "Election of 1844," pp. 799-801, Appendix.

81 Garrison, Westward, p. 132; Bemis, John Quincy Adams,
p. 481; Garraty, Wright, p. 254; Dodd, Robert J. Walker,
p. 22; Daniel W. Howe, "The Mississippi Valley~in the Movement
for Fifty-four Forty or Fight," Mississippi Valley Historical
Association, Report 5(Cedar Rapids, Iowa: The Torch Press,
1912), p. 99. The Oregon Territory included land now embraced
by the states of Oregon, Washington, and Idaho, and parts of
Montana and Wyoming. The Convention of 1818 with Great
Britain provided for joint occupation of the territory "'that
may be claimed by either party in the Northwest coast of
the Americas west of the Stony (rocky) Mountains"' for a period
of ten years. A second treaty of 1827 extended the provisions
for a joint occupancy indefinitely, with stipulation that
either.party should have the right to abrogate the treaty
on giving the other twelve-months notice. Further negotiations
followed, in the course of which Great Britain claimed as
far south as the 42nd parallel, while the United States
claimed as far north as the line of 500401; Agar, People's
Choice, pp. 146-47. Agar says there was no real justification
for "re"-occupation, since Oregon had never been occupied by -
any significant number of Americans.
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Polk's nomination and the Democratic expansionist

platform meant that the Whigs had been outflanked.8 2

Instead of the expected contest between Clay and Van Buren

on economic issues, their standard bearer faced a new

opponent and a far more volatile issue. In the month which

had intervened between Clay's and Van Buren's Texas letters,

the Democrats had seized the initiative by generating the

public enthusiasm necessary to convert the annexation impulse

into a national force and then embracing it as their party's

election goal. The entire strategy caught the Whigs off-guard

and forced them to wage a defensive campaign. Whig senators

made a valiant effort to save the day for their party and

candidate when, with the exception of John Henderson of

Mississippi, they voted against the annexation treaty. But

by the time the vote came on June 8, the issue had already

passed from the confines of Senate debate, and the Whigs

were forced to devise a strategy which might offset the

disadvantages of Clay's negative attitude.

Whig orators first tried diversionary tactics with

persistent emphasis on their lofty principles of government,

the beneficial results of their economic policies, and the

superior quality of their leaders. They tried to categorize

8 2 Kirwan, Crittenden, p. 177.
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Polk as being obscure and mediocre by asking the question,

"Who is James K. Polk?" Mississippi orator Seargent S.

Prentiss dismissed him as "a blighted burr, that has fallen

from the mane of the war-horse of the Hermitage!'"8 3

Campaign tactics were tailored to state and regional

interests. While downplaying the tariff issue in most of

their campaigning in the South, in Louisiana Whig speakers

warned that Polk's opposition to the protective tariff would

let foreign sugar enter duty free.84 In New York Robert

Toombs of Georgia contrasted the partial protection of sugar

only, which had been advocated by Calhoun, with the Whigs'

desire to protect "all classes of labor and home industry."

In Boston, at the July 4.Clay Club dinner, John Berrien,

also of Georgia, stressed harmony between southern and

northern Whigs on the tariff. Both wanted free and unrestricted

trade within the nation and reciprocal trade with other nations.8 5

In protectionist Pennsylvania they claimed credit for the tariff

83 Dickey, Prentiss, p. 251; Seargent S. Prentiss, A
Memoir of S.S. Prentiss, Edited by His Brother [George L.
Prentiss], 2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner, 1856)
2:331-32.

8 4Adams, Whig Party in Louisiana, p. 132.

85
Niles Register 66(18 May 1844):188; ibid. (27 July

1844):348-49.
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of 1842 and printed excerpts from Polk's speeches made in

Congress and during his campaign for governor of Tennessee

to prove his opposition to protective principles.8 6

Polk anticipated these tactics and overcame the intended

damage by writing a letter on the subject to John K. Kane,

on June 9, 1844, expressly for publication in Pennsylvania.

In this letter, which Polk wrote before he received a letter

from Walker advising him on the question, he demonstrated

his own keep political sense. By skillfully combining the

need for revenue with "reasonable incidental protection" to

home industry and sanctioning such moderate discriminatory

duties as to produce both, Polk managed to neutralize the

tariff issue and make a Democratic victory in Pennsylvania

87possible. It was the perfect political ploy, because both

anti- and pro-protectionists gave it an interpretation most

satisfying to their respective interests, and Polk did not

88have to compromise his own views. After the favorable

86 Malcolm R. Eiselen, The Rise of Pennsylvania Protec-
tionism (Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1974), pp. 158-59;
Oscar D. Lambert, Presidential Politics in the United States,
1841-1844 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1936), pp. 170-71.

87 James K. Polk to John K. Kane, 9 June 1844, Sellers,
"The Election of 1844," p. 853, Appendix; Niles Register
66(6 July 1844) :295.

8 8 Sellers, Polk, pp. 118-23; Henry R. Mueller, The Whig
Party in Pennsylvania (New York: Columbia University, 1922),
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reception of the Kane letter, the Democrats claimed the

tariff of 1842 as their own "with a pertinacity truly

astonishing," and on flags and banners boldly proclaimed

"POLK, DALLAS, SHUNK, AND THE DEMOCRATIC TARIFF OF 1842.",89

Polk also showed the good sense to let this letter stand as

his only public statement on any subject whatsoever for

the remainder of the campaign. His previous advocacy of

annexation and his nomination on a platform which unequivocably

called for annexation at "the earliest practicable period"

left no need for further elaboration. He did not take any

bait which would have led him down the treacherous labyrinth

of campaign politics.

When Whig efforts to sidetract the annexation issue

failed, they tried to reverse their defensive position by

projecting themselves as champions of the Union,.conveying

the idea that the voters had a choice between Texas without

the Union or the Union without Texas.90 Prentiss indicated

pp. 103, 112; Frederick Merk, "Presidential Fevers,"
Missisippi Historical Review 47(1960):4-5.

89 Nathan Sargent, Public Men and Events From the Com-
mencement of Mr. Monroe's Administration in 1817, to the Close
of Mr. Fillmore's Administration in 1853,2 vols. (1875;
reprint ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1970)2:235. Francis
Shunk was the Democratic gubernatorial candidate in Pennsylvania.

90 Cole, Whig Party, p. 114; Adams, Whig P in Louisiana,
p. 132; Sellers, Polk, p. 142; Van Deusen, William Henry
Seward (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967) , p. 102.
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the Democrats' endorsement of annexation as "'honoring the

pale sickly star of Texas more than those of their cherished

union.'"91 Philip Hone stated the case in even stronger

terms when he denounced the Democrats as demagogues who

risked not only the Union but "the downfall of liberty in

the Western world."92 Pursuing another facet of the issue,

Whigs deplored the selfishness of Texas landowners and holders

of Texas scrip, who were willing to destroy the Union for

93
mercenary reasons.

These tactics showed the basic weakness of Clay's

negative position. They represented denial of national

expansion, whereas the Democrats' policy meant acquisition

of additional territory and more accurately reflected the

desires of the electorate. Democratic propaganda emphasized

the advantages of Texas for all sections. The new territory

not only would help the development of southern agriculture

but would stimulate the northern economy by opening up new

markets for its industrial and commercial interests. Although

the "re-occupation of Oregon" did not stimulate the same

91
01Dickey, Prentiss, p. 264.

9 2 Hone, Diary, 2:702.

9 3Lambert, Presidential Politics, p. 179; Ambler, Ritchie,
p. 244.
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intensity of public interest as the "re-annexation of

Texas," it offered similar attractions and helped give the

Democrats the needed dimension for nationalizing their

aims.

As the campaign progressed, Whig newspapers in the South

tried to prevent disaffection among southern Whigs and the

independent voters whose support was needed to carry the

election. Their editorials emphasized that the obstacles

to Texas were only temporary.94 But their readers were not

satisfied. Not many agreed with South Carolinian Waddy

Thompson, who believed that the "inevitable tendencies of

the annexation of Texas are to promote the abolition of

slavery" through diffusion. In writing his views to the

editors of the National Intelligencer, Thompson also cited

Walker's letter expressing similar views, which the latter

had intended for northern consumption, entitled "ADMITTING

TEXAS SECURES THE EXTINCTION OF SLAVERY." Thompson went

on to predict that competition from Texas cotton production

would lower the staple's price and therefore destroy the

value of slave labor in the older slave states. Production

of tobacco and sugar in Texas, also cultivated by slave

labor, would withdraw slaves from the older slave states.

94 Cole, Whig Party, p. 112.
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This withdrawal would first affect the northernmost slave

states and weaken their common interest with those remaining,

thereby weakening southern strength at the ballot box.9 5

Most southerners saw Texas, as did Thompson, in terms of

sectional interests, but to them it represented a majority

in the Senate with which to secure the South's "peculiar

institution," and withit, southern culture and economy.

Texas also represented the safety of the Southwest, command

of the Gulf, and a check on British ambition and intrigue.9 6

A serious sign of dissension within the ranks surfaced at

the Georgia Whig convention, when Alexander H. Stephens

introduced resolutions pronouncing in favor of future

annexation.

This threatened disaffection forced Clay to modify

his earlier position, but in doing so, he only enhanced his

chances for defeat. In his Raleigh letter, he had objected

to annexation partly on the premise that it was against "the

wishes of a considerable and respectable portion of the

95 Waddy Thompson to Gales and Seaton, 3 July, 1844,
Niles pRegister 66(13 July 1844) :316-19.

96 Graebner, Empire, p. 17; Bemis, John Quincy Adams,
p. 449; Roseboom, History of Presidential Elections, p. 130,
Winston, "Annexation," p. 22.

9 7 Poage , Henry Clay, p. 143.
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confederacy." The South interpreted this to mean that he

placed more value on northern, particularly abolitionist,

opinion than he did on their interests and security. To

many moderates in both sections of the country, Clay's

letter represented pro-British sentiment, partiality to

Mexico, and fear of European power, all of which constituted

an affront to American pride. 9 8

In an attempt to rectify these adverse reactions, Clay

wrote, on July 1, 1844, to the editor of the Tuscaloosa,

Alabama Monitor, the first of what have become known as

the "Alabama" letters, which he reiterated the arguments

advanced in the Raleigh letter but added that he had "no

personal objections" to annexation.99 This qualification

was aimed at the South, but only served to offend the anti-

slavery people of the North. In the second "Alabama" letter,

July 27, 1844, which he addressed to the editors of the North

Alabamian, Clay repeated his basic objections, but gave

more encouragement by saying he "would even be glad to see"

annexation if these problems could be overcome. Unfortunately,

Clay went on to describe slavery as a "temporary institution"

98Garrison, Westward, p. 135; Smith, Annexation, p. 242.

99 Clay to S.F. Miller, 1 July 1844, Niles Register
66 (3 August 1844) ; 372.
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which should not prevent a permanent acquisition.100 The

logic of his argument was lost in the emotional reaction of

the extreme pro- and anti-slavery forces, who resented his

statement from their respective points of view. He had

offended the humanitarian instincts of the abolitionist-minded

and alarmed southerners by regarding slavery as a temporary

.101institution. Thurlow Weed was probably correct in

attributing Clay's defeat in New York to the effect of this

letter. 102

In these letters Clay had attempted to separate his

personal feelings from national considerations, but northerners

and southerners alike objected that he had no personal

feelings about slavery. The more he tried to explain his

position, the more people he offended and the weaker his

position became. He only succeeded in confusing the electorate

and providing more ammunition for his opponents.1 0 3

10 0 Clay to Thomas M. Peters and John M. Jackson, 27 July
1844, Niles Register 66(31 August 1844) :439; Sellers,
"Election of 1844," pp. 855-56, Appendix.

101
.Smith, Annexation, pp. 308-09.

102
Thurlow Weed, Autobiography of Thurlow Weed, ed.

Harriet A. Weed (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and) company,
1883), p. 585.

10 3 Garrison, Westward, p. 135.
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On September 23, Clay made one last attempt to clarify

his position. In a letter addressed to the editors of

Niles Register he said, "I am decidedly opposed to the

immediate annexation of Texas to the United States." He

then repeated the objections he had raised in his first

letter on the subject in December, 1843, to which he had

adhered in all subsequent letters:

it would be dishonorable, might involve them in
war, would be dangerous to the integrity and
the harmony of the union, and, if all these
objections were removed, could not be effected
according to any information I Y 8 4sess, upon
just and admissable conditions.

In the heat of the campaign no one took the time to analyze

Clay's letters and recognize their consistency. Since his

basic position had not changed, he should have let the

Raleigh letter stand. His other letters were qualifying

and they came across as equivocation. His mistake was not

in anticipating the reaction his statements might provoke.

Polk had taken a positive, unqualified position that people

could understand and rely upon. Clay's old policy of

"truth and justice, sound policy and wisdom, always abide

in the middle ground" had failed him this time.105

10 4 Clay to Gales and Seaton, 23 September' 1844, Niles
Register 67(23 September 1844) :74; Sellers , "Election of 1844,"
pp. 857-58, Appendix.

1 05 Niles Register 66(6 July 1844):298; for a discussion
of the effect of Clay's letters, see Smith, Annexation, pp. 242,



94

"Harry of the West's" problems were compounded by the

activities of his cousin and self-appointed champion,

abolitionist Cassius M. Clay, who depicted Clay as favoring

emancipation. When Henry Clay finally repudiated him, he

106further alienated antislavery Whigs.

In Pennsylvania and New York, the Whigs tried to

counteract the Democrats' advantage by collaborating with

the Native Americans (officially, the American Republican

party), whose most familiar themes were anti-foreign and

anti-Catholic. The Democrats had traditionally been friendly

to immigrants and had obtained their loyalty, which in turn

invoked the Whigs' hostile attitude toward foreigners.1 0 7

In Philadelphia the Whigs and Native Americans conspired to

throw their united support to Nativist candidates for three

of the four contested congressional seats., most of the state

legislative seats, and some local offices and to the Whig

candidates for the governorship, the remaining congressional

seat, some legislative seats and most of the local offices.

In the October elections, the Democratic gubernatorial

307-09; Poage, Henry Clay, pp. 135, 143-47; Garrison,
Westward, p. 135; and Dickey, Prentiss, p. 241.

10 6 Poage, Henry Clay, p. 140.

1 0 7 Sellers, Polk, p. 151.
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candidate, Francis Shunk, won by only 50.7 per cent, and

his party lost the city by 6,000 votes, while the Natives

elected two congressmen and nine members of the legislature.

The Democrats expected to hold the narrow state lead in

November and even increase it with returning Democratic

Nativists, but they were concerned with the effect that the

coalition might have on the more evenly divided and crucial

state of New York.1 0 8  In New York City Whigs agreed to

support the Nativist congressional and legislative ticket in

return for their pledge to vote Whig for governor and

president.

In New York William Seward and Thurlow Weed had worked

diligently to establish a close working relationship with

Catholic Bishop John Hughes, whom they hoped would use his

influence to swing the Irish-Catholic vote to Clay.10 9  Clay

inadvertently undermined this alliance by writing a letter

to be circulated privately among the Nativists in Philadelphia,

in which he strongly endorsed their proposed changes in

naturalization laws. Democrats managed to obtain a copy of

the letter and used it in the Empire State to alienate the

108
Ibid., p. 153.

1 0 9 Ibid., p. 152.
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110foreign vote from the Whigs. They also naturalized

more than sixty new voters a day in New York City. The

Whigs helped carry the Nativist ticket to victory in October

in that city and, at the state level, win for them four

congressional seats, but 2,000 Democratic Nativists and an

unanimous turnout of foreign-born Democrats voted for Polk

and carried the city for him against Clay. Seward, in

assessing Clay's loss in New York, placed more emphasis on

the fear engendered in the foreign-born by this Whig-Nativist

cooperation than upon the disaffection of the antislavery

forces.111

Another complication for both parties, but more so

for the Whigs, was the influence of the Liberty party, which

was particularly strong in New York, where they held the

balance of power. Between the presidential election years

of 1840 and 1844, its membership had increased ten-fold and

now.numbered over 60,000. Since the Democrats had come out

firmly for annexation, they expected no help from the Liberty

organization. The Whigs, on the other hand, tried to convince

110Ibid.,p. 158.

Lambert, Presidential Politics, p. 181; Sellers, Polk,
p. 156; Garraty, Wright, p. 328; Louis Dow Scisco, Political
Nativism in New York State (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1901), pp. 49-52.
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the political abolitionists that Clay best represented their

sentiments. Several developments occurred, however, which

alienated both the abolitionists and antislavery Whigs.

Clay's second "Alabama" letter, in which he had discounted

the importance of slavery in the Texas question, stirred

moral outrage in those sensitive to human bondage. 11 The

Democrats also hurt Whig chances when they identified vice-

presidential nominee, Theodore Frelinghuysen, with the

Liberty movement. In denying the allegation, he elaborated

upon his view that slavery was a domestic concern with

which Congress had no right to interfere. This was a

contradiction of the traditional Whig position that Congress

alone had the power to legislate on the question of slavery,

but, nevertheless, the statement caused even greater distrust

of Whig leadership and policy.1 1 3

The Whigs also showed poor strategy in their hostile

reaction to Liberty presidential candidate James G. Birney's

acceptance of the Democratic nomination in Saginaw County,

Michigan, charging him with disloyalty and subterfuge.

They declared this action proved that there was a Liberty-

Democratic bargain to defeat Clay. To reinforce their claim

1 2 Theodore C. Smith, The Liberty and Free Soil Parties
in the Northwest, (1897; reprint ed., New York: Russell and
Russell, 1967), pp. 72, 84.

11 3 Lambert, Presidential Politics, p. 183.
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that Birney was a Democrat plant being used to take away

Whig votes, a number of Whig newspapers in New York, Ohio,

and Connecticut published a forged letter supposedly written

to one Jerome B. Garland, dated October 21, 1844, in which

Birney said, in accepting the Michigan nomination, that he

had always been a Democrat and pledged himself, if elected,

to go for Democratic men and measures. Garland later

disclaimed this letter as a "bare and infamous forgery and

falsehood."1 1 4  In Birney's own denial of the charge, he

made the rather strange admission that, while he opposed

Polk's election, he deprecated more the election of Clay,

"because, possessing abilities superior to Mr. Polk's, he

would proportionately weaken the influence of those truths

[of the Declaration of Independence] in the minds of the

people" and be more likely to bring about annexation.1 1 5

On the whole, the Whigs' inept strategy lost the Liberty

vote as well as that of many antislavery Whigs. Another

114
Roseboom, Presidential Elections, p. 132; Smith,

Liberty and Free Soil, pp. 77-79; Jerome B. Garland to
Frederick Follett, 11 November 1844, James Gillespie Birney,
Letters of James Gillespie Birney, 1831-1857, ed. Dwight L.
Bumond, 2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton-Century Company,
1938)2:870-71

1 1 5 Letter to the editor of the New York Tribune,
10 October 1844, Birney, Letters, 2:853.
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factor that hurt them in New York was the candidacy of

Silas Wright for governor, because Wright's popularity

helped carry the state for Polk. However, the Liberty

party was probably the most important determinant in New

York, where Polk won by a plurality of 5,000 votes. If

Clay had obtained only a third of the 15,800 votes that

went to Birney, he would have carried the state.l16

While the Whigs had their problems with the Liberty

party, the Democrats had to contend with a movement of

dissident Democrats led by President Tyler. On the same

day the Democratic convention met in Baltimore, so did a

Tyler-nominating convention, made up largely of federal

officeholders who were recipients of Tyler's patronage.

Tyler later claimed that his purpose had been to force the

Democrats to choose a pro-Texas candidate or face defeat

as a result of his.detracting the pro-annexationist vote.

He did not withdraw his candidacy after Polk's nomination,

because the Democratic press had made savage assaults upon

1 16 Garrison, Westward, p. 137; Poage, Henry Clay, p. 151;
W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots, 1836-1892 (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1955), p. 31; Van Deusen,
Henry Clay, pp. 375-76.

117Niles Register 64(19 August 1843) :394-95; Garraty,
Wright, p. 232; Chitwood, John Tyler, pp. 369-78; Seager,
And Tyler Too; Smith, Annexation, pp. 234-39.
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him and his friends, and he wanted reassurance that his

friends "would be regarded as true friends of the country

and be looked upon as any other portion of the Democracy."1 1 8

The Democrats stopped short of giving these assurances.,

but their press did refrain from the attacks and praised

Tyler for the vital services rendered the party and for

119saving Texas from the aggressions of England. Tyler

finally withdrew on August 20, and Jackson conveyed, through

Tyler's friend Joel Sutherland, the gratitude of a united

party when he extolled Tyler's "patriotic endeavors to

reannex Texas to the United States." 1 2 0

The final weeks of the campaign were characterized by

increased vituperation by both parties. The Democrats

revived the old charges of "bargain and corruption," by

which they claimed that in 1824 John Quincy Adams had rewarded

Clay with the State Department in return for Clay's throwing

his influence toward Adams when the House of Representatives

11 8 John Tyler to Henry A. Wise, (no date), Tyler, Letters
and Times, 2:317; Tyler to Alexander Gardiner, 11 July 1846,
ibid., 341-2; Tyler to Jackson, 18 August 1844, Jackson,
Correspondence, 6:315.

1 1 9 Chitwood, John Tyler, pp. 378-84.

12 0 Tyler's Letter of Withdrawal from the Campaign,
22 August 1844, Tyler, Letters and Times, 2:342-49; Jackson
to Joel B. Sutherland, 2 September 1844, ibid., 2:341.
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voted to break the deadlock between himself, Adams, Jackson,

and Crawford. The Democrats also made vicious attacks upon

Clay's character. The epithet "gambler, duelist, drinker,

rake and Sabbath-breaker" became a litany repeated at every

opportunity.121 In the House of Representatives, Thomas J.

Henley of Indiana concluded an attack on Clay with, "The

standard of Mr. Clay should consist of his armorial bearings,

which ought to be a pistol, a pack of cards, and a brandy

1J22bottle." Clay's opponents substantiated his moral

unfitness for the presidency by cataloging his transgression

of the Ten Commandments.1 2 3

Whig efforts at counterattack were comparatively mild,

because Polk's relative obscurity made him a less vulnerable

target. Although they labeled him a "lickspittle" and

coward for having evaded a duel under provocation, Whigs

directed more attention toward his grandfather, Ezekiel

Polk, whom they accused of being a Tory during the Revolu-

tionary War.124 Polk calmly withstood the charges against

12 1 Hone, Diary, 2:712; Van Deusen, Henry Clay, pp. 370-71.

1 2 2 Adams, Memoirs, 12:45.

12 3 Sellers, Polk, p. 141.

12 4 Van Deusen, Henry Clay, p. 372; Poage, Henry Clay, p.
150; Tugwell, President, p. 138; Lambert, Presidential
Politics, pp. 172-73.
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himself but directed much effort toward the vindication of

his grandfather. He had his friend, one "Dr. Ramsey,"

busily engaged throughout most of the campaign in gathering

evidence, writing refutations, and collecting depositions

from aged men and women then living all over the Southwest

who had known "Zeke" back in Mecklenburg, North Carolina.

These were comprised into a pamphlet, Vindication, prepared

by Senator William H. Haywood, Jr., of North Carolina.1 2 5

The Whigs tried to capitalize on Polk as a slaveholder

with a forged account of a tour of the South and West by a

certain "Roorback" (or Roerback), during which he observed

a gang of slaves being marched in chains to a slave auction

in Tennessee, each bearing the brand "J.K.P." The Democrats

discovered that this story, "Roorback's Tour Through The

Southern and Western States in the Year 1836," was a

fabrication based on a similar passage, having nothing to do

with Polk, in G.W. Featherstonhaugh's recently-published

book on his American travels.1 2 6

Both parties exploited the psychology of the Log Cabin

campaign of 1840, with a profusion of parades, processions,

12 5 Sellers, Polk, p. 138.

12 6 Ibid., p. 150; Roseboom, Presidential Elections, pp.
132-33; Sellers, "Election of 1844," pp. 859-60, Appendix.
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and a plethora of hickory and ash poles (the latter referring

to Clay's Ashland estate), but the Whig call to "'Get out

of the way, you're all unlucky; clear the war for Old

Kentucky,"' was not heeded.127 "Polk and Texas" carried the

day by a popular vote of 1,337,243 to Clay's 1,299,062.

James Birney polled 62,300 votes. Polk and Dallas received

170 electoral votes compared with 105 for Clay and

Frelinghuysen. Polk carried seven free and eight slave

states; Clay six free and five slave states.1 2 8

In lamenting Clay's loss, leading Whigs attributed it

primarily to the influence of the abolitionists and the

unfortunate association of the Whigs with the Native Americans.

They also blamed the electorate's incapability of appreciating

Clay's superior mind and talents. From Buffalo,. Fillmore

wrote to Clay that "the abolitionists and foreign Catholics

have defeated us in this State . . . . Our opponents, by

pointing to the Native Americans and to Mr. Frelinghuysen,

drove the foreign Catholics from us and defeated us in this

State."129 The editor of the National Intelligencer, in his

dispair over Clay's defeat, said of the election:

12 7 Tugwell, President, p. 139; Roseboom, Presidential
Elections, pp. 132-33; Van Deusen, Henry Clay, p. 369.

128
Sellers, "Election of 1844," p. 861, Appendix.

129
Fillmore to Clay, 11 November 1844, Henry Clay, Works

of Henry Clay: comprising His Life, Correspondence and
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It had been accomplished by fraud through the
slave representation. The partial associations
of Native Americans, Irish Catholics, abolition
societies, Liberty party, the Pope of Rome, the
Democracy of the Sword, and the dotage of a
ruffian, are sealing the fate of this nation,
which nothing less th B 0 the interposition of
omnipotence can save.

Philip Hone concurred in this view when he recorded in

his diary that "the slaveholders of the South and the

abolitionists of the North have gone squarely against us."

From his aristocratic perspective, he concluded, "Mr. Clay's

talents, public services, and sound principles are too

much for this leveling generation. The beauty of his

character forms too strong a contrast to their deformity."1 3 1

In a similar vein, Thomas Corwin asked, "Is it only at the

grave of a truly great man that the world opens its eyes to

his worth? . . . What will the charlatans do next?"1 3 2

These assessments, voiced in the bitter aftermath of

defeat, concentrate too much on the negative aspects of

Clay's loss and fail to note the important positive element

Speeches, ed. Calvin Colton, 10 vols. (New York: G.P. Putnam's
Sons, 1904)5:497-98.

13 0 Adams, Memoirs, 12:110.

13 1 Hone, Diary, 2:719-20.

132
Corwin to Crittenden, 15 November 1844, Crittenden,

Life, 1:225.
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in Polk's victory. Since the issue of the annexation of

Texas dominated the campaign, it is reasonable to assume

that those who voted for Polk were at least not opposed

to annexation.133 John .Quincy Adams saw in the election

results the possibilities for a future sectional polarization

of the nation when he wrote, " . . . It is the victory of

the slavery element in the Constitution of the United

States."134 In 1844, however, the electorate lacked Adams's

prescience. The returns show no significant sectional

division. Although "manifest destiny" was approved by a

narrow margin, it received that approval nationwide and was

the decisive factor in the Democratic victory. The Democrats

won because they promised both sections additional territory

nearly equal to the nation's present size and, with it,

fulfillment of dreams of individual prosperity and national

glory, while the Whigs had promised nothing. In his

conservative and equivocal approach, Clay had not been

responsive to these aspirations of the people. Polk's broad

vision of a territory embracing both Texas and Oregon was

135more akin to the American spirit.

133
Sellers, Polk, p. 160; Garrison, Westward, pp. 136-37.

1 3 4 Adams, Memoirs, 12:103.

13 5 Graebner, Empire, p. 21; Garrison, Westward, pp. 137-38;
Burnham, Presidential Ballots, pp. 29, 33; Poaige, Henry Clay,
p. 151; Tugwell, Pres ident, p. 135.



CHAPTER IV

THE ELECTION OF 1848: THE PEOPLE PLACE

THEIR TRUST IN "OLD ZACK"

Although the election of Polk implied approval of the

annexation of Texas and undoubtedly gave impetus to the

project in Congress, President John Tyler and Secretary of

State John C. Calhoun had persisted throughout the 1844

presidential campaign in their efforts to achieve that goal.

On June 11, 1844, Senator George McDuffie, South Carolina

Democrat, had introduced a joint resolution which provided

that if Texas should ratify the Senate-rejected treaty, it

would become the "'fundamental law of the Union."' The

congressional session ended, however, before a vote could

be taken.

The same conditions which had given urgency to the

administration's earlier efforts toward annexation still

threatened. With the recent expiration of the armistice

Charles M. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, 3 vols. (Indianapo-
lis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1944-51), vol. 3, John C.
Calhoun: Sectionalist, 1840-1850, p. 199; U.S., Congress,
Senate, Congressional Globe, 28th Cong., lst sess., 11 June
1844, pp. 660-61; ibid., 13 June 1844, p. 673; ibid., 15 June
1844, p. 688.
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between Mexico and Texas., Mexico had renewed its war against

the republic. This situation, coupled with the Senate

rejection of annexation in April, tended to make Texas

more receptive to Great Britain's relentless efforts to

gain Mexico's recognition of its independence. Although

Tyler and Calhoun had responded to the resumption of

hostilities by extending the American protection which had

been given during the treaty negotiations, they knew that

their project was in danger. In his fourth annual message

to Congress in December, Tyler urged that the legislators

act upon the joint resolution. At the completion of the

organization of the second session of Congress, McDuffie

reintroduced his resolution and Charles Ingersoll of

Pennsylvania offered a similar one in the House. But Senator

Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri proposed a bill to renew

2negotiations with both Mexico and Texas. This latter

proposal would have involved a delay. Andrew Jackson Donelson,

2
Wiltse, Calhoun 3:203-04, 206-07; Eugene C,. Barker,

"The Annexation of Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly
50(1946):71; Senate, Congressional Globe, 28th Cong., 2nd
sess., 10 December 1844, pp'. 16-17; ibid.,. 11 December 1844,
p. 19; ibid., House, 12 December 1844, p. 26; Thomas Hart
Benton, Thirty Years View; or, A History of the Working of
the American Government For Thirty Years, From 1820 to 1850,
2 vols. (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1854-56),
2:637.
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American charge in Texas, warned on January 2, 1845, that

failure of the present session to act would doom annexation.3

After three weeks of debate, a modified version of the

Ingersoll resolution, offered by Milton Brown of Tennessee,

passed in the House, 120 to 98.4 Debate continued in the

Senate over reopening negotiations with Texas. Robert J.

Walker finally broke the deadlock by proposing that a

modified version of the Benton bill, one which did not

require Mexico's assent, be added to the House resolution

as an alternative choice, leaving to the president's

discretion whether to offer statehood to Texas at once,

pending approval by the authorities there, or to send a

commission to negotiate terms by which Texas was to enter

the Union. On February 25, this amended resolution carried

by a vote of 27 to 25 and was accepted in the House, 132 to

76.5 Tyler signed the resolution on March 1. Calhoun

advised him to exercise his option and act under the House

resolution. Although the president and secretary of state

3Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:309.

4House, Congressional Globe, 28th Cong., 2nd sess.,
25 January 1845, pp. 191-94; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:209-10.

5 Senate, Congressional Globe, 28th Cong., 2nd sess.,
27 February 1845, pp. 359, 362-63; ibid., House, 28 February
1845, pp. 371-72.
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understood that Polk favored the more immediate course in

completing annexation and had exerted behind-the-scenes

influence to get the resolution through the Senate., the

chief executive took Calhoun's advice and decided not to

risk delay by leaving its execution to Polk. On March 2,

the cabinet confirmed this decision. Calhoun called on the

president-elect to explain the reasons for taking immediate

action. The next day instructions were sent to Donelson.

Although Polk had been noncommittal during Calhoun's visit,

after his inauguration on March 4, he directed Donelson not

to act upon those instructions until the new cabinet approved

the action. The original instructions and confirmation by

the new secretary of state, James Buchanan, reached Donelson,

who was waiting in New Orleans, on March 24.

Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor and Commodore Robert F.

Stockton to prepare their forces to defend Texas soil as

soon as Texas ratified the resolution. He also sent additional

agents to help Donelson persuade the Texas government to

accept the offer of statehood. Their efforts and the force

of favorable public opinion in Texas brought the desired

result. On June 27, a special session of the Texas congress

consented to annexation, subject to approval by a ratifying

convention, which was called for July 4. On that day, with
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6only one dissenting vote, Texas entered the Union. Thus,

the Tyler administration's goal and the Democratic party's

campaign promise were fulfilled.

Disappointment awaited those who looked forward to the

fulfillment of the other half of the Democrats' campaign

promise, the "re-occupation" of Oregon. Although the slogan

" Fifty-four Forty or Fight" gained more prominence after

the election, there were more logical arguments for accepting

a compromise with Great Britain than there were for "fighting,"

6Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:214-16; Samuel Flagg Bemis, John

Quincy Adams and the Union (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1956), p. 479; Barker, "Annexation," p. 73; Glyndon G. Van
Deusen, The Jacksonian Era, 1828-1848 (Harper Brothers,
1959), p. 190; Benton, Thirty Years, 2:637-38; Justin H.
Smith, The Annexation of Texas (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1919), pp. 432-69; Donelson to Calhoun, 24 April
1848, John C. Calhoun, Correspondence of John C. Calhoun,
ed. Franklin J. Jameson (Washington, D.C.: American Histori-
cal Association Annual Report, 1899, vol. 2, 1900), pp.
1029-32; Calhoun to Donelson, 23 May 1845, ibid., pp. 658-59;
Calhoun to John Y. Mason, 30 May 1845, ibid., 659-63; Tyler
to Calhoun, 2 January 1849, ibid., pp. 1187-88; Tyler to
William W. Wilkins, 27 November 1848, and enclosure, Lyon G.
Tyler, The Letters and Times of the Tylers, 3 vols..,
(1884-96; reprint ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1970),
2:364-65; James K. Polk, The Diary of James K. Polk During
His Presidency, 1845-49, ed. Milo M. Quaife, 4 vols. (Chicago:
A.C. McClurg and Company, 1910), 4:38-47, 49, 126-27; the
United States Congress's formal vote for the admission of
Texas occurred in December, 1845, with the House approving
by a vote of 141-57 and the Senate by a vote of 31-14
(House, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess., 16 December
1845, pp. 60-61; ibid., Senate, 22 December 1845, p. 92).
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7
and the compromisers prevailed. One of the considerations

was that, on the basis of discovery and settlement, the

British title to the Fraser River watershed was as good as

that of the United States to the Columbia basin. The line

between the two rivers coincided with the forty-ninth

8
parallel. A compromise settlement also offered economic

advantages to both nations. Crop failures in England during

the autumn of 1845 had produced serious food shortages.

This situation paved the way for the repeal of the British

Corn Laws. There was promise of reciprocal American trade

policies, which would benefit the British manufacturers of

iron rails, needed for a.rapidly-developing railroad network

in the United States. To Great Britain these trade advantages

outweighed those of possessing a wilderness area from which

its Hudson Bay Company had already taken the most valuable

9
furs. These economic factors encouraged efforts toward

7Edwin A. Miles, "'Fifty-four Forty or Fight'--An
American Political Legend," Mississippi Yalley Historical
Review 44(1957):296-97; Eugene H. Roseboom, A History of
Presidential Elections, 2d ed. (New York: Macmillan Company,
1964), p. 132.

8
Calhoun to James E. Calhoun, 8 August 1846 and 29 October

1846, Calhoun, Correspondence, pp. 703, 708-09; Calhoun to
Clemson, 8 August 1848, ibid., pp. 704-05; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:254.

9 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:255-56.
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compromise of the Oregon boundary dispute, but talk of war

persisted, with debate focused on each nation's comparative

military strength. There were some who argued that should

war break out between the two countries the United States

would have the advantage by virtue of contiguity and the

vulnerability of the Canadian frontier. Others argued that

the advantage would be with Great Britain, who could strike

from the sea as well as use Canada as a -base for attacking

the United States.1 0

All such speculation ceased when practical considerations

gained the ascendancy and a treaty was signed on June 15,

1846, and ratified by the Senate on June 18, 1846, by a

vote of 41 to 14. This treaty established the boundary

between the United States and Canada at the forty-ninth

parallel, with the exception of Vancouver Island, which was

left in its entirety to the British. Both nations were to

1 0Bemis, John Quincy Adams, p. 494; Daniel Wait Howe,
"The Mississippi Valley in the Movement for Fifty-four
Forty or Right," Mississippi Valley Historical Association
Report 5 (Cedar Rapids, Iowa: The Torch Press, 1912),
pp. 106-08; George D. Phillips to Howell Cobb, 30 December
1845, Robert Toombs, Alexander H. Stephens, and Howell
Cobb, The Correspondence of Robert Toombs, Alexander H.
Stephens, and Howell Cobb, ed. Ulrich B. Phillips (Washington:
Annual Report of the American Historical Association for the
Year 1911, vol. 2, 1913), pp. 69-71; Alexander H. Stephens
to George W. Crawford, 3 February 1846, ibid., p. 72.
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have free navigation of Juan de la Fuca Strait, and the

Hudson Bay Company had free navigation of the Columbia

River until the expiration of its charter in 1859. This

new acquisition of territory in the Northwest added 286,541

square miles to the United States.

Both governments had endeavored to prepare public

opinion for acceptance of the treaty. Foreign Secretary

Lord Aberdeen sold his government's policy of concession

through the editorial columns of the British press, which

argued that the solution to the dispute ought to be based

on the doctrine of convenience.12 To meet the clamor of

protest from the northern and western advocates of the

United States claim to the whole of Oregon, Polk relied

upon the argument that previous presidents had established

the precedence for his action by having proposed, in 1818,

1824, and 1826, the forty-ninth parallel as the western

boundary between the United States and Canada. Senator

William Haywood of North Carolina, in announcing the president's

Senate, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess.,
15 June 1846, p. 972; House,.ibid., 16 June 1846, pp. 979-80;
ibid., 16 and 18 June 1846, Appendix, pp. 1168-69; Wiltse,
Calhoun, 3:265; Bemis, John Quincy Adams, pp. 494-95.

12
Frederick Merk, "British Government Propaganda and

the Oregon Treaty," American Historical Review 40(1934) :59-62.
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change of policy, used these precedents to absolve Polk of

the guilt of having acted inconsistently with his campaign

pledge. Calhoun also spoke eloquently for the compromise

13in preference to war.

Evidence does not substantiate the charge made by some

abolitionists, notably Joshua Giddings of Ohio, that the

settlement represented a submission to the "slave power" of

the South. Prominent southerners also expressed disapproval

of the South's failure to redeem its pledges to northern

allies on the Oregon question and disparaged the "miserable

pandering of American legislation to British arrogance." 4

While the Senate finalized the Oregon treaty, the House

began debate on tariff revision. A modified version of a

tariff revision proposed by Secretary of the Treasury Robert J.

Walker and Representative James McKay of North Carolina

passed the House on July 3 and, after heated debate, the

Senate approved on July 28, and Polk signed the bill on

13 Howe, "Mississippi Valley," pp. 115-16; Wiltse,
Calhoun, 3:247; Senate, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong.,
1st sess., 5 March 1846, pp. 458-59; ibid., 16 March 1846,
pp. 502-06.

14 Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess., 5 January
1846, Appendix, pp. 72-74; Howell Cobb to his wife, 10 May
1846, Toombs, Correspondence, p. 76; John H. Lumpkin to
Howell Cobb, 13 November 1846, ibid., pp. 86-87.
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July 30.15 The bill, which represented Polk's interpretation

of his Kane letter statements, established a revenue tariff

with ad valorem replacing specific duties, with some

discrimination as long as it did not exceed the revenue

level. Most duties were fixed at 30 per cent ad valorem

with a few as high as 40 per cent and a few down to 25. or

20 per cent. This so-called "Walker tariff" helped strengthen

antislavery feeling in protectionist Pennsylvania and other

northeastern industrial states, where people viewed the repeal

of the 1842 tariff as a southern victory, motivated by the

interests of the slave power. They blamed its passage in

the Senate on the vote of the two Texas senators and used

this as an example of the increasing control over economics

and politics which the admission of Texas had given to the

South. 16

The triumph of Jacksonian politics came with the

reestablishment of the Independent Treasury, which had been

1 5House, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess.,
15 June-July 3, 1846, pp. 976-1053, passim; Senate, ibid.,
28 July 1846, pp. 1149-58; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:264-72;
Henry R. Mueller, The Whig Party in Pennsylvania (New York:
Columbia University, 1922), p. 121.

16 Mueller, Whig Party, pp. 126-35; Polk, Diary, 1:94;
George P. Garrison, Westward Extension, 1841-1850 (New
York: Harper Brothers, 1906) , p. 269.
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destroyed during the Whig extra session of Congress in 1841,

and the veto, on August 3, of a rivers and harbors bill, which

had been intended primarily to aid shipping on the Great

Lakes and the western waters.17 Northwesterners viewed

this veto as another example of Polk's bad faith, because

they had supported the Walker tariff in expectation of

reciprocal support for the internal improvement bill.

Disappointment over this veto added to the dissatisfaction

with the Polk administration, already expressed in the

18reaction to the Oregon compromise.

While these economic measures represented the completion

of the Jacksonian era, other developments in the Polk

administration precipitated the beginning of new movements

which were to dominate the American political scene for the

next fourteen years. As predicted by Clay, Van Buren, and

19others, the annexation of Texas did lead to war with Mexico.

17 Senate, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess.,
1 August 1846, pp. 1174-76; ibid., House, 2 August 1846,
p. 595; ibid., 3 August 1846, pp. 1181-83.

1 8 William E. Dodd, Expansion and Conflict (New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1915), pp. 152-53; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:272; Avery Craven, The Growth of Southern Nationalism,
1848-1861 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1953), p. 32.

19 Herbert Agar, The People's Choice; From Washington
to Harding: A Study in Democracy (New York: Houghton Mifflin
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That war, however, was not necessarily inevitable. With

greater patience and a less bellicose and arbitrary attitude

on the part of American officials it is likely that

differences between the United States and Mexico could have

been settled through diplomatic channels. The course of

events suggests that responses were made too quickly, almost

deliberately, with war the predetermined result. In late

August 1845, General Zachary Taylor received orders to regard

as an act of war any Mexican crossing of the Rio Grande.

David Conner, commander of the Gulf squadron, received

orders that in the event of any outbreak of hostilities his

fleet was to blockade or seize Mexican ports. These orders

constituted a notice to Mexico that the United States intended

to hold the disputed area. Since the Mexicans regarded as

their own the territory between the Nueces and Rio Grande,

it was only a matter of time before Mexican troops entered

the area. Meanwhile, in California, Thomas 0. Larkin, the

United States consul at Monterey, received instructions to

let the rebellious Californians know, discreetly, that they

would be welcomed to join the United States.2 0

Company, 1933), p. 150; Joseph G. Rayback, Free Soil: The
Election of 1848 (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of
Kentucky, 1970), vii; Benton, Thirty Years, 2:638.

2 0
Dodd, Expansion, p. 148; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:274-75.
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In November 1845, John Slidell, newly appointed minister

to Mexico, was instructed to offer settlement of unsatisfied

claims against the Mexican government in exchange for a

treaty fixing the boundary between the United States and

Mexico at the Rio Grande, as had been defined by an act of

the Texas congress in 1836. An additional $5 million dollars

was to be offered as inducement for the inclusion of Santa Fe

and the valley of New Mexico; and the sum might be raised to

$20 million if a strip of the Pacific coast, including the

Bay of San Francisco, were included. For Polk's preferred

boundary, from the Rio Grande to El Paso, west on the

thirty-second parallel to the Pacific, Slidell was authorized

to offer $25 million in addition to assuming the American

claims.21

The weak government of President Jose Joaquin Herrera,

struggling to stay in power, bowed to anti-American opinion

in Mexico and refused to receive Slidell, whom Herrera claimed

lack sufficient powers to negotiate the claims. A bloodless

revolution occurred in Mexico on December 29-30, and Herrera

21 Buchanan to John Slidell, 10 November and 17 December,
1845, William R. Manning, ed., Diplomatic Correspondence of
the United States; International Affairs, 12 vols. (Washington:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1925-39),
8:172-82, 184-85; Polk, Diary, 1:93-94; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:278; Dodd, Expansion, pp. 153-54.
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relinquished control of the government to General Mariano

Paredes, who was not inclined to be conciliatory toward

the United States. On January 13, Polk ordered Taylor to

move his forces from Corpus Christi to the Rio Grande, and

on January 17, the cabinet decided to concentrate Conner's

fleet, now augmented by additional warships, at Vera Cruz.2 2

On January 28, Slidell was ordered to make another

attempt to gain recognition, this time from the Paredes

government. If recognition were refused, the United States

would "take the redress of the injuries to our citizens

and the insults to our Government into our own hands."

Slidell was to demand his passports and the president would

ask Congress for "suitable measures to avenge the nation's

23wounded honor." In carrying out his instructions, on

March 1, Slidell used little diplomatic finesse, and the

22 Slidell to Buchanan, 19 November and 17 December 1845,
Manning.. Correspondence, 8:774-75, 777-83; Black to Slidell,
15 December 1845, ibid., pp. 778-79, note; Black to Buchanan,
18 December 1845, ibid., pp. 783-84; Buchanan to Slidell,
20 January 1845, ibid., pp. 185-87; Polk, Diary 1:164, 171,
197; Albert D. Kirwan, John J. Crittenden: The Struggle
for the Union (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of
Kentucky, 1962), p. 194; A.K. McClure, Our Presidents and How
We make Them (New York: Harper Brothers, 1900), pp. 94-95.

2 3 Calhoun to Clemson, 29 January 1845, Calhoun,
Correspondence, p. 680; Buchanan to Slidell, 20 January 1846,
Manning, Correspondence, 8:185-87; Buchanan to Slidell,
28 January 1845, ibid., pp. 187-89; Polk, Diary, 1:164.
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American request came across as an ultimatum, which implied

that refusal to receive him would lead to a rupture between

the two countries. The sensitive Mexicans replied in kind,

on March 12, with a blunt refusal and took the occasion

to remind him of all the American aggressions against their

country, adding to the list the latest provocation, the

presence of American troops on the frontier and the American

squadrons off both coasts.24 Slidell asked for his passports

on March 17 and was on his way home before he received new

instructions from Buchanan suggesting a delay and a discreet

offer of cash. The latter believed that the unstable Paredes

government had become more receptive to a settlement.2 5

Polk had heretofore acted with some degree of reticence

because he did not want anything to jeopardize the negotia-

tions with Great Britain over Oregon. The consensus was

that a war with Mexico would weaken our bargaining position

2 4 Slidell to Joaquin M. de Castillo y Lanzas, 1 March
1846, Manning, Correspondence, 8:814-15; Castillo to
Slidell, 12 March 1846, ibid., pp. 818-23; Slidell to
Buchanan, 15 March 1846, ibid., p. 823; Slidell to Castillo,
17 March 1846, ibid., pp. 824-28; Slidell to Buchanan,
18 March 1846, ibid., pp. 828-31, 832; Castillo to Slidell,
21 March 1846, ibid., p. 834.

2525 Buchanan to Slidell, 12 March 1846, Manning,
Correspondence, 8:189-92; Slidell to Buchanan, 2 April 1846,
ibid., pp. 837-39.
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and risk the loss of our entire claim there. Now, with an

Oregon settlement well on the way, Polk became less

constrained.26 By April 28, he was expressing to his cabinet

the necessity for a redress of "injuries" dealt by the Mexi-

can government's rebuff of Slidell, even though he had been

aware of it since April 15 and also knew that Mexico had

temporized its position.27 Still, Polk hesitated to ask

for a declaration of war, but events quickly developed which

gave him the desired justification. On May 6, came the

news that Mexican General Pedro de Ampudia had arrived in

Matamoros and had given the American troops twenty-four

hours to withdraw. The cabinet, which met on May 9, was

at first inclined to wait for an act of hostility by the

Mexican forces, but finally, with the exception of Secretary

of the Navy George Bancroft, agreed to ask Congress for a

declaration of war on May 12. On the evening of the same

day the cabinet met, however, Polk received a dispatch from

Taylor informing him that on April 25 Mexican troops had

crossed the Rio Grande and had encountered a scouting party

26 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:265-66; Bemis, John Quincy Adams,
p. 495; Polk, Diary,1:337-38.

27 Polk, Diary, 1:354, 363; Black to Buchanan, 19 March
1846, Manning, Correspondence, 8:832-33; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:279-80; Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era, pp. 215-16.
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of sixty-three dragoons, all of whom they had killed or

captured. To Taylor this action meant war and Polk agreed.

By May 10 the war message was completed and was sent to

Congress on Monday, May 11, 1846. In the message Polk

proclaimed that a state of war already existed and asked

for the means with which to prosecute it. The necessary

measure passed in the House by a vote of 174 to 14, with

the dissenting votes coming from the abolitionists, headed

by Giddings and John Quincy Adams, who saw in the war an

extension of slavery. In the Senate, Calhoun pleaded for

deliberation. He agreed that a state of hostilities existed

but argued that there could not be a war until Congress

declared one. He also insisted that Congress be given the

opportunity to see and evaluate the documents upon which

Polk based his contention that a state of war already existed.

Above all, he feared the precedent which this congressional

action would establish--that any president in the future

could initiate a war and Congress would have to ratify the

action. But his entreaties were to no avail, and on May 12,

by a vote of 40 to 2, the Senate passed the war bill. No

one in either the House or the Senate had read the documents

which supported Polk's request. If Polk acted precipitantly,

an overwhelming majority of the United States Congress were
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equally culpable.28 When Polk signed the declaration of war

on May 13, 1846, most Americans viewed the war as another

,29adventure in their quest for "manifest destiny."

Except for a few ultra expansionists who had clamored

for all of Mexico or, at the least, the occupation of the

Yucatan, the victorious Americans achieved their expectations.

In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which the Senate ratified

on March 10, 1848, and Mexico accepted on May 25, the terms

which Slidell had first offered in 1846 were satisfied. The

United States received 800,000 square miles of territory,

including California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah,

the western slope of Colorado and the southwestern corner

of Wyoming.3 0

2 8Polk, Diary, 1:380-94; Senate, Congressional Globe,
29th Cong., 1st sess., 11 May 1846, pp. 782-83; ibid.,
House, pp. 791-95; ibid., Senate, 12 May 1846, pp. 795-804;
Polk, Diary, 3:393-99; Calhoun to Clemson, 12 May 1846,
Calhoun, Correspondence, pp. 689-90; Calhoun to A.P. Calhoun,
14 May 1846, ibid., pp. 690-91; Bemis, John Quincy Adams,
p. 497; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:282-84.

29 Bemis, John Quincy Adams, p. 497; Chauncey S. Boucher,
"In Re That Aggressive Slavocracy," Mississippi Valley
Historical Society Review 8(1921):30; Rexford G. Tugwell,
How They Became President (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1964), p. 141.

30 Bemis, John Quincy Adams, p. 495; Polk, Diary, 3:345-
53, 367-78.
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If Polk, in making the decisions which had led to the

declaration of war, had been motivated by a desire to unite

his divided party and, at the same time, win popular acclaim,

he was destined to be disappointed. Throughout the war,

debate in Congress relating to the admission of slavery in

any territory which might be acquired from Mexico had caused

even greater dissension within the Democratic party and,

more importantly, had deepened sectional differences in the

nation.31 The issue, which certainly would have been raised

at the conclusion of the war, was introduced on August 8,

1846, during a routine debate in the House on a request by

the president for appropriations for use in bargaining with

Mexico for California. Pennsylvania Democrat David Wilmot

wanted a proviso attached to the appropriations bill which

would prohibit slavery in any territory acquired from Mexico

as a result of the war:

Provided, that, as an express and fundamental
condition to the acquisition of any territory
from the Republic of Mexico by the United States,
by virtue of any treaty which may be negotiated
between them, and to the use by the Executive
of the moneys herein appropriated, neither slavery
nor involuntary servitude shall ever exist in any

31 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:280; Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era,
p. 224; Kirwan, Crittenden, pp. 193-94.
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part of said territory, except for crime whereof
the party shall first be duly convicted.

Although known forever thereafter as the "Wilmot Proviso,"

Wilmot was simply the instrument for its introduction.

Actually, Representative Jacob Brinkerhoff of Ohio had

written the amendment and, in an effort to out maneuver the

speaker, who was hostile to the antislavery Democrats, had

distributed copies to some half-dozen of his colleagues

in the hope that one would gain the opportunity to read

.33it. For the remainder of the war this simple proviso

became the center of every debate over military appro-

priations, and the principle which it incorporated became

the leading issue in national -politics throughout the

antebellum years.

Humanitarian idealism was not the only motivation behind

the measure. To some in the North and Northwest it offered

the possibility for revenge against the Polk administration

for the Oregon compromise, the Walker tariff, the internal

32 House, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st sess.,
8 August 1846, pp. 1213-18.

33 McClure, Our Presidents, p. 97; Clark E. Persinger,
"The 'Bargain of 1844' As the Origin of the Wilmot Proviso"
(Washington, D.C.: American Historical Association Annual
Report, 1911, 2 vols., 1913), 1:194-95; Richard R. Stenbert,
"The Motivation of the Wilmot Proviso," Mississippi Valley
Historical Review 18(1932) :535-41.
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improvements veto, and the Mexican War. Opportunity for

revenge also probably brought support from those politicians

in New York who were disgruntled by Polk's failure to extend

to them the patronage and recognition they had expected

as compensation for Van Buren's loss of the nomination in

1844.34

Whether its originators and supporters were motivated

by petty grievances or by lofty ideals, the Proviso had

profound and lasting effect on the nation. It is significant,

because it defined the lines of argument and resistance on

the part of both the North and the South, and, by doing so,

contributed greatly to that polarization foreseen and dreaded

by John Quincy Adams. It meant that, as the North became

more determined to stop the spread of slavery, the South

became equally determined to assert the right of its citizens

to carry their property into the new territories.

There had been an increasing tendency on the part of

men in the North and Northwest to believe that all southern

action, whether in regard to Texas, Oregon, or the Mexican

War, was based upon the need to protect slavery and to expand

34 Craven, Growth, pp. 27-28, 32; Van Deusen, Jacksonian
Era, p. 193; Andrew C. McLaughlin, Lewis Cass (New York:
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1891), p. 237; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:337; Rayback, Free Soil, vii; Persinger, "Bargain," pp. 189-
95; Boucher, "Slavocracy," p. 43.
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the "slave power." While it is true that the minority of

southerners who owned a significant number of slaves also

held the political power, it was wrong to assume that they

all wanted more territory for the expansion of slavery.

Until the Proviso, southerners had reacted to the Mexican

War in a variety of ways. They had either welcomed it from

a nationalistic viewpoint or objected to it as a threat to

southern interests. Southern planters dreaded agitation of

the slavery question and believed that their security lay

in maintaining the present balance. They knew that the

territory in question, by virtue of climate and terrain, was

unsuitable for a slave-based economy and that its acquisition

could only result in an increase in the strength of the

non-slaveholding states with a corresponding dimunition of

their own. Others objected because they dreaded the divisive

effect debate over slavery extension would have on the

national political organizations and on the nation itself.3 5

35 Calhoun from John A. Campbell, 20 November 1847,
Calhoun, Correspondence, p. 1140; Thomas R.R. Cobb to
Howell Cobb, 23 June 1847, Toombs, Correspondence, p. 88;
Boucher, "Slavocracy," p. 30; Craven, Growth, pp. 6-7,
19-20; Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern
Sectionalism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1948), p. 328; Wilfred E. Binkley,
American Political Parties: Their Natural History, 3d ed.,
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1958), p. 177.
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Where there had been a lack of uniform opinion before,

the Proviso, by defining and giving expression to northern

suspicions and resentments, now forced the South to unite

and take a defensive position in order to protect and

preserve its social order. It no longer mattered that the

unsuitability of the territory to a slave economy made the

Proviso simply an abstract principle. To Calhoun and other

defenders of the South, it represented the first step toward

abolition and the destruction of the southern economy,

social system and culture. Not many could agree with

Georgian Joseph Lumpkin's view that oppostion in the North

and South to the Proviso would serve to safeguard the insti-

tution of slavery. Most would concur with South Carolina

Congressman Isaac Holmes's assessment that "the North is

resolved to crush Slavery," and ask, with him, "Are we

equally in the South resolved at all hazards to defend it?"36

If slavery was to be the center of attack, then it also

became the center of defense and its preservation the test

of all sectional rights and equality.

36 Calhoun to Mrs. Clemson, 27 December 1847, Calhoun,
Correspondence, pp. 715-16; Wilson Lumpkin to Calhoun,
6 January 1847, ibid., p. 1103; Polk, Diary, 2:283-84;
Joseph H. Lumpkin to Howell Cobb, 21 January 1848, Toombs,
Correspondence, pp. 94-95; Isaac E. Holmes to Howell Cobb,
21 August 1847, ibid., p. 88; Boucher, "Slavocracy," pp. 41,
58; Craven, Growth, pp. 2-4, 19-20; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:293,
337; Sydnor, Development, p. 330.
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In the future these southern leaders increasingly based

their defense on the Constitution, which they interpreted

as denying the federal government the right to interfere

with or legislate against slavery in the states or territories

or in the District of Columbia. Calhoun believed that the

states were constituents of the nation and that each state

should enjoy perfect equality. He considered the public

domain as common property of the states and questioned if

it were not inconsistent with justice and inconsistent with

equality that

any portion of the partners, outnumbering another
portion, shall oust them of this common property
of theirs.--shall pass any law which shall proscribe
the citizens of other portions of the Union from
emigrating with their property to the Territories
of the United States?

He affirmed that any proposition "which undertakes to say

that no State shall be admitted into this Union which shall

not prohibit by its constitution the existence of slaves,

is equally a great outrage against the Constitution of the

United States."37

Many conservative northerners shared southerners' concern

over implications of the Mexican War and the Proviso. Whig

Senator Thomas Corwin of Ohio understood the determination

37 Senate, Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 2nd sess.,
19 February 1847, pp. 453-55.
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of the free states to keep slavery out of the new territories

and of the South for the right, whether asserted or not, to

carry slaves into the territory for which they also had

spent their blood and treasure and questioned the wisdom

of prosecuting such a war or expending money for the purchase

of Mexican land which was bringing the North and South into

"1collisionon a point where neither . . . [would] yield."3 8

Although he favored the Proviso in principle, he objected

to it because it was leading the North into an uncompromising

position and producing a needless debate on slavery. Corwin

believed, as Thomas Hart Benton did, that slavery had already

reached its natural and human boundaries and that the natural

progress of events would settle the conflict. Democrats

James Buchanan and George Dallas of Pennsylvania also thought

it unwise to agitate for the Proviso, because the area was

not suited to slavery and the type of immigrant attracted

to the area was not likely to have slaves.3 9

38 Ibid., 11 February 1847, Appendix, p. 218; Boucher,
"Slavocracy," pp. 39-40; Norman Graebner, "Thomas Corwin
and the Election of 1848: A Study in Conservative Politics,"
Journal of Southern History 17(1951):166.

39 Graebner, "Corwin," pp. 166, 179; Elbert B. Smith,
"Thomas Hart Benton: Southern Realist," American Historical
Review 58(1953):796; Mueller, Whig Party, p. 139.
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As had been predicted, the successful conclusion of the

war intensified debate over slavery extension. The question

was no longer an abstraction but an acutely concrete problem

and became the dominant issue of the presidential campaign

of 1848.40 Both major political parties faced the awesome

challenge of devising a formula for dealing with the problem

without disrupting their national organizations, which they

knew would presage disruption of the Union. The Whigs

were in a better position, because they had officially

objected to all acquisition of territory in both the movement

for Texas and the Mexican War. The Democrats were divided

into factions, not only because of the Proviso, but also

because of dissatisfaction with the Polk administration's

economic policies and the disaffection of the Van Buren wing

of the New York Democracy.4 2

The irony of the presidential canvass was that the

Whigs should gain all .the advantages from a war they had

opposed and even capture its principal hero, General Zachary

Taylor, as their standard bearer. The Democrats were blamed

40
Craven, Growth, p. 45.

4 1Graebner, "Corwin," pp. 166-67.

42 Ibid., p. 167; Craven, Growth, p. 47.
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for waging an aggressive war against a weak neighbor and

fomenting the division issue of slave extension through

territorial expansion, while Taylor, as a loyal soldier

simply carrying out orders, reaped all the benefits from

the war and none of the blame.43 The political climate in

the nation required a neutral candidate, one unidentified

with sectional conflicts, and Taylor met these requirements.

No one was more non-political. His entire career had been

in the army. Although a faithful servant of his nation, he

had served in no political capacity and engendered no

animosity through association with partisan political prin-

ciples or action. Usually on the frontier during election

time, he had never voted. The popular acclaim he had won

as a result of a succession of victories against numerically

superior forces had made him a national hero who, although

a southern slaveholder, could transcend sectional differences.4 4

Taylor was born in 1784 in Orange County, Virginia, and

was brought up in Kentucky. With almost no formal education

43 Horace Greeley, Recollections of a Busy Life, 2 vols.
(1872; reprint ed., Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press,
1971)5, 1:211-15.

44 Ibid., p. 211; Holman Hamilton, "The Election of 1848,"
in The History of American Presidential Elections, 1789-1968,
4 vols., ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. and Fred L. Israel
(New York: Chelsea House, 1971), 2:866-67; McLaughlin,
Cass., pp. 245, 259.
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he had become an outstanding soldier as well as a successful

planter, with land in Mississippi and Louisiana, where he

had established his home near Baton Rouge. He began his

military career on the frontier. Appointed to first lieutenant

in 1808 and to captain in 1810, by 1812 he had gained

recognition fighting Indians in the Indiana Territory and

successfully defending Fort Harrison. As a result of this

action, he was brevetted a major. When the army was disbanded

in 1815, he was retained as a captain, but President James

Madison restored his former rank of major when he was recalled

to service in 1816. By 1832 Taylor had achieved the rank of

colonel and was fighting in the Black Hawk War. Ordered to

Florida in 1837, he fought in the Seminole War, was brevetted

as brigadier general and gained national renown. He commanded

the Department of the Southwest from 1840 to 1846, when Polk

sent him from Corpus Christi to the Rio Grande. Promoted to

major general during the Mexican War, he emerged in 1847 as

a hero and the most promising presidential candidate for

1848.45

In dress and physical appearance, Taylor seemed an

unlikely presidential prospect, but he inspired the confidence

45
Agar, People's Choice, p. 152; Tugwell, President, p.

145; Rayback, Free Soil, p. 40; Brainerd Dyer, "Zachary Taylor
and the Election of 1848," Pacific Historical Review 9(1940):
173.
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of his men and he won battles, beginning with the battle at

Palo Alto on May 8, 1846, and Resaca de la Palma on May 9.

After the battle of Monterey, September 21-25, 1846, he

became a national hero and after the battle of Buena Vista,

March 22-23, 1847, he became the "people's choice" for the

presidency.

In Polk's mind, the credit for these victories belonged

to the "intrepid bravery" of the soldiers who won in spite

of Taylor's blunders. Before the battle of Buena Vista,

he had transferred several thousand of Taylor's troops to

reinforce General Winfield Scott's army at Vera Cruz. To

Polk, Taylor's engagement of the opposing army of Santa

Anna, which was three or four times greater in number than

his own, was "great rashness." To the public, who always

championed the underdog, it was sheer valor. It was Polk

that they censored, because they believed, as did Taylor,

that he had jeopardized Taylor's position for political

46
reasons.

Political leaders, always attuned to popular opinion,

were quick to recognize Taylor's potential as a candidate.

46'Polk, Diary, 1:452-53, 462; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:317-18;
Agar, People's Choice, p. 152; Van Deusen, Jacksonian Era,
p. 230; Thurlow Weed, Autobiograpy of Thurlow Weed, ed.
Harriet A. Weed (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company,
1883), p. 575.
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His rugged appearance and independent character, even the

nickname bestowed upon him by his men, "Old Rough and Ready,"

bespoke of the kind of military hero, in the tradition of

Andrew Jackson, that the American people always took to

their hearts. All Taylor needed to win was the advice and

direction of the professional politicians, and, fortunately

for the Whigs, their leaders reached him first. Thurlow

Weed, Whig political boss and editor of the Albany Evening

Journal, realized Taylor's political attributes as a

presidential candidate while the general was still engaging

the enemy in Mexico. The idea first occurred to him during

a chance meeting with Taylor's brother, Colonel Joseph T.

Taylor, from whom he learned of the general's loathing of

Andrew Jackson and his "prejudices" against foreign manu-

facturers, which were so strong that "he would not wear a

coat except made from American cloth, nor a button upon

his coat that had been imported." Weed remarked that Taylor's

"prejudices' are quite as important and practical as

principles." When Joseph Taylor asked him why, he replied,

"Because your brother is to be our next President." In

addition to having the correct "prejudices," Taylor's

47
Weed, Autobiography, p. 476; Kirwan, Crittenden,

pp. 205-06; Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 40-42.
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Whiggery was substantiated by his being "against the

annexation of Texas, his life-long admiration of Mr. Clay,

together with the legacy of patriotism inherited from a Whig

father . .. 48 These might have been slim credentials

for establishing Whig identity, but for this military hero

they were more than adequate.

Weed wasted no time in advising Taylor not to reply to

letters which would surely come from men of all political

stripes offering him their support for the presidency. He

assured him that if he kept his eyes fixed on Mexico, the

"presidential question should take care of itself and of

him; . . . ." If the general "left the question entirely

to the people they would elect him."49 Weed then "went

zealously but quietly to work, first through the metropolitan

and rural press to incline the public mind towards General

Taylor, and next to secure a delegation to the National Con-

vention in favor of his nomination." He had to proceed with

extreme caution to avoid offending the Clay and Webster

devotees in New York but managed to persuade them that

"Mr. Clay's nomination would result in his and our defeat." 5 0

48Weed, Autobiography, pp. 571, 576.

49 Ibid., p. 572.

soIbid., pp. 575-76.
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Political leaders in the South also recognized Taylor's

attributes as a candidate. Foremost among these were

Senator John J. Crittenden, long-time Kentucky colleague and

friend of Henry Clay. Crittenden had regretfully acknowledged

that Clay, having lost the presidency three times, was no

longer "available." Although Clay support was still strong

enough that some state and county conventions had declared

for him, Crittenden understood that these actions represented

respect for the man more than they did preference for the

politician.51 He and other Whig leaders, including Weed

and William H. Seward of New York, Truman Smith of Connecticut,

Alexander H. Stephens and Robert Toombs of Georgia, Abraham

Lincoln of Illinois, and Thomas Corwin of Ohio realized that

the old issues of tariff, bank, and distribution were being

superseded by new and far more important questions arising

from territorial expansion. These questions, particularly

that of slavery expansion, must be resolved if the Union

were to be preserved. The situation called for a new leader

whose great national appeal could serve as a unifying force. 5 2

51 Kirwan, Crittenden, pp. 206, 214, 225-30; Rayback,
Free Soil, pp. 146-52.

52 Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 146-52, Kirwan, Crittenden,
p. 205; George R. Poage, Henry Clay and the Whig Party (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1936), p. 157;
Graebner, "Corwin," pp. 174, 179.
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When the idea of his becoming a candidate was first

broached to Taylor, he apparently did not take it seriously,

but as the war progressed and his military exploits gained

more attention and acclaim, and nominations from all political

denominations poured in, he began to believe that he could

indeed become president. In 1846 he had been content to

leave the field to others and had hoped that the Whigs would

"fix on some able politician to fill that high station

without connecting my name with the same . . . ." At that

time he could even hope that Winfield Scott "will be selected

as the Whig candidate for the next presidential term . .. "53

In June of 1847, he was still not really inclined to enter

"on the duties connected with the office; . . . ." But by

July, angry over Polk's diverting his troops to Scott, he

was expressing dislike of Scott and his belief that the

administration was doing everything possible to extol Scott's

achievements "beyond anything that has occurred in this, or

any other age or country; . . . ." He avowed a willingness

to endure "political martyrdom rather than see General Scott

5 3 Zachary Taylor to Dr. Robert C. Wood, 10 December
1846, Zachary Taylor, Letters of Zachary Taylor From the
Battlefields of the Mexican War, ed. William H. Samson (1908;
reprint ed., New York: Kraus Reprint, 1970), p. 76; Taylor
to Wood, 4 August 1846, ibid., p. 35.
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or Cass elected."54 At this time he believed he could be

elected but realized that "fame is fleeting" and that "things

may greatly change between now and November 1848, nothing

being more uncertain or fluctuating than popular favor." 5 5

By 1848, however, the old soldier was more certain of that

popular favor and refused to relinquish the field, even to

such a distinguished political veteran as Henry Clay.

Although he professed that the selection of someone else at

the time of the election would "not produce the slightest

mortification," he had gradually come to believe that destiny

was calling him to the service of his country in a time of

potential crisis. He had no confidence in the Democrats'

ability to lead the country through the developing strife.

Taylor considered Scott an impossible choice and did not

believe that any Whig statesman could win; so he concluded

that, for the sake of the nation's future peace and unity,

56he must fill the political vacuumn.

54 Taylor to Wood, 23 June 1847, ibid., pp. 108-09;
Taylor to Wood, 20 July 1847, ibid., p. 118.

5 5 Taylor to Wood, 13 July 1847, ibid., pp. 113-14.
56,

Ibid.; Henry Clay, Works of Henry Clay: Comprising
His Life, Correspondence and Speeches, ed. Calvin Colton,
10 vols. (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1904)5:559; Holman
Hamilton, Zachary Taylor, 2 vols. (New York: The Bobbs-
Merrill Company, 1941, 1951), vol. 2, Zachary Taylor: Soldier
in the White House, p. 51.
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Taylor seems to have had the idea that he could be

elected without a formal nomination by a national convention

and without benefit of an organized campaign--that a

spontaneous movement of the people would literally sweep

him into office. He wrote to his son-in-law, Dr. Robert Wood,

in May of 1847 that "if the good people of the country should

think proper to elect me, . . . it must be by the spontaneous

will of a majority of the people and not by any party."5 7

This attitude helps explain his indiscriminate acceptance of

various and sundry local nominations. Although his behavior

was based partly on political naivete, it also reveals an

innate political astuteness. Taylor understood that once he

acknowledged his Whig identity, he must broaden the base for

his support. As the candidate of a minority party, he would

have to draw votes from these other groups.58 Taylor's

non-partisan stance irritated the party regulars, however,

and his lack of political experience led him into making

5 7 Taylor to Wood, 9 May 1847, Taylor, Letters, p. 99;
Hamilton, Taylor, 2:51; Weed, Autobiography, p. 574; Niles
Register 72(24 July 1847) :333; ibid. 73(25 September 1847):63.

5 8 Hamilton, Taylor, 2:42-44; Glyndon G. Van Deusen,
Thurlow Weed: Wizard of the Lobby (1947; reprint ed., New
York: Da Capo Press, 1969), p. 158; Hamilton, "Election of
1848," pp. 867-68; Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," pp. 277-78; Niles
Register 73(2 October 1847):79; ibid. (23 October 1847):126-
27; ibid. (13 November 1847):172.
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statements which further compromised his strength as a Whig

59
candidate. The editor of the Cincinnati Signal had written

to Taylor urging him to be an independent candidate and had

then proceeded to express his own views on the leading issues

of the day and requested that Taylor respond with his

opinions. The editor believed that the Ordinance of 1787,

which excluded slavery from the Northwest Territory, should

be extended to include the Southwest; that since the national

debt would require an increase in the tariff and prevent

distribution of public land proceeds, these questions need

not be issues in the forthcoming campaign; that the Whigs

were unlikely to propose a national bank until the Independent

Treasury had been given a fair trial. Taylor replied that,

although it was unnecessary that he respond to the questions,

he did approve of the sentiments embraced in the editorial.

Since, in all of his other public letters, he had refused to

take a definite stand, Taylor probably did not intend to

give the impression of having done so in this letter. Never-

theless, his approval of the views mentioned in the editorial

seemed to identify him as a Democrat. In response to another

59Joseph G. Rayback, "Who Wrote the Allison Letters?
A Study in Historical Detection," Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 36(1949):51; Poage, Henry Clay, p. 176.
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letter questioning him about the nation's tariff and banking

laws, Taylor had replied, "I am not prepared to answer them,"

which indicated his ignorance of these important Whig

60
concerns.

Whig stalwarts began to doubt Taylor's loyalty or

usefulness as a candidate, and it became necessary for the

general to explain his actions and political principles.6 1

He might have preferred being an independent candidate and

fulfilling his vision of answering to a spontaneous and

overwhelming call to service from the people, but the

exigencies of practical politics required organization and

promotion, first to obtain the nomination and, secondly, to

regulate the campaign. Taylor had to acquiesce to the demands

that he declare his Whiggery in more positive terms, and this

he did at the most propitious time to rekindle enthusiasm

before the national Whig convention.

According to the custom of the times, Taylor established

his Whig authenticity by writing a letter, in this instance,

to his brother-in-law, Colonel John S. Allison. In the

60 Niles Register 72(3 July 1847) :288; ibid. (10 July
1847):295; Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," pp. 179-80; Hamilton,
Taylor, 2:44.

61 Rayback, "Allison Letters," p. 51; Hamilton, "Election
of 1848," p. 86-7.
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letter he avowed that he was a Whig but not an "ultra"

Whig and would "feel bound to administer the government

untrammelled by party schemes." Being unfamiliar with the

details of politics, he would not make promises that he

might later regret. Instead, he would be guided by broad

principles. "One who cannot be trusted without pledges

cannot be confided in merely on account of them." He would

defer to the wisdom of the elected representatives of the

people on all such leading questions as tariff, currency,

and internal improvements. He regarded the veto power as a

"high conservative power;" which "should never be exercised

except in cases of clear violation of the Constitution or

manifest haste and want of due consideration by Congress

6 2
. .. .." This letter was a masterpiece of political

62
Taylor to John S. Allison, 22 April 1848, Hamilton,

"Election of 1848," Appendix, pp. 913-14; There has been
much conjecture, but little concrete evidence, concerning
the authorship of the first "Allison" letter. Since
Crittenden was the guiding spirit behind the Taylor candidacy,
it seems likely that he, with assistance from Robert Toombs
and Alexander H. Stephens, who were his colleagues in Congress,
drafted the letter, which was sent to Taylor through his
son-in-law and aide, Major William Bliss, the latter being
stationed in Washington at the time. However, Crittenden's
New Orleans lieutenants, Logan Hunton, James Love and Balie
Peyton, also alarmed at Taylor's equivocal position, had
anticipated Crittenden and hurried to Baton Rouge, arriving
there a day ahead of Bliss. Knowing Crittenden's views,
they worked with Taylor and produced a draft which coincided
closely with his. This is the explanation offered by Crittenden
biographer Albert Kirwan (Crittenden, p. 219). Taylor
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strategy. Taylor managed to reconcile wavering Whigs while

maintaining his appeal to Democrats and independents by

stressing his relative independence of pledges and platforms.

His willingness to leave economic questions to the elected

representatives satisfied Whig leaders that their principles

would remain intact. His reluctance to use the veto reassured

northerners in Congress that Taylor would not interfere with

their views on the containment of slavery. The South was

biographer Holman Hamilton (Taylor, 2:77-79) offers a similar
explanation but emphasizes that the letter was composed
from Taylor's own remarks. Joseph Rayback ("Allison Letters"
pp. 56-57) and Brainerd Dyer ("Zachary Taylor," pp. 175-76)
and George Poage (Henry Clay, p. 176) essentially agree
with Kirwan's explanation, although they fail to acknowledge
that Taylor himself had an active role in producing the
letter. Rayback insists that Taylor could not be the author,
and one can determine this from "only a casual comparison
of Taylor's communications--rambling, ungrammatical, repeti-
tive,--with the precise, pointed, politically wise terminology
of the Allison letters." Although others more experienced
in the art of politics probably did provide the format for
the letter, as well as the more polished composition, Taylor,
as a man of integrity, certainly must have approved of its
contents. Moreover, the sentiments are consistent with
those Taylor had expressed in his private correspondence,
particularly in regard to his desire to rely upon the Con-
stitution rather than to give any pledges as to what he would
do.in certain contingencies. (This attitude was expressed
in his letters to his son-in-law, Dr. Robert Wood, including
the following: 9 May 1847, Taylor, Letters, p. 99; 13 July
1847, ibid., pp. 112-13; 18 February 1848, ibid., pp. 152-54.)
Since his letter served as the Whig platform, any collaboration
that might have occurred in writing it varies little from
that involved in the usual work of a platform committee.
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content to rely upon his status as a planter and slaveholder,

which identified him with southern interests and leadership.

The letter not only helped secure the nomination for Taylor

but also provided a broad platform upon which the Whigs

could stand.6 3

The nomination, however, was not obtained without much

effort on the part of Crittenden, Truman Smith and other

Taylor supporters. Since many of the delegates still did

not trust Taylor's Whig allegiance, his managers found it

necessary to have his Louisiana friend, Judge Lafayette

Saunders, declare, supposedly on Taylor's authority, that

the general would be satisfied with any nomination made by

the convention. In addition, although he was still in the

hands of those who had brought him forward, Taylor took the

position that, by joining this convention, he would withdraw

from the canvass unless he received the nomination. In

essence, Taylorseemed to have pledged himself to be a Whig

candidate or no candidate at all.64 This statement helped

63 Hamilton, Taylor, 2:86; Tugwell, President, p. 149;
Hamilton, "Election of 1848," p. 869; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:359-60; Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," p. 181; Mueller, Whig
Party, Thomas Smith to Howell Cobb, 27 June 1848, Toombs,
Correspondence, pp. 111-13.

64 Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," p. 177; Rayback, "Allison
Letters," p. 53; Taylor later wrote to Dr. Wood that he did
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secure the nomination but failed to satisfy some of the

northern delegates, who were displeased over Taylor's lack

of commitment on specific issues and were demanding that

Taylor pledge himself to a policy of no extension of slavery

into the territories and protection for American industry.

By a convenient use of parliamentary procedure, the Taylor

managers ruled these demands out of order, since the business

of the convention at the time was nomination of a vice-

president. This nomination went to Millard Fillmore, who,

as an old-line conservative Whig and former Antimason from

New York, would balance the ticket. Presently serving as

New York comptroller, Fillmore had begun his political career

in 1828 as an Antimason with election to the New York

Assembly, where he served three terms. Elected to Congress

in 1832, he had declined renomination in 1834 but was

reelected in 1836. Chosen as chairman of the Ways and Means

Committee by the Whig-dominated Congress of 1840, Fillmore

had helped promote the tariff of 1842. He served as chairman

not know what Saunder's remarks were but that, "even without
exactly knowing what they were I am satisfied there was
nothing improper or even inconsistent in them; the Judge
is a man of as high character for truth, honor, honesty
as any in the nation; as well as possing [sic] a high order
of talent; . . . ." (Taylor to Wood, 22 June 1848, Taylor,
Letters, p. 159).



147

until 1843, when, unhappy with the Tyler administration,

he had returned to his law practice at Buffalo.6 5

Although the convention adjourned without the American

people knowing either Taylor's or his party's position on

the Wilmot Proviso, the tariff, or any other important

issue, Taylor did have definite ideas on these issues, which

he expressed in his private correspondence.66 Insofar as

they relate to economic policy, they seem to justify Horace

Greeley's denunciation of the Philadelphia convention as a

"slaughterhouse" of Whig principles.67 Taylor believed

that the United States Bank was dead; that the tariff would

be increased, but only for revenue; that there would be no

surplus funds from the sales of public lands; and that

internal improvements would continue in spite of the presi-

dential veto. With regard to slavery, Taylor was against

both slavery extension and abolition. He thought that the

Wilmot Proviso had been brought into Congress to array the

65Hamilton, Taylor, 2:89, 95; Weed, Autobiography, p.
577; Robert J. Rayback, Millard Fillmore; Biographyof a
President (Buffalo: Published for the Buffalo Historical
Society by Henry Stewart, 1959), pp. 1, 23-25, 33-35, 50,
82, 89-90, 94-97, 122-36.

66 Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," p. 181; Greeley, Recollections,
1:211.

67 New York Tribune, 14 June 1848; Weed, Autobiography,
p. 585.
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South against the North and that the matter ought to be left

to Congress. In his opinion, Congress would never permit

a state created from the territory acquired from Mexico

to enter the Union with slavery in its constitution. But

he also believed that, so far as slavery was concerned,

southerners must defend their rights under the Constitution

and that, "'When arguments no longer suffice, we will appeal

to the sword if necessary."'68 That these opinions remained

his "confidential platform" is consistent with Taylor's

conception of the proper role of the president. Since he

believed that legislation should be decided by the elected

representatives of the people in Congress, he also considered

it improper for a presidential candidate to express his

opinions on subjects which ought to come before the national

legislature.69

However reluctant some of the northern Whigs might.have

been to accept the Taylor nomination, the party managed to

maintain a semblance of unity. The Democrats, on the other

hand, had suffered serious disaffection on the part of the

Van Buren wing of the New York Democracy. The break had

6 8 Hamilton, Taylor, 1:45-46.

6 9 Brainerd Dyer, Zachary Taylor (New York: Barnes and
Noble, 1946), p. 294.
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occurred at the New York state convention at Syracuse on

September 29, 1847, over the refusal of the majority to

adopt resolutions sustaining the Wilmot Proviso. The two

groups, which had derisively labeled one another "Barn-

burners" (the Van Buren element) and "Hunkers" (the party

70
regulars), had then held separate conventions. The

Hunkers met at Albany on January 26, 1848, and the Barn-

burners at Utica on February 16. Each claimed to represent

the Democracy of New York and sent rival delegations to the

national convention, which met at Baltimore on May 22. In

an effort at compromise, the credentials committee had

offered a resolution to seat both delegations and split the

vote. Although the resolution carried by a majority of two,

the Barnburners refused to pledge support of the party's

70 The "Barnburners" received this name from their
rivals for political office in New York, who ridiculed their
willingness to forego immediate victory for the sake of
principle and likened them to the Dutch farmer who burned
his barn to get rid of the rats. The more conservative
element of the Democratic party said that these "radicals"
were now threatening to destroy the Union in order to rid it
of slavery. The Barnburners had, in turn, labeled their
rivals for control of the New York Democracy "Hunkers," because,
they said, their hunger, or "hunkering," for office was so
great that they'd do anything to get elected. See Frederic
Bancroft, The Life of William H. Seward, 2 vols. (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1900),, 1:135; Holmes Alexander, The
American Talleyrand: The Career and Contemporaries of Martin
Van Buren, Eighth President (1935; reprint ed., New York:
Russell and Russell, 1968), p. 401.
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nominee. Since the Hunkers had been pledged from the start

to support the convention's choice, the committee recommended

that they be seated, whereupon the Barnburners withdrew

from the convention. 71

Lewis Cass of Michigan got the Democratic nomination

on the fourth ballot, receiving 179 votes out of a possible

253. Cass was born in New Hampshire in 1782, and at the age

of seventeen had gone to Ohio, where he later studied law

and was admitted to the bar in 1802. In the War of 1812 he

had served as a brigadier general. His civil service began

in 1813 as governor of Michigan Territory, an office he

had held for eighteen years. During this time, he had

invested in Detroit real estate and had eventually become

wealthy enough to hold national office without suffering

financial hardship. In 1831, during the Black Hawk War,

Cass became secretary of war in Jackson's reorganized

cabinet. In 1836, Van Buren appointed him minister to

France, a post he held until 1842. In February 1845, he was

elected to the United States Senate by the Michigan legisla-

72ture. Thus, on the basis of his experience in civil

71
John Adams Dix, Memoirs of John Adams Dix, compiled by

his son, Morgan Dix, 2 vols. (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1883), 1:232-33; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:363.

72 Hamilton, "Election of 1848," pp. 868-69; Tugwell,
President, p. 152.
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administration, Cass promised to be a strong candidate. To

balance the ticket, the vice-presidential nomination went

to General William 0. Butler of Kentucky, a veteran of the

War of 1812 and an outstanding volunteer general in the

Mexican War.

Much of the convention platform resolutions reaffirmed

those of 1840 and 1844, which, in accordance with the principle

of limited governmental powers, were against federally-

sponsored internal improvements and federal assumption of

state debts. The convention also pledged the Democracy to

continue its resistance to all monopolies and exclusive

legislation for the benefit of the few at the expense of

the many. Other resolutions pronounced the Mexican War as

just and necessary, as having been provoked by Mexico, and

others praised the officers and men of the victorious armies.

While the delegates adopted the principle that Congress

had no right to interfere with slavery in the states, by a

majority of 216 to 36 they rejected a resolution introduced

by Alabama congressman William L. Yancey, which declared

against congressional interference with the rights of property

in the territories. The convention thus refrained from taking

any position on the question of slavery extension into the

territories. As the Whigs were to do at their convention in
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June, the Democrats resorted to the Constitution and its

principles and compromises, "'which are broad enough and

strong enough to embrace and uphold the Union as it was, the

Union as it is, and the Union as it shall be, in the full

expansion of the energies and capacity of this great and

73progressive people.'" Both parties also were to rely upon

their candidates' personal platforms to convince the electorate

that they would adopt a policy in regard to slavery which

would be fair to both the North and the South.

In the Senate Cass had sponsored the principle of

popular sovereignty as a means of dealing with slavery in

the territories which might be acquired from Mexico, a

concept which he also developed in a letter addressed to

Alfred Osborne Pope Nicholson on December 24, 1847. Rejecting

the Wilmot Proviso as divisive and unconstitutional, he had

suggested instead applying the principle of popular sovereignty

to the territories. Under this principle, at the time the

territories were officially created by Congress, the people

living in each territory should be permitted to decide the

73 Edward Stanwood, A History of the Presidency From
1788 to 1897, 2 vols. (New York: Houghton, Mifflin Company,
1898), 1:234-36; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:363; Garrison, Westward,
p. 278; William E. Smith, The Francis Prescott Blair Family
in Politics, 2 vols. (New York: Macmillan Company, 1933),
1:230; Hamilton, "Election of 1848," Appendix, pp. 897-900.
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presence or absence of slavery there.74 This concept seemed

fair to the South, but in practice it would be just as

effective as the Wilmot Proviso in excluding slavery. The

people already living in the territories were not likely

to reestablish an institution which had long ceased to exist

under Mexican rule.75 Furthermore, new settlers attracted

to the area, small farmers and adventurers, were unlikely to

be slaveowners. Even Cass had acknowledged in the Nicholson

letter that the geography and climate of the area made a

slave-based economy impractical. All of these factors, which

had rendered the Wilmot Proviso an abstraction, similarly

affected the popular sovereignty theory. Calhoun and his

followers rejected the doctrine because they realized that

its enactment posed the same threat to southern institutions

as the Proviso. A territory organized without slavery would

surely later enter the Union as a free state and contribute

to a free state majority in the Congress, which could

ultimately abolish slavery through constitutional amendment.

Democrats preferred silence on the subject and reliance

74
. Lewis Cass to Alfred Osborne Pope Nicholson, 24 December

1847, Hamilton, "Election of 1848," Appendix, pp. 906-12.

75 Frank B. Woodford, Lewis Cass: The Last Jeffersonian
(1950; reprint ed., New York: Octagon Books, 1973). p. 254.
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upon the Constitution for the security of the South's

76
institutions .

While the Whigs and the Democrats hoped that, in the

ambiguities of their candidates' personal platforms, their

northern and southern constituencies could derive at

interpretations satisfactory to their respective interests,

events were taking place which would soon result in the

formation of a new political party dedicated explicity to

the exclusion of slavery in the territories. At a meeting

held at New York City on their homeward journey following

their walkout from the Baltimore convention, dissident New

York Democrats refuted the Cass and Butler nominations as

being irregular because the party had not been fully

represented when they were made and called for another

convention to meet at Utica on June 22. Under no circum-

stances could the Van Burenites have supported the Cass

nomination. They remembered that he had run against Van

Buren for the nomination in 1844 and that he had been

supported at that time by New York governor William L. Marcy

7 6Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:303-05; Norman A. Graebner, "1848:
Southern Politics at the Crossroads," Historian 25(1962):21.

7 7Dix, Memoirs, 1:233.
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and the Hunkers. The Michigander's heresy became even

worse when, after realizing he could not secure the nomination

for himself, Cass had thrown his strength to Polk although

Van Buren could have-won easily with only a portion of the

Cass delegation.7 8

At the Utica convention, which was controlled by Van

Buren's friends, Van Buren was nominated for the presidency

and Wisconsin Senator Henry Dodge for the vice-presidency.

A platform committee, headed by Attorney General Benjamin F.

Butler of New York, produced a standard Democratic platform,

with the Wilmot Proviso added.7 9

On the same day of the Utica convention, a state-wide

antislavery convention met at Columbus, Ohio, and issued a

call for a national convention of all those who were in favor

of free soil. This free-soil movement, comprised of

Barnburners, Liberty party men, "conscience" Whigs and free-

soil Democrats, met at Buffalo, New York, on August 9.80

Although the Barnburners had been sincere in their

support of the Proviso, they had at first been more interested

7 8 Rayback, Free Soil, p. 22.

79 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:365.

80 Ibid.; Rayback, Free Soil, p. 279; Alexander, Martin
Van Buren, p. 404; Woodford, Cass, p. 248.
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in regaining party control. In the interim between the

Baltimore and Buffalo conventions, however, the strength

of the antislavery forces had become more apparent and the

Barnburners identified more closely with that current.

Advancement of the principles of the Proviso now took

precedence over recovery of party control, and the Barnburners

became firm Free Soilers. 8 1

The Liberty party, in 1847, had nominated New Hampshire

Senator John P. Hale as their standard bearer for the 1848

election, but the Liberty men now joined the Buffalo con-

vention because they believed that the only hope of the

antislavery forces for success lay in a coalition. Van

Buren received the nomination by a vote of 159 to 129 for

Hale. The vice-presidential nomination went by acclamation

to Charles Francis Adams, the son of Van Buren's life-long

foe, John Quincy Adams. Hale withdrew as a candidate, and

the Liberty party ceased to exist. Abandoning abolition

for Wilmot Provisoism, the party's men and leaders, including

Ohio's Salmon P. Chase and Joshua Giddings, merged with the

Free Soil movement.8 2

8 1 Rayback, Free Soil, p. 298.

82 Ibid., p. 301; Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:369; Theodore C.
Smith, The L and Free Soil Parties in the Northwest
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The new party's platform offered a strange mixture of

Locofoco and Whig principles by combining an endorsement

of retrenchment and economy with a recommendation of free

land for actual settlers, river and harbor improvements, and

an upward revision of the tariff. The most important feature

of the platform, however, dealt with slavery, with a promise

not to interfere with slavery where it existed but an avowal

to oppose the addition of more slave states. The entire

program catered to northern antislavery interests, with the

promise of free land and cheap transportation added to win

83the West. As precedence for their antislavery extension

platform and as evidence that the policy of the nation was

not "'to extend, nationalize, or encourage, but to limit,

localize, and discourage slavery,'" the Free Soilers cited

the Ordinance of 1787, which prohibited slavery in the

Northwest Territory. They also recalled the Jefferson

Proviso, proposed at the Congress of 1784 to prohibit slavery

(1897; reprint ed., New York: Russell and Russell, 1967),
p. 136; Henry L. Stoddard, Presidential Sweepstakes: The
Story of Political Conventions and Campaigns (New York:
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1948), p. 56; Van Deusen, Jacksonian
Era, p. 259.

83 Wiltse, Calhoun, 3:367-68; Craven, Growth, p. 49;
Stoddard, Sweepstakes, p. 56.
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after 1800 in all the territory of the United States.

Although the proviso had not been adopted, six states and

sixteen delegates had supported it, while only three states

and seven delegates had been opposed.8 4

The emergence of this sectional party signified that

the coming struggle for power in Congress would be along

sectional rather than party lines. Although it was destined

to evolve into the party that would abolish slavery, the

significance of the Free Soil party in 1848 was that it

offered a clear alternative to those who adamantly opposed

slavery extension. Under the banner of "Free Soil, Free

Speech, Free Labor, and Free Men," it presented a serious

challenge to the two major parties.85

Even without the Free Soil challenge, the intensity of

concern over slave extension into the territories would

have compelled the two major parties to develop their campaigns

along sectional rather than national lines. Each used

different and contradictory strategies in representing their

candidates' positions to the various sections. Derogatory

statements made about a candidate by the opposition in one

8 4Craven, Growth, p. 49; Stanwood, History, 1:239-40.

85 Hamilton, "Election of 1848," p. 871; Wiltse, Calhoun,
3:370; Calhoun to Clemson, 11 August 1848, Calhoun,
Correspondence, pp. 760-61.
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section of the country were used by his own party to promote

his candidacy in another. 8 6

In this manipulation of the electorate's fears, self-

interests, and moral convictions, the Whigs had the advantage,

because they were not committed to a common platform.87 As

expected, they adjusted Taylor's personal platform to meet

the requirements of the various sectional interests. In the

North, Whigs assured the voters that Taylor would not veto

the Wilmot Proviso, whereas Cass had already declared

against it.88 In the South they emphasized Taylor's respect

for the Constitution, by which southern institutions were

protected, and his association with southern interests by

86 Graebner, "1848," p. 19; Eugene H. Roseboom, A
History of Presidential Elections, 2d ed. (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1964), p. 141; Rayback, Free Soil, p. 238.

87
On page 132 of The g Party in the South, Arthur

Cole cites the Toombs, Stephens, Cobb Correspondence, then
being edited by the American Historical Association, in
giving a southern Democrat's appraisal of the Whig strategy.
However, the letter (W.H. Hull to Cobb, 22 July 1848) was
not included in the published compilation. See Arthur C.
Cole, The Whig Part in the South (Washington: American
Historical Association, 1913).

8 8 William 0. Lynch, "Antislavery Tendencies of the
Democratis Party in the Northwest, 1848-50," Mississippi
Valley Historical Review 11(1924) :319; McLaughlin, Cass,
p. 256; Rayback, Free Soil, p. 238; Dyer, Zachary Taylor,
p. 290; Mueller, Whig Party, p. 153; Thomas Smith to Howell
Cobb, 27 June 1848, Toombs, Correspondence, pp. 111-13.
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virtue of his birth and residence and his investment in

plantations and slaves. Southern Whig leaders insisted

that Cass, as a northern man, could not be trusted. They

recalled that he had presented resolutions from Michigan to

the Senate renouncing the extension of slavery and cited

his support of popular sovereignty as evidence of his

hostility towards the South. They asserted that this

principle, in theory, was an insult to the South and that in

operation it would ostracize southerners by giving to "'the

mongrel tribes'" of the territories the right to determine

whether slavery should exist there or not.8 9

Those characteristics and policies which made Cass

abhorrent to southerners were utilized by northern Democrats

to convince the electorate there of his reliability in

checking slavery expansion. They predicted that Cass, as

president, would appoint northern men in the new territories

who would enforce existing laws against slavery.

Southern Democrats said that the Whigs could not be

trusted to defend the South since they had not categorically

stated their opposition to the Wilmot Proviso. Furthermore,

8 9 Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 240-42, 294-95; Dallas Dickey,
Seargent S. Prentiss: Whig Orator of the Old South (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1945), pp. 328-29;
Hamilton, Taylor, 2:104.
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behind his silence, Taylor could be harboring antislavery

opinions. They also reminded the southern voter of the

northern Whig claim that Taylor was the champion of the

Proviso. Employing the same arguments that northern Whigs

had used against Cass, Southern Democrats insisted that the

Michigander was the true friend of the South. As an avowed

opponent of the Proviso, he had established his opposition

to the exercise of any jurisdiction by Congress over the

matter and would veto any such legislation, whether it

excluded or recognized slavery in the territories. Cass's

recognition of the rights of the territorial legislatures

represented the only method by which Mexican and inter-

national laws prohibiting slavery could be annulled and

slavery permitted to enter the Southwest.9 0

Democrats also attacked the Whig vice-presidential

candidate, Millard Fillmore, whose record in Congress made

him more vulnerable than Taylor. In the North they denounced

him because he had recognized the legality of slavery by

introducing a bill requiring that the federal government pay

a master the value of a runaway slave. In the South

Democrats published a letter Fillmore had sent to the Erie

90 Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 242-43; Hamilton, Taylor,
2:105.
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County, New York, Antislavery Society ten years before in

which he had expressed the following opinions: antislavery

petitions should be read and considered in Congress; the

annexation of Texas should be opposed as long as slaves

were held there; Congress should abolish the internal slave

trade between the states, and slavery in the District of

Columbia should be abolished. Usually accompanying this

portrayal was the reminder that, if his executive duties

proved fatal to Taylor (as they had to Harrison), Fillmore

would be president. This tactic was particularly effective

in the South, where there was a genuine fear that the prediction

would materialize and the people would be burdened with a Whig

economic program. In a letter to Howell Cobb, North Carolina

Representative James C. Dobbin expressed this concern: "They

put up 'Old Zac' and surround him with a blaze of military

glory, and just behind him is Fillmore lurking, holding ready

to fasten upon the country all the odious and rejected

measures of the Whig Party." 9 2

9 1 Rayback, Fillmore, pp. 100-01; Tugwell, President, pp.
153-54; William H. Adams, The Whig Party in Louisiana
(Lafayette, Louisiana: University of Southwestern Louisiana
Press, 1973), p. 175; Cole, Whig Part, p. 131; Rayback, Free
Soil, pp. 258-59; Robert Toombs to John J. Crittenden,
27 September 1848, Toombs, Correspondence, p. 128.

92 James C. Dobbin to Howell Cobb, 15 June 1848, Toombs,
Correspondence, pp. 107-09.
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In the North both Democrats and Whigs endeavored to

prevent defection to the Free Soil cause by depicting their

own party as the true representative of free soil ideals

and by warning that a vote for Van Buren would, in effect,

be a vote for slavery extension.93 Although the Van Buren

candidacy obviously would split the Democratic vote in

New York, the Whigs worked hard to prevent a similar division

in their party. One of the most effective leaders in binding

these "conscience" Whigs to the party was former governor

William H. Seward from Auburn, New York, who used the campaign

to fulfill what he considered his personal responsibility

of influencing public opinion against slavery. He acknowledged

that slavery must be abolished only through constitutional,

lawful, and peaceful means and insisted that a Whig adminis-

tration would be the most reliable agency for meeting this

obligation.94 In a speech which he delivered in Cleveland,

Ohio, on October 26, 1848, Seward discounted the problem

of Taylor's position as a slaveholder by insisting that the

issue was not a personal question between the two candidates

Hamilton, Taylor, 2:125; Rayback, Free Soil, p. 294;
Smith, Liberty and Free Soil, pp. 149-50.

94
Bancroft, Seward, 1:168-70; Glyndon Van Deusen,

William Henry Seward (New York: Oxford University Press,
1967), p. 110.
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but rather a "question between the two parties themselves--

between the party of liberty and the party of slavery." In

answering objections that Taylor had not announced his

opposition to the extension of slavery, Seward said that

although the "slave party need pledges of their chief, for

they resign their government into his hands,--the Whigs

need none, for they retain it themselves."95 In a New York

speech given on October 5, 1848, Seward urged the election

of Taylor, not as a general, but "for Whig principles with

which he is identified. We vote for him because our Congress

will command his respect and the judiciary his obedience."

He proclaimed that when a Whig Congress should send Taylor

a bill prohibiting extension of slavery, ". . . he stands

pledged not to thwart the wishes of the people by a veto."9 6

Although the question of slavery extension dominated

the 1848 election, the traditional economic issues were

debated, also. In the pivotal state of Pennsylvania, the

prosperity which had been created by the European grain

shortage somewhat weakened Whig criticism of the Walker

9 5 William Henry Seward, The Works of William H. Seward,
5 vols., ed. George E. Baker (New York: Redfield,~1853-84;
vol. 5 imprint, Boston: Houghton-Mifflin and Company),
3:291-302.

96 Ibid.,- 3:303-05.
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tariff. Whigs had warned that the prosperity would end

when European farmers began producing their own grain, but

the statistics belied the dire predictions. In the

industrial areas, however, there had been a reduction in

the price of iron products, with a subsequent decline in

manufacturing. To those engaged in the iron business,

such as Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania, who was running

for Congress as a Whig, and the coal miners, who were adversely

affected by the manufacturing slump, defeat of the Democrats

and replacement of the Walker tariff took precedence over

the slavery issue. 9 8

In the Great Lakes region, where federally financed

internal improvements was an important issue, the Whigs

portrayed Cass as being against federal improvements programs

because, in an effort to stop excessive pork barrel projects,

he had supported the Jackson administration platform

proposal opposing federal aid to local communities. Although

97Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 261-62; Mueller, Whig Party,
pp. 140-41.

98 Hamilton, Taylor, 2:111; Malcolm R. Eiselen, The
Rise of Pennsylvania Protectionism (Philadelphia: Porcupine
Press, 1974), p. 216; Daniel Webster, The Writings and
Speeches of Daniel Webster, 18 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown,
and Company, 1903), 16:500.
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Cass's voting record showed that he had supported improvements

which had a national rather than a narrowly local benefit,

his declining an invitation to the Chicago River and Harbor

Convention, which had been held on July 5, 1847, seemed to

99
confirm Whig charges.

As the election drew near, both parties increasingly

resorted to personal attacks against the opposition candidate.

Since Taylor had never served in a civil capacity, he was

less vulnerable to these tactics. Democrats attempted,

instead, to create doubt as to his competency for the

presidential office. They poked fun at his tardiness in

acknowledging his nomination. Since prepaid postage was

not customary at the time, Taylor had grown weary of paying

for the large volume of mail addressed to him and had

informed the postmaster at Baton Rouge that he would no

longer accept such correspondence. Consequently, it was not

until nearly a month after the convention that Taylor realized

the probable fate of his nomination notice and retrieved

it from the dead-letter box. The Democrats played up the

incident by giving Taylor the epitaph, "Economical, Comical

Old Zack!"100 As the Whigs shouted hurrahs for "Old Zack"

99 McLaughlin, Cass, p. 256; Woodford, Cass, p. 266;
Rayback, Free Soil, p. 263; Niles Register 72(17 July 1847):310.

10 0 McClure, Presidents, p. 106; Hamilton, Taylor, 2:117-18.
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and even for his horse, "Old Whitey," the Democrats responded

that "'Old Whitey should have been the nominee, as he knew

as much about national issues as his rider! ,,,101

While some of his opponents ridiculed Taylor as a

blundering old man, others portrayed him as a harsh

commander who had engaged in slanderous criticism of the

Indiana and North Carolina regiments. They also played

upon northern prejudices by accusing him of having placed

the southern units in positions where they were more likely

to attract all the glory.1 02

The Whigs, in turn, directed their fire at Cass's

alleged misconduct in various civil offices. Particularly

damaging in the West, where land speculators were hated,

were their accusations that Cass had engaged in speculating

in public lands while ,serving as secretary of war and that

he had been a partner in a land speculating company operating

in Detroit. They made him seem even more contemptible by

claiming that he had defrauded his partners when the profits

were divided. The most frequently-repeated charge against

Cass was that he had received more than $60,000 in excess

10 1 Tugwell, President, pp. 153-54.

1 0 2 Rayback, Free Soil, p. 238.
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of his salary while governor of Michigan Territory and ex

officio superintendent of Indian affairs, from October 9,

1813, until July 31, 1831. The implication was that he

had defrauded the government by collecting money for people

he did not hire for offices he did not have and for

impossibly large amounts of food consumed.1 0 3

In an impromtu speech delivered in the House of

Representatives in response to critical remarks about Taylor

by Alfred Iverson of Georgia, Abraham Lincoln used the

charges against Cass to make him appear a dishonest buffoon:

From October, 1821, to May, 1822, he ate ten rations
a day in Michigan, ten rations a day here in
Washington, and near five dollars' worth a day
besides, partly on the road between the two places
. . . . Mr. Speaker, we have all heard of the
animal standing in doubt between two stacks of hay,
and starving to death; the like of that would never
happen to General Cass. Place the stacks a
thousand miles apart, he would stand stock still
midway between them, and eat them at once; and
the green grass along the line wou 4 be apt to
suffer some too, at the same time.

Lincoln proceeded to direct his devastating wit at Cass's

other vulnerabilities. In answering Iverson's criticism

of the Whigs' exploitation of Taylor as a military man, he

1 0 3 Ibid., p. 237.

10 4 House, Congressional Globe, 30th Cong., 1st sess.,
27 July 1848, Appendix, pp. 1041-43.
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noted the Democrats' resurrection of Cass's 1812 service

and their continued reliance upon Andrew Jackson's military

reputation:

Has he no acquaintance with the ample military
coattail of General Jackson? Does he not know
his own party have run the last five Presidential
races under that coattail, and that they are now
running the sixth under that same coattail? Yes,
sir, that coattail was used, not only for Jackson
himself, but has been clung to with the grip of
death by every Democrat candidate since.

A fellow once advertized that he had made
a discovery, by which he could make a new man
out of an old one, and have enough of the stuff
left to make a little yellow dog. Just such a
discovery had General Jackson's popularity been
to you. You not only twice made President of
him out of it, but you have had enough of the
stuff left to make Presidents of several compara-
tively small men since; and it is your chief reliance
to make still another.

Lincoln went on to caricature Cass's military record: "He

invaded Canada without resistance-and outvaded it without

pursuit." 105

Shortly after Lincoln's masterful attack against Cass

and the Democrats, the Whigs faced another challenge to

their ingenuity as a result of a serious blunder on Taylor's

part. Even after the Allison letter in which he professed

his Whiggery, Taylor had continued his nonpartisan stance.

To some extent the Whigs had been able to use his earlier

10 5 Ibid., p. 1042.
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nominations by various political groups to Taylor's advantage

by saying that they demonstrated the people's faith in his

106qualifications for the presidency.1 In August, however,

Taylor's nonpartisanship reached the point of absurdity

when he blithely accepted the nomination of a meeting of

South Carolina Democrats with William 0. Butler of Kentucky

as his running mate. Although Taylor explained that he had

done so because the nomination, like the others, had been

offered without pledges or conditions, to the northern

independents and the rank and file of northern Whigs, it

appeared that Taylor was consorting with Southern Democrats.1 0 7

New York Whigs were especially dismayed and offended by his

action because it seemed a rejection of Fillmore. There

was great consternation when the news of the Charleston

nomination reached Albany on August 26, which forced political

boss Thurlow Weed to stage a little scenario in order to

rescue the Taylor candidacy in that state. At a Saturday

rally, called to consider Taylor's letter accepting the

nomination, he had Lewis Benedict, whom everyone assumed

was speaking for Weed, make a declaration against Taylor and

10 6 Smith, Blair FamiLY, p. 235.

10 7 Rayback, "Allison Letters," p. 53; Mueller, Whig
Party, p. 152; Hamilton, Taylor, 2:114-15.
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demand that he define his position. A meeting was called

for Monday, and at that time John A. Collier, a friend of

Fillmore, declared that there had been some mistake. The

South Carolina Democrats had not dropped Fillmore but Cass.

With Fillmore's friend appearing as Taylor's champion,

peace returned to the ranks.108 It was necessary, however,

that Taylor assuage the northern Whigs' doubts by making a

last definitive avowal of his political affiliation. He

did so in a second letter to his brother-in-law John S.

109Allison. Taylor explained that statements taken out of

context had given the impression of an "equivocal attitude

towards the various parties in to which the people are

divided and especially towards the Whig party as represented

by the National Convention which assembled in Philadelphia

10 8 Thurlow Weed, Memoir of Thurlow Weed, ed. Thurlow
Weed Barnes (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1884),
pp. 169-71; Hamilton, T 2:115-16; Dyer, "Zachary
Taylor," p. 177; Rayback, "Allison Letters," p. 54.

10 9 In his autobiography Weed takes the credit for this
letter. He says he passed his suggestions on to Fillmore,
who adopted them as his own and forwarded them to Taylor.
Although the letter lacks Weed's terse style, it seems
plausible that he probably made a major contribution to the
letter's form and content, since the New York campaign had
been so critically affected by Taylor's actions (Weed,
Autobiography, pp. 578-82); Dyer, "Zachary Taylor," p. 178;
Rayback, "Allison Letters," pp. 56-71; Smith, Blair Famil,
p. 238.
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in June last." He said that his early hesitancy to declare

party preference had been appropriate to his position as

head of an army which included Whigs and Democrats. Because

of the violence which characterized party struggles, the

acceptance of a party nomination would have signified

enmity to all those holding opposing views. He had resisted

all primary nominations "till led to believe that my

opposition was assuming the aspect of a defiance of the

people's wishes." These nominations had been made irrespective

of party and he had accepted them in that same spirit. Those

making the nominations knew that he was a Whig, as he had

declared himself so on all proper occasions. It would have

been an insult to repulse nominations from Democrats whose

voluntary joining with his friends he regarded as an

expression of a coincidence of opinion. He went on to

explain the meaning in his not being a strict party candidate.

He would not "lay violent hands indiscriminately upon public

officers, good or bad who may differ from me," nor did he

expect "to force Congress, by the coercion of the veto, to

pass laws to suit me, or pass none." He understood that

"this is good Whig doctrine." The national Whig convention

was compatible with his desire to serve the entire nation,

as it was not "encumbered with exactions incompatible with
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the dignity of the Presidential office and the responsi-

bilities incumbent to the whole people of the nation."

Since he would not be a partisan president, he should not

be a partisan candidate. 1 1 0  Taylor thus masterfully

combined justification and defense with a telling counter-

blow. Although he reaffirmed his Whig allegiance, he

maintained the consistency of his attitude toward parties

and explicitly sought support from non-Whigs as well as from

Whigs. While he again appealed for northern votes by

promising not to be coercive in the use -of the presidential

veto, he also represented himself as being a truly national

candidate. 111

Taylor's candidacy survived the crisis and he won the

election, receiving 1,360,0-9 votes compared with Cass's

1,220,544 and Van Buren's 291,263. Taylor won 163 electoral

votes to 127 for Cass. 12 Although Van Buren did not

receive a single electoral vote, the Free Soil party, by

defeating Cass in New York and carrying that state for

Taylor, helped throw the election to the Whigs. The Whigs

11 0 Taylor to John S. Allison, 4 September 1848, Niles

Register 74(27 September 1848):200-01.

illHamilton, Taylor, 2:121-25.

11 2 Hamilton, "Election of 1848," Appendix, p. 918.
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lost Ohio and the northwestern states of Illinois, Indiana,

Iowa, Michigan, and Wisconsin, because the Free Soilers

attracted more Whig than Democratic voters, but they

carried the critical states of New York and Pennsylvania,

because there the Free Soil vote came largely from Democrats.

In Pennsylvania, a Nativist-Whig coalition also helped

Taylor. Whigs in the city and county of Philadelphia had

agreed to endorse Nativists Lewis C. Levin and John S.

Littell for Congress in return for Nativist acceptance of

the Whig candidates for the remainder of the offices. As

a result, in that district, Taylor received nearly 10,000

more votes than Cass, which was a greater differential than

either party needed to win the state's plurality.1 1 3

Taylor's personal popularity was also an important

factor in the outcome. During the campaign the Whigs had

emphasized their candidate's character, good judgment, and

sound sense, and the people placed their faith in these

qualities. They believed that Taylor, in keeping with his

national outlook, would work for the interests of the nation

113
Hamilton, Taylor, 2:127, 131-33; Tugwell, President,

p. 153; Woodford, Cass, pp. 268-69; Smith, Blair Fail,
p. 155; Mueller, Whig , p. 155; W. Dean Burnham,
Presidential Ballots, 1836-1892 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1955),.pp. 37-38.
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as a whole and that his sound American heart would guide

his decisions. An analysis of the vote reveals the

national character of Taylor's election. Of the fifteen

states he carried, eight were southern (slave) and seven,

northern (free). With his popular plurality in the North

and clear majority in the South, his margin in the electoral

college was twenty-five in free states and eleven in the

s lave,. 115

114
Dyer, Zach Taylor, p. 297; Hamilton Taylor, 2:132;

Webster to E. Rockwood Hoar, 23 August 1848, Webster,
Writings, 16:498-99.

1 1 5 Hamilton, Taylor, 2:131-32.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION AND EPILOGUE

The Whigs had a relatively short existence in the

nation's political history, but they exerted a significant

influence upon the development of American economic policies.

At the time of its origin, in 1834, and in 1840, when the

party made its first successful bid for the presidency,

these policies, which were strongly nationalistic, were

essentially ahead of the times. Regional or sectional

resistance to the policies, combined with their status as

a minority party, forced Whig leaders in 1840 to subvert

their principles and, in an effort to attract voters, resort

to the expediency of selecting as their candidate, William

Henry Harrison, a somewhat faded military hero with vague

political convictions, whom they believed would not interfere

with their legislative program.

An expanding and increasingly complex economy resulted

in the acceptance, in modified form, of Whig measures

regarding the tariff, banking and currency, and internal

improvements. Whigs interpreted this consensus as an

endorsement for their political and economic principles,

176
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and, in 1844, they confidently nominated for the presidency

their most prominent exponent, Henry Clay. With Whigs and

Democrats approaching agreement on the necessity for some

governmental regulation of the economy, however, these issues

no longer constituted viable campaign material. By continuing

to so regard them, Whigs demonstrated a critical lack of

perception. They compounded their error by failing to

perceive the national mood for expansion and taking the wrong

side on the question of Texas annexation. As a result, they

lost the election to the Democratic candidate, James K. Polk,

who had run on an expansionist platform.

In the election campaign of 1848, the Whigs again

nominated a military hero, Zachary Taylor, who was basking

in glory for his role in the recent American victory in the

Mexican War. Again, Whig congressional leaders counted on

a minimum of executive interference with their legislative

program. This time, however, the grave issue of slavery

extension into the territories newly-acquired from Mexico

complicated national politics. By selecting Taylor, whose

national appeal they hoped would exert a unifying force, and

by devising a campaign strategy which carefully avoided any

definitive stand on this divisive question, Whig leaders

hoped to maintain party and national unity. By voting for
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Taylor, the majority of the people demonstrated that they

also wished to delay a definite decision about slavery in

the territories which might divide the nation.

After the election, Indiana Democrat John L. Robinson,

speaking before the House of Representatives, criticized

the Whig victory as a triumph of fraud and deception,

because Taylor had withheld his opinions upon the great

issue of slavery and had allowed himself to be represented

in one section of the country as a "friend and supporter of

slavery, and as certain to veto the Wilmot Proviso if passed,

and to be advocated in other portions on the ground that he

held the opinions diametrically opposite, . 1 If the

Whigs practiced deception, so did the Democrats by relying

upon two different and contradictory interpretations of

popular sovereignty. But this deception represented a

course of moderation by which each party's leaders sought

to mollify the extreme elements in both sections of the

country. Clearly, they were buying time in which men of

reason could arrive at a compromise solution which could

sustain the Union until geographic and economic realities

acted to prevent the growth of slavery in the territories

1U.S.,Congress, House, Congressional Globe, 30th Cong.,
2nd sess., 18 December 1848, pp. 54-55.
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and ultimately eliminate it from the areas where it presently

existed. They could foresee that, if the absolutists in

both sections persisted, the Union would be destroyed. One

may argue that human freedom is not subject to compromise,

but preservation of the Union was also a noble cause.2

If the Whigs resorted to expediency in 1840 simply for

political gain, their expediency in nominating Taylor in

1848 served a higher purpose. In choosing a great national

hero who could unify the country during a critical time in

its existence, the Whigs had acted consistently with their

3character as a party created and dedicated to national unity.

Although they were not to win another presidential

election, the Whigs continued to work in the national interest

and were instrumental in producing the Compromise of 1850,

4which held the nation-together for another eleven years.

2 Joseph G. Rayback, Free Soil: The Election of 1848
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1970), pp. 304-07;
Norman A. Graebner, "1848: Southern Politics at the Cross-
roads," Historian 25(1962):14-25; Allen Johnson, "The
Nationalizing Influence of Party," Yale Review 15(1906-1907):
283-92; Norman. A. Graebner, "Thomas Corwin and the Election
of 1848: A Study in Conservative Politics," Journal of
Southern History 17(1951) :162-79.

3 Wilfred E. Binkley, American Political Parties: Their
Natural History, 3d ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1958),
p. 172.

4 Under the Compromise of 1850, which was largely the
result of Henry Clay's efforts, California was to be admitted
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By 1860, the Whig party had disappeared, and the Democrats

had become a sectional, southern party. When these two

great conservative parties at last succumbed to the divisive

forces of conflicting economic interests and moral convictions,

the inevitable disruption of the Union itself occurred.

as a free state and the rest was organized into two territories,
New Mexico and Utah, without reference to slavery. The issue
of slavery was to be decided by voters in the territories when
they were admitted to the Union as states. This solution,
by avoiding a congressional decision between the merits of
the extreme positions, prevented a disruption of both parties.
It evaded the question of whether the territories should be
open or closed to slavery while they were in territorial
condition. As territories they could go either way, which
was an application of Cass's popular sovereignty doctrine;
and postponing the formal decision until they became states
was an application of the Calhoun doctrine (Senate, Congres-
sional Globe, 31st Cong., 1st sess., 29 January 1850, pp.
244-52; Rayback, Free Soil, pp. 307-08; Charles M. Wiltse,
John C. Calhoun, 3 vols. (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Company,
1944-51), vol. 3, John C. Calhoun: Sectionalist, 1840-1850,
pp. 455-72).
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