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“Preface

The following words appeared in an editorial in the Nasbville Repub-
lican Banmner three days before conflict at Fort Sumter opened the
American Civil War:

Tennessee should weigh carefully her position in these perilous
times. . . . Discarding the extreme views and measure[s] of both sec-
tions, she urges conciliation, compromise, and peace. Clinging to the
Union as still worthy to be preserved, she would so guard the rights
of both sections that neither shall suffer detriment. Contending per-
sistently at all times for the full and undiminished rights of the South,
she would secure the(s]e rights in the Union and under a common
Constitution. Believing that a separation into two or more Confedera-
cies will be alike disastrous to all sections and interests, she would
wield her influence and power constantly to secure a fair adjustment
of differences and an amicable reconstruction of the Union.

At the time, this statement appeared to represent the sentiment of the
majority of the people in Tennessee. In the presidential election held
the preceding November, Tennessee had tried to take a middle course
between sectional extremists, by casting its electoral votes for the na-
tive-son candidate of the Constitutional Union party, John Bell. Only
two months before the conflict in Charleston harbor, a popular refer-
endum solidly rejected the calling of a state convention to consider
secession from the Union.The Republican Banner stressed that Ten-
nessee’s neutrality was conditional on the persistence of peace be-
tween North and South.“Devoted as are the Union men of the Border
States to the Constitution and the Union, . . . ” the paper declared,
“they will not be expected to sympathize with a sectional administra-
tion of the Government, brought into power upon the basis of a war
upon Southern Rights.” At the same time, the editors warned the lead-
ers of the newly-formed Confederate States of America that “a useless
precipitation of hostilities, on their part would still further alienate
thousands who, under different circumstances, would have sided
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with them in a conflict of arms”; upon learning of the attack upon
Fort Sumter the paper proclaimed that “a fearful retribution will meet
[its] assailants.” Within a week, however, the actions of Abraham Lin-
coln’s administration and public pressure within Tennessee forced the
Banner’s editors to accept disunion. They now watched approvingly
as the state declared its independence and joined the Confederacy.!

Thus, in the crisis of Union,Tennessee initially pursued a course more
moderate than that of the Lower South states, even though it ultimately
accepted membership in the southern republic. Despite the similarity
of Tennessee’s decision to that of the other Upper South border states—
Arkansas, North Carolina, and Virginia—Tennessee never endorsed the
principle of secession and explained its action as a “revolution.” More-
over, the decision for disunion was not a unanimous one. While voters
in Middle and West Tennessee overwhelmingly approved separation from
the Union, in East Tennessee a substantial majority pledged to remain
loyal to the federal government. Historians have long been aware of
these facts concerning Tennessee’s separation. Surprisingly few, how-
ever, have devoted close attention to the sources of Tennessee’s strong
unionism and its ultimate allegiance to the Confederacy. Those
who have studied Tennessee’s course during the sectional conflict, while
producing useful studies, generally fail to address the deeper issue of
why Tennesseans responded to disunion the way they did. Those who
have addressed the question of motivation, meanwhile, usually rely upon
the experience of other southern states and attribute Tennessee’s course
to a generic “southern” response.?

In recent years, students of nineteenth-century American politics
have emphasized the importance of understanding the political cul-
tures of individual states in the federal system of early America. Since
disunion was a political action, these scholars note, in each southern
state voters understood their decision for separation or Union accord-
ing to their particular state’s unique political heritage and experience.
As in most other states, in Tennessee antebellum politics had been
dominated by two-party competition between state organizations as-
sociated with national Whig and Democratic parties. Like the state’s
course in the secession crisis, though, the path taken by Tennessee’s
party system was an unexpected one. Although Tennessee was the
home state of the era’s “Symbol for an Age,”? Andrew Jackson, as well
as of two other Democratic presidents, James K. Polk and Andrew
Johnson, state party competition in Tennessee ranked among the most
evenly matched and heatedly contested in the Union. Moreover, de-
spite the residence of its three successful Democrats, Tennessee’s
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Whig party was recognized as one of the strongest anti-Democratic
organizations in the South. As party competition disintegrated or re-
aligned in most states in the 1850s,Tennessee’s party system remained
strong.At the same time,Tennessee was proving to be one of the most
decidedly pro-Union among the slaveholding states. Given the
strength of Tennessee’s Unionism, one can understand President Lin-
coln’s faith in Tennessee’s loyalty as he worked to preserve the Union
during the winter of 1860-61; one can also comprehend his surprise
and disappointment when the state chose to join the Confederacy and
hence, unwittingly, to become a principal battleground of the war.

Despite the work of several fine historians of antebellum Tennessee
politics, many important aspects of that subject have been overlooked
or have received only cursory treatment.? Most often, previous studies
have failed to consider political developments in Tennessee within the
context of the state’s distinctive political culture. The founding of Ten-
nessee’s Whig party, for example, usually is analyzed in terms of the mo-
tivations of elite politicians, or is viewed as part of a proslavery states’
rights movement. Historians have failed to examine how politicians and
slave holders might have persuaded the mass of voters to join them in a
“revolt against Jackson,” or what effect the economic depression that
lasted from the late 1830s through the mid-1840s might have had on
politics. Although historians long have emphasized the narrow margin
of difference between Tennessee’s parties, the nature of party division
has yet to be investigated closely in relation to economic circumstances
and their effect on state legislation. Little consideration has been given
to the importance of voters’ established presumptions and attitudes, as
expressed through the parties in the 1840s, for the politics of the 1850s,
as the national sectional confrontation emerged. Factional division with-
in both parties during the 1850s long has been recognized, but so much
attention has been devoted to these quarrels that the questions of why
Tennessee’s party system survived in the 1850s and why Democrats at-
tained such a preponderant majority at mid-decade have been largely ig-
nored. Finally, few have considered how the political beliefs, assump-
tions, and expectations that voters learned during their experience in
the party system might have shaped Tennesseans’ actions in 1860 and
1861.

This study proposes to explore these and other issues by exam-
ining anew Tennessee politics from Andrew Jackson’s reelection to
the presidency in 1832 through Isham G. Harris’s reelection as gov-
ernor in 1861—an election that confirmed the state’s decision to
cast its lot with the Confederacy. On one level, this work intends to
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provide a more thorough account of state politics than has previ-
ously been available. On another level, it applies to Tennessee the
insights that other historians—most notably, J. Mills Thornton, III;
Michael E Holt; Marc W. Kruman; and Lacy K. Ford—have found in
their studies of state and national politics in the antebellum era.’
Previous studies have contended that the dominant theme of Ten-
nessee politics has been either sectional rivalry between the state’s
three grand divisions or, as has been argued for the South as a
whole, the defense of slavery from perceived northern threats.¢ In
contrast, this book argues that, in Tennessee, the central concern
for voters, as expressed through party competition, was the defense
of liberty from the perceived assaults of demagogic politicians who,
it was believed, sought to consolidate power into their own hands
at the expense of popular rule. In successive elections, throughout
the lives of Tennessee’s parties, Whig andDemocratic leaders re-
inforced this presumption by consistently portraying the defense of
freedom as the fundamental issue in American politics. Although lo-
cal circumstances often reshaped the popular understanding of the
most pressing threats to freedom, and although changing conditions
altered the context of political debate, liberty’s defense remained a
constant concern in the state throughout the antebellum era. Ac-
knowledging the significance of this concern to voters, I believe,
contributes greatly to understanding the course of Tennessee poli-
tics in the years leading up to the Civil War.

Appeals to the defense of freedom derived from the republican ideol-
ogy that became a fundamental aspect of American political culture dur-
ing the Revolutionary era. The past generation of historians found repub-
licanism an analytical tool tremendously useful in the study of politics
between the Revolution and the Civil War, but few have applied the con-
cept directly to the study of politics in Tennessee. The most recent study
of Tennessee’s party system, in fact, is premised upon its author’s belief
that parties were “essentially electoral machines, not given to notable
ideological differences”” Some students have recognized the role of dem-
ocratic appeals in elections, but these appeals usually have been under-
stood in terms of a modern, interest-group style of politics, or as empty
rhetoric presented to a gullible, easily manipulated electorate. The gen-
eral tendency is to portray antebellum Tennessee as an oligarchic soci-
ety ruled unchallenged by a tightly-knit elite. In this view, party compe-
tition represented little more than a power game between “ins” and
“outs,” while the results of elections had little bearing either upon the
state’s economic or political development or upon Tennesseeans’ atti-
tudes toward the growing national sectional division.
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As the following pages show, I believe this portrait of Tennessee’s po-
litical culture to be inappropriate; and, although its utility recently has
been questioned, I believe that republican ideology played a vital role in
shaping the course of Tennessee politics.® Republicanism, scholars have
shown, permeated American culture in the United States’ first genera-
tion; and, while social and economic change in the first half of the nine-
teenth century altered the nation’s political environment, Americans
modified republican principles and built their understanding of the new
circumstances upon republican assumptions. Rather than being mere
“claptrap” used to manipulate the masses, republican appeals provided
the symbols and images with which politicians constructed popular con-
ceptions of the political parties for a potentially active and powerful elec-
torate. These symbols and images often had little basis in reality, but they
nevertheless possessed deep cultural meaning and profoundly influ-
enced voter behavior. Moreover, because party appeals were founded
upon ideological assumptions concerning economic development, gov-
ernment power, and political rights, the triumph of one party over the
other could significantly influence the state’s policies as well as its rela-
tions in the federal compact.

The degree of acceptance of ideological beliefs no doubt varied
among Tennesseans. Nevertheless, the confrontation of party images
provided the foundation for political conflict for the antebellum gen-
cration. The reconstruction of the conceptions of party ideology pre-
sented here, it is argued, offers a better explanation than any present-
ed previously of why Tennessee politics followed the path it did.
Specifically, the adaptation of republicanism helps to explain why pol-
iticians alienated from Jackson were able to persuade Tennesseans
that the president had fallen under the sway of “spoilsmen”; why con-
cern over an economic crisis could be channeled into a party conflict
that endured long after the crisis had passed; why Tennessee’s parties
managed to direct the issue of slavery’s expansion into the existing
party division; and why, when faced with the choice of union or dis-
union, the majority remained faithful as long as possible but ultimate-
ly saw no alternative but to resist what they perceived to be despo-
tism.

This book’s emphasis on ideology and party appeals is not intended
to deny the importance of other aspects of state politics. Wherever pos-
sible, I have tried to consider the influence of social, economic, and
institutional developments, regardless of their relationships to party
ideology. Admittedly, several areas of antebellum Tennessee’s politi-
cal culture await further investigation. The contention here is
simply that ideology played a vital role in antebellum politics, and that
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historians must take that role into account if they hope to understand
why the Republican Banner’s editors and other Tennesseans viewed
their politics as a struggle to defend liberty, and why they believed that
they had to continue the battle through disunion and war.
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Politics and Republicanism in
TJackson’s “Tennessee

Few voters in Tennessee doubted that Andrew Jackson would be re-
elected president of the United States in 1832. The old general had
received the virtually unanimous support of his home state in his pre-
vious two stands for the presidency. Public opinion had warmly ap-
proved the measures of his first administration, and as the election of
1832 approached, there appeared to be no serious opposition to the
president in Tennessee; hence, the state’s voters assumed that their
own admiration for the hero equaled the approbation for Jackson
throughout the country. “The country is prosperous, and happy, and
difficulties with foreign nations, which have long existed, have been
favorably and amicably settled,” Governor William Carroll assured the
president;“what good then[,] it may fairly be asked by every one who
loves repose, can result from a change in the Administration?”! Confi-
dent of Jackson’s success and discouraged by heavy rains and cold
weather on the election days, only 30 percent of Tennessee’s voters
bothered to go to the polls; of those voters, 95 percent cast their bal-
lots for the incumbent president. In twenty-six of the state’s sixty-two
counties, Jackson’s tally exceeded 95 percent. Eight counties cast a
unanimous vote for the general.

ToTennesseans, Jackson’s election meant that the federal government
would continue to be administered according to the principles of repub-
licanism. “If his life is spared,” wrote Alfred Balch, one of Jackson'’s politi-
cal lieutenants, “those who come after us will look to the Era of
J[ackso]ns admn. as the Era of sound principles”? To Balch, as to most
Tennesseans, “sound principles” meant Jeffersonian republican princi-
ples. Republicanism signified more to them than merely allegiance to a
particular political party, for Tennessee’s political culture had developed
out of the republican ideology that likewise reigned in the rest of the
United States in the first half of the nineteenth century. Republicanism
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not only formed the basis for Jackson’s popularity in Tennessee, but it
also shaped Tennessee’s political institutions and provided the intellec-
tual framework through which the state’s voters viewed their political
world.

Republicanism first became entrenched in American political
culture during the colonial conflict with Great Britain. Social, eco-
nomic, and political changes since 1776 had undermined several
basic precepts of the republicanism originally embraced by the Revolu-
tionary generation, but several elements of revolutionary republicanism
persisted into the antebellum era.Although often vaguely used, the term
republican still had powerful implications and definite meanings
for nineteenth-century Americans.As understood by voters in Ten-
nessee and throughout the United States, republicanism main-
tained that the American state and federal governments were the only
free governments in the world. In the Revolution, the colonial fathers
had rejected the tyrannical British monarchy to form a representative
government that sought to protect individual liberty. The exact mean-
ings and implications of republican government often might be unclear,
but all citizens agreed on a few cardinal tenets: government was
to be based upon the consent of the governed; a written constitu-
tion represented the people’s grant of power to their leaders and
provided the framework for government and law; and all citizens
were to be regarded as equal before the law, with no special privi-
leges granted to “aristocrats.” Adherence to these tenets could en-
sure the individual liberty of the citizens, for, as Governor Carroll
maintained, “the great and fundamental maxim of republicanism”
was the belief that “the people have the right to rule.”?

Republicanism also warned citizens that their liberty was constantly
threatened. Powerful forces sought to enslave the people by taking away
their freedom. Foreign monarchies, fearful that the American republic’s
example could influence their own servile populations, might endanger
liberty by waging war against the United States, as Britain had done in
1776 and 1812.The greater danger, though, could be found within the
Republic, in ambitious, power-hungry individuals who sought to es-
tablish themselves as an aristocracy. Such demagogues would gain
the favor of the people by assuring them of their respect for popular
rights, but, once in office, they would gradually expand their power
beyond the limits set by the Constitution until the people found
themselves subjected to the will of a despot.“The encroachments of
despotism are slow and each successive encroachment is small, until
at length the arm of power is so strong that the people can no longer
withstand it,” warned Andrew Buchanan, a legislator from Warren
County:
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The despot does not usurp at once all the powers which he ultimately
claims. He establishes his precedents by degrees. He does not directly
tell the people, I intend to have my own way, to put men in office ac-
cording to my sovereign will and pleasure, and for such terms as I in my
wisdom may think best. But he very politely offers to save the people
the trouble; he is very anxious for their peace; he cannot bear the idea
of seeing them agitated and harassed by the ca[r]e of their public con-
cerns; he fears the excitement and discord of political discussion and
popular elections; and he, kind, patriotic, prudent soul, would save the
people the trouble of looking into their own affairs and intimating their
wishes to their public servants. He would anticipate their wishes, and
act before they expect him to act or have authorized him to act, so as to
prevent their having the dangerous opportunity of consulting on the sub-
ject and determining for themselves what ought to be done. Such, sir,
are the doctrines of despotism; such is the language of usurpers.*

Citizens thus were taught to view their leaders as potential conspir-
ators who might try to expand their power at the expense of the pop-
ular will, for only the vigilance of “the people” themselves provided
security against despotism.According to republican principles, voters
were expected to keep watch on their elected officials, to act when
necessary to prevent the misuse of power, and to frustrate potential
threats to freedom. As Bedford County’s Joseph Kincaid declared in
the General Assembly in 1826,“The great safety of the people consists
in the check they have on their public servants.”®

In practice, freedom was a limited commodity in Tennessee. Dur-
ing Jackson’s presidency, black slaves accounted for about one-fifth of
Tennessee’s residents, and the proportion of slaves in the state’s pop-
ulation would approach one-fourth on the eve of Civil War.¢ Also, the
era’s prevailing contention that women depended upon male house-
hold heads excluded female Tennesseans from the rights of citizen-
ship.” Within the domain of adult white males, though—about 16 per-
cent of the total population—Tennesseans saw themselves as equals,
each capable of making independent decisions and exercising prop-
erly the prerogatives of freedom.Tennessee was at best a white male
republic, but white males were the source of political sovereignty and
lived in as democratic and egalitarian a polity as one could find in the
antebellum era.

Tennessee’s constitutions reflected the republican presumptions of
the state’s political culture. Its first constitution, written by a conven-
tion in 1796, recognized the principle of popular sovereignty to as
great a degree as did any state constitution at the time.That constitu-
tion did include property qualifications for the governor and members
of the legislature; also, to ensure an independent judicial system, it
granted to the General Assembly the power to select state attorneys,
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state judges, and local justices of the peace. Still, all free males over
twenty-one who had resided in the state for at least six months were
given the right to vote, and since the constitution limited the terms
of the governor and every member of the legislature to two years, the
electorate had frequent opportunities to elect a new chief executive
and an entirely new assembly.?

The 1796 constitution had given state judges life terms, and pub-
lic hostility toward incompetent judges protected by this provision
led to the calling of a constitutional convention in 1834.° Though con-
vened for the immediate purpose of providing a more efficient judi-
cial system, the convention had full authority to revise or alter any
aspect of the state charter; hence that body rewrote the constitution
to conform to evolving popular expectations for a democratic repub-
lican government. The convention abolished property requirements
for office holders, expanded the membership of the General Assem-
bly in order to provide for better representation of the state’s popu-
lation, and changed the constitutional provision for property taxation
from an ad item to an ad valorem basis. Moreover, the revised docu-
ment granted to the voters the power to select local officials, though
judges and state attorneys still were to be chosen by the legislature.
Nevertheless, the constitution left the basic frame of government in
Tennessee unchanged. When voters ratified the constitution by an
overwhelming majority on March 5 and 6, 1835, most seem to have
regarded the convention’s work more as a revision of the 1796 docu-
ment than as an entirely new constitution.!®

The 1834 constitution established, as did its predecessor, a state
government characterized by the republican principle that govern-
ment should be limited and empowered to do only what was deemed
necessary to insure the public welfare. The powers granted to the gov-
ernor, for example, continued to express the revolutionary genera-
tion’s fear of executive influence and its potential dangers to liberty,
for the constitution’s limitations on the governor’s prerogative made
the office’s occupant more of a figurehead than an active public ser-
vant.Tennessee’s citizens expected their governor to execute the law,
grant pardons, make appointments to offices that became vacant
when the legislature was not in session, call out the militia if the state
was in danger, call the legislature into special session when necessary,
and do little else. Tennessee’s governor had no veto power, and the
constitution prohibited any man from holding the office for more than
six years in any eight-year period.The executive’s only initiative in the
operation of the state government was the constitutional requirement
that he send a message to the legislature, for this message usually pro-
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vided the agenda for the assembly’s session. In special sessions, in
fact, the constitution limited the legislature to acting only upon the
business for which the governor had called the assembly together.
Despite the limitations on the governor’s powers, throughout the an-
tebellum era the governor’s office was the most prestigious position
the state government could offer. It was, after all, the only office in
the state for which Tennessee’s entire electorate could cast a ballot.!!

Politicians knew that, in order to wield power in Tennessee, it was
more important to control the legislature than the governor’s office.
Composed of a senate and a house of representatives—chambers that
were distinguished only by their number of members and by the
higher minimum age requirement for membership in the senate—
Tennessee’s General Assembly was the most powerful branch of the
state government. Legislators wrote Tennessee’s laws without the hin-
drance of an executive veto; these laws dealt with such crucial topics as
the state’s banking system and the distribution of public resources for
constructing and maintaining internal improvements. Moreover, the
legislature could pass resolutions on national issues, resolutions
which were considered—by those favoring them, at least—the senti-
ments of the voters. The assembly devoted a great deal of its time to
making appointments to numerous state offices, a task the constitu-
tion placed in its hands. Even after the 1834 convention had trans-
ferred to the voters the power to elect justices of the peace, the as-
sembly still had the responsibility of selecting all of the state’s
executive officers, except for the governor, and all of the state’s at-
torneys and judges. Most enticing to the ambitious, the United States
Constitution granted to the legislature the power to appoint an indi-
vidual to the prize most coveted by Tennessee’s leaders, the office of
United States senator.'?

The state constitution granted such broad and important powers
to the assembly because, according to republican principles, it was
considered the body closest to the voters and most representative of
the popular will.'? Still, the constitution and public opinion limited
the legislature’s prerogatives. Unless called into extra session by the
governor, legislators met only once during their terms, in a session
beginning in the October after the August elections. Once the assem-
bly convened, the electorate expected it to do its business promptly
and at as little cost to taxpayers as possible. If the electorate conclud-
ed that its representative in the assembly had failed in his duty,
through neglecting public sentiment or through wasting public mon-
ey, that member could expect little success in future elections. Voters
may have expressed only slight interest in public affairs, but they nev-
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ertheless recognized that the power of the assembly ultimately de-
pended upon public opinion. Legislators, meanwhile, were conscious
that their acts always were under the potential scrutiny of the voters.

Tennessee’s voters considered themselves Republicans of the Jef-
fersonian school. Federalist opposition to the state’s admission to the
Union had made that party noxious to them, and in every presiden-
tial election before 1824, Tennessee cast its electoral votes for the can-
didate of the Virginia dynasty. Few bothered to participate in presiden-
tial elections. Only 50 percent of the electorate turned out at the polls
when Jackson won the presidency in 1828, yet that figure exceeded
the 27 and 30 percent turnouts registered in the 1824 and 1832 elec-
tions. State elections attracted more attention. Even when a candidate
ran virtually unopposed, as William Carroll did in most of his contests
after 1821, over 60 percent of the voters usually participated in gu-
bernatorial elections.The high turnout in gubernatorial contests prob-
ably resulted because, in the August elections, voters also cast ballots
for representatives to the state legislature and to Congress, as well as
for the chief executive.! Despite their inconsistency in exercising the
franchise, Tennessee voters apparently recognized themselves as the
state’s sovereigns and displayed a willingness to assert their authority
when necessary.

Many of Tennessee’s voters fit the model of Jefferson’s “sturdy yeo-
man”According to the 1840 census, over 90 percent of the state’s to-
tal working population were employed in agriculture; the 1850 cen-
sus, which recorded the occupations only of free household heads,
showed that 71 percent of these family heads reported their occupa-
tions as farmer. Most of these farmers owned their land and lived on
farms of less than two hundred improved acres; tenants and laborers,
meanwhile, often climbed an “agricultural ladder” toward ownership
of their own farms. Tennessee’s yeomen, it appears, were self-suffi-
cient in the production of grains and livestock. These farmers prac-
ticed a modified subsistence agriculture, in which they produced
most of their own necessities and relied upon a neighborhood barter
economy to make up for any shortages. Planters in the district west
of the lower course of the Tennessee River, and in the Cumberland
Basin around Maury and Davidson counties, concentrated on the cul-
tivation of cotton and tobacco for market. For most farmers, partici-
pation in a market economy was limited to the sale of surplus food
crops and livestock.The extent of a yeoman’s participation in this sur-
plus trade depended on the availability of markets, the annual harvest,
and the farmers’ own inclination to try to produce a surplus for sale.
Most seem to have practiced what has been called “safety-first” farm-
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Table 1. Occupations of Members of Tennessee General Assembly,
1829-1861 (Percent of Those Whose Occupations Are Known)

1829 1831 1839 1841
Occupation %) %) &%) %)
Farmer/Planter 35.9 38.3 42.0 39.5
Lawyer 39.6 36.2 29.6 31.4
Merchant 11.3 4.3 6.2 7.0
Farmer-Merchant 5.7 8.5 3.7 3.5
Farmer-Lawyer 1.9 21 37 35
Physician 38 6.4 8.6 10.5
Other 1.9 4.2 6.1 4.7
N = 53 48 81 86

1849 1851 1859 1861
Occupation %) %) %) %)
Farmer/Planter 42.1 34.0 37.1 30.2
Lawyer 28.4 39.4 35.1 40.6
Merchant 32 43 4.1 115
Farmer-Merchant 6.3 2.1 6.2 5.2
Farmer-Lawyer 7.4 8.5 7.2 2.1
Physician 7.4 7.5 2.3 5.2
Other 53 4.3 1.0 5.2
N = 95 94 97 96

Note: N = Number of members of General Assembly whose occupations are known. The
1829 and 1831 General Assemblies each had a total of sixty members; each assembly after
1834 had one hundred.

Source: Robert M. McBride and Dan M. Robison, Biographical Directory of the Tennessee
General Assembly (Nashville: Tennessee State Library and Archives and the Tennessee His-
torical Commission, 1975).

ing, in which a farmer geared his annual yields to supply himself and
his family before producing for a market."

Few Tennesseans would have been called “planters” according to
the modern definition, since in 1850 less than 2 percent of the state’s
households owned twenty or more slaves.!® Most planters lived in the
state’s cotton belt between the Tennessee and Mississippi rivers, al-
though several cotton and tobacco producers in Middle Tennessee
also qualified for the title. Despite the scarcity of large slaveholders,
Tennessee society still contained a recognizable upper class.Ten per-
cent of Tennessee’s households owned about half of the state’s real
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wealth, while 30 percent owned from 70 to 75 percent of Tennessee’s
landed property.!” Yeomen, though perhaps envious of the upper stra-
ta’s good fortune, tended to distrust those with wealth, as they did
those too closely tied to commerce.The charge that Edward Ward was
the college-educated son of a wealthy Virginia gentleman, for exam-
ple, contributed to his lopsided defeat in the 1821 gubernatorial elec-
tion. Some voters refused to consider voting for a lawyer for any of-
fice. Throughout the state, rural voters looked upon towns—even the
small villages that served as most county seats—as locations more
closely connected to the wider world than to their rural surround-
ings.!®

Politicians with above-average wealth and intimate connections with
commerce nevertheless often succeeded in winning elections. Table 1
shows that, throughout the antebellum era, lawyers and farmers made
up a majority of the members of the General Assembly, while mer-
chants, including those who combined mercantile with agricultural
activities, usually constituted about 10 to 15 percent of the legisla-
tors. The censuses of 1840, 1850, and 1860 each showed that, while
fewer than 3 percent of the state’s white males listed their occupa-
tions as either lawyers or merchants, in antebellum Tennessee mem-
bers of these groups usually constituted 35 to 50 percent of the state
assemblymen.?

Voters showed a willingness to be represented not only by non-
farmers, but also by men of property. In 1850, only 22 percent of the

Table 2. Percentage of Slaveowners in Tennessee General
Assembly, by Year, 1829-1861

Year Slaveowners

% N
1829 73.2 41
1831 81.1 37
1839 80.1 65
1841 79.4 63
1849 *65.4 78
1851 *79.5 78
1859 *75.0 78
1861 *00.4 73

Notes: * Number of members owning no slaves is estimated.
N = Number of members whose slave ownership could be determined or estimated.

Sources: U.S. Census Office, 1830 Census and 1840 Census, MSS, Schedule 1 (population);
1850 Census and 1860 Census, MSS, Scheduie 2 (slave).
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Table 3. Number of Slaves Owned by Members of Tennessee General
Assembly, 1829-1861

Number of 1829 1831 1839 1841
Slaves Owned % % % %
0 26.8 18.9 20.0 20.6
1-5 26.8 32.4 35.4 38.1
6-10 14.6 135 6.2 11.1
11-20 9.8 13.5 231 20.6
More than 20 22.0 216 15.4 9.5
N = 41 37 65 63
Number of 1849 1851 1859 1861
Slaves Owned % % % %
0 *34.6 *20.5 *25.0 *9.6
1-5 32.1 29.5 22.7 28.8
6-10 11.5 21.8 18.2 28.8
11-20 14.1 14.1 19.3 17.8
More than 20 7.8 14.2 14.8 15.1
N = 78 78 88 73

Notes: * Number of members owning no slaves is estimated.

N = Number of members whose slave ownership could be determined or estimated.
Sources: U.S. Census Office, 1830 Census and 1840 Census, MSS, Schedule 1 (population);
1850 Census and 1860 Census, MSS, Schedule 2 (slave).

state’s white families owned slaves, but table 2 shows that a substan-
tial majority of Tennessee’s legislators were slaveholders. While table
3 indicates that there were few large planters in the assembly, table 4
nevertheless shows that Tennessee’s slave-owning legislators main-
tained considerable investments in the peculiar institution. The aver-
age number of slaves owned among members who held slave prop-
erty ranged from six to nine. Moreover, these figures probably understate
the level of wealth in the assembly. According to table 5, members
from EastTennessee were less likely to be slaveholders than their
counterparts from elsewhere in the state,and the average number of slaves
owned by East Tennesseans who did hold slaves was lower than the aver-
age held by the other members of the assembly. While the level of
wealth in East Tennessee fell below that of the rest of the state, slavery
was not a crucial component of that section’s economy, and in
that section wealth holders were more likely to divert their invest-
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Table 4. Median Number of Slaves Owned by Members of Tennessee
General Assembly, 1829-1861

Data for All Assemblymen
Assemblymen Owning Slaves
Av. No. Av. No.
Year Slaves N Slaves N
1829 5.0 41 85 G0
1831 5.0 37 8.0 (&)
1839 4.0 (65) 6.0 52
1841 4.0 62 6.0 (G1V)]
1849 2.5 78 6.0 62Y;
1851 5.5 78) 7.0 62)
1859 6.0 (88) 9.0 (66)
1861 8.0 73) 8.0 (66)

Note: N = Members of the General Assembly whose slave ownership is known or can be
estimated.

Sources: U.S. Census Office, 1830 Census and 1840 Census, MSS, Schedule 1 (population);
1850 Census and 1860 Census, MSS, Schedule 2 (slave).

Table 5. Median Number of Slaves Owned by Members of Tennessee
General Assembly, 1829-1861, by Grand Division

East Middle West

Year Slaves N Slaves N Slaves N
1829 3.0 an 8.0 22) 13.0 2
1831 4.0 (16) 19.0 (18) 4.0 3)
1839 1.0 [e4)] 10.5 (36) 14.0 o)
1841 0.0 (16) 6.0 33) 4.0 a3
1849 0.0 23) 3.0 (&) 7.5 (16)
1851 4.0 (25) 4.0 (36) 9.0 an
1859 1.0 26) 8.0 42 9.5 (e[))
1861 2.0 (15) 9.0 (40) 6.5 (18)

Note: Figures in parentheses represent the number of members of the General Assembly
whose ownership of slaves could be determined or estimated.

Sources: U.S. Census Office, 1830 Census and 1840 Census, MSS, Schedule 1 (population);
1850 Census and 1860 Census, MSS, Schedule 2 (slave).

ments into other types of property. Still, the number of slaveholders
in the legislature indicates that Tennessee’s political leaders ranked
in the upper echelons of society and controlled a significantly higher
proportion of wealth than did the average voter.
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The predominance of men of property in Tennessee’s politics, es-
pecially of landholders in the state’s earliest years, has led historians
to describe the state’s politics as oligarchic.? This conclusion, though,
understates the degree to which elite dominance depended upon
public opinion. In any society, one would expect to find successful
candidates having greater wealth than the average voter, since only
those with sufficient resources could afford to abandon their voca-
tions temporarily during a campaign and during low-paying service in
office. Likewise, a general familiarity with an aspirant among voters
throughout an election district—a necessary prerequisite for victory
in most contests—usually implied that the candidate had attained a
socioeconomic status high enough to attract the notice of the elec-
torate. Politicians who flaunted their wealth before the voters met
with little success at the polls. Instead, the winners tended to down-
play whatever wealth they did have and stressed to the voters that
their own views and sentiments were in line with those of Tennessee’s
yeomen. Candidates of whatever social rank won elections by con-
vincing the voters that they sought the office in order to serve the
public good.

Tennessee’s elections rarely centered on debates concerning details
of public policy. Instead, the results of a contest turned on the candi-
dates’ success in proving to the voters their devotion to the general
welfare. When they did address specific issues, aspirants expressed
their opinions in terms of how their positions furthered, while that of
their opponents endangered, the success of republican government.
Once in power, politicians had to confine their actions to those ap-
proved by public opinion if they hoped to achieve further political suc-
cess. Thomas Claiborne, for one, already had considerable experience
as a public servant when he stood for the state legislature in 1831. Not
only had he served two previous terms in the legislature, but also he
had won election to the mayor’s office in Nashville and had spent two
years in Washington as a member of Congress. His inactivity in the 1831
election, though, opened him to charges that he considered himself too
good for the average voter, and he found it necessary to issue a public
statement denying accusations that he was “too proud to mix with the
common people” and that he had “express[ed] the opinion or wish
that none but freeholders should exercise the right of suffrage.” Clai-
borne then proclaimed that he sought the office in order to support
judicial reform—because the state’s judges “have shown themselves
incompetent to the discharge of the duties appertaining to their offices” —
rather than for personal aggrandizement. This statement apparently satis-
fied Davidson County’s voters, as Claiborne ultimately won the elec-
tion with little trouble.?!
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“View of Mossy Creek Farm, Jefferson County, Tennessee, U.S. America.” From
J. Gray Smith, A Brief Historical, Statistical, and Descriptive Review of East
Tennessee (1842). Reproduction courtesy of Tennessee State Library and Ar-
chives, Nashville.

Governor Carroll, on the other hand, failed to learn this lesson
when he ran for another term in 1835. Carroll had served as Tennes-
see’s chief executive for all but two years since 1821.Though he had
served three consecutive terms and normally would have been ineli-
gible for reelection in 1835, the governor sought another term on the
grounds that the state’s new constitution created a new government
for Tennessee.The incumbent thus argued that he sought a first term
in a newly created position under a new government. Carroll’s chief
competitor, Newton Cannon, maintained that the 1834 constitution
was a revision of the existing government, rather than the creation of
a new one; more importantly, the challenger asserted that Carroll’s
interpretation of his eligibility violated “a great fundamental principle
in republican government.” Most of Tennessee’s voters agreed. The
once-popular governor lost by a solid majority to the colorless Can-
non, and Carroll never again served in elective office.??

More successful at recognizing and gauging the sentiments of the
voters were politicians like Miles Vernon, a four-time legislator from
Rhea County when, in 1833, he approached the issue of whether to
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charter the Planters’ Bank of Tennessee. Since banks had suspended
specie payments during the Panic of 1819, they had been unpopular
among yeomen,; in the interim, all but one of the state’s banks had
gone out of business.As a member of the state’s House of Representa-
tives, Vernon in 1832 voted in favor of creating the Union Bank, to
provide Tennessee with at least one source of credit. Many considered
one bank sufficient, and, after winning election to the state senate,
Vernon voted against the charter of the Planters’ Bank.The vote, a ten-
to-ten tie, appeared to Kkill the charter, but Vernon immediately asked
the senate to reconsider the issue.After the senate agreed to Vernon’s
request, he apparently left the chamber, for, when the charter bill
came up again a few minutes later, his absence allowed the bill to pass
by a ten-to-nine vote. Vernon thus provided crucial support in secur-
ing an expansion of Tennessee’s banking facilities, yet he still could
stand before his constituents in lower East Tennessee as the friend of
the people, working against special interests and monopolies. This
duplicity seems to have worked, for he won reelection to the senate
before later migrating to Missouri, where he served three terms in that
state’s senate.?

Tennessee’s tax structure illustrates how powerful popular sover-
eignty could be, despite the fact that offices tended to be held by
elite politicians. After the ratification of the 1834 constitution, all voters
between the ages of twenty-one and fifty paid a poll tax, while land-
owners paid five cents for every one hundred dollars worth of real
estate they owned.? Slaves, bank stock, and pleasure carriages were
assessed at the same rate as land, and, as a result, the accumulation of
property meant the payment of more taxes. In 1844, to compensate for
the decline in the state’s revenue that accompanied the economic de-
pression following the Panic of 1837, legislators raised the rate on
property to seven and one-half cents per hundred dollars of value.
However, the lawmakers chiefly sought to raise revenue by taxing the
luxuries of the wealthy, which in most cases included themselves; the
assembly added pianos, gold and silver watches and plates, and jewelry
to the list of taxable property. These taxes adhered to the principle of
republican equality, since the same tax rate would apply to all citizens;
yet, because of their large estates, the wealthy provided the bulk of the
state’s revenue: taxes on land, slaves, and luxuries provided almost
90 percent of the state’s income, with the remainder provided by the
assessment on white polls. The tax structure thus reflected elite def-
erence to the power of the electorate.A legislature that attempted to
put a disproportionate share of the burden on yeomen would face
certain repudiation at the next election.?



14 Politics and Republicanism in Jackson’s Tennessee

Popular sovereignty in Tennessee seldom meant a grassroots desire
to control public affairs. Most voters had little experience or interest
in the daily business of government. “The honest yeomanry of the
country who follow their plow have no motives of interest or ambi-
tion to gratify,” Carroll noted.“They are content with a faithful admin-
istration of public affairs.”?® Once a politician had won the support of
Tennessee’s electorate, voters, confident that he would promote poli-
cies that were in their own best interest, left the details of government
in the hands of their chosen representative. Confidence in a politi-
cian’s republicanism left him free to pursue the objectives for which
he had sought election, whether those objectives were to promote
his own personal interest; to seek a higher elected or appointed of-
fice; or, in some instances, actually to serve the public welfare. De-
spite the latitude granted the successful politician, though, he knew
that ultimately his fate depended upon popular support.That support,
in turn, depended upon his ability to maintain his image as the repre-
sentative of the people’s interests and as the defender of republican
liberty. Politicians who exceeded the limits of what the people would
approve, by appearing to grasp at power or to exercise their own pre-
rogatives rather than obeying the will of the voters, found themselves
ostracized by public opinion and defeated at the polls. In spite of the
state government’s oligarchic features, the electorate ultimately deter-
mined both who ruled in Tennessee and how the state actually would
be ruled.

One of the most important influences in the state’s political life was
its separation into clearly defined geographical regions known as the
“grand divisions.” East and Middle Tennessee had been open for set-
tlement since that state’s admission to the Union in 1796, and since
that date they had grown into distinct regions with few ties to each
other. After 1818, the removal of Native Americans from the land west of
the lower course of the Tennessee River added the third grand divi-
sion,West Tennessee, which likewise saw its interests connected more
closely to those of other states than to those of Tennessee’s older dis-
tricts. Only a common association under the same state government
united the grand divisions; hence, representatives from the divisions
assembled in the legislature with different understandings of the
needs of their constituents.

East Tennessee stretched from the Unaka Mountains in the Appala-
chians, through the eastern Tennessee River Valley, to Marion, Bled-
soe, Morgan, and Scott counties on the Cumberland Plateau. The up-
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per eastern end of this region had been the site of Tennessee’s first
settlements; and when Tennessee entered the Union, the majority of
the state’s population lived in East Tennessee. By 1810, Middle Ten-
nessee’s population exceeded that of the eastern region; by the time
of Jackson’s presidency, East Tennessee’s people numbered fewer than
half those in Middle Tennessee. East Tennessee’s soil and climate pre-
vented widespread cultivation of the South’s primary cash crops, cot-
ton and tobacco; instead, small-scale subsistence farming character-
ized the division. The mountains surrounding the river valleys
contained rocky soil and some of the state’s poorest and least popu-
lated counties. In the valleys, especially in narrow strips running
along the banks of the Tennessee, Holston, French Broad, Nolichucky,
and Watauga rivers, the land proved exceptionally favorable for grain
cultivation, especially wheat. Ten of Tennessee’s twenty leading
wheat-producing counties in 1849 and 1859 were located in East Ten-
nessee.?’

Few farmers profited greatly from wheat production; by the 1830s,
East Tennessee already was stigmatized as an impoverished and stag-
nant region. The mountains surrounding the river valley isolated
wheat farmers from ready markets.Aside from the expensive overland
trade with Richmond, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Nashville, the only
potential conduit for commerce from the valley counties was the Ten-
nessee River. The Muscle Shoals in northern Alabama, though, pre-
vented convenient shipment of East Tennessee’s produce beyond that
point. After the War of 1812, cotton planters in northern Alabama did
provide a market for East Tennessee’s grain and livestock. The arrival
of the first steamboat in Knoxville, in 1828, increased trade with that
region and stimulated efforts to find a way past the shoals. Neverthe-
less, as one legislative candidate put it in 1833, East Tennessee was
“behind all in those commercial facilities which alone can give to the
toil strung nerves of her sons a mete reward for their labors.”?

West of the Cumberland Mountains, up to the valley where the Ten-
nessee River returns through the state on its way to the Ohio, lay Mid-
dle Tennessee, a district characterized as much by its agricultural po-
tential as East Tennessee was by its isolation. Nashville, founded on
the banks of the Cumberland River in 1779, lay at the center of a fer-
tile limestone basin that ranged from the north central area of Middle
Tennessee to the upper half of what would become Giles and Lincoln
counties. Treaties signed with the Chickasaw and Cherokee nations
in 1805 and 1806 opened the southern and eastern portions of Mid-
dle Tennessee for white settlement, and in the next two decades, mi-
grants, lured by the region’s fertility, poured into the district. By 1830,



16 Politics and Republicanism in Jackson’s Tennessee

Middle Tennessee’s population approached four hundred thousand
persons, over a quarter of them slaves.?

Many settlers came to try establishing themselves in the South’s
burgeoning cotton kingdom, and farmers in the Nashville Basin par-
ticipated fully in the cotton boom after the War of 1812. Cotton con-
tinued to be part of Middle Tennessee’s economy throughout the an-
tebellum period.3?* Cotton cultivation, though, never became as
deeply entrenched in Middle Tennessee as it did in the Deep South
or in West Tennessee. The soil on the Highland Rim, which sur-
rounded the Nashville Basin, kept farmers there from devoting too
much attention to cotton. Farmers in the northern half of the divi-
sion, in the counties bordering Kentucky, found the land there suitable
for tobacco cultivation, but most farmers on the rim, like those in the
mountains of East Tennessee, found their options limited to the pro-
duction of grain and livestock. Even in the basin, most yeomen found
that their path to success lay in cultivating corn rather than cotton.
Twelve Middle Tennessee counties, all but two of them in the basin,
produced more than one million bushels of corn in 1849. Even in
Maury County, a leading cotton producer, less than 40 percent of the
farm units that year produced cotton; of those farms growing cotton,
only 11.5 percent grew more than ten bales.?!

Yeomen in Middle Tennessee could profit from growing food crops
because they had relatively easy access to markets. Farmers could load
their crops onto flatboats on the Duck and Elk rivers, and these
streams then would carry their produce to the Tennessee River and
on to the realm of international commerce at New Orleans. Flatboats
also dominated the early trade on the Cumberland River, but the Cum-
berland, unlike the Duck and the Elk, in the 1820s proved navigable
by steamboats. The efficiency and volume of the steamboat trade en-
abled Nashville’s commission merchants to extend their sphere of
operations throughout Middle Tennessee. By 1830, Nashville was the
dominant commercial and political center in the state. Entrepreneurs
in Middle Tennessee thus approached the issue of internal improve-
ments with less urgency than did those in East Tennessee, where rail-
roads in particular seemed to offer the region salvation. Still, Nash-
ville’s merchants would support improvement projects as a way to
consolidate their control of the region’s commerce. In the southern
portion of the division, many looked to railroads as a way to “deliver
us from the wrongs and oppressions of Nashville and make us a free
and prosperous people”3?

Across the Tennessee River from Middle Tennessee lay West Tennes-
see, or the “Western District.” Along the Tennessee ran the river’s west-
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ern valley, a narrow strip with some productive soil but separated
from the rest of the division by the western ridge of the Highland Rim.
On the other edge of West Tennessee ran the Mississippi bottomlands,
an area settlers avoided because of its swamps, frequent floods, and
potentially unhealthy climate. Between the two valleys sat the fertile
lands of the Gulf Coastal Plain. Here planters found a region perfectly
suited to the cultivation of King Cotton. Within a generation of its ini-
tial settlement, West Tennessee developed into a region more like the
Black Belts of Alabama and Mississippi than like either of Tennessee’s
older divisions.>

During Jackson’s presidency, West Tennessee was still a frontier
region, though it was passing rapidly through its frontier stage.
The district had been closed to white settlement until a treaty
with the Chickasaw opened the lands in 1818, but by 1830 West
Tennessee’s population already exceeded one hundred thousand.
Planters in Henry County, the division’s most populous county in
1830, concentrated on tobacco production, and in the 1840s corn
planters in neighboring Gibson, Carroll, and Weakley counties be-
gan to devote more acreage to tobacco, in attempts to enjoy the
profits of a money crop. Cotton dominated West Tennessee’s best
lands, in the southern half of the district. By the 1840s, West Tennessee
was no longer a frontier, but a settled and productive region; by the
1850s, Tennessee’s southwest corner was the wealthiest and most pros-
perous area in the state. Here yeoman farmers felt the strongest tempta-
tion to abandon the security of safety-first agriculture to gamble for the
riches that a cash crop could bring.>¢

Tennesseans recognized the different natures of the state’s grand
divisions and the effects of their presence on state politics. Sectional
differences proved most critical when the legislature attempted to dis-
tribute funds for internal improvements.Also, East and Middle Tennes-
see traditionally had claimed one each of the state’s two seats in the
Senate—an arrangement that, by the 1840s, became complicated by
the growth and prosperity of West Tennessee. In the distribution of
state offices and party patronage, politicians at times would appeal to
sectional prejudices over party loyalty to try to gain an advantage for
their favorite candidates. East Tennessee’s representatives in particu-
lar played on their constituency’s resentment of the other divisions’
political and economic prestige and showed a strong preference for
men from their own section. In 1851, for example, representatives
from the East unified in the General Assembly to elect men from the
“mountain district” to some of the state’s choicest offices. This unity
contributed to the region’s loss of a United States senator, though, as
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Whig assemblymen from Middle Tennessee, in a caucus for the sena-
torial election, recalled the easterners’ belligerence to justify switch-
ing their votes from Washington County’sThomas A. R. Nelson to West
Tennessee’s James C. Jones.?®

Slavery exerted an important influence on the political life of voters
in antebellum Tennessee.The first settlers in the western North Caro-
lina counties that would become Tennessee brought slaves with them,
as permitted under North Carolina law. When North Carolina ceded
its western lands to the federal government in 1790, that state stipu-
lated that slaves in that region could not be emancipated without the
consent of their owners.Tennessee’s first constitution failed to reiter-
ate North Carolina’s provision, though the new state’s government
recognized the institution’s legality. Opponents of slavery within Ten-
nessee presented the 1834 convention with several petitions asking
that the new document include a plan of gradual emancipation, but
the convention refused to consider such a plan on the grounds that it
would be “a premature attempt on the part of the benevolent to get
rid of the evils of slavery” Instead, by a vote of thirty to twenty-seven,
the delegates voted to include in the new constitution the clause pro-
hibiting emancipation without the owner’s consent.This convention
witnessed the only formal political discussion over whether to end sla-
very in the state, and the gradual emancipation proposal’s rejection
met widespread approval. Over the next quarter-century, as slavery’s
expansion became a crucial national issue, the chances for abolition
in Tennessee disappeared, as did the state’s few antislavery advo-
cates.’¢

The vast majority of white Tennesseans accepted slavery’s exist-
ence without question. So widely approved was the institution that
few slaveholders saw a need to justify it before their fellow citizens,
and when slavery’s expansion emerged as a national issue, politicians
debated measures for defending slavery without bothering to justify
its existence. Most recognized slavery’s benefits for agricultural pro-
duction, probably without questioning its moral implications.The pre-
vailing assumption of black inferiority likewise justified slavery as a
means to protect white lives and property from the supposedly brut-
ish blacks.?” With the emergence of the Abolition movement in the
North in the 1830s, white Tennesseans at first displayed little concern
over the movement’s potential political consequences. They reacted
strongly to the abolitionists’ threat of encouraging a slave rebellion, how-
ever. In 1831, in the aftermath of Nat Turner’s rebellion in Virginia,
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Tennessee’s assembly passed an act that forbid free blacks from mi-
grating into the state and prohibited the manumission of slaves un-
less an owner provided for the transportation of the freed person to
Liberia. The assembly later revised this law to allow newly freed blacks
to live in Tennessee if they paid a bond to the state; but in 1854 the
legislature increased its pressure, through an act requiring the re-en-
slavement of blacks who failed to pay their bonds within two months
of their emancipation or, in the case of migrants, from the time of
their entrance into the state. The 1836 assembly passed a law prescrib-
ing penitentiary sentences for up to twenty years for anyone, black or
white, found printing or speaking doctrines calculated “to excite dis-
content, insurrection or rebellion amongst slaves or free persons of
color” Three years later, lawmakers made it more difficult for slaves
to purchase their freedom by raising to five hundred dollars the pen-
alty on masters who allowed bondsmen to hire themselves out and
“act as if they were free persons of color” On the eve of Civil War, the
assembly intensely debated a proposal that would have expelled all
free blacks from Tennessee.3?

Lawmakers from East Tennessee tended to divide when voting on
legislation regulating slaves and free blacks or resisting the spread of
abolitionist propaganda. Representatives from the Middle and West-
ern grand divisions, meanwhile, voted heavily in favor of these laws.
Nevertheless, the assembly’s votes on slave laws reflected statewide
commitment to the institution; representatives from all three grand
divisions joined together in their support.3® Likewise, whites across
Tennessee responded quickly to a rumored slave rebellion in Stewart
County in late 1856.Although no reliable evidence of an insurrection
emerged, several blacks were executed on the presumption that they
had organized an uprising. Seventy-five miles away, Gallatin whites
took no chance and “hung by lynch law four of those they considered
the ring leaders” of the phantom rebellion.

Slaves, however, constituted a smaller proportion of the population
in Tennessee than in most other southern states. In 1850, when only
24 percent of Tennessee’s inhabitants were slaves, only Arkansas,
among the future Confederate states, had a smaller proportional slave
population; and that state’s proportion passed Tennessee’s by 1860.
Moreover, in 1850 only 22 percent of Tennessee’s white families
owned slave property; again, of the states that would leave the Union
in 1861, only Arkansas had a smaller ratio.*' The importance of slavery
also varied among the grand divisions. Cotton and tobacco planters
needed bound labor for the cultivation of their crops, and successful
yeomen could increase their yield by working more acres with the
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assistance of a slave or two. Hence, slaves made up more than a quar-
ter of Middle Tennessee’s population throughout the antebellum era;
and by 1860 they accounted for more than a third of West Tennessee’s
inhabitants. Not counting a few highland counties, the proportion of
slaveholders in the white population in Middle Tennessee ranged from
26 to 51 percent. In West Tennessee, by 1860 the proportions ranged
from 29 percent to 70 percent. In East Tennessee, where few tried to
grow cash crops, slaves never comprised more than 10 percent of the
population. Even in the most fertile counties along the Tennessee
River Valley, the proportion of slaves seldom exceeded 15 per-
cent. Although in a few East Tennessee countics almost one in
five families owned slaves, in most, ownership was restricted to only
the most affluent tenth of the white population.*? While slavery was
as firmly entrenched in Middle and West Tennessee as in any southern
state, in East Tennessee the institution was accepted, even though
slave ownership was available only to the wealthiest clite.

East Tennesseans, in fact, were behind the move to incorporate the
gradual emancipation plan into the 1834 constitution. According to
the convention committee’s majority report, most of the signers of
the petitions supporting the proposal lived in Washington and Greene
counties; only three East Tennessee delegates voted in favor of the
constitution’s guarantee of slave property.*® Yet, even in the East, few
advocated emancipation. Elihu Embree briefly published an antisla-
very newspaper, The Emancipator, from Jonesborough in 1820, and
a Tennessee Manumission Society that was organized in the eastern
division in 1815 survived until the early 1830s. Embree’s and the
Manumission Society’s efforts, however, reflected the personal com-
mitment of a few individuals, rather than widespread antislavery sen-
timent. While East Tennesseans tolerated these actions, no widespread
opposition to the institution developed in the region. Only thirty peo-
ple attended a public meeting called in Knoxville in 1834 to generate
support for a plan for emancipation.The Knoxville Register remarked
after this meeting that “there is very little feeling on the subject,”
while, a few years later, the Jonesborough Whig assured readers that
“so very unpopular is the cause of Abolition” in East Tennessee that
the few antislavery citizens in the region “are ashamed to avow their
sentiments.”44

Politicians throughout Tennessee thus faced an electorate commit-
ted to the South’s peculiar institution, but they also recognized the
different nature of the institution in the state’s grand divisions. In Mid-
dle and West Tennessee, where slaves were numerous and ownership
widespread among the upper and upper-middle classes, slave owner-
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ship seemed an attainable goal and an essential rung on the ladder of
upward mobility. In East Tennessee, where slaves were scarce and
ownership reserved to the wealthiest inhabitants, slavery seemed a
luxury reserved for the few.

Tennessee’s grand divisions and the presence of slavery both played
important roles in constructing the state’s political culture, and these
factors profoundly influenced the course of party competition in the
state. During the era of Tennessee’s party system, the General Assem-
bly debated several issues important for the state, including internal
improvements, banking, and the sale of liquor. Seldom, however, did
these subjects become campaign issues for either party, despite the
fact that, in the legislature, parties tended to take opposing positions.
With a narrow margin of difference between the parties, and with
voters closely watching the assembly’s actions to see if their particu-
lar division received its just due, politicians hesitated to commit their
organizations on state questions for fear of alienating potential sup-
porters. Likewise, as voters faced the question of slavery’s expansion,
the different roles of the institution in the grand divisions kept the
parties from adopting a radical pro-South stance. Spokesmen could
make more extreme declarations in slave-heavy West Tennessee, but
the peripheral position of the institution in East Tennessee made it dif-
ficult to unite statewide parties in a “fire-eating,” secessionist appeal.
As a result, Tennessee’s parties tempered their calls for a defense of
southern rights with declarations of loyalty to the Union, and Tennes-
see would become, among the slave states, one of the strongest de-
fenders of Union during the secession crisis.

Tennessee’s citizens also viewed both state sectionalism and slavery
through the lens of their understanding of republican ideology. Most
of the elections in which voters participated involved local candidates
seeking to represent a district in the General Assembly or in Congress.
Thus voters seldom faced a choice of sectional candidates, but rather
had to select between local candidates seeking to prove their devo-
tion to the republican cause. In gubernatorial elections involving a
statewide electorate, voters were willing to support a candidate from
another division if he seemed faithful to republican principles, rather
than vote for a candidate from the voters’ home division whose re-
publicanism appeared dubious.* Northern attempts to restrict the
expansion of slavery, meanwhile, appeared to relegate southern
whites to the status of inferior citizens in the republic, because pro-
hibiting slaveholders from taking their slave property to the territo-
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ries seemed to deny the southerners equal standing with northern
property owners. Moreover, southern whites saw slavery as the basis
upon which free government existed, since the presence of a black
race outside the citizen body, they believed, guaranteed that poorer
whites would not become an underclass laboring for the wealthy;
thus slavery preserved the freedom and equality of all white citizens.#6

Perhaps nothing better demonstrates the power of republican as-
sumptions in Tennessee than the popularity of Andrew Jackson. The
strength of Jackson’s image as a pure republican statesman exceeded
even the expectations of the original supporters of his presidential as-
pirations. The general first emerged as a national figure as commander
of the American forces victorious in the Battle of New Orleans in 1815.
After the battle, Jackson displayed only a minor interest in Tennessee
politics, although he had connections with the political faction first or-
ganized by William Blount and later led by Judge John Overton.The fi-
nancial Panic of 1819 dealt a severe blow to the Blount-Overton fac-
tion’s prestige in the state, for the suspension of specie payments by
the state’s banks, which were under Overton’s control, created wide-
spread popular resentment against the banks and against Tennessee’s
incumbent leaders. William Carroll’s 1821 election to the governorship
over the Blount-Overton faction’s candidate, Edward Ward, along with
Carroll's advocacy of policies that eventually led to the closing of Ten-
nessee’s banks, encouraged Overton and his associates to promote the
popular general’s presidential nomination as a way to recapture control
of the state.The faction’s leaders apparently gave little thought to the
possibility that Jackson actually might win the 1824 election, but they
soon realized that they had tapped into forces beyond their control.
Jackson’s support spread quickly among voters, not only in Tennessee
but throughout the South and West. The general’s nomination derailed
the candidacy of South Carolina’s John C. Calhoun and threatened the
prospects of Kentucky’s Henry Clay and Georgia’s William H. Crawford.
Overton and his colleagues themselves subtly attempted to block the
progress of the Jackson candidacy, but the groundswell of support for
the hero transcended factional politics in Tennessee. By the time of the
election, politicians throughout the state—including both Overton and
Carroll—had recognized the consequences of open opposition, and
they united to advocate Jackson’s election.?”

The general’s popularity usually is attributed to his military success
and to his identification with the cause of “the people” against special
interests. These factors provided the foundation for his image as a re-
publican statesman, a Tennessee farmer who was devoted to public
service and who conducted himself according to the tenets of “pure
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republicanism.”“Called by the nation to occupy conspicuous stations,”
Frederick S. Heiskell, editor of the Knoxville Register, explained dur-
ing Jackson’s presidency,

he has outstripped the anticipations of his most sanguine friends, and
amply fulfilied his destiny. As a general, with the decision and intuitive
wisdom of Buonaparte, he has been more fortunate, avoided his errors,
and conquered the conquerors of Europe; in love of country he rivals
Washington; as chief magistrate he adheres to the pure and salutary
principles of Jefferson; while in resisting the aggressions of party, and
the assaults of power on the constitution, he stands unrivaled and soli-
tary, exhibiting a firmness that never wavers, a courage that never
shirks, a decision that meets every exigency, an unexampled patriotism,
and a more than Roman magnanimity.*®

The result of the election of 1824 reinforced this image and directed at-
tention to apparent threats within the Republic itself. Jackson carried almost
98 percent of the vote in Tennessee, and in the national contest he won a
plurality of popular and electoral votes. The House of Representatives
awarded the presidency instead to the runner-up, John Quincy Adams;
then, when Adams appointed House Speaker Henry Clay as Secretary
of State, Jackson and his supporters immediately concluded that the
people’s right to elect the general had been stolen by a “corrupt bar-
gain.”“[T]he voice of the people has been disregarded,” the Nashville
Republican proclaimed;“ . . .the CLAIMS of the MAN of THE PEOPLE have
been overlooked and passed by, by a few vindictive and mercenary
politicians.”%

As they turned immediately to the next election in 1828, Tennes-
seans now saw national politics as a contest between the people,
who were behind Jackson, and “an aristocrat and a federalist” who
“got into power by bargain, intrigue and management, and who tries
to retain it by the most prodigal and corrupt expenditures of the peo-
ple’s money.” Jackson’s election alone, it seemed, could rescue con-
trol of the government from the enemies of freedom. With only two
members dissenting on technicalities, the General Assembly in 1827
nominated Jackson by resolving that the measures of the Adams ad-
ministration “are injurious to the interests, and dangerous to the lib-
erties of the country,” and that “the surest remedy for these evils, now
in the power of the people, is the election of Andrew Jackson to the
chief magistracy of this union”>® More than twice as many Tennesse-
ans cast ballots in 1828 as had done so four years earlier, and again
they gave Jackson their virtually unanimous support, as the general
this time easily defeated the incumbent Adams.
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Jackson’s rise to the presidency as the defender of the Republic
against corrupt and aristocratic demagogues forced politicians in Ten-
nessee to give at least nominal support to the new president, in order
to have any chance for success on their own. No aspirant could hope
to build a following based upon open opposition to “Old Hickory” In-
deed, as Heiskell concluded,“The enemy of Gen. Jackson is now iden-
tified with the enemy of free government and free institutions.” “No
man but a friend to Jackson[’]s administration could be elected to of-
fice here,” wrote William B. Campbell in 1831,“and we have no aspir-
ant of any other politics.”>! Disappointed office seekers or those alien-
ated by the tone of the administration had nowhere else to turn, for a
challenge to the president, or known standing as a target of his dis-
pleasure, were stigmas nearly impossible to overcome at the polls.5?

Tennessee voters meanwhile warmly approved the measures of
“Old Hickory’s” first administration as necessary defenses against the
corruption of the federal government. Citizens enthusiastically ap-
proved Jackson’s decision to move American Indians to the territory
west of the Mississippi River, and thousands volunteered to fight
when the Seminole tribe in Florida resisted removal. They wel-
comed—as a step necessary to prevent the consolidation of state
powers into the hands of a distant central government—Jackson’s
veto of the Maysville Turnpike Bill, which authorized federal aid for
the construction of a road within the boundaries of a state. They ac-
claimed his stern rejection of South Carolina’s attempt to nullify fed-
eral law as a courageous response to a fanatical effort to overthrow
the blessings of union. And they hailed his veto of a bill to recharter
the Bank of the United States as a victory over a moneyed aristocracy
that sought to subvert republican government by using the country’s
currency to determine the outcome of elections.’? Tennessee thus fol-
lowed Jackson into his newly reformed Democratic-Republican party
and became a solid component of that party, even to the point of
sending to the Baltimore Convention in 1832 a group of delegates
who unanimously approved Jackson’s choice of Martin Van Buren as
his vice-president.>4

Jackson’s overwhelming majority in Tennessee, when he stood
for reelection in 1832, thus represented more than a measure of
his popularity. Above all, it represented the citizens’ adherence to
republican principles, as they understood them, and the elector-
ate’s approval of the president’s interpretation of the policies
proper for the preservation of freedom and popular government.
They derived this conclusion because their state’s political culture
revolved around the republican ideals they believed that they had in-
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herited from the Revolutionary generation. Republicanism pro-
vided the foundation, not only for support of the president, but
also for Tennessee’s political institutions and for debates over
political issues. Geographically and economically diverse grand
divisions separated the state essentially into three distinct soci-
cties, but republican assumptions helped to unite voters across
the grand divisions, despite their diverse interests. As a south-
ern state, Tennessee also was committed to the maintenance of
slavery, and republicanism again helped to unite citizens, de-
spite the varying depths to which slavery was entrenched within
the state.While the institution was viewed less as an economic ne-
cessity by East Tennessee voters than by their western counter-
parts, throughout Tennessee slavery provided the basis for social
order and for white freedom and equality. During Jackson’s presi-
dency, few evinced concern for the future of the institution, but
since the hero himself was a substantial slaveowner, those con-
cerned could rest assured that Jackson would tolerate no threat to
their property.

With Jackson at the height of his power in Tennessee as he entered
his second administration, there seemed little chance that an opposi-
tion party could appear in the state. Yet, four years after the presi-
dent’s triumphant reelection in 1832, Tennessee voters rejected his
designated successor. By 1839, an opposition party that equaled the
strength of Jackson’s Democratic party had emerged.This opposition
attached itself to the new national Whig party, and the emergence of
the Whig party marked Tennessee’s entry into the era of the second
national party system.The irony of the emergence of the Whig party
in Tennessee—the “revolt against Jackson,” as it has been called>®—
was that Jackson’s opponents built their party upon the same republi-
can themes that had provided the foundation for Jackson’s own polit-
ical strength.



TWO

The Presidential Candidacy
of Hugh Lawson White

1832—1836

Soon after the commencement of Jackson’s second term as president,
conjecture began as to who would succeed him in 1836. Most specu-
lation centered around the new vice-president, Martin Van Buren, who
throughout Jackson’s first administration had contested with South
Carolina’s John C. Calhoun for the inside track as heir apparent. Cal-
houn’s prospects were shattered when his role behind the Nullifica-
tion Crisis became public; at the same time, the New Yorker worked
his way into the president’s favor until he became Jackson’s personal
choice to be his successor. Several political leaders in Tennessee thus
associated themselves with the vice-president, and they expected lit-
tle trouble in securing the state’s electoral votes for the candidate.!

In spite of the efforts of Jackson loyalists, Tennessee’s voters rejected
Van Buren in 1836, and opposition to the president’s chosen successor
provided the basis for permanent opposition to the Democratic party in
Tennessee. The major events of Jackson’s second term—his response to
the Nullification Crisis and his “war” against the Second Bank of
the United States—played important roles in the development of
this opposition. The challenge to Jackson’s choice also reflected divi-
sions among political leaders within Tennessee.Advocates of Henry Clay
and the National Republican party were few in the state and had little to
do with initiating the movement against Van Buren. Instead, the stimu-
lus to the challenge came from those who approved most aspects of
Jackson’s presidency but disliked the directions being taken by his sec-
ond administration.

Even before the beginning of his second administration, Jackson
found himself forced to respond to South Carolina’s attempt to nullify
federal law. South Carolina’s challenge arose as a protest against the
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federal government’s policy on tariffs. The 1828 act of Congress
known popularly as the “Tariff of Abominations” established prohibi-
tively high rates on the import of manufactured goods, as a means of
protecting domestic manufacturers from foreign competition. South-
erners, however, condemned protection for fear of retaliation against
the South’s major export crops. John C. Calhoun, who was vice-presi-
dent during Jackson’s first term, argued anonymously in a pamphlet
entitled “The South Carolina Exposition and Protest” that a state
could, through a specially elected convention, declare a federal law
“null and void” within its boundaries, if the convention concluded
that the law was unconstitutional. Nullification was necessary, Cal-
houn maintained, for the protection of a minority’s rights against the
unbridled will of the majority of the population. The threat that Cal-
houn’s home state might carry out nullification of the Tariff of Abomi-
nations encouraged Congress to revise its policy; but, even though the
resultant Tariff Act of 1832 lowered rates, the act still upheld the prin-
ciple of protection. Thus, on November 24, 1832—only weeks after
Jackson’s reelection—a convention in South Carolina passed an ordi-
nance declaring unconstitutional the tariff laws of both 1828 and
1832.2

South Carolina’s defiance met a strong reaction from the president.
Privately, Jackson denounced nullification as “the wild theory and
sophistry of a few ambitious demagogues”; in December, he publi-
cized his official response in a proclamation declaring the doctrine to
be “incompatible with the existence of the Union, contradicted ex-
pressly by the letter of the Constitution, unauthorized by its spirit, in-
consistent with every principle on which it was founded, and destruc-
tive of the great object for which it was formed.”? After arguing against
the legitimacy of both nullification and secession, Jackson warned
South Carolina that the Constitution required him to execute the laws
of the United States and that he would do so, if necessary, by force; at
the same time, he condemned the advocates of nullification for using
the doctrine to mask their true aim—dissolution of the Union:“Those
who told you that you might peaceably prevent their [the laws’] exe-
cution deceived you; they could not have been deceived themselves.
They know that a forcible opposition could alone prevent the execu-
tion of the laws, and they know that such opposition must be re-
pelled. Their object is disunion. But be not deceived by names. Dis-
union by armed force is treason. Are you really ready to incur its
guilt?”4

After issuing his proclamation, Jackson encouraged Congress to
pass a “Force Bill” that would authorize him to use federal troops to
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invade South Carolina to enforce the law, and in the first few weeks
of 1833, armed confrontation between the central government and
South Carolina appeared a real possibility. Conflict was averted only
by a compromise proposed by Senator Henry Clay of Kentucky. The
resultant Compromise Tariff Act of 1833 promised to reduce rates over
a period of nine years and ultimately to abandon the principle of pro-
tection. Jackson reluctantly and South Carolina eagerly accepted the
compromise, although Jackson insisted on the passage of the Force
Bill, while South Carolina continued to maintain the legitimacy of nul-
lification—first by repealing formally the ordinance nullifying the tar-
iff laws and then by passing another ordinance declaring the Force
Bill to be null and void.?

A few politicians quietly dissented from Jackson’s rejection of se-
cession, but otherwise Tennesseans gave a virtually unanimous en-
dorsement to the president’s condemnation of nullification as dis-
union and treason. Since most voters depended upon agriculture for
their livelihood, they sympathized with South Carolina’s opposition
to protective tariffs. Protection or retaliation, however, would have
only a minimal effect on the state’s economy: most farmers continued
to practice semisubsistence, safety-first agriculture; Middle Tennessee
planters, in fact, were diverting their attention from staple production
toward an emphasis on the cultivation of food crops and livestock;
and cotton production in West Tennessee, a region just emerging from
frontier conditions, did not yet involve enough farmers to constitute
a major political or economic interest. While they joined other south-
erners in criticizing the 1828 and 1832 tariffs, Tennessee voters saw
no need for resistance through a constitutionally tenuous and poten-
tially disastrous response like nullification. Instead, through public
meetings across the state they expressed their intention to back “the
manly firmness of our President” and assist in the suppression of
South Carolina’s rebellion.“The conduct of the majority in South Caro-
lina to say the least, is very extraordinary,” Governor Carroll reported
to Jackson,“and however much we might all deplore the necessity of
coercing her to do her duty, yet no hesitation should take place in
adopting such a course if the emergency requires it.” Edmund Dil-
lahunty meanwhile told his friend Robert L. Caruthers that “none de-
sire bloodshed—but there are few who have not made up their minds
to stand by the union”°

Tennessee’s solid support for Jackson during the Nullification Cri-
sis proved most immediately influential in isolating South Carolina and
compelling that state to accept compromise. The controversy also
played a crucial role in the long-term development of politics in ante-
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bellum Tennessee. No widespread faction of nullification sympathiz-
ers emerged as a component of state politics,and Jackson’s denuncia-
tion of the doctrine as treason and disunion, combined with Cal-
houn’s widely known political ambition, effectively branded any
politician associated with radical pro-southern positions as a disunion-
ist demagogue—that is, as a politician who threatened disunion as a
means to achieve selfish political ends.The image of the Nullifier be-
came a permanent fixture in Tennessee’s political culture and later
would be used to explain the radical demands of politicians in the
Lower South states. In the next generation, advocates of extreme pro-
southern policies would find it difficult to receive a hearing in Ten-
nessee because of their presumed association with “the moral trea-
son of some of the leading politicians in the South.” “The union for
which our ancestors battled so long and so bravely should be trans-
mitted unimpaired to our posterity,” a public meeting at Elizabethton
resolved. “It should not be dissolved by the wild and reckless ambi-
tions of a few designing, selfish, and unprincipled politicians.””

The Nullification Crisis also became entangled in the election of
one of Tennessee’s United States senators. The legislature in 1829
clected Felix Grundy to serve out the term vacated when the presi-
dent appointed Senator John H. Eaton as his secretary of war. Grundy
long had been a supporter of “Old Hickory,” but he also was an old
friend of Vice-President Calhoun. Grundy maintained his connection
with the South Carolinian even through the early stages of the Nullifi-
cation conflict; Calhoun sent a copy of his “Exposition and Protest”
pamphlet for the Tennessean’s perusal before its publication, and in
1830 Grundy delivered a speech in the Senate sympathetic to the nul-
lification theory. After Jackson made clear his rejection of the doc-
trine, Grundy parted company with Calhoun and denied any link with
the Nullifiers. His renunciation of nullification in the Senate quickly
restored him to the president’s favor. In Tennessee, however, Ephraim
H. Foster, a Nashville lawyer hoping to further his own political ambi-
tions, saw an opportunity in Grundy’s association with Calhoun, as
well as in the senator’s reputation among many voters as a political
opportunist. Since the legislature was not scheduled to meet again
until after the expiration of Grundy’s term in 1833, Foster in 1831
challenged Grundy’s reelection on the grounds that the incumbent
was a covert Nullifier who followed Jackson only for political bene-
fit.#

Under ordinary circumstances, Foster’s challenge might not have
received much attention. Grundy was known to be the candidate
most in the president’s favor. Jackson had openly supported Grundy
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in his losing 1827 campaign for Congress against John Bell and was
known to have favored Grundy’s initial election to the Senate in 1829.
Moreover, every indication from the administration suggested that
Jackson would welcome Grundy’s continued service. However, Jack-
son’s effort to secure the resignation of his entire cabinet in the spring
and summer of 1831, in an attempt to purge Calhoun’s influence in
that body, complicated the legislature’s decision. The president’s ac-
tion necessitated the resignation of former Senator Eaton, whose re-
cent marriage to social outcast Peggy O’Neale Timberlake had made
him a target for criticism of the administration.® Eaton published an
“Address” defending his conduct and attributing condemnation of his
marriage to Jackson’s political enemies, principally Calhoun and his
allies in the cabinet. Shortly after the opening of the legislative ses-
sion, Eaton arrived in Nashville to a hero’s welcome as a martyr for
the administration. Jackson, meanwhile, dropped hints that Eaton’s
election to the Senate would provide satisfying evidence of popular
vindication of his presidency. Eaton never announced himself as a can-
didate, but several legislators immediately took up his cause. Foster
apparently encouraged Eaton’s candidacy as a way to divide Grundy’s
support, and the challenger hoped eventually to draw Eaton’s strength
to his own claim. With a difficult choice now facing the assembly, the
legislature, according to Governor Carroll, was “not disposed to fill the
appointment so long before it became vacant,” and when the assem-
bly adjourned in December, the question of Grundy’s reelection re-
mained undecided.1°

Jackson insisted that he would not interfere in the election by stat-
ing a preference, and he appears genuinely to have been torn be-
tween his appreciation of Grundy’s loyalty and his desire for vindica-
tion through Eaton’s election. In fact, however, the president did
attempt to influence the outcome. In September 1832, before the
opening of a special session of the assembly, the president drafted a
memorandum to the members of the legislature, praising Grundy’s
and Eaton’s past services but concluding that “to you the constitution
has assigned this duty without any interference on my part, which I
have & will continue to avoid.” Despite this conclusion, in this note
Jackson made it clear that he preferred Eaton as his first choice, al-
though he also indicated that he would find Grundy an acceptable al-
ternative; no mention was made of Foster’s name until a token refer-
ence appeared in the last sentence. Earlier that summer, Foster had
challenged the president to “remove all misapprehension” on his in-
fluence in the election, but despite Jackson’s reiteration that he
“interfere[d] not in State elections,” the challenger informed one of
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his supporters that the president’s reply “confirms all you feared, &
even more.” Foster counseled, “As Genl Jackson will not give his con-
sent, it remains for us to conquest, if we can, without it, and then hav-
ing gained the proud day, convince him by our acts that we are, as
ever heretofore,‘good men & true’ to him & our country”!!

Foster ultimately found Jackson’s preference for his rivals too strong
to conquer. The 1832 special session did take up the senatorial ques-
tion, but after a closely deadlocked vote—Foster received the votes of
twenty-two members, Grundy twenty, and Eaton eighteen, with a ma-
jority required for election—the legislators abandoned the issue.
Eaton’s departure from Nashville, along with his failure publicly to state
his candidacy, appeared to remove him from the contest. His apparent
withdrawal allowed Grundy and Foster to attempt to make the 1833 state
elections a popular referendum on the Senate issue; they encouraged
that year’s candidates for the assembly to proclaim a preference for one
aspirant or the other. Still, Eaton’s supporters managed to keep his
name before the electorate enough to allow a sufficient number of un-
committed candidates to be returned to leave the result in doubt. As
the assembly prepared to open its session, Eaton returned once again
to Nashville. Finally, after the new legislature went through forty-two
inconclusive ballots, Eaton—recognizing the potential damage to the
president by the continued deadlock—withdrew from the contest. A
last-minute effort to unite Grundy’s opposition behind Congressman
John Bell delayed the final decision, but once the incumbent’s support-
ers proved unmovable, Grundy, Jackson’s second choice, won reelec-
tion on the fifty-fifth ballot.!?

While the issue of nullification did not prevent Grundy’s reelection,
the crisis complicated the contest to such an extent that Jackson’s in-
fluence—despite his insistence that he would not interfere—became
a visible and important factor influencing the outcome. In snubbing
Ephraim Foster, the president alienated a rising and powerful local
politician, and the Nashville attorney soon became one of the chief
instigators of opposition to “Old Hickory” in Tennessee. Likewise, the
senatorial election revealed Jackson’s inclination to use his popularity
to try to force his will in Tennessee politics, even while proclaiming
his willingness to leave local matters in local hands.“This interference
of the old chief 1 know you will condemn, so do 1,”William B. Camp-
bell told his uncle in the midst of the contest,“but it is his weak place,
and as he, even Jackson, is but a man, we should make the same al-
lowance for him that we make for other individuals.”!3 Yet, when Jack-
son appeared to be interfering to prevent the election to the presi-
dency of another popular Tennessean, most voters would refuse to
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grant him this allowance. Both Foster’s work against Martin Van Bu-
ren’s campaign and the opposition’s charge of Jackson’s “dictation”
would haunt the president’s loyalists during the formation of Tennes-
see’s opposition party.

Notwithstanding the impact of the Nullification Crisis, it was Jack-
son’s “war” against the Second Bank of the United States that became
the central event setting the tone of his second term. Likewise, it was
the Bank War that primarily encouraged loyal Jacksonians to seek a
way to challenge the course of the administration. The Second Bank,
chartered by Congress in 18106, since its establishment had become
the country’s central financial institution. Not only did it serve as the
repository for the public treasury, but its power to check over-issues
of paper money by state banks had made it, as the regulatory agency
for the nation’s currency, an integral part of the country’s economy. !4
As president, Jackson long had been hostile to the bank, partly be-
cause he doubted Congress’s power to grant a charter to such an in-
stitution, but more importantly because he viewed the bank as the
instrument of a “money power.” Jackson believed that this “money
power;” through its control over the currency, sought to subvert the
republic by using its wealth to influence the outcome of elections and
to make the federal government responsible to the will of an aristoc-
racy rather than to that of the citizens. Convinced that the “money
power” had used its influence against him in 1824 and 1828, Jackson
again saw the moneyed aristocracy at work when the bank’s support-
ers in Congress forced through a bill in 1832, granting the bank a new
charter four years before its original charter expired. Jackson’s veto
of the bill, on the grounds that “the rich and powerful too often bend
the acts of government to their selfish purposes,” left open the possi-
bility of the bank’s recharter with restricted powers. Once his second
term was under way, though, Jackson left no doubt that he intended
to destroy the bank.!®

To accomplish this end, in October 1833 Secretary of the Treasury
Roger B.Taney began withdrawing the government’s deposits from
the bank’s vaults. The bank countered this move by calling in loans,
in order to reduce the availability of credit and, its directors hoped,
direct public hostility toward the president as the reason for its
policy. Instead, the panic confirmed in the public mind Jackson’s
warnings concerning the dangers of the bank’s powers. By late
summer, 1834, the bank gave up its struggle, relaxed its demands on
credit, and began preparing the liquidation of its branches. In the
meantime, Jackson had made it clear that he intended the country to
have no national bank and that his administration would trust state
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banks before it would an unconstitutional central “monster bank.” He
also expressed his hope that the United States eventually could return
to the “only constitutional” currency, a “hard money” currency com-
posed exclusively of gold and silver.'¢

Most Tennesseans received with delight Jackson’s veto of the bill
rechartering the bank. Banks in general had been unpopular among
many Tennessee voters since the Panic of 1819 had forced the state’s
institutions—except for Hugh Lawson White’s Bank of the State of
Tennessee in Knoxville—to suspend specie payments. A number of
farmers and planters, relying on the banks for credit, had suffered
when several small banks closed, while the Nashville banks’ demand
for repayment of loans at the same time that they refused to redeem
their own paper in specie convinced many voters that banks were
“sources for corruption and aristocracy”!” All but one state bank and
one private bank had closed by 1827; Nashville merchants, with the
support of Governor Carroll, thus secured a repeal of the state’s tax
of $50,000 per year on branches of “foreign” banks and persuaded the
Bank of the United States to open a branch in Nashville. By the time
of Jackson’s veto, the Nashville branch had become enmeshed in Ten-
nessee’s economy, but public hostility against banks continued and
even intensified when directed toward the national bank.!3

Jackson’s withdrawal of the public deposits from the Second Bank
of the United States likewise met with public approval,and the bank’s
contraction of the currency hardened opposition not only to the ex-
isting bank but to any national bank at all. The bank’s attempt to re-
strict credit actually had only a mild effect on Tennessee’s commerce.
Anticipating the closing of the bank’s Nashville branch, the state leg-
islature in 1832 granted a charter to a new state bank, the Union Bank
at Nashville. The next year, to increase the state’s capital and to pro-
vide competition with the Union Bank, the assembly chartered two
more banks, the Planters’ Bank at Nashville and the Farmers and Mer-
chants Bank of Memphis. These state banks provided currency and
capital to fill the void left by the contraction of the Bank of the Unit-
ed States, and abundant harvests in 1833 and 1834, in the words of
Tennessee Secretary of State Samuel G. Smith,“afforded a plentiful cir-
culating medium principally in the Sections of the State not engaged
in raising cotton or within the immediate influence of the Bank"®

The Second Bank’s blatant attempt to use its power to coerce the
government to grant its recharter, meanwhile, seemed to confirm the
contention that it was indeed “the mammoth of aristocracy” Led by
James K. Polk and Felix Grundy, the proponents of Jackson’s antibank
policies fanned the furor against the existing national bank into hos-



34 The Presidential Candidacy of Hugh Lawson White, 1832-1836

tility against any national bank, as a threat to republican liberty. By
1834, opposition to “a Bank as well as the Bank” had become in Ten-
nessee a test of loyalty to Jackson’s administration, and no aspirant for
office could offer even a tentative defense of a national bank before
the state’s voters.?°

Not all of Jackson’s supporters in Tennessee welcomed the destruc-
tion of the national bank. Many merchants and commerce-oriented
farmers approved the principal measures of “Old Hickory’s” adminis-
tration, and they rejected Henry Clay’s “American System” as “hazard-
ous to ‘the Constitution and the Union.” Nevertheless, they believed
that some sort of national bank was necessary to regulate issues of
paper money by state banks and to provide a reliable currency, which
they considered essential to profitable and stable commerce.?' Be-
cause of the president’s known hostility to the national bank, and be-
cause the Second Bank’s early application for a new charter obviously
had been intended to excite a sensitive political issue during Jackson’s
quest for reelection, supporters of a national bank expected the pres-
ident to veto the bill rechartering the bank. They believed, though,
that the veto reflected only an intention either to modify the existing
bank or to establish a new, less politically influential institution. “The
great object to be attained,” according to editor Allen A. Hall, “is a Na-
tional Bank, divested as much as possible of evils which experience
may have shown us to be incident to the present one.”?

When the Bank War showed that Jackson intended neither “the
Bank” nor “a Bank,” popular clamor in support of the president’s deci-
sion crushed the pro-bank Jacksonians’ hopes for a more responsible
national institution. Moreover, public opinion prevented advocates of a
national bank from either supporting the existing national bank or sug-
gesting a new one, without being ostracized from the camp of Jackson’s
followers. When the minority report of the House Ways and Means
Committee, written by Polk, attacked the bank’s Nashville branch as
founded upon a “vast debt” of “immense risk upon hollow and rotten
securities,” merchants and like-minded citizens held a public meeting
in Nashville on March 28, 1833, to defend the branch and the region’s
commercial credit. They already realized, however, the impropriety of
supporting the existing bank and disavowed any intention to defend a
national financial institution.?> The publisher of the Nasbville National
Banner, W. Hasell Hunt, himself favored a national bank, but by late
summer, 1834, the Banner was praising the destruction of the bank,
while eagerly anticipating a hard-money currency.?

Not only were the merchants and farmers who favored a national
bank silenced by the Bank War, but politicians who held back from
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full participation in Jackson’s offensive against the Second Bank found
themselves wielding less influence with the administration. Those
who hoped to advance in either state or federal politics found the
road to prominence blocked by the president’s preference for the
bank’s harshest critics. In particular, the Bank War clearly revealed
that Jackson considered Senator Felix Grundy and Representative
James K. Polk the administration’s ablest defenders in Tennessee.
Once he had secured reelection, Grundy took a leading role in the
cause against the bank, denouncing the institution both in the Senate
and on the stump in Tennessee. Polk, meanwhile, had been a leading
advocate in the state legislature for Governor Carroll’s retrenchment
and antibank policies in the 1820s; elected to the House in 1825, the
Columbia congressman had worked his way up to the chairmanship
of the House Ways and Means Committee and led the assault against
the bank in Congress.As a result of their efforts against the bank, Jack-
son’s ties to Polk and Grundy grew closer than those of any other po-
litical leader in the state; these links in turn gave Polk and Grundy the
influence needed to achieve unquestioned dominance in Tennessee’s
politics.?

Polk’s and Grundy’s ascendance in Tennessee blocked the aspira-
tions of two politicians in particular—Ephraim H. Foster and John
Bell. Both had been regarded as loyal supporters of the administration,
but they also had close connections with the commercial interests
that saw a need for a national bank. Foster’s connections with Nash-
ville’s merchant community, and his law partnership with a leading
Clay supporter, Francis B. Fogg, encouraged in him a sympathy for
some kind of central financial institution. No matter what his
bank opinions were, though, Foster’s experience in his challenge for
Grundy’s Senate seat gave him ample reason to oppose the adminis-
tration. Bell had been elected to Congress in 1827 from Jackson’s own
district. With his actions in Congress on the tariff and on Indian re-
moval, and by directing through the House Jackson’s Force Bill, he
had distinguished himself as a steadfast supporter of the administration.
Still, his connections with Nashville’s wealthy elite—consolidated in
1835, when he married the widow of one of Nashville’s richest business-
men and most prominent Clay advocates—caused several administra-
tion supporters to doubt his fidelity to the president.? The congress-
man’s brother, moreover, served as a director of the Nashville branch
of the Bank of the United States, and Jackson and his antibank sup-
porters later charged that Bell himself had borrowed substantially
from the national bank.?’

Aware of the consequences of an open break with the administra-
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tion, Bell avoided the question of the bank’s recharter prior to the Bank
War, relying instead on his support for other administration measures as
evidence of his loyalty to the president. The congressman voted
against the rechartering bill, but he explained in a speech to the
House that he did so because the issue should be postponed until
closer to the date of the original charter’s expiration; he also stated
that he thought some “agent or auxiliary” might be necessary to assist
the government “in exercising a salutary control over the general cur-
rency” Over the next two years, while Polk led the administration
forces in Congress in the campaign to destroy the bank, Bell sat si-
lently in the House, making no speeches and avoiding a public com-
mitment on the subject of “a Bank” or “the Bank.” Because of this si-
lence, Bell found himself ostracized by the administration and
considered by Jackson as secretly aligned with the opposition, al-
though public opinion still viewed him as a faithful administration
congressman.Z

Bell and Foster, along with other Tennesseans favoring a national
bank, thus found themselves out of step with Jackson’s administration.
Only those committed to a hard-money policy seemed in line for presi-
dential preference. Bell snatched a temporary victory from Jackson when
he relied upon opposition votes to secure his election as Speaker of the
House over Polk, Jackson’s known choice. Nevertheless, Bell contin-
ued to portray himself as a friend of the administration, and behind the
scenes he searched for ways to maintain whatever ties he could to the
president.?” An open alliance with the opposition offered little hope
for long-term advancement, for Jackson’s popularity still made a break
with the president equivalent to political suicide in Tennessee. On the
other hand, a challenge to Jackson’s chosen successor, Martin Van Buren,
offered the opportunity to diminish the dominance of Polk and Grundy
in state politics and possibly gain control of national affairs. By sup-
porting the claims of an unquestionably pure Jacksonian, ambitious
politicians and bank advocates could affirm their loyalty to Jackson and
republican principles; support for such a candidate then could carry
into power politicians more sensitive to the importance of a sound cur-
rency, while derailing Van Buren and others who were dedicated to
Jackson’s monetary policies.

By 1834, Bell was working behind the scenes to bring out a presi-
dential candidate to challenge Van Buren.Apparently Bell’s first choice
was Kentucky’s Congressman Richard M. Johnson, for, in the fall of
1834, Bell dropped hints around Nashville about a potential Johnson
candidacy, in order to ascertain the Kentuckian’s chances.Van Buren’s
allies later claimed that they had evidence that Bell was encouraging
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Johnson to come out as a candidate in favor of a national bank.3When
Johnson found his own aspirations better served by agreeing to run
as Van Buren'’s vice-presidential nominee, Bell found a willing substi-
tute in Tennessee’s Senator Hugh Lawson White. Probably at Bell’s in-
stigation, though by East Tennessean James Standifer’s arrangement,
the Tennessee congressional delegation, with the exception of Polk
and Grundy, met in Washington in December 1834 and addressed a
formal letter to White, asking him “what would likely be your course,
should public opinion seem to require the use of your name as a can-
didate.”?!

Tennessee voters knew their senator from East Tennessee as a faith-
ful republican and staunch opponent of the Bank of the United States.
Not only had White voted against the bill rechartering the bank, but
also he had delivered two speeches in the Senate, in reply to Daniel
Webster’s defense of the bank.These speeches frequently were cited
by antibank Tennesseans as “among the ablest arguments delivered in
cither house of Congress in opposition to the re-chartering of the
United States Bank.”3? Suggestions that White would be a popular
choice as Jackson’s successor had been heard as early as 1833, when
several members of the General Assembly, behind closed doors, had
advocated a legislative resolution nominating White for the presiden-
cy.This move failed, partly because many legislators feared that a nom-
ination at such an early date “might be imprudent,” but mainly because
White himself discouraged such a nomination; instead, he indicated
that he would support the nominee of a Republican party convention.
A similar move, promoted by Bell and Foster, to secure a resolution
from the next year’s constitutional convention failed when Jackson
discouraged the nomination. Possibly White by this time would have
welcomed a nomination; in any case, by December 1834, White was
willing to allow his name to be presented to the public as the candi-
date of “the people” in opposition to the candidate of a party conven-
tion.»

Senator White, like Bell and Foster, apparently believed that Jack-
son had blocked his political aspirations, and in White’s case despite
his orthodoxy on the bank question.The East Tennessean had indicat-
ed an ambition for the White House since Jackson’s first presidential
nomination, and he seems to have expected to advance to the presi-
dency at the conclusion of “Old Hickory’s” terms. White anticipated a
position in Jackson’s cabinet, but Jackson’s choice of fellow Tennesse-
an Eaton as his secretary of war and the necessity of geographical di-
versity within the cabinet prevented White’s appointment to that
body.After Eaton resigned the post in 1831, Jackson hoped that White
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would take Eaton’s place; White, though, knew that the president had
indicated an intention to support no man from his cabinet as a presi-
dential candidate, so he declined the offer. Finally, as Jackson’s sec-
ond term progressed, it became clear that the general intended that
Van Buren should succeed him. In August 1834, White heard a rumor
that Jackson had stated that he would denounce White, if he allowed
his name to be suggested. Bell and Foster thus found in White a will-
ing candidate, despite his backers’ sympathy for a national bank.3
When White received the letter from Tennessee’s congressional del-
egation in December 1834, his reply probably already had been pre-
pared. The congressmen had prepared their address to the senator
carefully, in order to avoid any appearance of a nomination or rec-
ommendation of the candidate by a congressional caucus—a mode of se-
lecting presidential candidates that Tennessee voters had opposed in 1824
as unrepublican. Instead, their letter simply asked, since White’s name
“has been frequently mentioned as a suitable person to succeed the
present Chief Magistrate,” if he intended to allow his name to be con-
sidered. This request allowed White to identify his candidacy as one
stimulated by popular demand, rather than by the interests of politi-
cians, for in his reply the senator declined seeking the presidency
while declaring that “the person who would refuse to accept such an
office, if offered by the people of the United States, ought to have a
much stronger hold on public opinion than I can ever hope to pos-
sess.” As a result, White concluded, he could not justify withholding
his consent to a candidacy, since public opinion had introduced his
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name in the first place. White’s reply made it clear to potential sup-
porters that he would do nothing to halt the movement in his favor.
When the Alabama legislature nominated White in January 1835, the
movement to carry the senator to the White House was well under
way.3?®

Throughout Tennessee, voters eagerly approved White’s candidacy.
Political observers quickly recognized that the senator would be the
favorite in his home state. In several counties, local leaders arranged
and voters attended public meetings to pass resolutions approving
White’s claims, and Tennessee’s newspapers, “with scarcely an excep-
tion,” began “pressing the claims of White,” if they had not already
done s0.3¢

Much of White’s support derived from state pride, especially in the
senator’s native region of East Tennessee. Still, Tennessee voters did
not view their support for White as a respectful but hopeless enthu-
siasm for a local favorite. The Alabama legislature’s nomination per-
suaded voters to view White’s candidacy as a southern and western
movement offering the opportunity to advance another Tennessean
to the White House.>” More influential in White’s support than his re-
gional ties, as Secretary of State Samuel G. Smith observed, was the
senator’s “political doctrine,” for Tennessee voters knew White as a
firm friend of Jackson’s presidency and as a faithful adherent to re-
publican principles. White had been “an efficient, sincere, and inde-
pendent, though not sycophantic, supporter of the most important
measures of General Jackson’s Administration,” the Republican pro-
claimed,“and no man would, we are convinced, carry out those mea-
sures with more ability, firmness, and discretion.”?8

While presenting White as a Jacksonian candidate, his advocates
paid little attention to the question of a national bank. Public speak-
ers avoided the issue, but when it did arise, White’s backers cither re-
ferred to the senator’s known opinion of a bank’s unconstitutionality
or denied the accusation that the Bank of the United States was be-
hind him.The fact that Tennessee’s Clay faction had taken up White
did not blemish his republicanism, supporters argued. Since there
would be no opposition candidate, the contest presented a choice
between two republicans, and Tennessee’s opposition men would
vote for White “because they are convinced that he is an upright man,
and a pure statesman, and that he will administer the government
with an eye single to the glory and prosperity of the whole country.”?
As for the nation’s fiscal policy, White supporters—even those who
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had defended the Bank of the United States until it became a political
impossibility—declared their intention to abide by Jackson’s antibank
policies “until the present system should prove ineffectual >4

Some of White’s supporters hinted that a central bank might be-
come necessary when Jackson’s hard-money scheme did “prove inef-
fectual,” but these insinuations were lost in the White advocates’
warnings of another, more pressing issue that overshadowed in im-
portance any dangers presented by a national bank. That issue, Ten-
nessee voters learned, involved Martin Van Buren and the dangers of
a “party,” for the insistence by the New Yorker’s proponents on the
importance of party unity presented the voters with the “great ques-
tion” of “whether the people or mere politicians and demagogues
shall rule this mighty republic4!

Although Van Buren, among national leaders, never had been a fa-
vorite among Tennessee voters, there appears to have been in the state
little open hostility to the New Yorker prior to 1835.Voters interpreted
the Senate’s rejection of Van Buren’s appointment as minister to Great
Britain in 1832 as an attack upon Jackson’s administration, and public
opinion widely approved his elevation to the office of vice-president.
However, Jackson’s arrangement for a convention in Baltimore, to be
held on May 20, 1835, for the purpose of nominating a candidate, pro-
vided White’s supporters with grounds for objecting to Van Buren’s ad-
vancement to the presidency. Leaders of the Democratic-Repub-
lican party presented the Baltimore convention as necessary for
selecting the candidate upon whom the party could best unite. White
advocates, on the other hand, argued that, since no candidate would be
put forward by the administration’s opponents, party unity was unnec-
essary; instead, the Baltimore convention was a “packed jury” of Van Bu-
ren supporters that sought to deny Van Buren’s Democratic-Republican
competitors a fair presentation before the people as presidential candi-
dates.“Instead of giving their great Sanhedrin the title of a National Con-
vention,” the Republican demanded,“let them call it, what it will really
be, the VAN BUREN CAUCUS.”43

The fact that the convention would not nominate White, his support-
ers claimed, provided the least objection to it. They argued, rather, that
the Van Buren men’s demand that voters accept the convention’s nom-
ination represented an attempt to remove the choice of president
from the voters and hence presented a threat to republican govern-
ment. Behind the insistence on adherence to the convention’s nomi-
nation, White’s advocates contended, was Van Buren’s “party,” a “well
disciplined and vigilant corps” that sought “to lay the privileges and
liberties” of the voters “at the feet of office-holders and demagogues”
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The party would control the Baltimore convention and insure Van Bu-
ren’s nomination; then, since the New Yorker’s high station in Jack-
son’s administration would allow them to cloak their scheme in the
president’s popularity, they would attempt to force voters to accept
the convention’s dictation on the grounds of loyalty to the president
and the Democratic-Republican party. Any citizen rejecting the “cau-
cus” nomination would be stigmatized as an enemy of Jackson and his
administration. To White’s supporters, accepting the Baltimore con-
vention’s decision would mean allowing a party, rather than citizens,
the privilege of selecting the chief executive.

Association with a party was an acceptable, even an expected, idea
among Tennessee’s electorate. Most voters considered themselves part
of Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican party, a party they viewed as
based upon principle and composed of the majority of “the people”—
citizens with no political ambition but the promotion of the public
welfare. Moreover, party division in itself offered no particular
threat to the foundation of republican government.*> The presence
of a party presented a serious danger, though, when it was “not
founded upon any settled principles” but instead was “composed
of men belonging to every political sect, having no common bond
of union save that of a wish to place one of themselves in the highest
office known to the constitution, for the purpose of having all the
honors, offices, and emoluments of the government distributed by
him among his followers”% Such a collection of demagogues cared
little for the public good, acting instead only to further their selfish
ambitions. Once in power, the party would deprive citizens of their
right to rule themselves by perpetuating the government “in the hands
of partizans and favorites,” thus making the people subservient to the
whims of an aristocracy.?’

According to White’s supporters, Van Buren’s party posed such a
danger to the republic. By promising them promotions and places in
the federal government, the wily vice-president had won the attach-
ment throughout the country of the ambitious politicians who now
were promoting his presidential candidacy.These politicians now de-
voted themselves to the cause of their favorite for the sake of per-
sonal gain, regardless of the country’s needs and regardless of an as-
pirant’s abilities.*® James Polk’s election over John Bell as Speaker of
the House of Representatives in December 1835, White’s supporters
explained, showed both the power of a party and its potential danger
to the republic. Bell had served ably as Speaker, but since he had re-
fused to succumb to the temptations of Van Buren’s party, “his sacri-
fice was early determined upon”; Polk, on the other hand, had aligned
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himself with the New Yorker’s ascendancy, and “warm and violent par-
tizans are to be rewarded, however deficient they may be in the qual-
ifications necessary for the offices to which they may aspire.”#

The issue of the Baltimore convention, as presented by White’s ad-
herents, thus presented the question of whether republican citizens
orVan Buren’s party would select the next president. By claiming Jack-
son’s preference for Van Buren and arguing that White had been
brought out by the president’s opposition, Van Buren’s supporters
were trying to force voters to accept the convention’s nomination and
subscribe to the dictation of the party. But submission to the conven-
tion’s decrees, White’s advocates countered, would remove the choice
of a president—already removed to a degree by the electoral col-
lege—further away from the sovereign power of the people. Should
Van Buren succeed in the election, the established precedent of a con-
vention would allow the party to select Van Buren’s successor and all
future presidents; republican citizens then would be deprived of their
most fundamental liberty, the freedom of electing their leaders. And,
since adherence to republican principles paled in importance beside
the party’s “life-giving principle,” the distribution of offices, once in
power Van Buren could pursue any personal whim, whether it was
chartering a monster bank or interfering with southern slavery.>°

The issues of the convention and party dictation resonated deeply
with Tennessee’s voters. Jackson himself had stood before the elec-
torate in his first try for the presidency as the “anti-caucus” candidate,
the candidate of “the people” against William H. Crawford’s nomina-
tion by a poorly attended meeting of politicians in Washington.“If cau-
cuses and conventions were wrong and anti-republican in 1823, the
Republican asked, “by what legerdemain are they to be made demo-
cratic and correct in 1835?” Leaders of the White movement thus kept
the convention issue before Tennessee’s voters, casting Van Buren as
the “party” candidate in opposition to White, the candidate of the
“honest yeomanry.” Public speakers, including Bell, admonished vot-
ers and statesmen to “guard against the excesses of party,” while news-
papers backing White constantly reminded voters that their candidate
submitted his claims “not to a packed jury, dignified with the name of
a National Convention—but to the impartial decision of a free and
enlightened PEOPLE.”>!

Aside from the salience of the convention issue, the active support
of Tennessee’s newspapers aided White’s cause.The senator’s populari-
ty with voters accounted for much of the press’s unanimity, though the
subtle pro-bank leanings of many White backers probably attracted
commercially oriented editors of papers in county-seat villages.>? No
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matter what their editors’ motivations, Tennessee’s newspapers trum-
peted White’s candidacy before voters and frustrated efforts to stir up
popular interest in Van Buren. Supporters of the vice-president’s candi-
dacy quickly saw the power of the press in forming public opinion and
believed it “necessary to awaken republican and I might say patriotic
feelings” among voters, before it would be possible to call public meet-
ings to appoint delegates to the Baltimore convention. Their efforts to
awaken such sentiment made little progress, even after the establish-
ment of a few Van Buren newspapers; as a result, Jackson’s home state
sent no delegates to his party’s convention.>?

White’s candidacy received a further boost from state elections for
the legislature and governor in the summer of 1835. Candidates for
seats in the General Assembly proclaimed their support for the Ten-
nessee senator, in hopes of riding his popularity into the legislature.
Also, the new state constitution created several new offices that
would be filled by legislative appointment; expecting a pro-White
majority in the assembly, aspirants for these offices publicized their
support for White’s candidacy in order to strengthen their claims with
the members of the assembly.> In few, if any, of the local elections
was support for White or Van Buren made a specific issue, but the can-
didates’ adherence to White and the election to the assembly of a ma-
jority committed to the senator—along with the defeat of Governor
William Carroll, who had endorsed Van Buren—provided political ob-
servers with clear evidence of White’s popular support in Tennessee.

The popularity of White’s candidacy in Tennessee caught Jackson,
Polk, and Grundy by surprise. When White allowed his name to be
presented, Jackson and his associates immediately concluded that
“men who have apostated from the republican fold for the sake of of-
fice,” especially Bell, stood behind the senator’s candidacy. According
to Jackson, these “corrupt office seekers” had convinced White to per-
mit himself “to be prostituted for such wicked purposes in his old
age”; now, the president concluded, White was “irrevocably lost to the
republican party.” In spite of the White supporters’ professions of loy-
alty to Jackson,Van Buren leaders in Tennessee never doubted that the
movement for White was part of an opposition plot to divide the Dem-
ocratic-Republican party and so throw the election to Henry Clay.
“[A]t the proper time Clay will be in the field” Polk warned, “& the
great struggle will be to throw the election into the House 5%

In spite of White’s popularity, Van Buren’s backers nevertheless be-
lieved that Tennessee’s voters could be persuaded to support the New
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Yorker’s claims.These leaders expected voters to abandon the Tennes-
see senator once the electorate learned the true nature of the White
cause.*® During the spring and summer of 1835, Van Buren support-
ers devoted their energy to getting their message to the voters: that
Jackson’s enemies backed the White movement, that the president
preferred Van Buren, and that party unity demanded acceptance of the
decision of the Baltimore convention. Governor Carroll, Senator
Grundy, and Representative Cave Johnson of Clarksville pledged them-
selves to abide by the convention’s decision, and when that body
nominated Van Buren, they immediately came out for the vice-presi-
dent. Polk, sensing a strong predilection for White in his district,
avoided a public declaration on the presidential question until he had
secured reelection; in the meantime, he took an active part in the es-
tablishment of a Van Buren organ, the Union, in Nashville. Jackson
himself made it clear to Tennessee voters that he supported Van Bu-
ren, writing two letters, addressed to Parson James Gwin and pub-
lished in Nashville’s newspapers, expressing his preference for the
convention nominee; later, Jackson franked documents to constitu-
ents that indicated Bell’s and White’s connections to those opposed
to the administration.?”

The message Tennessee’s Van Buren leaders sought to convey to
the electorate ironically resembled that of the state’s White propo-
nents. The vice-president’s supporters agreed that a “party” threat-
ened republican government, but they pointed to White’s backers as
the selfish party of demagogues.Van Buren, they maintained, was the
candidate of the majority of the Democratic-Republican party, the
party devoted to carrying out the principles of Jackson’s presidency.
The party behind White, on the other hand, represented no less than
the resurgence of the Federalist party, now hiding behind the label
“Whig.” Although that party had changed its name and methods, it
presented a constant threat to the republic by seeking, through the
agency of a national bank, to consolidate political power into the
hands of the federal government, which a “talented, wealthy and
powerful minority” wanted to control. According to Tennessee’s Van
Buren supporters, Bell and Foster knew that the senator had no
chance to win the election, but in exchange for the promise of of-
fice, they promoted White in order to help the money power secure
its aim of dividing the Republicans. White and his backers were guilty
of “abandoning principle & party for office,” Jackson explained, in
order “to bring into power the opposition, recharter the United States
Bank, destroy the republican government & substitute in its stead, a
consolidated government under the controle [sic] and management
of a corrupt, monied monopoly.”>®



The Presidential Candidacy of Hugh Lawson White, 1832-1836 45

Tennessee’s Van Buren supporters, then, presented the Baltimore
Convention as a meeting necessary to unify the Democratic-Republi-
can party upon one candidate, for unity was essential for the defeat
of the schemes of the national bank’s party. Denying that the conven-
tion was a caucus, they argued that it was instead “a select portion of
the real people, freshly chosen and instructed by the great body of
the real democracy, to meet and do their will”; moreover, the con-
vention provided “the most easy, direct, and republican mode of har-
monizing personal preferences and nominating a candidate accept-
able to all”*® At first, Van Buren supporters publicly professed
admiration for White and a willingness to support the senator if he
were the convention’s choice, but they admonished voters to sacri-
fice their local preference and support the favorite of the national
majority in order to secure the election, in the electoral college, of a
republican president. When White refused to submit to the conven-
tion, Van Buren advocates pointed to the December 1834 meeting of
the Tennessee delegation as a “self-appointed caucus, against the will
and wishes of the republican party of the nation.” Deriding White as
the candidate of the “no-party party,” they argued that the “caucus can-
didate” in fact was White, for he had been brought out by “Bank men
and Nullifyers”; Van Buren, meanwhile, was the true candidate of the
people, for he had been chosen “by the great body of the republican
party of the nation.”s®

In spite of their efforts, Van Buren supporters made little headway
against the White movement; and, at the end of the summer canvass,
few doubted that White stood in a strong position to carry Tennessee.
The predominance of White’s newspaper support, along with prob-
lems in funding and efficiency in establishing Van Buren papers, made
it difficult for Van Buren’s cause to receive a widespread hearing.
Equally important,White’s popularity prevented local politicians from
openly supporting the vice-president. Even Jackson’s efforts for Van
Buren swayed few voters. In fact, Jackson’s efforts not only worked
against Van Buren but actually diminished “Old Hickory’s” reputation
as a republican leader by providing evidence for the charge that the
president was trying to interfere in a local election. Jackson’s weak-
ness—trying to use his popularity to influence a local contest—had
been evident yet tolerated in the election for Felix Grundy’s Senate
seat a few years earlier; but when he exerted himself against White’s
presidential claims, it suggested to many voters the disappointing pos-
sibility that Jackson himself had fallen under the influence of Van Bu-
ren’s “party.”

In particular, Jackson’s two Gwin letters appeared to provide con-
crete evidence that the president was attempting to force Tennessee’s
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voters to accept his chosen successor.The first letter came in response
to an editorial in the Nashville Republican suggesting that Jackson, if
he had a preference in the contest, probably would prefer White; the
Republican then maintained that, if Jackson did support Van Buren,Ten-
nessee voters, “much as they venerate his name,” would “never surren-
der, even at bis dictation,” their independence. Jackson’s reply made it
clear that he intended to support the convention nominee, whoever
that might be, and he denounced the Republican editor’s “appeals in
the language of my bitterest enemices, here and elsewhere, to the inde-
pendence of the people, as a shield against ‘MY DICTATION,” which be
supposes may be attempted” The second Gwin letter appeared in re-
sponse to the Republican’s charge that Jackson’s secretary, Andrew J.
Donelson, had used the president’s frank without Jackson’s knowledge
in order to send pro-Van Buren and anti-White documents to Tennes-
see. In his response, Jackson declared that he never “franked any letters
or packages for Major Donelson without being informed of their con-
tents.” Both letters, in addition, left no doubt that Jackson considered
those behind White’s candidacy “fractious intriguers, seeking to under-
mine the course of republicanism, and to defeat the result of the lead-
ing measures of my administration.”®!

The editors of Nashville’s Republican and National Banner both
expressed their regret at seeing the Gwin letters and proclaimed them-
selves still loyal to the administration, but throughout the campaign for
White, these papers and the senator’s supporters kept the Gwin letters
before the electorate as examples of the danger presented by “the new
corps which is forming under the auspices of Mr.Van Buren.”®? White
supporters professed their respect for Jackson and pledged themselves
to continue the republican principles of his presidency; nevertheless,
they asked voters,“Is it democracy to believe that Genl. Jackson can do
no wrong?” As an American citizen, Jackson had a right to his choice
between the candidates, but, according to the Republican, “when that
preference assumes an active and energetic form . . . it becomes a mat-
ter of infinite consequence, and may well cause the patriot and the re-
publican to pause, and ask himself, ‘where will these things end? "¢
Even as pure a republican as Jackson could become an unwitting tool
for Van Buren’s party, for only “by the arts of selfish and corrupt men”
could the old hero have been persuaded to pursue such a course. De-
spite the general’s past services, White’s supporters concluded, repub-
licanism demanded that Tennessee’s voters preserve their freedom to
choose their own leaders and maintain the stand that they had “uni-
formly taken against caucuses, dictation, interference in elections, and
an unlimited Executive patronage %
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Yet, while disapproving Jackson’s attempt to appoint his successor,
White’s supporters emphasized that a White administration would
continue the policies of Jackson’s presidency. Though they disagreed
with Jackson in this instance, White supporters assured voters that
they were at one with the republican principles that guided the cur-
rent administration.®® This allegiance to Jackson proved the key to ob-
taining Tennessee’s widespread support for White. By portraying their
candidate as loyal to the president even while opposing his preferred
successor, White’s supporters placed the senator in an unassailable
position. “If our candidates for Congress had come out in opposition
to you[,] they would have been swept off as by a tempest,” Alfred
Balch lamented to Jackson at the close of the 1835 elections. Instead,
Balch concluded that “there never was a set of men in such a situa-
tion as we in this quarter are”:

We are for the admn. & Van Buren—Those opposed to us say they are
for Jackson and the admn. & White a Tennessean who has the wisdom
of Solomon & the virtue of an old Roman.When we go before the peo-
ple, I mean the ignorant who cannot understand this miserable hypoc-
risy, they say there [sic] White men tell us that they love Jackson better
than they do themselves and are we to disbelieve them or abandon
them merely because they are the friends of a man of our own flesh
and blood? When we say Ten. is in fact supporting Webster by sustain-
ing White they unblushingly answer that Webster is no candidate and
that they never will vote for him if he is.The matter is then narrowed
down to this with many of the voters[:] shall we support Jackson &
White or Jackson and Van Buren? White is of our own State and we must
vote for him in preference to a foreigner. . . . In other states the opposi-
tion say we are against the administration & thus two parties are ar-
rayed against each other. Here, the opposition say we are more for Jack-
son than you Van Buren men. In this condition of affairs you can easily
imagine how hard it is for us to get along.%

Balch nevertheless believed it still possible to save his state for Van Bu-
ren. If voters could be convinced that White had no possibility of suc-
cess and that “throwing away” the state’s electoral votes would open
the door for the election of a Whig candidate, they would abandon
White for Van Buren in order to insure the success of a Republican.Thus
Van Buren leaders continued to denounce White and launched a new
offensive in the fall of 1835, confident that they could persuade the
electorate to take up the vice-president’s cause. Polk came out strongly
for Van Buren in a speech at Mooresville, Maury County, and Tennessee
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supporters of the New Yorker held public dinners to popularize their
candidate as Jackson’s favorite. Most importantly, they looked to the
upcoming session of the state legislature as an opportunity to show Ten-
nessee’s voters that their senator, despite his public professions, op-
posed rather than supported the administration.®’

Developments outside Tennessee already had encouraged Van Bu-
ren’s advocates to believe that they could show the electorate that
their votes for White would be “thrown away.”The contention that the
president’s opposition would put forward no candidate had provided
a major justification for White’s supporters’ attacks upon the need for
party unity. Apparently the strategy behind the White movement had
been to rally southern and western Jackson supporters behind the
Tennessee senator and to unite them with Whig voters in the North.%
In January 1835, however, the Massachusetts legislature nominated
Daniel Webster, a Whig who strongly favored a national bank; while
in Pennsylvania, a state Anti-Masonic convention, apparently with
Clay’s blessing, nominated William Henry Harrison. Bell attempted to
negotiate with Webster’s allies to secure their support for White, but
the Massachusetts senator refused to withdraw; even worse, Whig pa-
pers in the North and West openly stated their desire to divide the
electoral vote and throw the election into the House of Representa-
tives, where, Whigs believed, either Harrison or Webster could be
elected.®

Van Buren’s supporters hoped that an offensive in the 1835 session
of the state legislature would join national developments in derailing
White’s candidacy. Popular pressure forced legislators unanimously to
support White’s reelection to the Senate and resolutions recommend-
ing his presidential nomination.”® The legislators devoted most of their
attention, though, to a set of resolutions, written by Grundy and in-
troduced into the state House of Representatives by Sumner County’s
Josephus C. Guild, instructing Tennessee’s United States senators to
vote in favor of Thomas Hart Benton’s “expunging resolutions.” Ben-
ton’s resolutions would order the secretary of the United States Sen-
ate to draw black lines in the Senate journal through a resolution cen-
suring Jackson for his conduct during the Bank War. Clay had forced
this resolution of censure through the Senate at the height of the con-
troversy over the bank in 1834; Benton’s resolution would have de-
clared the Senate’s action in passing the resolution unconstitutional,
and it was well known that Jackson wanted “the cruel and wanton in-
jury inflicted on the character of the President” removed from the
public record.” White had voted against Clay’s censure, but he had
committed himself against expunging as itself an unconstitutional
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remedy, since it would alter the constitutionally mandated journal of
the Senate.The censure of Jackson could be removed by a Senate or-
der to rescind, reverse, or repeal the censure, White argued, or by
passing another resolution declaring it null and void; if it were ex-
punged, “it must be blotted out in fact. . . . This I think the Senate has
no power to do.””?

The legislature’s passage of Guild’s resolutions effectively would
have ended White’s candidacy. Since the senator already had publicly
committed himself against expunging, he would have been forced ei-
ther to resign, to vote against his previous declarations, or to ignore
the instructions, each of which would have embarrassed White and
revealed the candidate as being at odds with his constituents. More-
over, these resolutions would have marked White as an opponent of
what Republicans in Tennessee understand to constitute loyalty to
Jackson’s principles and would have destroyed the claim that White
could be expected to carry on the principles of “Old Hickory’s” ad-
ministration. Even if they failed to secure passage of Guild’s resolutions,
Van Buren’s supporters expected debate on the question to draw
a line between Jackson’s true followers and those who supported
him only for political advantage.”

Despite the Van Buren legislators’ efforts, they never succeeded in
bringing Guild’s resolutions before the House for debate. The House
came closest to acting upon Guild’s resolutions in late January,
when Van Buren supporters mustered thirty-six votes in favor of
considering the proposal, but the resolutions were still tabled. Three
days later, by a substantial majority, that body declined for the last
time to take up the resolutions. Pressure from public meetings and
the Union’s editorials on the “false, illegal and unconstitutional con-
demnation of Andrew Jackson” placed many legislators in a difficult po-
sition, but, as Aaron V. Brown had warned his Van Buren allies, White’s
position on expunging proved “very plausible” and “shelter[ed] many a
vote, against such instructions.” Still, the expunging issue did appear to
strengthen Van Buren’s support in Tennessee; at least, the vice-presi-
dent’s supporters believed that their candidate’s prospects had improved
over the course of the legislative session.”

Nevertheless, at the close of the General Assembly’s session, White
still maintained a firm hold on Tennessee’s voters. Throughout the
summer and fall, White’s supporters continued to present the message
that their candidate was the person most capable of continuing Jack-
son’s principles in administering the federal government. When con-
fronted by the fact that two Whig candidates were in the field, White’s
backers pointed to the senator’s strength in surrounding states and
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proclaimed his prospects “now better than we have ever deemed
them. Yet opposition to “party” and “dictation” remained the chief jus-
tification for White’s candidacy, as his supporters maintained that
“Tennessee will abide by her principles, be the result what it may””*
Probably to emphasize White’s image as a candidate brought out by
voters, rather than by politicians, the Banner urged the selection of a
White electoral ticket by public meetings in each electoral district; by
mid-August, such assemblies had nominated a complete “Anti-Caucus
White Electoral Ticket.”®

Van Buren’s supporters considered holding a state convention to
nominate candidates for electors. In the end, perhaps because of the
dangers presented by the convention issue, the selection of a Van Bu-
ren ticket likewise was left to the discretion of district public meet-
ings. Unlike the messengers of the White movement, the vice-presi-
dent’s supporters also encouraged the appointment of corresponding
committees in each district to publicize the district’s choice of elec-
tor.”” In spite of their organization,Van Buren supporters were unable
over the spring and summer to capitalize on the brief surge of mo-
mentum stimulated by the expunging issue. Samuel H. Laughlin’s ten-
dency toward inebriation often deprived the Union of its editor at a
crucial time, and even with Laughlin at the helm, the vice-president’s
supporters complained that the paper “is ftoo mild for the times.”78
Yet, even with an efficient newspaper, Van Buren’s backers would
have found it difficult to puncture the electorate’s attachment to
White. The unity of Tennessee’s established newspapers behind the
senator, and his image as the candidate brought out by the people,
made it virtually impossible to dissuade Tennessee’s electorate from
the notion that, by supporting White, they were supporting the same
principles upon which they had earlier supported Jackson.

Jackson himself undertook a final effort to save his home state for
Van Buren.The president scheduled a visit to his plantation, the Hermit-
age, in August 1836, and he took advantage of his travel route through
East Tennessee to make it clear to voters that he considered White his
political enemy. While in East Tennessee, Jackson denounced the sen-
ator as a “red hot federalist”; later, in Lebanon in Wilson County, the
old general unequivocally stated that no man could support him and
at the same time support White. By the time he reached his planta-
tion, Jackson believed that Tennessee would go for Van Buren.” To
the electorate, though, Jackson’s visit appeared as yet another exam-
ple of his electioneering and his desire to dictate the choices of Ten-
nessee’s voters. “Gen. Jackson has been out and been Electioneering
for Van as he intended,” John S. Brown reported from Smith County,
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“but he has done more for White than White has done for him self”
John Young told Polk that, at Knoxville, Jackson “was treated with
coldness and disrespect,” while at Lebanon “Parson Gwin[’]s effigy
was hung up and intended for the observation of the President,”
though the town’s postmaster cut down the image prior to Jackson’s
arrival. “His reception in Tenn. has been not only cool, but cold,” Wil-
liam Martin explained to William Campbell.“This must be mortifying
in the extreme,” Martin concluded,“but it has been his own making.
For he has made war on all his own friends, who will not go for his
choice of a successor.”8°

Leaders of the White movement expressed their regret that Jackson
had “permitted himself to be beguiled into this electioneering tour by
the parasites of the Vice-President.” The contest, the senator’s propo-
nents maintained, still pitted White against Van Buren rather than
White against Jackson, but if the issue was to be forced on Tennes-
see’s voters, “if they are required to surrender their right of suffrage
and to abandon Judge White and his leading friends, or be considered,
and denounced as enemies of Gen. Jackson, they will not hesitate a
moment—they will act as becomes freemen, who know their rights
and are determined to maintain them.”8!

Jackson’s visit thus reinforced the conviction among many Tennes-
see voters that Van Buren’s party presented a greater threat to liberty
than the prospect of dividing the Democratic-Republican party, for
the “party” had persuaded even the venerable old general to degrade
himself and his office, in order to serve its selfish purposes. When
Jackson cut short his visit to Tennessee and returned to Washington
in September, White’s supporters concluded that the party’s leaders
belatedly had realized the popular backlash against the president’s
electioneering. “[M]any of the best Van Buren men will admit if they
are candid, it was a pity the President made this visit,” the Republi-
can observed.®?

As the two-year-long campaign for their candidate wound to its close,
White supporters in Tennessee confidently expected their state to
stand firm for the senator against the evils of “party” and “executive
interference.” The results of the balloting showed that White’s back-
ers had judged well the assumptions and expectations of Tennessee’s
electorate. Fifty-six percent of the eligible voters went to the polls that
November, and while this figure fell far short of the usual turnout in
the future elections between Whigs and Democrats, it represented a
greater interest in the presidential election than had been shown in
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1832. Of those casting ballots in 1836, 58 percent chose the Tennes-
see senator over the nominee of the Baltimore convention.

Van Buren supporters had especially feared White’s popularity in
his native East Tennessee. In that region, Van Buren did win Greene,
Sullivan, and Washington counties in the state’s northeastern cor-
ner—three counties that in a few years would be unquestioned Dem-
ocratic strongholds. Outside these counties, however, White carried
almost 78 percent of the votes polled. Only 42 percent of East Tennessee’s
voters bothered to go to the polls, though, and White’s victory depended as
much on his strength elsewhere in the state as on the East Tennessee to-
tals. The vice-president ran strongest in Middle Tennessee, especially
in James Polk’s and Cave Johnson’s congressional districts, while White
carried most of the counties along the Cumberland River in the
northern portion of the Nashville basin, an area deeply enmeshed in
the world of commerce and hence, presumably, more attracted by
the prospect of a national bank.Van Buren carried twelve Middle Ten-
nessee counties, but White still carried the region by a little more
than one thousand votes. In the western district, as in East Tennes-
see, the vice-president carried only three counties, although he ran
strongly in three more. Elsewhere in the district, White again was the
favorite by a wide majority.

White’s smashing victory in Tennessee had little impact outside his
home state. The senator also carried Georgia and ran well in seven
other southern and southwestern states, but his twenty-six electoral
votes left him a distant third in the electoral college race, behind Van
Buren and Harrison. Moreover, whatever hopes Whig leaders or White
backers may have had of throwing the contest into the House of Rep-
resentatives were dashed by the New Yorker’s strong showing in the
southern states; his 173 electoral votes gave him more than enough
to win the presidency. White’s triumph in Jackson'’s state proved an
embarrassment and a severe disappointment to the chief magistrate,
but the old hero had secured his primary aim. For the next four years,
his chosen successor would continue to pursue his policies in the
White House.

Although unable to prevent Van Buren’s advancement to the presi-
dency, the White movement played a significant role in the develop-
ment of the Whig party in Tennessee.The images that the supporters
of each candidate presented of their cause—as that of the “real people”
against either “the party” or “the money power”—would be fleshed
out by politicians to describe the Whig and Democratic parties. The
economic underpinnings of the two parties also revealed themselves
in 1836, as White’s followers dropped hints about the necessity of a
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national bank for a sound currency, while Van Buren’s backers stood
committed against a bank and leaned toward a hard-money currency.
Finally, the voting patterns that emerged in 1836 prefigured those of
the party system. Thirty-five of the forty-eight counties that White car-
ried would go for Harrison in 1840, and, while the hardening of party
lines strengthened the Democrats, the basic pattern established in the
White-Van Buren contest persisted in the era of the party system:
most of East and West Tennessee usually voted solidly Whig, while Mid-
dle Tennessee consistently returned comfortable Democratic majori-
ties.

The White movement also revealed that Tennessee’s antebellum
politics would follow a path somewhat different from those of other
southern states, particularly in the Lower South.The issues of slavery and
states’ rights, which several historians have seen as crucial in White’s
candidacy and in the development of the southern Whig party, in Ten-
nessee played only a small role. Nullification had been repudiated in
the state only a few years earlier, and supporters of both White and
Van Buren avoided risking the popular association of their champions
with radical states’-rights advocates in the Deep South. In West Ten-
nessee’s emerging cotton belt, White’s supporters did charge more
frequently that Van Buren was tied to abolitionists, while the Nash-
ville Union devoted a fair amount of space to defending the vice-pres-
ident from this accusation. Overall, though, the issue seemed a small
concern and was overshadowed by the debate over which candidate
was the true “man of the people”Tennessee’s two leading White pa-
pers, the Nashville Republican and the Nashville National Banner;
seldom mentioned the slavery issue, and when they did, it most often
followed a recitation of the dangers presented by “the party”and “dic-
tation.” Rather than focusing on which party would prove the best
defender of the South’s peculiar institution, the contest between
White and Van Buren debated, as the foundation upon which Tennes-
see’s party system was to be built, the question of which party best
defended freedom from the Federalists or spoilsmen.

Perhaps the most important aspect of White’s candidacy was that
it tarnished Jackson’s reputation as a pure republican leader and de-
stroyed the dominance his name once had exercised in Tennessee’s
political culture. Van Buren’s standing in the state relied entirely on
his position as Jackson’s candidate. “Van Buren seems here, to have
no weight, merit or importance of his own,”William Campbell noted;
“like the moon, his fame & glory are borrowed from an illustrious
orb.”®3 Yet even the weight of Jackson’s name proved unable to carry
Tennessee’s voters for Van Buren, and the president’s efforts for the
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New Yorker convinced a majority of voters that republican principles
and Jackson’s conduct were not always identical. In 1832, Tennessee
voters viewed the success of Jackson’s administration as inseparable
from the persistence of republicanism; in 1836, while Jackson person-
ally was still popular, voters saw themselves as forced to choose be-
tween the president and their freedom as electors. In such a choice,
these voters showed that their devotion to republican liberty ex-
ceeded their admiration for “Old Hickory”

Allen A. Hall, by 1836 the editor of the National Banner, perhaps
best explained the impact of White’s candidacy on Tennessee’s politi-
cal culture. In his response to a statement in the Washington Globe
that Jackson’s name was such a “tower of strength” in Tennessee that
it could carry the state even if Jackson were dead, Hall replied that
the president’s name was indeed a tower of strength, “when used for
wise and patriotic purposes—to carry out great national measures,
and establish important principles” Moreover,

it was a tower of strength, when he vetoed the Maysville Road Bill—
when he struggled with and overthrew the Bank of the United States—
when the policy of removing the Indians west of the Mississippi was
established. Above all, it was a tower of strength when the people ral-
lied around it for the purpose of putting down caucus nominations,
curtailing the enormous patronage of the Federal Government, and pre-
venting it from being brought into conflict with the freedom of elec-
tions. But when used as a rod of terror by political managers, to fright-
en the citizens of this State out of their constitutional rights, it loses its
charm—it is powerless. Gen. Jackson himself, when he comes among
the freemen of Tennessee, openly electioneering for Mr.Van Buren, and
denouncing with the bitterest imprecations men whom the people de-
light to honor—interfering with the elective franchise, and bringing the
patronage of the Government into conflict with the freedom of elec-
tions—under these circumstances, cven be is but a Samson shorn of his
locks.3

Republican liberty had provided the foundation for Jackson’s dom-
inance in Tennessee; republican liberty broke that dominance and
likewise would provide the foundation for the second party system in
the state. Yet, before White’s supporters in Tennessee could align
themselves openly with the opponents of “Old Hickory’s” administra-
tion, voters somehow had to be convinced that the opposition offered
better protection for liberty than did “Old Hickory’s” Democratic-
Republican party. Economic panic and President Van Buren’s response
to the crisis would provide the evidence necessary for Tennessee
Whigs to carry that point.



THREE

The Creation of Tennessee’s
q)anfy System
1837—1839

As political observers in Tennessee reflected upon the outcome of the
presidential election of 1830, they realized that voters recognized
both Martin Van Buren and Hugh Lawson White as legitimate republi-
can successors to Andrew Jackson. Consequently, although the New
Yorker had not been the preference of a majority of the state’s voters,
Tennessee’s electorate accepted Van Buren’s presidency as a republi-
can administration. “Whatever a few politicians may wish, the people
are not hostile to V. B. & they will judge his administration by his acts,”
White supporter James Campbell confessed.! Privately, John Bell,
Ephraim Foster, and other leaders of the White movement planned to
continue their challenge to the New Yorker and to the course of the
Democratic-Republican party. Loyalists to Jackson and Van Buren,
though, displayed their confidence that Tennessee’s voters would sup-
port the new president. They believed that the popular sentiment be-
hind the White movement would evaporate if its leaders openly
aligned with the national Whig party.“Should Van administer the gov-
ernment upon the principles which he has pledged himself,” Samuel
Powel wrote from East Tennessee, “I cannot see how those of the
Democratic school can consistently oppose the administration.”?
Almost immediately after Tennessee’s voters had cast their ballots
in 1830, leaders of both of the state’s factions began to look toward
the August 1837 state elections. Politicians believed that the election’s
results would reveal whether Tennessee’s course in 1836 had been
an aberration on the part of a state basically loyal to Jackson’s presi-
dency, or whether it marked the first step in the state’s movement to-
ward permanent opposition to Van Buren. Also, although Felix
Grundy’s term in the Senate would not expire until March 3, 1839,
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rumors that Bell and Foster both had their eyes on Grundy’s seat led
many voters to suspect that an anti-Van Buren majority in the next Gen-
eral Assembly would call for an early election for Grundy’s successor.3

Despite the importance of the upcoming contest, and despite the
momentum their cause had gained by their candidate’s national victo-
ry, the early months of 1837 found Tennessee’s pro-Van Buren lead-
ers largely inactive. Simple overconfidence accounted for most of this
inertia. White’s poor showing in the electoral college, they believed,
proved that the senator lacked the national standing of a presidential
candidate, and without White at the head of their movement, Bell and
Foster would be forced to attempt in Tennessee “what Calhoun & Clay
have done in S. Carolina and Kentucky, viz. to make it an opposition
state.” Such a move would confirm the Van Buren supporters’ charge
that Jackson’s enemies had inspired White’s candidacy and would
mark Bell and Foster as deserters from republican principles. With this
prospect before their rivals, Van Buren men felt little urgency to
counter the actions of White’s supporters.4

In marked contrast to their opponents’ apathy, leaders of the White
movement immediately launched an offensive to prevent the elector-
ate from developing any sense of loyalty to the New Yorker. Pro-White
newspapers continued to attack Van Buren as the head of a party of
“anti-republican doctrines” and “despotic and corrupting practices”;
at the same time, these newspapers continued to portray White’s sup-
porters as “the friends of ‘Reform, of Anti Dictation, of Retrenching
Presidential Patronage, and of checking the audacious interference
of Federal Office Holders with Elections.”” Though White’s candidacy
had failed, the senator’s strong showing among southern Jacksonians
convinced his supporters that they could continue their stand against
the new president and unite with the national Whigs on the common
ground of opposition to “the party,” dictation, and interference in the
freedom of elections. Unification with the Whigs on these terms,
rather than destroying their movement, could establish a coalition
that could carry White or a similar candidate to victory over Van Bu-
ren in 1840.“The great object now is to prevent any portion of the
opposition from falling in with Van’s administration,” Balie Peyton in-
formed William B. Campbell, “& to produce a general opposition to
him upon principle|,] broad & general.”

The White faction’s leaders also recognized their movement’s tenuous
position in Tennessee. Openly joining with the Whigs too quickly, and
on grounds other than resistance to executive power, could ruin the
movement’s credibility and legitimate Van Buren’s claim as the true
defender of Jacksonian principles. Success for these men depended
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upon their own claims as the heirs of Jackson’s original principles,
and in early 1837, it seemed clear that a Whig party in Tennessee
would have to be the party resisting executive power rather than the
party of a national bank. Peyton told Campbell in December 1836 that
he expected the administration’s enemies to unite behind White in
1840, “because his elevation would be the severest rebuke to Execu-
tive Patronage” At the same time, Peyton was sure that the national
Whig candidates—Clay, Calhoun, Webster, and Harrison—were out of
the question, for “the South never can support them.®

While politicians were looking to the 1837 elections as a continua-
tion of the 1836 contest, a new concern among Tennessee’s voters
contributed an additional feature to the state’s political landscape.
Shortly before the presidential election, merchants throughout the
country had begun to complain of pressure on the American money
market. The Mempbis Enquirer reported in November that “the mon-
etary situation of our state was never in so deplorable a condition,”
and over the next few months the value of paper currency continued
to decline as business failures became more frequent. By late April,
the Nashville Union admitted that “the failures East and South have
produced serious embarrassments, and the temporary stoppage of
some of our largest dealers in produce and exchange”; at the same
time, the Nashville Republican reported “a want of confidence in the
stability of the banks in this city”” The suspension of business by New
Orleans’s N. and J. Dick Company particularly strained Tennessee’s
cconomy, since Nashville’s largest cotton trading house, H. R. W. Hill
and Company, relied heavily on its business with the New Orleans
firm. On May 16, Tennessee’s only private bank, Yeatman, Woods and
Company, suspended specie payments. New York and Philadelphia’s
banks already had suspended their specie payments, and when word
of the eastern banks’ decision reached Nashville, private citizens held
a public meeting to recommend that Tennessee’s banks follow suit.
As a result, the Planters’ and Union banks in Nashville suspended on
May 25; the next day, the Farmers and Merchants Bank of Memphis
did so, too, leaving Tennessee without a specie-paying bank.Thus the
Panic of 1837 came to Tennessee, initiating several years of economic
hardship.?

The panic placed economic issues at the center of political debate.
“The people here and else where so far as I have heard are all in a
ferment about the monied affairs of this country,” Jacob §. Yerger
wrote William Campbell in early May;“I do not think it will abate at
all during the summer.”Yerger’s prediction proved correct, for during
the summer one candidate noted that “the currency and Bank ques-
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tion seems to have taken full possession of the people”® The banks
attempted to mitigate the effects of suspension as much as possible
by renegotiating loans when they fell due and by limiting their cur-
rency issues, while working to increase their specie reserves. Despite
these efforts, the consequences of the panic reached deep into the
electorate, and John Catron told Polk at the end of the summer that
“the State Banks are unpopular, decidedly unpopular” Planters and
merchants who had built their fortunes on the cotton and tobacco
trades saw their estates threatened, as the prices of those staples
dropped drastically.’® Semisubsistence yeomen, the vast majority of
the state’s voters, stood at the periphery of the market economy, but
nevertheless they too suffered in the panic. Production of food crops
and local barter economies prevented most from facing absolute des-
titution, but a decline in the demand for their corn, wheat, and live-
stock gave farmers little incentive to sell their surplus in hopes of rais-
ing their standard of living. Moreover, farmers who had purchased
their land, supplies, or slaves on credit confronted the prospect of los-
ing their homes because of an inability to pay their debts.!!

The absence of a reliable currency was the panic’s most immediate
disruptive effect. State law prohibited Tennessee’s banks from issuing
paper money with a face value of less than five dollars; hence, most
Tennesseans transacted their daily business using gold or silver coin.
When the banks suspended specie payments, widespread hoarding
resulted in a shortage of the precious metals. Within a week after sus-
pension, the Republican noted that “the ‘constitutional currency’ is
taking unto itself wings and fleeing away, and the greatest inconve-
nience is felt by every class in the community, by the absence of some
medium to answer in its stead the smaller transactions of business
men.”!?Yeatman, Woods and Company and the Nashville Bridge Com-
pany issued small bills to try to remedy the deficiency, but the most
common circulating medium became private notes, written by indi-
viduals and backed only by their prospects of future success. Public
opinion displayed little confidence in these “shinplasters,” especially
after the Union and Planters’ banks announced that they would not
honor the Yeatman, Woods notes. As politicians prepared for the 1837
canvass, voters found the state dominated by a grossly devaluated pa-
per currency and flooded with unstable shinplasters “of denomina-
tions from 12 /2 cents to $2 and $3.13

Leaders of the White movement wasted no time in attributing the
panic to Andrew Jackson and his economic policies. The war against the
Bank of the United States, they argued, had destroyed the only agency
capable of providing the country with a stable currency. Jackson’s sub-
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sequent policies encouraged an unprecedented speculative boom and
an overabundance of paper money, but then the president arrested this
boom by forcing the withdrawal of specie from the state banks that had
financed these investments. After the government had removed its de-
posits from the national bank in 1834, the administration had entrusted
the money to seven carefully selected state banks. The Deposit Act of
1836 increased the number of these “pet banks” and distributed the
government’s surplus revenue to the state governments; the states then
immediately deposited their portions into their own state banks. This
influx of capital into unregulated and irresponsible local institutions,
White supporters claimed, had fueled the speculative frenzy that had
raged over the past few years.!* When Jackson saw the country aban-
doning his dream of an all-metal currency, he issued a treasury order
requiring purchasers of public lands to pay the government in specie.
The president expected this order to curb speculation and to increase
the amount of metal in circulation, but White supporters immediately
denounced the “specie circular” as more evidence of Jackson’s “impoli-
tic interferences and continual tinkerings with the currency of the
country” By attacking the state banks’ specie reserves, the “odious Trea-
sury Circular” had “hastened and swelled the storm” and, together with
the destruction of the national bank, had destroyed “the most beautiful
system of equalized currency ever built”"?

White’s supporters, moreover, quickly linked the panic to Van Bu-
ren and the despotic aims of his “party” The opposition claimed that
they welcomed the idea of an exclusively specie currency, but they
maintained that such a system was an impossibility because “there
never was and we fear never will be, ‘hard money’ sufficient in this
country to answer the enterprise of our citizens.” Jackson’s attempt
to institute a hard-money currency obviously had failed; nevertheless,
they argued, once in power Van Buren still sought “to saddle upon us
a state of things which if successfully carried out, must inevitably se-
cure the speedy destruction of all most dear to us.”'¢“The party” knew
that the appeal for a specie currency was “a splendid delusion to cap-
tivate the attention of the people, for political effect”; thus they con-
tinued to trumpet the cry of “hard money” in order to attain the ulti-
mate goal of maintaining their hold on power. White backers in
particular seized upon the advocacy, by a few pro-administration con-
gressmen, of a treasury bank—an institution that would be capitalized
by the federal treasury and under the direction of the executive
branch—as evidence of “the party’s” use of the economic crisis to fur-
ther its designs. These congressmen claimed that such a bank would
ease the transition to a metallic currency, but the opposition charged
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that the bank would only subjugate the country’s money under the
direction of the president, increase the executive’s patronage, and
enable “the party,” armed with its new weapon, “to perpetuate itself
in power forever.”’

Opposition to “the party” as the source of hard times thus fa-
cilitated the association of Tennessee’s White movement with the na-
tional Whig party. The collapse of the economy, the proliferation of
devalued currency, and Van Buren’s continued adherence to the very
policies that presumably had brought on the current crisis all seemed
to prove that an ambitious, power-seeking politician occupied the
White House. The formation of a Whig party in Tennessee would be
presented as part of a coalescing of the administration’s enemies
throughout the United States, with a unified determination to hurl the
demagogue and his minions from power and to restore the purity of
constitutional government. Over the summer of 1837, White’s sup-
porters increasingly referred to themselves as Whigs, while empha-
sizing that “the doctrines of the Whigs are the doctrines of our liberal
and well-balanced form of Government” and that “upon ‘union of ac-
tion and harmony of sentiment’ depend the success of the principles
we have labored to establish.”!®

The panic also exposed a subtle tension within Tennessee’s White
movement, a tension that would persist in the state’s Whig party and
that revealed the two dominant impulses behind Tennessee Whiggery.
All of the state’s Whigs attacked Van Buren’s “party” and expressed
their belief that some sort of central financial institution would be
necessary to restore the nation’s prosperity. Commercially oriented
Whigs, finding voices in the Nashville Republican and the Mempbis
Enquirer, championed a Bank of the United States as Whig policy. Be-
hind their pleas for a national bank lay hints that their preference for
a successor to Van Buren was Henry Clay. No candidate openly en-
dorsed Clay during the 1837 canvass, but several Tennesseans proudly
declared their support for a United States bank.' Other Whigs, how-
ever, speaking through the Nashville National Banner and the Knox-
ville Register, took a more conservative stance. While White support-
ers found it easy to blame Jackson’s policies for the panic, they knew
that their 1836 candidate had himself opposed a national bank. Ag-
gressive promotion of Clay and a bank could not only be interpreted
as a repudiation of the Tennessee senator—a charge that Van Buren
papers already circulated—but could appear to validate the adminis-
tration supporters’ claim that White’s candidacy had been part of a
plot to divide the Democratic-Republican vote to secure the election
of an opposition candidate. Conservative Whigs thus continued their
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attacks on “the party” and pledged themselves to oppose Van Buren,
without proposing specific measures for relief or attaching their cause
to any particular candidate.?

This tension among Tennessee’s Whigs involved differences in in-
ference and means, rather than in the goals of the new party. Whigs
agreed that resistance to Van Buren’s “party” provided a central justifi-
cation for their opposition, and as hard times deepened, conservatives
came to agree more openly with their pro-bank allies on the need for
positive economic legislation. Still, the tension between these two
wings would persist for the life of Tennessee’s Whig party. The one
branch joined with the long-standing national opponents of Andrew
Jackson in believing that promoting a sound currency and economic
progress provided the Whig party’s reason for being. The other branch rec-
ognized that, regardless of specific policies, opposition to the dema-
gogic politicians who had seduced Jackson himself away from fidelity
to the principles of republicanism remained an explanation for the
Whig party’s central purpose that would be more acceptable to the
mass of voters.

Administration supporters continued to defend Jackson, while ar-
guing that the collapse was the expected consequence of the specu-
lative rage prevailing in the country since 1834. Rather than follow-
ing a responsible course after the war against the national bank,
merchants and bankers instead had pursued a reckless frenzy of “ex-
travagant overtrading and speculation, consequent on over issues of
bank paper, and the facilities with which bank accommodations have
been obtained” Succumbing to the temptation of easy credit and the
lure of wealth, these jobbers, according to the Union, had “waded
into the flood of mud speculation, beyond the possibility of escape.”
The current crisis was nothing more than the day of reckoning for the
speculators, when they learned the worthlessness of their paper for-
tunes because they were forced to pay their debts with real money.
Those suffering from the panic, then, had brought the catastrophe
upon themselves.?!

Behind the suspension of specie payments,Van Buren backers saw
the old Bank of the United States.That bank, still under the direction
of Nicholas Biddle, now operated as a state bank with a charter from
Pennsylvania, but supporters of the new administration believed that
the bank and the Whig party had precipitated the currency crisis as a
means of regaining its authority and power in the federal govern-
ment.?? Acting in concert with the Bank of England, the Bank of the
United States had suspended its own specie payments and forced the
country’s state banks also to suspend them, in a plot to devalue the
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nation’s currency. Hard times brought on by that suspension would
create a popular desire for a new agency to provide a stable medium
of exchange, a desire that could be satisfied by granting a new federal
charter to the Bank of the United States. Once reestablished in its
former position, the bank could continue its work of consolidating
political power under its control.??

Unfortunately for Tennessee’s Van Buren supporters, in 1837 they
faced in the electorate what James Walker later described as a “popu-
lar desire to have a regular and uniform paper circulation of the same
value every where” In May, Van Buren issued a proclamation calling
Congress into a special session to deal with the economic crisis; but,
since that session would not convene until after the conclusion of the
August elections, administration supporters entered the canvass with
no common proposal for relief. Rechartering Nicholas Biddle’s bank
obviously was out of the question. Even so, Levin Coe, a legislative
candidate from Fayette County, lamented to Polk that in West Tennes-
see “very many of our best Administration men have got it into their
heads that we must have some sort of National Bank”; moreover, he
warned the congressman, “it is even asserted by some that the views
of the Administration party have undergone some change.”?* Most pro-
administration candidates followed Polk’s advice to “wait the adminis-
tration plan of relief & regulation of the currency,” and, when con-
fronted with the panic, they devoted their energies to blaming the
Whigs and overtrading for the crisis. Their party’s hold on power and
the compelling logic of the Whigs’ account of the causes of the panic,
though, left administration supporters on the defensive in the 1837
summer canvass. Without a policy proposal from the White House,
Van Buren supporters could offer no reply when opponents asked in
the Memphis Enquirer for “some sensible and trusty Van Buren edi-
tor [to] tell us what is the real position they now occupy.”®

The Panic of 1837 and its consequences moved Tennessee politics a
step closer to a party system. By blaming the crisis on their enemies,
each of Tennessee’s factions became more closely identified in the
public mind with the national political conflict between the adminis-
tration and its opposition.The experience of hard times provided vot-
ers with strong evidence that something was awry, and politicians
channeled voter dissatisfaction into the belief that political forces
threatened not only prosperity, but liberty itself. “[Tlhey have been
very adroit in attributing all our present difficulties & embarrassments
to the measures of the last & the present administrations of the gen-
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eral government,”William Rucker told Polk,“and have induced a good
many of our party to believe it because, as they think, their pecuniary
interests are affected by it” Likewise, John H. Bills complained to the
House Speaker that “the general suspension has worked death to the
cause of free principles. People are slaves to money, and every act has
been exercised to induce a belief it is all the fault of the ‘Government
Experiment.’”¢

In the 1837 elections, though, politicians failed to present voters
with a clear choice of parties.That year’s gubernatorial contest, which
could have been used to force a party decision among voters by por-
traying candidates as representatives of the national political struggle,
instead appeared rather uninteresting to the electorate. Strategy and the
inability to find suitable candidates encouraged leaders of both the
state’s factions to avoid party associations in the governor’s election.
After William Carroll announced his intention not to run, Van Buren’s
supporters searched desperately for a candidate before finally settling
in mid-May on Nashville’s postmaster, Robert Armstrong, whose long-
time friendship with Jackson and his recent service as commander of
Tennessee’s troops in the Seminole War in Florida seemed to make him
a strong candidate. Yet Armstrong, following a strategy devised by Felix
Grundy, stated that, although he supported Van Buren, he “would not
be a party Governor,” and when his circular letter appeared in July he
discussed state issues exclusively. Grundy and his associates thought
they discerned a growing acceptance of Van Buren’s administration
among the electorate—an acceptance that would disappear if politi-
cians forced voters once again to choose between White and Van Bu-
ren. Should the election become an excited party contest,“a return of
the now neutral men who voted for Judge W., would be the conse-
quence, and this throughout the State,” John Catron explained to Jack-
son, “whereas, the present tendency of things, if left unrestrained, will
very soon bring a decided majority back to their old principles and
friends, and to a support of the administration.”?’

The division within the Whig party further distorted party associa-
tions in the gubernatorial contest. Aggressively pro-bank newspapers
immediately endorsed the incumbent, Newton Cannon, and empha-
sized the hardening of party lines in the state. John Bell and Ephraim
Foster, on the other hand, searched for a new candidate; in fact, it ap-
pears that originally they approached Armstrong about the possibility
of his running as the standard-bearer for White’s supporters.2Though
Cannon had supported White, he never had been included among the
inner circle of the leadership of the White movement, and his victory
in 1835 had depended more upon the electorate’s rejection of Car-
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roll’s claim of eligibility than Cannon’s merits or White’s popularity.
Also, his apparently incompetent handling of the federal govern-
ment’s call for volunteers to fight in the Seminole War, along with his
stringent interpretation of an Internal Improvement Act passed in
1836, had damaged his reputation.? After Armstrong agreed to run as
the pro-administration candidate, Bell and Foster encouraged retiring
Congressman Balie Peyton to challenge Cannon. Peyton delivered sev-
eral speeches leaving open the possibility of a candidacy, but Bell and
Foster abandoned Peyton when he proved unable to unite the oppo-
sition forces behind him. Nevertheless, they still refused to acquiesce
in Cannon’s candidacy and instead made no secret of their intention
to vote for the Nashville postmaster.?®

These pro-White leaders justified their decision on the same prin-
ciple upon which they originally had backed the senator’s presiden-
tial candidacy.They refused, they argued, to give up their freedom of
choice merely to acquiesce in the demands of a party. Armstrong was
not a party candidate, they maintained, and despite his support for
Van Buren, his personal opinion should not proscribe him from an
office for which he was eminently qualified. “If he were a mere Van
Buren partizan,” the National Banner maintained, “then on prin-
ciple we should feel bound to oppose him,” but since Armstrong “had
not acted upon that leading principle of the Van Buren party in with-
holding their support from all men who are not of their party,” repub-
lican citizens could support the postmaster without yielding their
right to the freedom of elections. Conservative Whigs thus tried to
strengthen their movement’s opposition to Van Buren by countering
the assertive pro-bank wing of their movement and emphasizing in-
stead their own objection to the principle of “party” guiding Van Bu-
ren’s administration. “Did we burst the shackles of Jacksonism to put
on those of Whitism, or Clayism or any other ism under the sun?” the
Banner asked, concluding instead that supporting Armstrong on the
basis of his qualifications would be more consistent with the princi-
ples of the White campaign than would supporting Cannon simply
because he had approved the senator’s presidential prospects.?!

When the returns were counted, on the surface it seemed that the
Whigs had won an impressive victory. Even without Bell and Foster,
Cannon carried 61 percent of the votes cast, easily winning reelec-
tion. The ambiguity of party lines prevented an exact numbering, but
few doubted that the next legislature would contain a decided Whig
majority; moreover, Van Buren’s opponents won ten of the state’s thir-
teen congressional seats. Leaders of both factions, however, knew that
these triumphs rested upon a tenuous foundation. Armstrong proved
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to be a weak candidate, for he was little known outside Middle Ten-
nessee and, it turned out, little respected by the volunteers who had
served under him. His agreement with Cannon that neither would
tour the state also damaged the postmaster’s prospects, for, as John
W. Childress told Polk,“the people dont know him.”“We fail to get up
an excitement for Armstrong,” John H. Bills noted shortly before the
election,“& the people care not for Cannon, but will vote for him be-
cause he is in.”3? Because the gubernatorial contest failed to keep na-
tional issues before the voters, in elections for legislative seats Whigs
were able to use either national or local questions as needed; as the
Union complained, in counties where White’s followers held a ma-
jority,“the old White question of 1835 is revived in the temper of pro-
scription,” while, in pro-administration counties, “they beg off from
the White question, and deceitfully declare that federal politics ought
not to be introduced into an election for members of the Assembly.”33

Even the overwhelming triumph in the congressional elections ap-
peared more as a protest vote against Van Buren than as evidence of a
groundswell of support for the Whigs, for as yet the opposition of-
fered no clear alternative to the current administration. Before the
next state elections in 1839, though, Whigs would be forced to indi-
cate a preference in the next presidential election, and this move
would provide their major challenge. Even before the commencement
of the 1837 canvass, Joseph H.Talbot had observed that White’s sup-
porters would be “compelled to break ground for Harrison or Clay or
Calhoun or Webster,” and the mention of any of these candidates, he
believed, would prove “fatal” to the cause of the opposition in Ten-
nessee. “Let them go on,” Guild assured Polk when he heard of a pub-
lic meeting discussing Clay’s candidacy;“commit themselves,” he con-
cluded,“and we have them.”3¢

When the General Assembly met in the fall, Tennessee’s Whigs
found themselves in a vulnerable position and, moreover, troubled by
internal divisions.The Whig majority had no trouble bringing on the
senatorial election to choose Grundy’s successor, though Foster and
Bell both lobbied hard for the position before the congressman finally
gave way. Administration loyalists charged that the senatorial contest
revealed disharmony among Whig leaders. The majority easily passed
resolutions instructing Tennessee’s senators to oppose Van Buren’s In-
dependent Treasury proposal, which was the president’s plan to store
the public revenue in a public repository and, he hoped, mitigate the
consequences of the panic.’® Whig disunity emerged, though, when
Nicholas Darnall of Henderson County introduced into the House a
set of resolutions that would instruct Senators Grundy and White to
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vote in favor of legislation creating a new national bank. “Are not the
Whigs of Tennessee for a United States Bank?” Darnall asked. “If not,
what are they for?” The Banner replied that there was no need to
press the bank question, since no bank could come into existence as
long as Van Buren was in power, and Whigs avoided even taking up
the measure in the House before Darnall finally withdrew his resolu-
tions.Van Buren supporters seized upon these resolutions as evidence
of a Whig attempt to distance their cause from Senator White, since
the Whigs “now considered [White] almost useless.” The Union, in
fact, argued that Darnall’s resolutions had been offered for the pur-
pose of forcing White’s resignation, so that he could be replaced in
the Senate by Bell.*

With their opponents divided and on the defensive on the national
bank issue, the legislature’s pro-administration members pushed the
assembly to provide Tennessee’s voters with relief from the panic. By
one vote, they failed to bring before the House a bill to order the
state’s banks to resume specie payments, but they did secure passage
of an act suppressing the circulation of change bills, change tickets,
paper bills, or bills of credit—a law that they expected would clear
Tennessee of its shinplaster currency. More importantly, Andrew L.
Martin—one of Tennessee’s few Calhoun supporters, who was follow-
ing the South Carolinian back into Van Buren’s camp—and A. O. P
Nicholson transformed a bill sponsored by Giles County Whig Neill S.
Brown into a program for economic relief and state development.
Brown’s original bill would have created a new state bank, under the
direction of a state-appointed board of directors and capitalized by the
surplus revenue received from the federal government after the pas-
sage of the Distribution Act of 1836. Nicholson and Martin added pro-
visions to expand the state’s commitment to internal improvements
and to use the bank’s profits to fund common schools and academies.
Because of the internal improvement provision, the final vote on the
bill followed geographical rather than party lines, with representatives
from Middle Tennessee opposing the bill and East and West Tennesse-
ans favoring it. Privately, though, Van Buren leaders, such as James
Walker, expected the new bank to “afford at least temporary relief to
the people.”This relief, Grundy added, would “commit the State very
strongly against a National Bank,” because the increase in the state’s
banking capital “puts down most of the arguments, heretofore used,
in favor of a Bank of the U. States, so far, at least as Tennessee is con-
cerned.”¥

Despite the apparent Whig triumph in 1837, popular dissatisfaction
with Van Buren and the hard times brought on by the panic by 1838
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had not yet hardened sufficiently to create a permanent Whig party in
Tennessee. Aside from opposition to the administration, Whig leaders
offered no clear alternative candidates or policies. Throughout a large
portion of the state, Whigs had tried to keep national issues—the ba-
sis of their opposition—out of local politics.The principal Whig lead-
ers had refused to endorse the reelection of an incumbent anti-Van
Buren governor, while a division over means had left Whig spokesmen
unsure about whether to focus their developing appeal on specific
economic policies or on continued ideological resistance to Van Bu-
ren’s “party” Administration loyalists, meanwhile, still hoped to pre-
vent the formation of a state Whig party by weathering the current
storm and luring voters back into supporting the president. For a per-
manent, institutionalized two-party system to be established in Ten-
nessee, voters needed to have their political concerns directed into
loyalty toward one or another clearly identifiable party.

Even before Tennessee’s legislature had opened its session in October,
voters already had begun to respond to developments that would so-
lidify party allegiances. In September, Congress convened in its spe-
cial session to deal with the effects of the panic, and in his message
to that body, President Van Buren proposed his Independent Treasury
system as the administration’s response to the currency crisis. By this
plan, the federal government would separate itself entirely from the
banking system and instead use its own agencies to receive, hold, and
disburse public money. The government would accept only gold and
silver or the notes from specie-paying banks; then the government’s
power to demand redemption from the banks would provide, as the
old Bank of the United States had done, the regulation necessary to
promote confidence in the country’s currency. Moreover, by holding its
own money, the government no longer would encourage unlimited
issues of paper money and reckless speculation by allowing its
funds to be used as capital by state banks, and the government’s own
use of hard money would encourage citizens to move toward Andrew
Jackson’s original goal, an exclusively specie currency.’®

A few leaders of Tennessee’s administration supporters expressed
their disappointment with Van Buren’s proposal, believing that the pres-
ident was “mistaken in supposing a majority are friendly to the specie
policy as proposed by Gnl. J. and himself”3® Nevertheless, they pledged,
in the words of James Walker, to “stand ready to sink or swim with my
political friends,” while Polk and Jackson encouraged their associates
to stand behind the Independent Treasury. “This issue now palpable
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should be dwelt upon and enforced,” Polk admonished A. O. P. Nichol-
son. “It is a good one for us. Nothing could tend more to the restora-
tion of a sound currency, than the Independent Treasury scheme, and
this our opponents know and therefore they violently resist it Most
importantly, the “subtreasury” provided a positive program upon which
administration loyalists could carry their cause against the Whigs, for Van
Buren’s plan for relief offered an alternative to the Whig’s suggested so-
lution of a national bank.“[T]he actual suffering has been great & there-
fore it is no wonder that many of the timid have gone off in favor of the
old Bank,” Aaron V. Brown told Grundy. “Shew them now a better one
& you furnish a rallying point to which to flee & become reunited to
their former political associates. It was for the want of such a rallying
point, some decided & definite project of relief[,] that lost Mr. Van Buren
so many friends . . . & [they] will stay lost untill something of this sort
shall bring them back.4!

The choice between the subtreasury and a national bank increas-
ingly came to seem the only alternatives, because, over the winter of
1837, Tennessee’s Whigs appeared to be moving closer to the presi-
dential aspirations of the champion of the bank, Henry Clay. While not
all opposition leaders backed the Kentucky senator with the same in-
tensity, by the end of the summer of 1838 they clearly indicated their
preference for Clay over Van Buren. The pro-bank wing of the party
had taken a bold stand even before the end of 1837. Edwin H. Ewing
suggested Clay as a candidate at a public meeting in Nashville on No-
vember 20, and this suggestion was “greeted by the meeting with im-
mense and repeated applause”? A few weeks later, the Memphis En-
quirer formally endorsed Clay. In Nashville, Allen A. Hall secured the
merger of the town’s two opposition newspapers to form the Repub-
lican Banner. The new paper followed Bell’s conservative course of
opposition and withheld open endorsement of any candidate, but
four months after the consolidation, Hall’s associate editor, Caleb C.
Norvell, left the Banner to edit the Nashville Whig, a paper dedicated
to promoting the cause of Clay and a national bank. Yet, while the
Banner criticized the Whig for its bold stand for the Kentuckian, the
Banner soon agreed that “Mr. Clay is the choice—the decided
choice—of the great mass of the American people.”#

Any doubt about the Whigs’ course was eliminated when Hugh L.
White effectively removed himself as a candidate. Few now men-
tioned White as a possible candidate in 1840, and perhaps the sena-
tor realized that his lack of national support rendered futile another
stand for the presidency. In any case, in a speech at Knoxville on Au-
gust 1, 1838, White stated that he expected Clay to stand against Van
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Buren in the next election, and the senator declared that “for the
present incumbent I will never vote, while 1 entertain the same opin-
ion of him which I now do.” Because of Van Buren, White maintained,
“our currency is destroyed, and with it the commerce of the coun-
try” Thus, despite his past opposition to the Kentuckian, and despite
their lingering differences on some issues, White announced that he
expected to support Clay in the contest, for the Tennessean found “Mr.
Clay greatly preferable to Mr. Van Buren.”#

Despite different emphases on Clay’s worth as a candidate, Whigs
throughout Tennessee united in opposition to the administration, us-
ing the same reasoning they had employed in rejecting the New
Yorker in 1836. Tennesscans, they argued, “never can nor never will
vote for Mr.Van Buren under any circumstances,” because of both the
mode of his elevation and his conduct in office. Now that they had
attained control of the executive branch, Van Buren and his party
were “constantly seeking by every effort to increase their power and
patronage,” and the “direct and inevitable tendency” of this encroach-
ing power “is to Monarchy.”# The subtreasury offered no prospect of
relief, Whigs argued, for its insistence that the federal government ac-
cept only gold and silver in its transactions ensured only “a sound cur-
rency for the use of the Government, or in other words, for the use of
Government officers and Government contractors.” Instead, the plan
only revealed Van Buren’s monarchical designs. The location of the
control of the national treasury in the hands of the president, the Re-
publican Banner warned, would make the public purse “a prey to
executive patronage.” The subtreasury was nothing more than “an un-
tried expedient to suborn the freemen of the U. States in the exercise
of the elective franchise, with their own money%

The success of this subversive “party” and the imminent danger it
presented demanded that Van Buren’s opponents join together behind
an acceptable candidate, to prevent the despot’s reelection to office.
No matter what past or present disagreements divided the adminis-
tration’s opposition, the present danger required all true Whigs to rise
above these disputes in order to preserve republican freedom.“Minor
prejudices and partialities must yield to the settled determination of
the people to drive the present imbecile and reckless administration
from power, and restore the country to its wonted prosperity,” the
Nashville Whig maintained.*” John Bell, in a speech before Congress,
likened the Whig cause to a holy crusade. “There was a time, Mr.
Speaker,” the congressman explained,

in the history of modern Europe, when, whatever discord prevailed
among the Christian nations which occupied that fair continent—how-
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ever bloody and furious the wars which raged between them—the mo-
ment it was announced by pilgrim messengers that the Infidel powers
of the East were assembled, and advancing their standard to the con-
fines of Christendom, the sacred tocsin was sounded! “The truce of
God” was proclaimed, and Christian armies which had lately met in
deadly strife, upon many a bloody field, were now seen advancing har-
monijously in united columns—a consolidated phalanx—tolling back
the tide of war upon the haughty Turk! I will not say, sir, that the paral-
lel is complete. It would be profane to do so; but I will say, that next to
the Christian religion, as an instrument for the improvement of the con-
dition of the human race, that which is most precious on earth is in
peril. The Constitution of the U.S. is invaded! The janisaries are mus-
tered; the infidel powers advance; already are the outworks carried;
they approach the citadel,and nothing but a united effort,and the most
determined courage and good conduct, can save it from irretrievable
destruction.®

Whigs in Congress had called for a national convention to effect
this unity of purpose, and Whigs outside Tennessee eventually agreed
to meet in a convention at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in December
1839. Tennessee’s Whigs immediately refused to participate in this
body, for, as Bell told Robert Caruthers, the state’s opposition leaders
recognized that they “cannot with any consistency or propriety advo-
cate a national convention.” Van Buren’s nomination by the Baltimore
Convention in 1835 had provided a central justification for White’s
challenge to the New Yorker’s election, and “it cannot be expected
that Tennessee will waive her objections to the caucus or convention
system,” the Whig concluded, “because the proposition in this in-
stance happens to come from the party with which she is proud to
be identified” White’s candidacy so strenuously had called into ques-
tion the idea of a national convention that the state’s Whig leaders
knew that a reversal on the issue would damage their cause;thus they
made no effort to send delegates to the Whig gathering. ¥

Even though they refused to participate in the convention, Whigs
nevertheless argued that Tennessee’s voters could support the Harris-
burg Convention’s nominee and still preserve their political indepen-
dence. No doubt, another packed jury would nominate Van Buren, but
once the Whig convention nominated Clay or another candidate, the
state’s electorate could weigh the merits of each nominee and make
its choice. Should the Whig candidate prove as offensive as Van Bu-
ren, Tennessee voters could reject both candidates. If, on the other
hand, the Harrisburg convention did present an acceptable candidate,
citizens could support him, despite his association with an unrepubli-
can mode of selection. “The people of Tennessee were per-emptorily
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[sic] and dictatorily called upon to support Mr.Van Buren because he
was the nominee of a National Convention,” the Republican Banner
explained. “If they support Mr. Clay at all it will not be because he
has been thus nominated, but for the reason, that in spite of such a
nomination, other important considerations connected with the well
being of the country, entitle him to a preference over Mr.Van Buren.”°

Tennessee’s Whigs, then, united in their purpose to elect a Whig pres-
ident in place of Van Buren. Both wings of the party could accept Clay
as a candidate, they argued, because he no longer advocated the most
obnoxious features of the American System. Now, Whigs maintained,
Clay promised to abide by his compromise tariff of 1833 rather than
push for protection; also, instead of direct funding by the federal gov-
ernment, the Kentucky senator favored distribution of the proceeds
from the sale of public lands as a means to finance state internal im-
provements. Clay still promoted a national bank, but that question,
the Republican Banner maintained, was less important than the is-
sue of removing a corrupt politician from the reins of power. With a
responsible leader like Clay in the presidency,“the people can have a
Bank if they choose, but not without a majority of them desire it”;
whereas, if Van Buren remained in office, “they cannot have a Bank,
even should a majority demand it.” Whether they presented Clay as
a statesman or as the lesser of two evils, Whigs throughout the state
assured voters that, on the most significant issues, “Mr. Clay is with
them.”%! Yet Clay Whigs and conservative Whigs both pledged to aban-
don Clay if necessary and promised the electorate that they would “be
found battling with the Whig party, no matter who their candidate
may bel,] if the present incumbent of the Presidential Chair is in the
field for re-election.”The United States could survive without a national
bank, the Banner observed,“but we must rescue the constitution from
the assaults and designs of the ‘spoilers’The country cannot get along
and preserve its freedom, unless that is done.”5?

As Van Buren loyalists expected, the open association of Whigs with
Henry Clay’s presidential prospects produced a strong reaction among
Tennessee’s voters. Several Whigs sensed a surge of support for the
Kentuckian.?* Administration supporters, on the other hand, believed
that Clay’s candidacy had stimulated a popular revulsion against the
state’s opposition leaders, and they tried to fuel this disgust by charg-
ing that the attempt “to transfer the White party to Clay in this State”
represented the culmination of the opposition’s long-standing desire
to align Tennessee with the Federalist party. This specter of a Presi-
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dent Clay, they believed, was driving White supporters back into the
fold of the Democratic-Republican party. As one Democrat, Elihu C.
Crisp, bluntly stated,“Henry Clay is a bitter pill for the Whiggs of Ten-
nessee to swallow, and I think that a large Majority of them will gagg
at [the] start”54

Perhaps no administration supporter recognized the importance of
the Whigs’ taking up Clay as well as Representative James K. Polk of
Columbia. The Speaker of the House had disapproved of Grundy’s
“temporizing” strategy in 1837, and as soon as the Whigs indicated
their support for Clay, he admonished his colleagues that “now is the
time for active exertion in the State”** Like most Van Buren loyalists,
the Columbian expected William Carroll to challenge Newton Cannon
for the gubernatorial chair in 1839, especially since Carroll, early in
1838, had indicated an intention to run. The following summer,
though, Carroll wavered on his previous determination, and Polk’s as-
sociates urged the party to find a new candidate.* This opening of-
fered Polk the opportunity to take the fate of Tennessee into his own
hands. On August 30, 1838, Carroll and Polk both attended a public
meeting in Murfreesborough. After Polk’s speech, a toast pledged to
Carroll the meeting’s support in the next gubernatorial contest. The
former chief executive thanked the meeting but announced his deci-
sion not to seek the office, whereupon a similar toast nominated Polk.
To the Whigs’ surprise, the House Speaker “accepted the nomination
with great cheerfulness,” and he declared himself a candidate for the
office of governor of Tennessee.5”

Personal considerations probably influenced Polk to abandon the
crucible of political warfare at Washington to pursue the governor’s
office. Most Americans considered the office of Speaker of the House
of Representatives, which Polk had held since 1835, as the third most
prestigious position in the federal government, but the Speaker ap-
parently had his eye on higher stations that could be reached more
easily from the position of governor. Administration supporters in Ten-
nessee pushed Polk as the next Democratic-Republican vice-presiden-
tial candidate in place of Richard M.Johnson, whose open liaison with
a slave mistress had made him a political liability. Whig victories in
recent state elections indicated a strong possibility of an opposition
majority in the next Congress.That majority would gladly elect a Whig
as Speaker and thus damage Polk’s political standing. A campaign to
become governor of Tennessee would allow Polk to retire honorably
from the Speaker’s chair, while a victory over the administration’s en-
emies in the state would provide the Tennessean with momentum to
carry him into the Democratic Convention as the favorite for the par-
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ty’s vice-presidential nomination. Once in office as vice-president,
Polk then would hold the strongest claims as Van Buren’s own succes-
sor to the White House.>®

Whatever the Speaker’s motivation, his candidacy profoundly im-
pacted Tennessee politics, for Polk sought in the canvass to draw a
sharp distinction between Jackson’s Democratic party and the Whigs.
The declaration of his candidacy at Murfreesborough came immedi-
ately after he had delivered a speech that “proved the federal party
was using the currency question to put down the administration.” In
his public appearances before returning to Washington for his last ses-
sion in Congress, he continued to press national issues; then, when
his “Address of James K. Polk to the People of Tennessee” appeared in
the Union in April 1839, the candidate devoted the circular to “sub-
jects of great public importance connected with the administration
of the Federal Government.”> The importance of these national issues,
Polk maintained in the “Address” and throughout the campaign, cen-
tered on the fact that the present political contest traced its roots back
to the Federalist and Republican struggle of the 1790s. Despite their
defeat in 1800, the Federalists remained a persistent threat to republi-
can principles, as they were “still contending for the mastery in the
government.” Jackson’s election to the presidency, in fact, had saved
the country from the Federalist administration of John Quincy Adams
and “brought the ship of State back to the ‘Republican tack.’”Through-
out these earlier battles, Tennessee had stood firm behind the Repub-
lican party, and the candidate pointed to the state’s united support
for “Old Hickory’s” positions on the tariff, internal improvements, the
public debt, Indian removal, and the Bank of the United States as evi-
dence of Tennessee’s steadfast devotion to republican principles.®

Now, Polk argued, a portion of his former political allies had bro-
ken away from the Democratic-Republican party. These apostates had
attached themselves to the opposition, which was “headed and led on
by Clay and Adams and Webster and Harrison, and embodies in its
ranks the federalists of the Northern States” They knew that Tennes-
seans had been “steady and unwavering in the support of Democratic
principles,” but they nevertheless sought to use the economic crisis
to persuade the state’s voters to follow them into the support of the
Federalists. Polk reminded voters that they had backed White for the
presidency in 1836 as “the friend of Gen. Jackson.” “And what do you
see and hear now?” he continued.“The very men who pressed Judge
White upon you as the man best fitted to carry out the measures of
Gen. Jackson now advise you to abandon the principles which you
and your fathers have cherished, to espouse the principles of Federal-
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ism, and throw yourselves into the arms of that party. They counsel
you to abandon the principles and party of Jefferson and Madison and
Jackson, to adopt the principles of Hamilton and Adams and Clay, and
to aid in electing Mr. Clay, the second Hamilton, to the Presidency of
the United States.”s!

Clay and the Federal Bank party, Polk maintained, still stood behind
the American System, whose tenets, as all could see, were identical to
Hamilton’s plan to consolidate political power in the federal govern-
ment. No matter what Whigs might say concerning their devotion to
the Constitution, their central purpose was nothing less than to form
“a strong government, far removed from popular control . . . and to
create other influences than the will of the people to control the ac-
tion of their public functionaries.” Van Buren’s administration, on the
other hand, offered the Independent Treasury, a republican measure
that proposed, not to increase the power of the executive, but to have
the government “keep its money in its own Treasury, where it can at
all times, in peace and in war, be commanded for the public uses”
Since the plan ultimately left the fate of the nation’s treasury under
the control of officers responsible to the electorate, Polk concluded,
it evinced Van Buren’s dedication to the principles of the Democratic
party.5?

Polk’s strategy, as revealed by his “Address,” called for Tennessee’s
administration loyalists to “push on the reaction” to the Whigs’ associ-
ation with the presidential prospects of Henry Clay. The Van Buren
supporters’ standard-bearer sought in the gubernatorial election to
demand the voters’ decision on the outcome of the contest between
Republicans and Federalists. Polk himself oversaw the fielding of can-
didates for the legislature and for Congress, as he encouraged local
leaders to run candidates who were not only personally popular but
also unquestionably committed to Jackson and Van Buren.At the same
time, the Nashville Union admonished voters to “make each and ev-
ery candidate for their suffrages at the approaching election unmask
himself upon the stump” and force politicians to address “the only
true issue: ‘Clay or Van Buren?’”% Unlike in the muddled 1837 con-
test, the significance of the election of 1839 was made clear to Ten-
nessee’s voters: according to Polk, those behind him remained loyal
to the Democratic party of Andrew Jackson, while those opposed to
his candidacy supported the Federalists. With Whigs already commit-
ted in their opposition to Van Buren’s “party,” Tennessee’s voters for
the first time would face a clear choice between Democrats and
Whigs.

The Democratic offensive hit the Whigs at a time when they were



The Creation of Tennessee’s Party System, 1837-1839 75

uncertain both about the proper way to present Clay to Tennessee’s
voters and about Cannon’s desirability as a candidate. The Nasbville
Whig and the party’s pro-bank wing, immediately after Polk’s declara-
tion of his candidacy, endorsed Cannon and accepted the Democratic
challenge to wage the campaign upon “the broad issue of POLK, VAN
BUREN, and the SUB-TREASURY, against CANNON, CLAY and a NATIONAL
BANK.”%* Conservative Whigs, though they denounced Polk as “the
mere instrument of the Federal Government,” again hesitated to back
Cannon’s reelection. When Hugh L. White attempted to resign from
the Senate in November 1838, on grounds of ill health, Democratic
leaders believed that the move actually revealed an attempt to force
Cannon from the field by making White an available candidate. Can-
non’s response to White’s resignation suggests that the governor also
suspected such a challenge, for he refused White’s letter and asked
the senator to give his health time to recover before the next session
of Congress convened. This move destroyed any claim White might
have had to seek the governor’s chair, and with Cannon again clearly
determined to stand for reelection, conservative Whigs this time en-
dorsed the incumbent and gave him their full support.®

With the Whigs finally united behind Cannon, they accepted Polk’s
challenge to fight the campaign upon national issues. In a speech at
Murfreesborough in April 1839, Cannon declared that he had no wish
to discuss federal politics, since “they do not properly belong to, and
ought not to be introduced into a canvass of this kind” Because his
opponent “seems to confine himself to such an issue,” though, the
governor showed that he would not hesitate to address national af-
fairs, and he declared his preference for Clay over Van Buren. While
Cannon’s own “Address,” published in the next month, made no men-
tion of the Kentucky senator, the incumbent did pledge his support
for “a National Bank, founded on proper principles and regulated by
Congress, as calculated to preserve and secure to the people of the
whole Union, a sound and convenient circulating medium of uniform
and established value.” Moreover, in the paper Cannon stated his op-
position to “the annual expenditure of nearly forty millions under Mr.
Van Buren”; to the subtreasury, the expunging resolutions, and in-
creased executive patronage;and “to the Administration of the Gener-
al Government on party principles, and to the influence of the Feder-
al Government on State elections.”®® Whig newspapers, meanwhile,
rejected Polk’s charge that the Whigs were Federalists; instead, they
claimed that they stood on the original republican principles upon
which they had supported Jackson in 1828 and that Jackson and the
“spoils party” had departed from those principles. The subtreasury
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plan in particular revealed that Van Buren’s “party” were the true Fed-
eralists, for, as the Republican Banner warned, “their objects will in
the end make manifest not only their Federalism, but their Monar
chism.”%

Polk’s candidacy in itself, Whigs argued, showed the selfish designs
of the spoils party. Polk’s agreement with Cannon on state issues indi-
cated that the incumbent had performed his duties well; the Demo-
crat’s only grievance against the governor,Whigs maintained, was sim-
ply the incumbent’s refusal to conform to the “party’s” decrees on
national policy.This attempt to cast aside a faithful public servant sim-
ply because of a difference of opinion once again represented the ad-
ministration’s attempt to interfere in a local election; thus, Whigs con-
cluded, “the interests of Mr. Van Buren, in the Colonel’s [Polk’s]
estimation, are of far more importance than those of the State” When
several Democratic papers suggested Polk ultimately as a vice-presi-
dential candidate, Whigs seized upon this point as further evidence
that Polk had no interest in serving as governor of Tennessee; the
Speaker, they charged, obviously was using the governor’s office
merely as a means to advance his own selfish ambitions.%®

In contrast to the 1837 canvass, in 1839 both candidates took their
party’s causes directly to the voters. Almost immediately after the an-
nouncement of his candidacy, Polk began a speaking tour at public
meetings in Middle and West Tennessee. In the spring, the two candi-
dates shared the stump on several occasions, before Cannon, proba-
bly recognizing his inability to compete with Polk’s dynamic cam-
paign style, abandoned the joint canvass.® Throughout the summer,
national issues took center stage as campaign appearances followed a
usual pattern: Polk’s speeches continually defended Van Buren and
denounced the “Federalist” attempt to transfer the state to Clay, while
Cannon always expressed his inability “to appreciate that intimate
connexion between State and Federal politics which his opponent is
so anxious to impress upon the people” before condemning “the hyp-
ocritical cant about Federalism, and Democracy” and discussing “the
necessity of a change of men in the general government.”’® The ques-
tion of who would serve as the next governor of Tennessee proved a
secondary concern. Instead, politicians and voters both believed that
the state’s position in the 1840 presidential election provided the
1839 contest’s primary significance.“The Governor’s office is but the
die,” the Tennessee Whig proclaimed. “The Presidency is the Stake.”
Likewise, John Bell told the Kentucky senator,“The real question now
before the people of this state is will they take Henry Clay ‘to rule over
them’ and as the vote shall be in August next so will it be in 1840.”7!
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Polk’s energetic electioneering provided Democrats with an advan-
tage over their opponents, for, as James Campbell wrote,“Polk has ten
times the activity of Cannon, & is traversing the state like a mission-
ary, making speeches.””? Local factors also bolstered the Democrats’
efforts. Cannon’s strict interpretation of the 1838 Bank and Internal
Improvement Act led the governor to continue to deny state aid to
several companies in East and West Tennessee. As a result, many East
Tennesseans agreed with the Knoxville Argus’s charge that Cannon
was “the Governor of ONLY A PART OF THE STATE,” while a West Tennes-
see correspondent assured Polk that the governor’s construction of
the law “has rendered him odious with every man who desires to see
the Improvements of the state progress.”’> The same act also gave the
governor the power to appoint the new state bank’s board of direc-
tors. A supplemental act authorized the directors to locate branches
throughout the state, and when the board announced its decision on
branch locations in the spring of 1838, voters in regions without a
branch expressed their outrage at the board’s leaving several areas
without banking facilities. A convention of citizens at Sparta peti-
tioned Cannon to call a special session of the General Assembly to
change the board and its decision. Cannon refused, but, as James
Walker observed, the controversy over the branches left the incum-
bent with “no hole for him to creep out of” If he called a special ses-
sion “to correct the blunders of bis own directory, it will be a palpa-
ble acknowledgment of his own incompetence.” On the other hand,
if he failed to convene the legislature, it would be “looked upon as a
defiance of popular opinion.””

Yet the strongest current in the Democrat’s favor was that, by the
summer of 1839, it appeared that the monetary crisis had ended. New
York’s banks resumed paying specie on May 10, 1838, but by that date
Tennessee’s banks already had determined, if conditions continued
favorable, to resume their own specie payments on January 1, 1839.
Public confidence in the banks’ stability increased, for, according to
the Republican Banner,on the day that they did resume, the demand
for specie was “very inconsiderable”Two weeks later, the Union pre-
dicted the disappearance of shinplasters, because, with the reappear-
ance of small coins in the economy, “all pretence for the circulation
of individual change tickets has ceased.” Also, in 1839 Tennesseans
enjoyed the finest harvest they had seen in several years. These im-
proving economic conditions removed the urgency of Whig pleas for
a national bank; moreover, recovery without the aid of the federal gov-
ernment lent credence to the Democrats’ argument that the causes
and consequences of the panic went beyond the reach of the admin-
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istration’s authority. “The seasons of panic are over,” the Union pro-
claimed less than a week before the election; “the crops are coming
in plentiful, the husbandman is glad, and all are preparing to act purely
UPON PRINCIPLE.”7%

The results of the August elections showed that Polk’s energetic
campaigning, Cannon’s apparent incompetence, and brightening eco-
nomic prospects had combined to give the Democrats the victory.The
former House Speaker narrowly won the gubernatorial election, car-
rying 51 percent of the votes cast. The bulk of the victor’s strength
came from Middle Tennessee, where he carried 54 percent of the
votes. While Cannon carried West Tennessee easily, the challenger man-
aged to break even with the incumbent in East Tennessee, as Polk lost
that division by only three hundred votes. The electorate also returned
to the state legislature a comfortable Democratic majority, fifty-six to
forty-four, and administration supporters recovered from their devas-
tating defeat in the 1837 congressional elections, winning six of the
state’s thirteen seats in the national legislature.

Democrats rejoiced at these results. The electorate clearly had re-
jected Whig attempts to transfer Tennessee to Henry Clay, they be-
lieved, and they were convinced that their state had been redeemed
from the control of the Federalists. “Tennessee is truly the ‘Keystone
of the Arch of the Republican Party!’” Alexander Anderson pro-
claimed in his congratulatory letter to Polk, while Jackson assured
Francis Preston Blair that “Tennessee is again safe in the republican
fold>76

The immediate results of the contest proved less significant than its
long-term effects. The prospect of influencing the country’s political
and economic future, and intense electioneering, brought about 89
percent of the state’s voters to the polls, a figure higher than in any
previous election and second only to the proportion voting the next
year in the presidential election (when the highest turnout rate in Ten-
nessee’s history was recorded). State elections occasionally had at-
tracted widespread participation before 1839, but that year marked the
beginning of a period of consistently high voter turnout in a series of
state and national elections centering upon questions of federal poli-
tics. More importantly, the 1839 conflict institutionalized party poli-
tics among Tennessee’s voters, for, over the next two decades, citizens
continued to identify with the party they had chosen in the guberna-
torial contest. The overwhelming majority of Tennessee voters,
once they made a decision between the two parties as represented
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by Polk and Cannon, stood by that decision until the crisis of seces-
sion.”’

Voters adhered to their choices because they believed that a cru-
cial issue was at stake.The experience of the panic deepened the po-
litical division in Tennessee. No longer did the rivalry within the state
appear to voters to be a struggle within Jackson’s Democratic party.
Now it seemed a battle over conflicting principles—one that would
determine the future of republican government. Association with ei-
ther Whigs or Democrats provided a voter with an explanation for the
hard times that had overtaken him for the past few years. It also gave
him a way to take action—to take matters into his own hands, by en-
listing in a crusade that would both bring relief to the country and
defend the sovereign people by driving out of power the apostates
from the principles of republicanism. The next generation of Tennes-
see voters would understand participation in party politics as neces-
sary for the defense of freedom; that understanding would provide for
them an explanation of political affairs in the state and nation and a
justification for their political actions.

Yet the creation of parties involved more than elite manipulation
of the electorate’s conspiratorial fears. Resistance to potential despo-
tism had been a component of Tennessee’s political culture since the
state’s foundation. Most of Tennessee’s semisubsistence yeomen re-
mained at the edge of the state’s expanding market-oriented commer-
cial economy; but the prosperity of the early 1830s, followed by the
financial Panic of 1837—the second panic within twenty years—dis-
played to Tennesseans both the potential promise and the possible
consequences of participation in that economy. The Whigs’ accep-
tance of Henry Clay as their presidential candidate ultimately com-
bined the conservatives’ explanation of the threat to the republic with
the pro-bank wing’s positive economic policies. At the same time, the
offensive campaign of Polk and the Democrats reminded the elector-
ate of the union of strict construction, limited government, and op-
position to the Federalists’*money power.”As a result of the 1839 can-
vass, the parties merged the voters’ understanding of the dangers
facing republican government with the hopes and fears aroused by
changes in Tennessee’s economy. For both Whigs and Democrats, the
defense of freedom now would involve not only preventing dema-
gogues from gaining power, but also elevating to power those states-
men who would enact the proper government actions for the welfare
of all.

Concern for the state’s and for one’s own material prospects were
thus channeled into an ideological confrontation over which party
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best defended republican freedom from its enemies.After he had cast
his vote for Newton Cannon, George W. House recorded in his jour-
nal that, in the election,“freemen are called upon at the Ballot Box to
say whether or not the present Corrupt Dynasty of federal usurpation
of power—shall still rule” A year later, Jeremiah G. Harris reminded
the Union’s readers that he designated the Democrats’ opposition as
“Federalists” because “it is a term that is full of meaning—it is the type
of anti-republican principles—[and] it bears fitness and propriety as
applied to modern Whiggery.” And both House and Harris claimed for
their parties what William G. Brownlow attributed to the Whig national
convention in 1839. Their cause, Brownlow maintained, was involved
not merely in a struggle to attain office, but in “a combat for liberty
against oppression.”’®

Polk’s election in 1839 was an unusual one among the contests be-
tween Whigs and Democrats in Tennessee only in that it presented
a rare Democratic triumph in the party system’s early years. Whig
dominance in Tennessee in the 1840s derived much of its strength
from the return of hard times, the severity of which exceeded that of
the bleak summer of the Panic of 1837.The dearth of money, though,
only reminded voters that the battle between Whigs and Democrats
would determine the future, not only of their pocketbooks, but of
their liberty.



FOUR

Federalists and Spoilsmen,
‘Banks and Free Trade

Party Ideologies and ‘Economic Q’olicy

The two-party system that crystallized in Tennessee in the 1839 state
elections proved over the next two decades to be, among the state
political divisions in the Union, one of the most evenly split and most
durable. Until 1856, never more than a 3-percent margin separated
the parties, except in two statewide elections. In the General Assem-
bly, Whigs and Democrats alternated control of the legislature until,
in the 1849-50 session, each party controlled fifty seats in the hun-
dred-member body. While northern and Lower South states saw the
party systems in their regions disintegrate and realign in the 1850s,
Tennessee was one of the few border states to experience continued
competition between two parties, with virtually the same constituen-
cies, through the presidential election of 1860.

So evenly divided was Tennessee’s electorate that members of both
parties believed that the majority of voters in the state adhered to
their cause. Politicians considered a full turnout of the party’s sup-
porters the surest guarantee for victory, and to encourage such a turn-
out Whigs and Democrats organized committees in each county and
in each civil district within the county, all under the guidance of a cen-
tral committee in Nashville, to broadcast their parties’ messages as
well as to oversee attendance at the polls by the party faithful. So con-
vinced were party leaders that they represented a majority of the elec-
torate that, when defeated in a contest, they often attributed the re-
sult to their opponent’s superior organization.’

Ironically, the Whig and Democratic organizations presented simi-
lar messages to the electorate, for both parties constructed their cru-
sades for liberty upon interpretations of republican ideology. Both
parties, for instance, maintained that, unlike the factional rivalries of
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the first forty years of Tennessee politics, party competition involved
a contest between “great and vital principles,” upon which depended
the perpetuation of the country. Both, too, claimed to represent the
continuation of Thomas Jefferson’s original Democratic-Republican
party and argued that the success of Jeffersonian republicanism de-
pended upon the triumph of their principles. Finally, Whigs and Dem-
ocrats each proclaimed that they represented the “real people”against
demagogic politicians seeking to establish a despotism in the United
States. Party apologists admitted that many “honest hearted men” voted
for their opponents, but these citizens, they explained, had been mis-
led into giving their support to “designing and treachberous LEADERS,
who are under the evil instigation of human passion and human
crime” and who sought “the overthrow of the Republic.” Activists in
both parties worked to “give forth true information and sound repub-
lican doctrine” in political campaigns, in order to convince electors
that their own party, and not that of their opponents, provided the
true defense of republican liberty.?

As they had in 1839, Tennessee’s Democrats continued to de-
nounce their political opponents as “Federalists” who “looked upon
the mass as an ignorant herd incapable of self government.” Tracing
the origins of the parties’ competition to the era of the founding fa-
thers, Democrats maintained that a party composed of the rich and
powerful had always “feared the turbulence of popular violence, and
apprehended anarchyl,] inefficiency and weakness, if the people
were invested with supreme power and governed themselves.”To un-
dermine the popular sovereignty established by the Constitution, this
“money power” sought to consolidate political authority under the
control of the federal government; ultimately, as Charles Faxon, edi-
tor of the Clarksville Jeffersonian, warned, it “would endeavor to
bring us to the footstool of an aristocracy of wealth, and subvert the
very principles of our government.”?

Citizens earlier had banded together behind Jefferson and Jackson
to defeat the efforts of the money power, when it attempted to en-
hance government authority as Federalists and, through the Bank of
the United States, as National Republicans. Now, as Knox County
Democrats proclaimed, “Federalism has changed its odious name to
whig,” and that party, despite its claim of fidelity to popular rule, re-
vealed its true nature by advocating the same measures—a national
bank and a protective tariff—as had the “master-spirit and soul” of
Federalism, Alexander Hamilton. Now, too, Federalism had gained a
foothold in Tennessee.The state’s electorate had stood united behind
the Democratic-Republican party until the money power had used



Federalists and Spoilsmen, Banks and Free Trade 83

promises of office to lure ambitious politicians away from Jackson’s
fold. These demagogues were working feverishly to lure Tennesseans
away from republican principles, first by promoting Hugh White’s
presidential candidacy against the national party’s nominee, and then
by openly espousing in Tennessee the cause of the Whigs.* To Demo-
crats, the issues between their party and the Whigs all narrowed down
to the “great question” of whether “the people” should “continue to
govern themselves” or whether they should “be governed by priv-
iliged [sic] corporations.”>

Democrats viewed their own party as “made up of the real people”
and pledged to the protection of “the cherished principles of the au-
thors and founders of our Republican system.” The defense of popu-
lar sovereignty provided the foundation of the party’s maintenance of
these “cherished principles.” It was “a fundamental axiom in the creed
of democracy,” the Democratic state convention declared in 1843,
“that man is capable of self-government”; thus the party dedicated it-
self to “resist all encroachments” on self-government “and to expose
all insidious attempts to undermine it or to control the exercise of it
by the power of moneyed monopolies.”® To counter such intrusions
on popular rule, Democrats advocated a narrow and strict interpreta-
tion of both the state and federal constitutions, for limits upon the
sphere of government authority ultimately would leave political power
in the hands of the citizens. A “latitudinarian construction of the Consti-
tution,” on the other hand, would, in effect, provide the money power with
the means to accomplish “the utter destruction of our sheet-anchor and
free[dom]” by allowing the Federalists to expand their power at the
expense of popular rule. Democrats promised to apply strict con-
struction most rigidly to the federal government, for the national ad-
ministration’s distance from the citizens and the extent of its poten-
tial power posed greater threats to liberty than did the state
governments. Citizens’ proximity to their local institutions, party
members believed, gave them greater control over operations at the
state capitol than they had over the distant and obscure dealings in
Washington.”

Hence Democrats promised to uphold the distinction between fed-
eral and state authority. Upon entering the governor’s office, James K.
Polk declared that he would use whatever power was available to de-
fend the state from “every encroachment of the Federal Government
on its rights” While protecting Tennessee from the danger presented
by federal power, Polk also admonished state governments “to confine
themselves in their own action to the exercise of powers clearly re-
served to them.” Those powers of any government authority, Demo-
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crats argued, should be wielded only to insure “equal and exact justice
to all, [and] favors to none.”® The money power, along with smaller
combinations of ambitious individuals, sought to use government au-
thority to enrich itself by gaining special privileges that would be
recognized by law. Yet these privileges, according to Democrats, ran
“contrary to justice and to the genius of our government” and would
permit a “favored few” to “aggrandize themselves and their depen-
dents [at] the sacrifice of popular liberty, honest industry and every
thing calculated to make us a great and happy nation.” Rather than
the promotion of such privileges, Democrats instead professed their
devotion to the principle of “equal rights” and claimed for their guid-
ing precept Andrew Jackson’s belief that the “blessings of government,
like the dews of Heaven, should fall alike upon the high and low, the
rich and poor.”®

Democrats in Tennessee thus proclaimed their opposition to the
dispensation of privileges and promised to use government authority
primarily for the purpose of insuring an impartial distribution of these
“blessings of government.” In state legislation, party members op-
posed laws that they believed would benefit one segment of citizens
at the expense of another and endeavored to restrict the powers
granted in corporate charters. Likewise, in national affairs the party
placed great faith in the presidential veto power—a “great and sacred
conservative power” that was “eminently calculated to prevent the
growth of aristocracy” —to void any unjust and inequitable acts that
might slip through Congress.Yet only the triumph of the Democratic
party could best insure the perpetuation of liberty, for that party alone
promised to sustain a limited republican government that would stay
out of the way of the citizens’ maintenance of their own freedom.!®

Whigs rejected charges that they represented a resurgent Federal-
ist party and that their proposals benefited a few at the expense of the
many. Instead, Tennessee’s Whig party presented itself as the party
defending the people from the “spoils party,” which Whigs claimed to
oppose not simply because it was a party of politicians, but because
it was a coalition based upon demagoguery and greed, instead of
upon principle. The Republican Banner defined the “spoils party” as
a collection of office-hungry politicians “bound and banded together
by the Spoils, fighting to retain the Spoils, and playing the arrant dem-
agogue and hypocrite for the sake of the Spoils.” These opportunists,
Whigs asserted, had abandoned whatever principles they may have
had, solely for the purpose of attaining the perquisites of government
office.!!

According to the Whigs, the spoils party had come together during
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Jackson’s second term as president, and, led by Van Buren, had per-
suaded the old hero to abandon republican principles and exercise
presidential power as a tyrant. Van Buren’s administration continued
to encourage the consolidation of power in the executive branch; by
enhancing presidential power, Whigs argued, the spoilsmen believed
they could best insure their hold on public office, since their tenure
would depend upon the decision of one man rather than upon the
popular will. And, Whigs warned, the Democrats would continue to
exalt executive prerogative until they had succeeded in their goal of
establishing a national despotism, a system that would insure the
spoils party’s hold on their offices but also would leave citizens “with-
out any other will than that which eminates [sic] from authority.”
Rather than being a party of “the people,”Whigs concluded, the Dem-
ocratic party was the party that ultimately sought “to concentrate all
power in the hands of ONE MAN, and that man, the President of the
United States.”!?

Even with the spoils party out of power, Democrats still presented
a menace to republican government, for, in their attempts to win elec-
tions, the spoilsmen excited voters against the order and stability es-
tablished by the federal Constitution. These doctrines, which Demo-
crats promoted under the banner of “equal rights,”Whigs interpreted
as “locofocoism”—radical, leveling, and disorganizing policies that
would tear down the Constitution’s restrictions against unlimited mob
rule. Democratic candidates championed these principles merely to
flatter the people, but, if not arrested in time, “locofoco” doctrines
would “eventually overturn all order and good government, and estab-
lish a wild democracy.” '* Unless the “mad spirit” of the Democrats be
restrained “by the good sense of the people,” the Nashville Whig
warned, “we fear that the assertions of the enemies of republican in-
stitutions, that the people are incapable of self-government, will be
fearfully realised.”'4

Whigs saw it as their duty to defend citizens from the dangers pre-
sented by the spoilsmen and locofocoism by upholding what they
believed to be pure republican principles. These principles, they as-
serted, were nothing less than the principles upon which Andrew
Jackson had been elected to the presidency in 1828. In that election,
the Republican Banner recalled,“Old Hickory” had promised that “he
would retrench expenditures and reform abuses” in the federal gov-
ernment, that he would serve only one term, that he would not ap-
point members of Congress to office, and that “the patronage of the
Government should not be brought into conflict with the freedom of
elections.”?® The general’s attempt to dictate his successor to Tennes-
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see voters and his handling of the nation’s monetary affairs had re-
vealed his apostasy from republicanism; hence, Whigs claimed, de-
spite their past loyalty to the president, they parted company with
him and chose instead to remain loyal to his original principles.These
principles had always respected the balance among the executive, leg-
islative, and judicial branches of the federal government, and since
locofocoism sought to achieve its ends through the exaltation of the
presidency, Whigs dedicated their party to opposing executive usur-
pation as the best way to preserve “the prosperity of the country and
the permanence of our institutions.”'¢

Central to the Whigs’ appeal in Tennessee were promises to limit
presidential patronage and to reduce the expenditures of the federal
government—by which abuses, they argued, a corrupt executive bought
political support. Specifically, Whigs proposed a constitutional
amendment to limit an individual’s service to one term in the presi-
dency, a restriction that would, they expected, compel the incum-
bent to devote his energy to public service rather than to seeking
means to continue himself in office. Moreover, Whigs advocated the
abrogation of the presidential veto, since it subjected the acts of the peo-
ple’s representatives to “the arbitrary will of one man.”'’ To a lesser
extent,Whigs also supported a law to prevent federal office holders from
campaigning for party candidates or aiding aspirants in any other way—
or, as the Whigs’ éxpressed their position, to prevent office holders from
“interfering” in elections. This law would preserve the purity and
freedom of the electoral process, according to Caleb Norvell, editor
of the Nashville Whig, because it would “effectually secure the elec-
tive franchise against the interference of Federal patronage, and the
officious intermeddling of Executive officers in our local and Presi-
dential elections.”!®

Both of Tennessee’s parties based their appeals for votes upon sim-
ilar, though sharply contrasting, interpretations of the forces menac-
ing republican government. As we have seen, however, the parties
formed during a period of economic distress, and they waged their
most heated warfare after renewed suspension of specie payments by
the state’s banks brought on several years of hard times. While warn-
ing voters of the dangers presented by “Federalists” and “Spoilsmen,”
party spokesmen at the same time linked these threats to freedom to
the causes of economic disruption; hard times, they maintained, pro-
vided clear proof of their opponents’ despotic designs. The parties’
economic appeals thus deepened voters’ acceptance of the ideologi-
cal understanding of party competition. The success of the voters’
chosen parties, they believed, not only would provide the most effec-
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Tennessee Counties Returning Whig and Democratic Majorities in Guberna-
torial and Presidential Elections, 1839-1851

tive defense of their freedom, but also would insure that they would
be governed by statesmen who would advocate the proper use of gov-
ernment power for the promotion of the electorate’s material well-
being.

The geographical distribution of the parties’ strength in Tennessee
indicates the importance of their economic creeds to voters. Depict-
ing those counties that consistently returned Whig and Democratic
majorities in the elections of 1839-51, the map included here shows
that support for both parties cut across the state’s Grand Divisions.!®
Contemporaries considered East Tennessee a Whig stronghold, as voters
in the region usually turned out solidly for that party’s candidates.
Much of Whig predominance appears attributable to the legacy of the
presidential candidacy of Hugh Lawson White, the Knoxville native who
defended republican principles when Andrew Jackson attempted to
dictate the presidential succession.?® Yet Whigs gained their strongest
support in East Tennessee from the counties surrounding Knoxville, the
region’s center of trade, and in the area around Chattanooga, the pro-
posed terminus of Georgia’s Western and Atlantic Railroad and later
an important junction for the southern railroad network. Democrats,
meanwhile, dominated the counties in upper East Tennessee and in
the southeastern corner of the state. These mountainous regions were
distant from the political and economic dominance of Knoxville, and
many farmers in these counties found themselves separated from the
world of market production by the mountain’s rocky soil or by natu-
ral barriers to trade.

Similar patterns suggesting a correlation between party affiliation
and commercial orientation appear in Middle and West Tennessee as
well. Whigs claimed majorities in the counties in the northern half of
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Middle Tennessee that ran along the Cumberland River, an area char-
acterized by the rich soil of the Cumberland Basin and centered on
the state’s political and commercial capital, Nashville. In West Tennes-
see, the Democrats’ more vocal position in defense of slavery proba-
bly strengthened that party in the state’s cotton belt. Still, Whigs also
dominated most of West Tennessee, a region where the production of
staple crops for trade provided the central economic activity. Demo-
crats in Middle and West Tennessee relied for their support on coun-
ties more remote from those centers of trade, and on areas less direct-
ed toward market production. James K. Polk’s long-standing popularity
in his congressional district did give the Democrats a few of the coun-
ties of the prosperous Nashville Basin; the southern portion of Mid-
dle Tennessee also expressed a deep resentment against a “Nashville
Regency,” a Whig merchant elite that dominated the state’s trade “with
a power as unlimited and irresistible as an absolute despot.” The
“strong hold of LocoFocoism,” though, proved to be the counties run-
ning along the Highland Rim and in West Tennessee along the Ken-
tucky state line. These were areas of mountainous terrain and vary-
ing—though generally poor—soil quality, as well as regions located
away from the influence of their Grand Division’s centers of trade.?!

Party affiliation, of course, cannot be reduced to a simple formula, and
whatever statewide patterns may have emerged were subject to qualifi-
cations. Political division occurred within each county, and local heri-
tage and conditions, along with the quality of local leadership, pro-
foundly shaped a county’s political culture.?? Nevertheless, it is
significant to note the tendencies revealed by the election returns.
Within counties, Whigs usually drew strong support from towns and
county seats, while Democrats gained their heaviest majorities in civil
districts distant from these market centers—areas, as John W. Childress
told Polk, that were “not under the control of merchants & Banks.”??
Throughout the state, moreover, voters in regions close to commer-
cial centers and geared toward agricultural production for the market
proved more receptive to Whig denunciations of “locofocoism” and
to that party’s arguments concerning the blessings of a stable currency
provided by a national bank. Farmers in counties removed from com-
mercial centers, while willing to sell their surplus and depend upon
the market for goods not provided by home production, instead lis-
tened to Democratic warnings of the danger presented by the “money
power” and by an active federal government.

Economic considerations came to the forefront of politics within a
week after Polk’s inauguration as governor in October 1839, as the
state’s banks once again suspended specie payments. This renewed
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suspension followed similar actions by eastern banks in consequence
of monetary pressure that eventually destroyed the remnant of Nicho-
las Biddle’s national bank, the Bank of the United States of Pennsylva-
nia. As they had after the 1837 panic,Tennessee’s banks followed sus-
pension with attempts to curtail the amount of their currency in
circulation, while increasing their specie reserves.?® This time,
though, suspension lasted almost three years and appeared to affect
the electorate more deeply than it had in the late 1830s. The most
pressing concern became the shortage of money. The banks’ policy
proved successful in maintaining the solvency of those institutions,
but, along with the hoarding of specie, the curtailing of note issues
drastically reduced the state’s money supply. For a while, the notes
issued by Alabama banks remedied at least part of the deficiency in
East Tennessee and in the southern counties of Middle Tennessee, but
the abolition of the Bank of Alabama in 1842 likewise left those notes
“at an enormous discount below our own depreciated bank paper—
and all scarce at that”%

While money became harder to find, the values of property and
prices in Tennessee declined significantly. The total value of taxable
property in Tennessee declined approximately sixteen million dollars
between 1837 and 1844. Over the same period, the average value of
the two most important types of property, land and slaves, fell to al-
most 75 and 70 percent, respectively, of their 1836 levels, before the
effects of the panic finally leveled off in 1845. By the latter year, the
price of land had dropped to almost three dollars an acre, a dollar less
than an acre’s worth a decade earlier. During the same period, slave
prices fell from about six hundred dollars per slave to nearly four hun-
dred. Cotton prices had begun to recover from their 1837 collapse,
but in 1839 they again declined and remained at levels far below
those of the prosperous mid-1830s. Tennessee cotton sold at 14.5 to
16.5 cents per pound on the New Orleans market in 1836, but in 1843
a pound could be purchased in Memphis or Nashville for as low as 3
to 5 cents. Unlike the situation in the earlier crisis, hard times also
affected the price of surplus crops produced for sale by yeoman farm-
ers. In Nashville, corn prices fell from $1.25 per bushel in 1836 to 40
cents per bushel in 1842. During these same years, the price of a
bushel of corn in Memphis fell from 87.5 cents to 37 cents, while
pork prices in that city dropped from $22.50 per barrel in 1836 to as
low as $6.00 in 1843.2¢

With money scarce and little hope of profits from their crops, debt-
ors particularly suffered from the crisis, for, with no money to pay off
their loans, they faced foreclosure and the loss of their property to
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their creditors. As a consequence of these conditions, “hard times”
dominated popular discussion in the early 1840s.” The most desperate
complaints came during the summer of 1842. Tennessee’s banks re-
sumed specie payments during July of that year, but shortly before that
month, the state experienced a particularly severe decline in prices.
Thomas L. Bransford, a merchant living in Gainesboro, Jackson County;,
in June described the bleak conditions in his county to his friend and
congressman, William Campbell:

The times are really distressing, the pecuniary embarrassment of the
people and the sacrifices of property, are greater than I have ever seen
before. Although 1 was only a boy, I well remember the vexation of
1819 & '20, it was not as bad as the present. The Tobacco, corn, pork,
sheep & other produce taken to market this Spring, has brought noth-
ing in return; in some instances it has not paid the cost of transporta-
tions. The loss sustained by shippers, from this County, is not less than
sixty thousand dollars. The merchants make no collections, there is no
money in circulation. Nearly all who went down the river with such
produce as we are in the habit of sending, of which you know corn,
Beef & Pork constitutes a considerable portion, are broken and can pay
nothing. . . .As to ourselves we owe but little and are hard run to pay
that. A large number of persons in this County who were thought to be
perfectly solvent 12 months since will be broken up. In Overton and
Fentress [counties] the times are Still worse. The Execution law in these
two Counties is virtually suspended for want of bidders. . .. Confidence
between man & man is entirely lost, and we are in an awfully bad
condition.] assure you my friend that I have not given a worse colour-
ing to things here than they deserve, in deed the description falls far
short of the reality.?

In the midst of these bleak conditions, the defense of freedom and
the promotion of economic prosperity came to be seen as one and the
same goal. The depression presented a calamitous, defining moment
for antebellum Tennesseans.The shortage of money and the dwindling
of trade, if they did not threaten an individual's survival, at least
threatened to devastate his wealth and raised the specter of persis-
tent poverty.As a result, hard times etched the Democratic and Whig
ideologies more deeply in the minds of voters. Party leaders provided
an explanation for one’s misfortune by attributing the causes of the de-
pression to the designs of their enemies. At the same time, party affil-
iation offered a means for voters to work for recovery, for the contest
between parties demanded that electors choose between contrasting
policy proposals—one viewed as likely to produce prosperity and
freedom and another seen as leading to destitution and tyranny. In
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this atmosphere, party competition appeared more than a mere game
or entertainment; rather, it seemed a struggle for one’s personal fu-
ture as well as for that of the republic.

According to Tennessee’s Democrats, the depression had come about
because the “avarice and overreaching of speculation” again had
brought irresponsible merchants and speculators to the verge of bank-
ruptcy, and the encouragement of this extravagance by the state’s banks
had forced them to suspend specie payments when the speculators
had extended themselves beyond their means.? As in 1837, in 1839
the “money power” and its desire to recharter a national bank stood
behind the collapse of the nation’s currency.The “desperation of the
Federal or Whig party” in recent elections had compelled the money
power to use its control over the country’s credit system to impose a
general suspension in order to revive the Whigs’ political prospects.
By creating this new crisis, Democrats maintained, this potential ar-
istocracy sought to create a popular revulsion against Van Buren’s ad-
ministration and so “induce the people to cry out for a National Bank,
as a panacea for existing evils.”3°

Democrats rejected outright Whig claims that a new national bank
could remedy the economic troubles. Instead, they proposed that “the
remedy for our pecuniary distresses” could be found only “in a rigid
economy and industry, and by ceasing to deal in excessive bank cred-
its”The problems in the money market affected only speculators and
“jobbers in the stock markets of eastern cities,” Democrats main-
tained; the real, laboring people of the country, on the other hand,
could provide for their needs by their own honest industry, and they
required no assistance from the government to achieve prosperity.
Even as prices and property values continued to fall, Democrats re-
mained firm in their belief that “our only relief will be found in indus-
try and economy,” rather than in assistance that would expand the
authority of the federal government.3!

Throughout the crisis, Democrats asserted that their party’s primary
objective, its “sacred duty,” remained its dedication to “a stern and rigid
adherence to the letter of the Constitution” A Bank of the United States
might provide citizens with temporary relief, but it still was an unconsti-
tutional and dangerous measure. Prosperity would return with good har-
vests and with wise management on the part of citizens, but the ulti-
mate consequence of a national bank would be the abrogation of
republican government and the establishment of a moneyed aristoc-
racy.¥? With strict construction at the heart of the Democratic appeal,
Van Buren’s Independent Treasury proposal became the “cardinal
measure” of the party in Tennessee, for the system would encourage



92 Federalists and Spoilsmen, Banks and Free Trade

citizens to work their way out of the crisis while providing a consti-
tutional means to care for the public revenue. The establishment of
the “subtreasury” would mark “the divorce of the government from the
Banks” and remove the government’s fiscal affairs from the nation’s
economy; at the same time, the program’s stipulation that federal trans-
actions utilize only specie or notes from specie-paying banks would
ensure a “steady and uniform” currency with which citizens could
conduct their private business.This “total and entire separation of the
Government in its fiscal operations from the faithless banks, . . . ” the
Union explained, “can alone establish the basis of permanent pros-
perity.”33

Beyond public unity behind the subtreasury proposal, Democrats ap-
peared unsure and divided over the proper economic policies that the
party should promote. Radical Democrats advocated an exclusively gold
and silver currency and the eventual elimination of all banks. Polk, in
his message to the state legislature, recommended policies that would
promote a mixed currency, which would provide paper money for
transactions involving large sums and specie for smaller, routine pur-
chases. His friends James Walker, John Catron, and Cave Johnson, mean-
while, advocated some sort of treasury bank, controlled by Con-
gress, to issue paper money backed by the federal government’s
revenue.These and other moderate Democrats saw state banks as useful
institutions; not only could they ensure the existence of necessary bank-
ing capital, but the power to create them fell within a state legislature’s
authority, and their nearness to the citizens provided a watch upon
their operations.>d Despite these differences, opposition to the “money
power” and faith in the propriety of a strict construction of the Consti-
tution united Tennessee’s Democrats. This evil kept Democrats together,
for party members of all shades of opinion on the financial question ab-
horred most of all the specter of “the tyranny of a Monied Oligarchy.”3
Party members feared that the money power would use the poor eco-
nomic conditions to expand its influence; thus they believed that the
government’s principal obligation was to thwart this potential aris-
tocracy and prevent it from establishing a despotism.To Democrats,
the responsibility of preserving a limited republican government took
precedence over providing immediate financial relief; they would
maintain their fidelity to strict con- struction and let irresponsible spec-
ulators suffer rather than accept the potentially disastrous solution of
rechartering a national bank.

As they had during the late 1830s,Whigs continued to attribute the
currency’s instability to the fiscal policies of Jackson’s and Van Buren’s
administrations. The refusal to recharter the Bank of the United States
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“Loading Corn, on the Tennessee” From Harper’'s New Montbly Magazine
(1858). Reproduction courtesy of Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nash-
ville.

had proven the most detrimental action, Whigs explained, for, prior
to Jackson’s veto, the national bank had provided the people with a strong,
stable, and uniform currency.’® Persistent Democratic opposition to a
national bank and promulgation of ruinous policies, Whigs main-
tained, not only kept the economy in its depressed condition but also
provided evidence of the Locofoco party’s sinister designs. According
to Whigs, their opponents continued to advocate a hard-money cur-
rency merely “with a view of deluding the people, and exciting their
prejudices against a National Bank,” even though they knew that the
lack of available gold and silver rendered the idea of an exclusively
specie currency “a complete humbug.”The Independent Treasury, too,
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Whigs described as nothing more than part of the spoils party’s plan
to consolidate power under executive authority, for, if enacted into
law, the plan would “keep the public monies in the hands of an un-
principled set of office-holders, appointed by the President, and by
him retained in office, to do his dirty work”3”

Aside from the Democratic policies’ implications for the stability
of republican government, Whigs charged that their opponents’ pro-
posals would fail to provide the people with any sort of relief from
the consequences of the panic. While for Democrats this duty fell out-
side the realm of government authority, for Whigs the promotion of
the general good stood at the center of their own conception of the
proper use of government power. In both their criticism of Demo-
cratic measures and their defense of their own party’s policies, Whigs
evinced a conviction that government had a responsibility to encour-
age, within constitutional bounds, the well-being of the population.
Quoting Andrew Jackson himself, the Republican Banner bluntly re-
minded voters in 1840 that “the object of a free Government is the
good of the people” A few years later, Columbia jurist Edmund Dil-
lahunty urged his friend Robert L. Caruthers, then a member of Con-
gress, to support measures that expressed “the parental care that
government should always manifest towards their own subjects or citi-
zens.” Whigs agreed with Democrats that government actions must
abide by the federal constitution; in fact, Whigs maintained that their
opposition to the enhancement of presidential power proved that
they were more loyal to that document than were their opponents.
Nevertheless, unlike the Democrats’ reliance upon the principle of
strict construction, Caleb Norvell explained that, “if the general gov-
ernment can exercise no powers, but such as are expressly, or in so
many words, granted by the constitution, measures the most impor-
tant and essential to the ‘general welfare’ would have to be aban-
doned 38

Whigs promised to use the power of government to institute poli-
cies that the party believed “essential to the prosperity of the country
and the permanence of our institutions.” Most immediately, with the
nation’s currency in shambles, the country’s economic condition be-
came “a subject to which the attention of Congress, as the guardian
of the public weal, should be specifically directed.”>® A new national
bank, on the other hand, would provide the crucial remedy for the
citizen’s economic ills, and throughout the depression, conservative
Whigs joined together with the party’s pro-bank wing to place a bank
at the center of the Whig appeal. The country’s experience with the
first two Banks of the United States, Whigs maintained, showed that
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such a central agency was “no longer an experiment”; instead, a na-
tional bank had proven “entirely adequate to the regulation of the Cur-
rency” as well as “an incomparable agent in the transaction of public
and private pecuniary affairs”4°

The promise of a national bank became the central tenet of the
Whigs’ appeal because, they argued, it was the only remedy that
could provide the nation with the reliable currency necessary to re-
store prosperity. State banks could prove helpful in providing capital,
Whigs admitted, but without the assistance of a central regulating
agency they could do little toward alleviating the prevalent hard
times. A national bank’s “extended means” and “wider limits” would
empower it to prevent overissues of notes by state institutions and re-
store confidence in the paper in circulation.This restoration of a sound
currency—the “spur to every species of enterprise and energy,” since
it provided “the hope of adequate reward that sweetens labor”—
would provide the basis for recovery from the depression, and the
gradual expansion of the money supply that would result from return-
ing prosperity, as well as from the national bank’s own capital, would
clevate all segments of society.!

Throughout the early 1840s, Whigs claimed that the question of a
national bank or the subtreasury furnished the “great issue” dividing
the parties in Tennessee. Beginning in late 1841, they began to pro-
mote a revision of the nation’s tariff policy as an equally important
measure in providing economic relief. In the 1820s and 1830s, Ten-
nessce’s electorate had opposed a high tariff, since the proposition
that protective duties favored northern manufacturing at the expense
of southern agriculture had been a key tenet held by Jackson’s Demo-
cratic-Republican party. Whigs and Democrats both had accepted the
issue as “permanently and satisfactorily settled” by the compromise
tariff of 1833, which had been passed in the midst of the Nullification
controversy.*> As hard times deepened, though, Whigs discerned
among voters growing support for an increase in tariff rates as a
means to encourage recovery. Only one of the state’s Whig congress-
men voted in favor of the Tariff Act of 1842. Nevertheless, Whig news-
papers already had begun to publish arguments in favor of tariff revi-
sion, as the issue joined the national bank at the center of the Whig
appeal. By early 1843, the Jonesborough Whig could claim that “a Tar-
iff for revenue, and the protection of home industry, cannot be op-
posed but at the expense of the popularity of its opponent.”43

Whigs denied that they advocated a tariff only for protection, and in
private, party leaders expressed a concern that the aggressive promo-
tion of the principle by northeastern Whigs would damage the party
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in the state. Instead, Tennessee’s Whigs maintained, as did Ephraim
Foster, that they had “ever been in favor of that protection which the
necessary wants of the public treasury and discriminating imposts can
easily and constitutionally ensure.” The depleted condition of the na-
tional treasury demanded an increase in duties in order to provide the
federal government with money. “A Tariff for revenue, or direct taxa-
tion, must be resorted to,” James C. Jones explained concerning the
1842 tariff during his campaign for reelection as governor, “and the
Whigs chose the former”Yet a modest increase in tariff rates would
provide “incidental” protection for American industry, a type of pro-
tection that not only was clearly within the bounds of the Constitu-
tion but also represented, like a national bank, a positive action on
the part of the government to stimulate the return of prosperity to
the economy. In the long run, incidental protection would end the
country’s “degradation of foreign vassalage” by “enabling our manu-
facturers to enter into competition with foreign establishments.” Even-
tually the United States would be able to end its dependence on Brit-
ain and France for manufactured products; national self-dependence
would promote “the continued well-being and advancement of the la-
boring classes of the entire Nation,” and southern farmers in particu-
lar would enjoy the “home market” for their agricultural produce, a
market that would be created by the nation’s expanding manufactur-
ing sector.%4

Democrats rejected the Whigs’ justification of incidental protection
and charged that their opponents revealed their Federalism by advo-
cating an unconstitutional tariff that would only aid northern manu-
facturers. Party spokesmen, like Whigs, accepted a tariff in itself as a
legitimate means for the government to raise revenue, but Democrats
maintained that the Tariff Act of 1842 intended to discriminate against
foreign goods in order to grant preferential treatment to northern cap-
italists at the expense of southern agriculturists. Cotton and tobacco
planters and yeoman farmers alike not only would be forced to buy
necessary goods from these “northern aristocrats” at whatever price
the manufacturers demanded, but also they would suffer from foreign
retaliation against southern staples.> Consistent with their belief in
the limited sphere of governmental authority, Democrats proposed to
set duties on foreign goods according to the principles of “free trade.”
Low rates on imports would in no way interrupt the normal flow of
trade, and the revenue received from the duties on this unrestricted
commerce, when combined with the proceeds from the sale of pub-
lic lands, would provide revenue adequate “to carry on the govern-
ment upon a system of the most rigid frugality and economy—and no
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more.” Moreover, by keeping government within the bounds of its le-
gitimate authority, free trade would prevent the government’s fiscal
affairs from interfering in the nation’s economy—an interference that,
despite Whig claims, would provide no relief for Tennessee’s elector-
ate. Protection would augment yeoman farmers’ difficulties, because
the increased prices on manufactured goods would, in effect, place
“an indirect tax upon the producers of the South” Likewise, while a
protective tariff might promote a “home market,” retaliation by other
nations would close the more extensive markets abroad and leave
farmers with restricted outlets for their surplus.

The Democratic policy, on the other hand, would provide the gov-
ernment with the necessary means to perform its operations in a lim-
ited and constitutional manner while providing no special advantages
that would “enrich one class of citizens at the expense of all others.”
Like the Independent Treasury, free trade would provide the neces-
sary conditions to allow farmers to rely upon themselves for the res-
toration of prosperity. “The farmers have asked for nothing that was
not right, and they should submit to nothing that was wrong,” the
Clarksville Jeffersonian concluded. “They ask for no legislative pro-
tection, though it might enrich them; and they should not submit to
any that will injure them.”¥’

These policy positions regarding the American economy, the
proper use of government power, and the demagogic menace to re-
publican government played a crucial role in establishing the identi-
ties of the Democratic and Whig parties in Tennessee. Even after eco-
nomic recovery in the late 1840s made the currency issue less salient
in political warfare, both parties continued loyal to the policy pro-
grams outlined during hard times. Democrats took credit for recov-
ery by attributing the return of prosperity to the Polk administration’s
re-establishment of the Independent Treasury and reduction of tariff
rates, while Whigs, in the 1851 state convention’s “Address,” expressed
their conviction that, despite the current affluence, “the country has
been subjected to great inconvenience and loss in not adopting their
opinions in relation to a sound, uniform currency.” J. M. Sturtevant,
superintendent of the state’s school for the blind, in 1853 revealed the
fundamental importance of economic concerns in the parties’ identi-
ties, when he reported to the General Assembly that the “moral atmo-
sphere of the school forbids lying”; dishonesty, he explained, was con-
sidered, “in the estimation of the scholars, worse than Free Trade to
Whigs, or a National Bank to Democrats. 8
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Since both parties attributed the cause and solution of the monetary
collapse to sources outside the state, debate between the parties over
economic policy and relief focused upon the role of the central gov-
ernment. National issues, in fact, dominated electoral contests in Ten-
nessee throughout the history of its party system. James K. Polk’s con-
scious determination in 1839 to force the electorate to take sides in
the confrontation between “Jeffersonian Republicans” and “Henry
Clay Federalists” so entrenched the conception of party warfare in the
state as part of a nationwide struggle between a republican people
and the country’s demagogic enemies that the contest for freedom
remained the dominant issue as long as Tennessee’s Whigs and Demo-
crats competed. State issues could serve only as auxiliary concerns in
the larger battle over the future of the American republic.

Others factors also worked to keep local issues at the periphery of
the party conflict.The narrow margin of difference between Democrats
and Whigs made candidates reluctant to add state policy to their party
appeals. Convinced that their cause would prevail if they simply insured
a full turnout of their associates at the polls, party leaders viewed local
concerns, particularly in a state where party competition overlay a sec-
tional rivalry among three distinct Grand Divisions, as questions upon
which taking a definite position could easily lose as much support for
candidates as it could gain. While standard-bearers for both parties rou-
tinely promised to improve the public education system and to encour-
age a general system of internal improvements, and while legislators ar-
gued over the consequences of granting licenses to “tippling houses”
where patrons could purchase and consume liquor on the premises,
Whig and Democratic leaders remained uncommitted on these issues
and encouraged voters to let fidelity to their party outweigh dissension
on local matters. In the early 1840s, the most important factor keeping
national concerns at the center of party debate was the contention that
the national government’s policy had been the cause of the economic
crisis and that only a change in policy could provide relief for citizens of
all states.®

While national concerns provided the focus of political debate, in
the General Assembly the parties battled over several important policy
issues. In the early 1840s, pressure from constituents compelled lawmakers to
consider and enact measures designed to alleviate the effects of hard
times. Appeals for relief culminated at the 1842 extra session of the
assembly. Whig Governor James C. Jones called the session primarily
for the purpose of reapportioning the state’s congressional and legis-
lative districts, but after the particularly sharp decline in prices and
property values over the summer, a member of the House of Repre-
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sentatives noted that his colleagues “see[m] to regard the subject of
relief, with more interest than any other”>® Democrats in the Senate
defeated a Whig-backed bill to authorize the state banks to issue “post
notes,” which would be redeemable only eighteen months or two
years after their issue.Also, although the House passed a bill to reduce
from three to two the annual terms of circuit courts, where creditors
sued debtors for payment on their loans, the bill failed in the Senate
by five votes. Before the extra session ended, though, the assembly
not only passed a law staying executions against property for eight
months, but also authorized the state banks to issue small bills,
amended the law for the redemption of real property to facilitate the
recovery of land sold for the payment of debt, and abolished the law
requiring imprisonment for debt.>!

These measures passed the assembly with bipartisan support, but
during most sessions, questions that involved Tennessee’s long-term
economic development occupied the legislators more often than did
the issue of relief. One of the most important subjects was state aid
for the construction of turnpikes, bridges, railroads, and other inter-
nal improvements. Since the 1834 constitution included a statement
encouraging the assembly to provide for a “well regulated system of
internal improvement,” neither Whigs nor Democrats challenged ei-
ther the legitimacy of state aid or the legislators’ authority to grant
charters to corporations for the construction of transportation lines.
Democrats did oppose federal aid to projects as unconstitutional, be-
cause the assumption of that power by Congress “tends to consolida-
tion with its numerous evils”; and in state policy Democratic legisla-
tors usually favored limiting state aid in order to keep the public debt
low and to avoid “a burthensome course of taxation.” In 1842, for in-
stance, Senate Democrats voted to strike a preamble, renouncing the
principle of repudiation, out of a Whig resolution pledging the state’s
intention to honor its debt.>2 Most votes on internal improvement leg-
islation followed sectional lines. Middle Tennessee already benefited
from the series of rivers linking the region to the world of commerce,
while representatives from the other Grand Divisions favored state aid
for the construction of lines that would facilitate their regions’ trade
links. East and West Tennesseans provided the votes for the passage of
an act in 1835 that authorized the governor to subscribe for stock in
internal improvement corporations, and for the 1838 act extending
state aid. Likewise, Whigs and Democrats from Middle Tennessee
joined together in 1840 to support the repeal of the provisions for
state aid. Whether favoring state aid or not, members of both parties
accepted the need for corporations to accumulate sufficient capital
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Table 6. Party Support on Tennessee General Assembly Roll-Call Votes
Favoring Amendments to Corporate Charters Stipulating Stockhold-
ers’ Unlimited Liability, 1839-1844

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 2 80.3 7.3 73.0
1841-42 4 85.9 15.0 70.9
1843-44 4 89.3 20.1 09.2
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 8 68.0 5.6 62.4
1841-42 2 75.0 4.8 70.2
1843-44 1 100.0 0.0 100.0

Sources: House Journal (1839-40), 238-39, 400; (1841-42), 268-69,470-71,617-18, 643 -
44; (1843-44), 371, 482, 503, 508. Senate Journal (1839-40), 116, 307, 308,316, 317, 365,
385, 468-69; (1841-42), 368, 550; (1843-44), 138-39, 158.

for the construction of improvement projects. Throughout the era,
Whigs and Democrats both bought stock in chartered companies and
served on the boards of directors of corporations. Several Democrats,
especially from East Tennessee, became prominent advocates of state
aid for the construction of railroads.>?

Despite individual Democrats’ activities with corporations, the party
revealed a distrust toward the powers granted by corporate charters.
The Bank of the United States, after all, had been a chartered corpora-
tion, and the potential wealth and economic leverage that might be
accumulated by even the smallest corporate body could prove a threat
to popular government.“It seems to us,” the Republican Banner com-
plained, “that ever since the Old Hero run a tilt against the Bank of
United States, the imaginations of his friends are continually haunted
by ‘bank monsters, and ‘chartered monopolies.”> To limit the possi-
bility that a state corporation could develop into such a “monster,”
Democratic assemblymen proposed to amend bills granting charters
to include restrictions that would hold stockholders individually lia-
ble for all debts incurred by the corporation, and that would reserve
to the General Assembly the power to alter,amend, or repeal the char-
ter at any time in the future, if the legislature considered it in the best
interest of the public welfare to do so.
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Table 7. Party Support on Tennessee General Assembly Roll-Call Votes
Favoring Amendments to Corporate Charters Declaring General As-
sembly’s Power to Alter, Amend, or Repeal the Charter, 1839-1842

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 5 81.8 16.7 65.1
1841-42 5 79.3 10.0 69.3
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 4 60.4 2.6 57.8
1841-42 9 813 4.0 77.3

Sources: House Journal (1839-40), 221, 399-400, 514-51, 597-98, 627-28; (1841-42),
101-2, 471-72, 625-26, 643-44, 688. Senate Journal (1839-40), 307, 365, 393-94, 477;
(1841-42), 158, 213, 217, 371, 549, 554-55, 610-11, 664, 675.

Democrats emphasized the necessity of these restrictions for sub-
ordinating corporations to popular control, but Whigs saw the poten-
tial consequences of unlimited liability and legislative control as de-
terring investors and so impeding the state’s economic development.
The experience of other states and of Europe, the Nasbhville Whig ex-
plained, had shown that the inclusion of these restrictions in charters had
“done much to impair public credit, and create distrust in every act where
corporations are concerned”Whigs could point to Tennessee’s own experi-
ence to justify their position, for an unlimited liability provision in the
1832 act chartering the Union Bank had so discouraged purchase of
the bank’s stock that the legislature had to pass a new charter, with-
out the restriction, in 1833 before the bank could secure enough cap-
ital to begin its operations. Tables 6 and 7, compiled from roll-call
votes recorded on proposed amendments to bills granting charters,
show that the votes on provisions for individual liability and for
legislative power over charters generally followed party lines,
with Democrats strongly favoring these amendments and Whigs
united against their passage. The few Democrats usually willing to
tolerate corporations without these restrictions frequently caused the
amendments’ defeat, for only two of the eight corporate charters
granted by the Democratic-controlled 1839 assembly included unlim-
ited liability provisions or declarations of the legislature’s power over
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the charter. Nevertheless, until the eve of the party system’s demise,
Democrats could be found in the state legislature attempting to at-
tach individual liability and legislative control amendments to
newly created corporation charters.®>

Tennessee’s state banking system also became a point of conten-
tion between the two parties. As with the internal improvement is-
sue, the parties accepted the existence of the three banks that had
been chartered in the early 1830s,and during the years of depression,
Democrats gave no indication of hostility toward the idea of state
banks. Several Democrats, in fact, became prominent supporters of the
1838 bill that created a new state bank.To the Democrats’ dismay, the
state bank failed to divert attention from the demand for a national
bank. Over the next three decades, mismanagement led to frequent
calls for its abolition, although the bank remained in business until
1869. Moreover, control of the bank often became a political issue
between Whigs and Democrats, as both parties accused their oppo-
nents of corruption, while packing the bank’s board of directors with
party loyalists whenever they gained control of the state govern-
ment.>¢ Nevertheless, Tennessee’s Democratic party never called for
the elimination of the state’s chartered banks, and the conduct of both
parties indicated their agreement that the state needed some form of
banking capital.

The banks’ suspension of specie payments as a consequence of the
depression, however, became a crucial issue between Whigs and Demo-
crats. The acts that incorporated the three state banks forbade them from
suspending specie payments and outlined forfeiture proceedings in case the
legislature concluded that they had violated their charters. Democrats
called for the assembly to use this threat of forfeiture to compel the
banks to end the suspension. The banks, Democrats argued, were
enjoying the full benefit of their corporate privileges at the ex-
pense of the public good, for, by suspending, they had “exempted
themselves from the performance of their duties, to the great detri-
ment of the public at large” During the 1837-38 session of the assem-
bly, Whigs managed to defeat a bill, sponsored by pro-Van Buren leg-
islators, that would order the banks to resume specie payments. The
crisis atmosphere of the panic, Whigs argued, necessitated a “conser-
vative” policy toward the banks.“The times are such,” the Republican
Banner maintained,“as to call for the utmost leniency towards every
public institution which has been engulphed in the common ruin of
the currency and business of the country.” Resumption of specie pay-
ments in 1838 temporarily ended the debate over legislative action,
but the renewed suspension of October 1839 rekindled the issue.
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Table 8. Party Support on Tennessee General Assembly Roll-Call Votes
in Favor of Ordering Tennessee’s Banks Immediately to Resume Specie
Payments, 1839-1842

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 13 86.9 14.9 72.0
1841-42 12 97.6 19.2 78.4
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 8 71.9 18.1 53.8
1841-42 5 79.4 20.0 59.4

Sources: House Journal (1839-40), 99-100, 107, 139~40, 144, 255-56, 263, 315-16, 475,
530-31, 591-92; (1841-42), 542-44, 550-53, 555-56, 819-20, 912-15, 941-42. Senate
Journal (1839-40), 74, 84, 305, 320-21, 331, 449-50, 466-67; (1841-42), 465, 540, 618-
20, 688.

Democrats again threatened to forfeit the banks’ charters if suspen-
sion continued, while Whigs again defended the banks by arguing
that, without a national bank, it would be pointless to expect relief
from “the feeble and rickety operations of State Banks.>’

The Democrats’ 1839 victory gave them the opportunity to imple-
ment their policy, and in his message to the legislature, Governor
Polk admonished the assembly that the banks “should be required at
an early day to be fixed by law” to resume their specie payments.
Democratic leaders, though, as well as Whigs, realized that the imme-
diate consequences of ordering resumption would work against the
party’s majority; as a result, Democrats hesitated to carry through
Polk’s proposal. Whigs chided their opponents either to order the
banks to resume or to declare unequivocally that the legislature would
leave the banks in control of their own policies, so that the institu-
tions could proceed with supplying credit for marketing the fall har-
vest.“Until some definite action be taken by the Legislature,” the Ban-
ner charged,“it is impossible for the Banks to know what to do.”Yet
Democrats recognized their adversaries’ plea as a mere electoral ploy
to embarrass their party; they easily voted down Whig resolutions re-
nouncing the legislature’s intention to order resumption. Most Demo-
crats then supported resolutions ordering resumption, but a small
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contingent of Democrats broke with their party to prevent the reso-
lutions from passing (see table 8).58

Two years later, with a Whig majority in the assembly and with the
continuation of hard times intensifying party hostility, Democrats re-
newed their efforts to order resumption. In January 1842, they forced
through the House of Representatives, with the aid of a few Whigs, a
new series of resolutions that declared the banks’ charters already for-
feited; ordered them to resume specie payments by July 1, 1842; and
authorized the state’s attorney general to file proceedings for writs of
scire facias against the banks if they failed to comply with the order.
By this time, however, the banks’ curtailment of their currency in cir-
culation had reached the point at which they could safely resume pay-
ing specie; even the Nasbville Whig encouraged the assembly to “let
the banks be put to the test.” It appears, too, that the parties already
had worked out some sort of arrangement on the resolutions before
they came up for consideration in the Senate, for in that body three
Democrats joined a majority of the Whigs to move the deadline for
resumption to January 1, 1843, although most Whigs still voted
against the passage of the resolutions. House Democrats, before giv-
ing their approval, altered the Senate’s changes only by requiring Ten-
nessee’s banks to resume within twenty days after resumption by the
banks of Kentucky and Louisiana, if those banks did so before January
1. This stipulation probably encouraged the banks to go ahead with
resumption, for, in early July, Tennessee’s banks announced that they
would end their own suspension of specie payments by August 1.
Even before that date, the Republican Banner reported that in Nash-
ville the banks “have now been paying specie on all amounts for sev-
eral days.”>

Whigs took the initiative on other measures that would expand the
state’s available capital. In 1843, the party’s majority chartered a new
Bank of East Tennessee, a venture that lasted only a few years.% Also, as
a means of increasing the state’s money supply, Whigs advocated re-
moving from the charters of the state’s banks the restrictions prohib-
iting them from issuing bills with a face value of less than five dollars.
Suspension again had stimulated the hoarding of specie and the pro-
liferation of private notes and shinplasters. “Small notes” issued by the
state banks, Whigs believed, would provide a sound local currency to
drive out the unstable private notes and “afford relief at the expense
or sacrifice of nobody.” An issue of small notes,Whigs contended, would
expand the amount of money in circulation and provide a medium
for payment of debts. Moreover, although backed by the banks’ specie
reserves, the notes’ small face values would discourage holders from
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Table 9. Party Support on Tennessee General Assembly Roll-Call Votes
in Favor of Authorizing Tennessee’s Banks to Issue Small Notes, 1839-
1848

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1839-40 3 20.5 82.6 62.1
1841-42 3 225 97.2 74.7
1842 2 14.2 85.5 71.2
1843-44 2 11.1 85.3 74.2
1847-48 3 15.8 86.9 71.1
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1841-42 2 52.0 95.8 43.8
1842 4 30.2 85.7 55.5
1843-44 2 25.0 96.2 71.2
1847-48 1 44.4 66.7 223

Sources: House Journal (1839-40), 222, 487, 558-59; (1841-42), 65, 282-83, 711-12;
(1842), 98-99; (1843-44), 178-79, 185; (1847-48), 929, 996, 997. Senate Journal (1841-
42), 499-500; (1842), 38-39, 43, 80-81; (1843-44), 437-38; (1847-48), 493.

bothering to present them to the banks in exchange for specie; at the
same time, knowledge that the banks could redeem these small notes
would prevent them from circulating at a discount.®!

Democrats, already suspicious of paper money, opposed the Whigs’
small-note proposals by arguing that these bills would propagate the
use of the “inferior” medium of exchange to the detriment of hard
moncey, the currency “possessing intrinsic value.” Governor Polk rec-
ommended that the legislature increase the level of the restriction of
note issues on the stock banks to that of the Bank of Tennessee, the
charter of which contained a provision raising the level of the small-
est denomination it could issue from five to ten dollars after January
1, 1841.“If all the channels of circulation below ten or twenty dollars
were left to be supplied by gold and silver coin, leaving the Banks to
issue and circulate their notes in these denominations,” the governor
stated,“it cannot be doubted that there would be a sounder and more
stable state of currency than exists.”%?

The majority party in the 1839 legislature failed to act on Polk’s sug-
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gestion, but in this and subsequent sessions, Whig unity remained
strong in roll-call votes on the small-note issue. With their own major-
ity in the 1841-42 General Assembly, Whigs passed a bill authorizing
the state bank to issue notes with a face value as low as one dollar,
Then, in the 1842 extra session, the assembly passed another Whig-
sponsored small-note act, this one permitting all Tennessee banks to
issue one-dollar notes until January 1, 1845. With an eight-seat ma-
jority in 1843, Whigs easily defeated their opponents’ attempts to set
the minimum value of notes issued by the Bank of East Tennessee at
five or ten dollars, and, even after the need for relief had disappeared,
the party continued to advocate a currency utilizing bills of small de-
nominations.The Democrats’ victory in 1845 meant that the next leg-
islative session would do nothing to revive small notes after the 1842
act had expired, but when the Whigs returned to power in 1847, the
majority party passed a law allowing the Bank of Tennessee again to
issue notes worth one dollar (see table 9).%3

Whigs expanded their proposals for government assistance for eco-
nomic development as the economy recovered from the depression
in the mid-1840s. Beginning in the 1847 session, Whigs revived de-
mands for state aid for internal improvement companies, particularly
for those involved in the construction of railroads.The party’s control
of the Senate in 1850 allowed it to pass a new internal improvements
bill providing for financial assistance for railroad companies. Demo-
cratic votes Kkilled the bill in the House, but Whigs continued their
support for state aid, while advocating other measures to create a fa-
vorable environment for business investment, including general incor-
poration and bankruptcy laws and a reduction of the state’s tax on
merchants. The party displayed its most unified stand on a proposal
to create a free banking system, which would increase the state’s
banking capital by allowing the establishment of banks without a
charter, once its organizers had posted bonds with the state govern-
ment for its note issues.*

Democrats, for their part, attempted to make a party issue of a pro-
posal for a constitutional amendment that would permit the selection
of state judges and attorneys general by popular election; but Whigs,
sensing widespread support for the proposal, themselves backed the
amendment while continuing their push for state assistance to eco-
nomic growth.%> The state’s prolonged prosperity persuaded enough
Democrats to join most Whigs in the 1851-52 session to secure the
passage of an internal improvement act that provided capital for the
construction of about twelve hundred miles of track over the next
decade. In that session, too, a sufficient number of Democrats joined
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Table 10. Party Votes on Major Economic Legislation, Tennessee Gen-
eral Assembly, 1847-1851

A.Votes Autborizing Elections for County And Municipal
Subscriptions for Stock in Internal Improvement Corporations

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1847-1848 1 33.3 94.7 61.4
1851-1852 1 43.3 75.0 31.7
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1847-1848 1 11.1 36.4 253
1851-1852 1 28.6 66.7 38.1

B.Votes Establisbing a Free Banking System

House
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1847-1848 2 3.6 54.9 51.3
1849-1850 4 14.1 89.6 75.5
1851-1852 3 30.9 75.0 44.1
Senate
Number of Percent Percent Index of
Session Votes Democratic Whig Disagreement
1847-1848 1 41.7 92.3 50.6
1851-1852 3 51.7 66.7 15.0

Sources: House Journal (1847-48), 510, 915, 1044; (1849-50), 171, 768, 810, 816; (1851-
52), 389, 444, 446. Senate Journal (1847-48), 445-46, 587; (1851-52), 469, 470, 474,
608-9.

Whigs to pass an act authorizing county and municipal governments
to hold popular elections on whether local governments could sub-
scribe for railroad stock, and an act creating a free banking system that
allowed for the rapid expansion of the state’s capital (see table 10).%¢
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On several other questions, division more often than agreement
characterized the Whigs’ and Democrats’ courses in the assembly. The
issues upon which they divided further indicate their divergent posi-
tions on the state government’s role in the long-term development of
the economy.®” Democrats in the assembly most often supported leg-
islation that would limit the state’s authority and proposed to exert
its power only against what they saw as the dispensation of unfair ad-
vantage to a select few. These principles were exemplified in their
consistent support for regulation of corporations and their aversion
to creating a state debt that might lead to oppressive taxation. Whigs,
on the other hand, showed their willingness not only to expand the
state debt during hard times, but also to increase the rate of the prop-
erty tax to insure a revenue sufficient to allow the state to meet its
obligations. In general, that party revealed no hesitancy to sanction
legislation that would use Tennessee’s resources to promote the state’s
economic development.

As in their national platforms, in state politics Tennessee’s Whigs
and Democrats presented different measures for relief from hard times
and advocated divergent propositions regarding the state’s economic
future. Like the national party, Tennessee’s Whigs wanted to use the
power of the state government to further the material well-being of
its citizens. While willing to accept some state assistance,Tennessee’s
Democrats, like the Democratic party nationwide, promised to use
government authority primarily to check the misuse of its power by
those seeking special privileges; beyond this duty, the party strove to
restrict the action of government in order to allow industrious citi-
zens to control their own destinies.

National rather than state issues dominated political debate in Tennes-
see’s electoral contests throughout the era of the party system. Even
in the 1850s, when state issues either sustained or provoked shifts in
party alignments in other states, Whig and Democratic leaders con-
tinued to keep local concerns out of the political arena in Tennessee.%
Moreover, the approval of the constitutional amendment providing for
the popular election of judges and attorneys general, along with the
legislature’s passage in 1852 of the Free Banking and the Internal Im-
provement acts, removed from consideration the major questions that
might have provided powerful statewide local issues for the parties.
With the margin of difference between the parties still minuscule, par-
ty leaders continued to avoid reference to potentially disruptive local
issues, anyway. Not until 1859, when Whigs—then campaigning un-
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der the name “Opposition”—challenged incumbent Governor Isham
G. Harris on a platform pledging to recharter the Union and Planters’
banks, did a party center its canvass upon a state issue. By that time,
however, Democrats had established such a preponderant majority
that the Opposition had little to lose by relying upon a local issue.

Although Tennessee’s parties offered no clear alternatives on state
programs, voters for the most part retained confidence in their cho-
sen parties until the crisis of secession. National issues, after all, had
provided the focal point of confrontation since the beginning of the
state’s party system, and as the question of slavery’s expansion came
to the forefront of national politics, party spokesmen in Tennessee
channeled the issue into the long-established ideological confronta-
tion between the state’s Whigs and Democrats.

Throughout the antebellum era, however, the parties’ constituen-
cies, their understanding of government power, and their actions on
state policy indicated that underlying the parties’ conceptions of the
proper defense of freedom were contrasting responses to the expan-
sion of commerce prevailing throughout Jacksonian America. This
“Market Revolution,” as it usually is called, presented both an oppor-
tunity for material prosperity and a challenge to the customs and the
stability of a rural, communally organized society that traditionally had
practiced subsistence-oriented, “safety-first” agriculture.® In Tennes-
see, as elsewhere in the United States, Whigs encouraged the expan-
sion of the market as the harbinger of material progress for all and
became, as one historian concludes, “unabashed champions of enter-
prise and the bourgeois/middle class ethic.”’® Democrats presented a
more ambiguous response. Enticed by the temptations of “progress,”
they nevertheless perceived that the triumph of commerce could re-
sult in prosperity for a few and poverty for the many, while it abrogat-
ed freedom by consolidating political and economic power in the
hands of a distant “moneyed aristocracy” Their party would encour-
age economic development only if legislation contained some type of
assurance that governmental action would respect equal opportunity,
preserve the rights of individuals, and give no exclusive benefits to
special interests with close ties to either the state capital or the Dis-
trict of Columbia.

While an economic and cultural transformation provided the foun-
dation for Tennessee’s party division, party adherents understood the
political confrontation as a struggle to protect voters’ liberty, for the
parties interpreted a depression’s sources and remedies according to
the republican ideals that long had prevailed in the state’s political
culture. Whig and Democratic voters went to the polls convinced that
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they could best preserve their freedom by electing men who would
uphold the pure republican principles of their own party over the
demagogues and aristocrats leading their opponents.These voters also
recognized that the triumph of one party over the other could deter-
mine their own material conditions for years to come.



FIVE

The Politics of Relief:
Hard “Times and “Texas

1839-1845

With party loyalties established among voters by 1839, the following
six years witnessed the most heated party competition, the most in-
tense electioneering, and the most widespread participation of any
period in Tennessee’s history. That period began and ended with Dem-
ocratic majorities in the General Assembly, but most of the early 1840s
found the party struggling to recover from a series of defeats. Renewed
suspension of specie payments, worsening economic conditions, and
the promise of relief offered by proposals for a new national bank con-
tributed to successive Whig victories and placed the Whig party in a
strong position. The question of the immediate annexation of Texas re-
vived the Democrats’ prospects, and, although the party failed to carry
Tennessee for James K. Polk in 1844, the momentum stimulated by
the Texas issue allowed the Democrats to regain control of the state
government in the next year.

The issue of economic recovery dominated political discussion in
the early 1840s. Expansion also made its appearance in politics dur-
ing these years. Despite the prominence of territorial issues over the
next two decades, the expansion question first gained visibility as a
component of the conflict over the best policies for securing relief
from hard times. At the center of the parties’ dispute, though, re-
mained the battle over which party truly represented “the people”
against demagogues and potential aristocrats. Whether a national
bank, the election of United States senators, or Texas annexation
formed the chief point of contention, party spokesmen directed dis-
cussion of these issues into the established party ideologies. The pri-
mary focus of party competition through these years remained a bat-
tle between “the people” and either Federalists or the spoils party.
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Ultimately, depression politics proved most disastrous for Democrats.
In the aftermath of their victory in 1839, Democrats began their prep-
arations for the 1840 presidential election with confidence. Although
Martin Van Buren had failed to carry Tennessee in 1836, Democrats
believed that in a direct contest between Van Buren and his “Federal-
ist” opponents, without the distraction of Hugh L. White’s candidacy,
Tennessee voters gladly would return the incumbent to power. With-
in a week after voters had cast their ballots in 1839, Democratic news-
papers endorsed Van Buren’s reelection.! After the state’s banks’ re-
newed suspension of specie payments in October 1839, indicating
that hard times had not yet subsided, Democrats counted on the ex-
pected vice-presidential nomination of the state party’s champion,
James K. Polk, to carry the ticket in Tennessee. Prior to the conven-
ing of the General Assembly in October, party leaders encouraged sup-
porters to hold local public meetings expressing popular support for
a Van Buren-Polk ticket. Two days after Polk’s inauguration as Tennes-
see’s governor, Samuel H. Laughlin introduced into the state senate
resolutions recommending Van Buren’s and Polk’s election as presi-
dent and vice-president. These resolutions quickly received the ap-
proval of the Democratic majority in both branches of the state legis-
lature.?

Confident in the strength of their party’s position, the Democratic
majority then proceeded toward its goal of “redeeming” Tennessee
from “Federal Whiggery.” Central to achieving this goal was ensuring,
in the national government, proper representation of the electorate’s
presumed Democratic sentiments. For six weeks, the assembly’s ses-
sion was dominated by debate over a series of resolutions instructing
the state’s two United States senators, Hugh L. White and Ephraim H.
Foster, to “support in good faith,” according to the resolution’s final
form, “the leading measures and policy as brought forward and advo-
cated by the present President of the United States.” Party leaders ex-
pected these resolutions to coerce the two Whig senators to resign,
for, during the 1839 campaign, Foster had indicated that he would re-
sign in the event of a Democratic victory. Foster’s resignation in par-
ticular would have satisfied one of the state’s most prominent Demo-
crats, Felix Grundy. Aside from the legacy of Foster’s challenge for
Grundy’s seat in 1831, Whigs had tried to force Grundy’s own resig-
nation from the Senate in 1837, both by electing Foster to succeed
him with two years left in Grundy’s term, and by passing their own
resolutions instructing Grundy to oppose Van Buren’s Independent
Treasury proposal.Yet, even if neither Foster nor White resigned, they
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would be compelled to support Van Buren’s administration or else
face public condemnation for violating the people’s will as expressed
through their representatives.? Fulfilling the Democrats’ expectations,
both senators resigned, with White charging that “those who can vote
such a Resolution have more confidence in the President than a Pa-
pist bas in bis Pope.”Whigs throughout the state decried the instruct-
ing resolutions as means by which the state’s senators had been “CON-
VERTED INTO PALACE SLAVES.”¢ The Democratic majority nevertheless
jumped at the chance to fill the seats with reliable Democrats, and
they completed their “redemption” of Tennessee by electing Grundy
and Knoxville’s Alexander O.Anderson in place of Foster and White.

While Democrats worked to consolidate their party’s hold on the
state, Whigs already had initiated their preparations to recover the
state in the presidential election. Whig leaders attributed their loss in
1839 to their failure to challenge Polk’s aggressive campaign, but the
narrow Democratic majority convinced party members that an ener-
getic effort could carry Tennessee for the Whig candidate.> Almost im-
mediately after the tabulation of the votes in 1839, John Bell arranged
a meeting of Whig leaders throughout the state to plan for the 1840
canvass. Throughout the fall, Whigs held county meetings to appoint
“vigilance committees” to direct local electioneering efforts. In both
Nashville and Knoxville, Whigs appointed committees to visit Ken-
tucky and invite the expected Whig presidential nominee, Henry Clay,
to visit Tennessee.¢

The national convention’s nomination of Ohio’s William Henry
Harrison instead of Clay temporarily stunned Tennessee’s Whigs, but
party leaders quickly recovered and honored their pledge to accept
the convention’s choice.” The “struggle for principle” facilitated the
shift of support from Clay to Harrison; since Van Buren’s election,
Whigs had emphasized the need for unity among all opponents of the
administration, so as to secure the goal of casting the “spoils party”
from power. The prominent measures of the administration—particu-
larly the subtreasury, a plot by which Van Buren intended to achieve
“the permanent establishment of his control over the money of the
nation”; and Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett’s proposal to place state
militia under national control, which Whigs interpreted as a plot to
establish a “standing army”—proved to Whigs that Van Buren and his
minions had moved to consolidate their hold on power by establish-
ing a national despotism.®

Thus Whigs in 1840 rallied behind the cry of “The Union of the
Whigs for the sake of the Union” and pledged to “march up in solid
phalanx to the rescue of the Constitution under the banner of the dis-
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tinguished citizen of Ohio.” Harrison, while not the state party’s first
choice, nevertheless proved acceptable as a candidate because he
was, as the Nasbville Whig maintained, “emphatically one of the peo-
DPle, and independent of all party consideration.”® To emphasize the
centrality of their opposition to the “spoils party,” Whig conventions
in Knoxville and Nashville, called to select candidates for presidential
electors, both unanimously chose the state’s recently deposed sena-
tors, White and Foster, as the party’s two at-large electors. If the presi-
dent could secure so much power in a state legislature that he could
order its representatives to give blind obedience to his will, Whigs ar-
gued, “what is more wanting, so far as the legislature is concerned, to
make Mr.Van Buren King?”1?

With the “spoils party” cast from office, Whigs promised to “carry
out those great measures of national policy, the execution of which
we deem of vital importance to the perpetuity and healthful action of
our cherished institutions” Whigs seldom specified these “great mea-
sures,” but few voters could doubt that they would aim at relieving
the electorate of the effects of the nation’s economic misfortunes.!!
Harrison’s election, according to Whigs, offered the hope of relief, for
with self-serving office holders out of power, responsible statesmen
once again would guide the country’s economic prospects. Pro-bank
Whigs openly avowed that a Whig victory would lead to the creation
of a new national bank; conservative Whigs left the issue open, but
they did acknowledge that their candidate stood pledged “to abide by
the wisbes of the people, and to sanction a National Bank, if through
a majority of their representatives, they so will it” Yet both wings of
Tennessee’s Whig party came together behind the promise that Harri-
son’s election could only improve the nation’s economic condition.
As the Nasbville Whig quoted one of the town’s “oldest merchants,”
Whigs portrayed “but one gleam of hope for the future—the triumph
of Old Tippecanoe over the reckless authors of our ruin.”?

While Whigs rallied behind Harrison, Democrats watched their
own party’s prospects in the coming contest evaporate, despite the
confidence they had gained in recent state elections. The return of
hard times once again forced Van Buren’s supporters to defend their
party’s fiscal policies and gave their opponents a powerful advantage.
To add to the Democrats’ chagrin, the incumbent vice-president, Ri-
chard M. Johnson, refused to step aside in favor of Polk, and, as a re-
sult, the national convention adjourned after nominating Van Buren,
without naming either aspirant as his running mate. Polk immediate-
ly withdrew his name from consideration for the office in a public let-
ter to Grundy, for the governor already had told Cave Johnson that he
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would not consent “to play the part, which Judge White did in the
Presidential election of 1836,” by allowing his name to be run only in
states where it could attract votes. The Nashville Union and the
Knoxville Argus continued to run Polk’s name on their mastheads as
their vice-presidential candidate until July, but long before that month,
it had become clear to Democrats that they only could stand behind
Van Buren and the party’s claim to represent true Democratic-Repub-
lican principles.'?

Unlike the previous presidential election, in which Hugh L. White
and Van Buren both had stood as “members of the Jackson party,’
Democrats argued that the 1840 contest represented “the first time
that Tennesseans are called upon to desert their long cherished prin-
ciples” Harrison’s past record proved that the Whig candidate was a
Federalist, Democrats charged, for not only had he supported the ad-
ministrations of John and John Quincy Adams, but as a congressman
he had voted in favor of a protective tariff and federally-funded inter-
nal improvements. Moreover, as a member of the Ohio legislature,
Harrison voted in favor of a bill “TO SELL FREE WHITE AMERICANS” into
slavery, as Democrats interpreted a proposed law to hire out prison
labor.'4 As for the nation’s economic maladies, Democrats again ex-
plained that the “money power” had brought on a suspension of
specie payments in an attempt to induce voters “to barter the liber-
ties of their country for the few ephemeral advantages to be derived
from a National Bank.” This time, too, the Federalists sought to aid
their schemes through a popular campaign that appealed to “the low-
est order of intellect” and by stimulating “a feeling of ‘enthusiasm,” as
Van Buren loyalists described the frequent campaign rallies sponsored
by their opponents. Equally ominous, Democrats maintained, was the
alliance that Whigs had forged with northern abolitionists, for it
showed that the Federalists would even threaten the South’s security
in order to secure Harrison’s election.'”

Charges of Harrison’s “Federalism” and “Abolitionism” could do lit-
tle to counter the Whigs’ offensive against Van Buren and his “party,”
especially when the hope of recovery offered by Harrison’s election
carried the Whig appeal. With leaders of both parties portraying the
election as vital to the existence of the republic, a higher proportion
of voters than in any other election in state history went to the polls
in November. When the votes had been counted, the electorate
learned that it had given Harrison a majority of more than twelve
thousand votes, as the Ohio challenger carried Tennessee on his way
to defeating the incumbent in the national election.“We are to have a
Federal administration,” Democrats lamented, and they blamed the
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Whigs’ aggressive popular campaigning for stirring up an enthusiasm
that permitted “unprecedented frauds upon the elective franchise”
and deceived the “honest yeomanry” of the country. Privately, party
leaders acknowledged that the return of hard times had severely
weakened their cause. “Whilst we could only point them to their
workshops & cotton-fields with the aid of economy for relief”A. O. P
Nicholson told Polk, “our opponents presented them the more allur-
ing prospect of abounding cash from a National Bank "¢

The Whigs’ stand against “the party,” aided by the “alluring pros-
pect” of relief, likewise carried them to victory in the state elections
of 1841. During the presidential canvass, Polk had declared himself a
candidate for reelection as governor, a declaration primarily designed
to justify his speaking efforts on behalf of the Democratic presiden-
tial nominee, and to dispel notions that he was actively campaigning
for the vice-presidency. With Foster anxious to return to the Senate,
and with Bell rumored about to receive a cabinet appointment from
the new president, no Whig appeared to have the prominence to chal-
lenge the Democratic incumbent, so a state convention, held at Mur-
freesborough, nominated to stand against Polk a political novice,
James C. Jones of Wilson County. Aside from taking a leading role in
organizing Wilson County’s White supporters in 1836, the thirty-one-
year-old Jones’s public service was limited to one term in the state leg-
islature and a canvass as a Harrison elector in 1840."7 Yet Whigs rec-
ognized in Jones, whose six-foot, one-inch, 125-pound frame earned
him the nickname “Lean Jimmy,” a master of popular campaigning
who could match Polk’s own dynamic campaign style. “Majr. Jones is
one of the best stump speakers in our State, or almost any where else
& he will beat Polk at his favorite game,”William Campbell predicted
to his uncle.!®

Polk again had planned an energetic, offensive campaign like the
one he had waged against Newton Cannon in 1839, and Democrats
believed that, behind such a campaign, they could maintain their as-
cendancy. Jones, however, launched his own offensive that checked
Polk’s efforts, and the challenger forced the incumbent to devote his
energy on the stump to defending his political consistency. Jones pro-
duced evidence, from Polk’s past writings and speeches, indicating
that the governor himself once had been “the warm advocate of Inter-
nal Improvements by the General Government” and that he had op-
posed the subtreasury until “the party” demanded that all office-seek-
ers support the measure. Whig newspapers, meanwhile, reminded
voters that “a subservient party Legislature” had forced White and Fos-
ter out of the Senate and had “filled their places with their own parti-
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“Gubernatorial Campaign, 1841 or 1843, between James K. Polk and James
C. Jones.” Tennessee Historical Society Picture Collection. Reproduction
courtesy of Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville.

zans,” and they derided the governor for denigrating “his high place
and duties” during the 1840 presidential canvass to “become a party
missionary and stump orator” While Whigs attacked Polk as a dema-
gogue, Jones centered his own campaign upon the need for a national
bank and his support for the national party’s proposal to distribute to
the states the proceeds from the sales of public lands.!?

The governor defended his actions while in office and proclaimed
his political consistency against Jones’s charges, while continuing to
stand behind the subtreasury as the only “constitutional treasury” The
incumbent based his own campaign upon his conviction that the early
developments of the new administration proved that the nation had
entered “The Third Reign of Federalism.” Democrats expected Harri-
son’s call, immediately after his inauguration, for an extra session of
Congress to work to their advantage, for, as Jackson explained, the
expense of this “unnecessary” session would “open the eyes of the
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deluded people & prostrate the Whiggs who have been crying out re-
trenchment & reform.” Polk contrasted Harrison’s call for the session
with his own refusal to burden the state with a session of the state
legislature merely to elect senators for the session, and the incumbent
maintained that the new president’s cabinet appointments, especially
his appointment of Daniel Webster as secretary of state, provided con-
clusive proof that “the power of the General Government has in truth
passed into the hands of the Federal party.”°

Polk’s campaign did manage to reduce the margin between the par-
ties from the Democrats’ devastating defeat in 1840 to about three thou-
sand votes. Nevertheless, the Democratic champion lost in his bid for
reelection. Although Polk’s party managed to retain a one-seat majority
in the state senate, the Whigs won a three-seat advantage in the house
of representatives, an advantage that would leave the Whigs in control
of a joint session of the General Assembly. Despite Jones’s narrow mar-
gin of victory, these results, along with the party’s control of eight of
the state’s thirteen congressional seats, permitted Whig leaders to pro-
claim that the state elections had “triumphantly demonstrate[d] the con-
tinued ascendancy of Whig principles in TENNESSEE.”2!

Developments in Washington overshadowed the state canvass in
1841. Tennessee’s Whigs interpreted Harrison's election as a public
mangdate in favor of the creation of 2 new national bank, and through-
out the state, voters expected the establishment of a new central in-
stitution to take priority at the extra session of Congress.?? Whigs
mourned when they learned that Harrison had died on April 4, but
they expected no change in policy with the accession of Vice-Presi-
dent John Tyler, for Tyler, they believed, “likewise inherits the politi-
cal principles of the late President.” This confidence appeared justi-
fied as Tyler signed into law Whig-sponsored bills to repeal the
subtreasury, to distribute the proceeds from the sales of public lands,
and to create a national system of bankruptcy. Yet, three weeks after
they had cast their ballots in the state elections, Tennessee’s citizens
received the news that Tyler had vetoed a bill to charter a bank. By
the middle of September, they also had learned of the president’s sec-
ond veto of a similar bill; of the resignation of all members of the cab-
inet, except Webster, to protest the vetoes; and of the meeting of
Whigs in Congress that passed resolutions effectively expelling Tyler
from the Whig party.??

Tyler’s vetoes shocked Tennessee’s Whigs. Party members wasted
no time in joining together to castigate the president for his action. A
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Whig meeting in Gallatin, Sumner County, condemned the vetoes as
acts “contrary to the will of the people,” while similar meetings in
Murfreesborough and Franklin included in their proceedings hanging
the president in effigy. Tyler had denied “the great body of the Ameri-
can People, the prime measure for their peculiar relief, demanded at
his hands,” the Nashville Whig concluded; “we see not, indeed, how
or when, he can atone for such enormous wrong.” Beyond Tyler’s de-
nial of relief to a suffering people, Whigs decried the president’s ac-
tions as violating their party’s fundamental creed of restricting execu-
tive power in order to allow the popular will to determine public policy.
Whigs thus resoundingly approved the cabinet’s resignation and the na-
tional party’s renunciation of the president. Tyler had proven “a TRAI-
TOR to the party which had brought him into power,” William G.
Brownlow charged; by his actions, he had “forfeited all claims to the
future support and confidence of that party”4

In response to Tyler’s apostasy, Whigs immediately revived their ef-
forts to elevate Kentucky’s Henry Clay to the presidency. Brownlow’s
Jonesborough Whig endorsed Clay in September 1841, even before
news of Tyler’s second veto of a bank bill had reached the state. After
the sharp decline in prices and property values in the first half of
1842, the Nashville Whig and the Republican Banner both pro-
claimed the Kentuckian, as the Banner stated, “the great favorite of
those of whose virtuous principles he has been so bold, so faithful,
so powerful and so true an advocate.”® As they had in 1840, Whigs
promoted their presidential favorite as a virtuous republican states-
man who would respect the people’s will and the constitutional re-
strictions on executive power.This time, the promise to charter a na-
tional bank moved to the center of the party’s appeal. With the party
faithful furious at Tyler’s course as president, and with the depression
deepening and no prospect of recovery in sight, the banner of Clay
and a bank provided a powerful rallying point for Tennessee’s Whigs.
“Let HENRY CLAY once appear on the track,” the Jonesborough Whig
maintained, “and let the issue be made of Bank or no Bank, a sound
currency or no currency, and the battle will be easily won.”2¢

While Whigs repudiated Tyler and identified their party with Clay’s
presidential candidacy, Democrats praised the president for his ac-
tions against the establishment of a national bank. Although opposed
to him on most issues, the Nasbville Union declared that on this is-
sue Tyler had proven “true to his trust; faithful to the Constitution; and
faithful to his professions.” The paper then called the president “the
instrument we doubt not in the hands of a wise Providence of rescu-
ing a betrayed and insulted people from this monstrous mare—this
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nurturing mother of an embryo nobility”?” With hard times continu-
ing, and with Whigs attaching themselves to Clay, Democrats believed
that political currents in the state were shifting in their party’s favor.
Even before Harrison’s inauguration, Democrats had begun to criticize
the Whigs for failing to provide relief. “The people were not asked to
wait until Harrison should be inaugurated, but were told that as soon
as it became positively certain that he would be elected, confidence
would dawn on the ‘mercantile community, and ease and plenty on
ally the Knoxville Argus chided. “Now, indeed, the people are told
that they must wait a year or two before the promised era of good
times can arrive!”®

Moreover, Democrats interpreted the Whigs’ actions since their
victory as aiding the Democracy’s cause.The course of the extra ses-
sion of Congress, Democrats maintained, vindicated their prediction
that the costly session would “prove a failure.” Party spokesmen re-
minded voters that the Whig champion Clay had supported the Bank-
rupt Act passed at that session.This act had received widespread pub-
lic condemnation in Tennessee, for even the Whig Francis B. Fogg
recognized it as a law that would “not only relieve the honest and un-
fortunate debtor, but a far more numerous class of debtors who have
neither been honest or unfortunate.”?® Most important, the Whigs’
popular campaigning no longer obscured their promotion of a bank.
Democrats expected those citizens who had followed Hugh White
into the Whig party to repudiate their Federalist allies, because in the
next election—for the first time—“the question will bave a fair
bearing, and the people will bave a fair bearing, and the end will
doubtless be the will of the people.”®

Whatever chances Democrats may have had of recapturing Tennes-
see in the 1843 state elections suffered a severe blow from the party’s
course in the “Immortal Thirteen” controversy during the 1841-42
legislative session.The death of Felix Grundy in December 1840 and
the expiration of Alexander Anderson’s term on March 3, 1841, left
vacant the state’s two seats in the United States Senate, seats that had
been subjects of bitter contention between the parties since Whigs
had tried to force Grundy’s resignation in the 1837-38 legislature.
Since the 1841 elections had given them a two-seat majority in a joint
session of the assembly, Whigs expected to have no trouble electing
two members of their own party to fill these seats, notwithstanding
John Bell’s arrival in Nashville at the opening of the session after his
resignation as Tyler’s secretary of war. Bell had been Ephraim Foster’s
chief rival for dominance in Tennessee’s Whig party and for a seat in
the Senate since Foster had won the party’s support as Grundy’s suc-
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cessor; now Bell came to Nashville looking for a way to secure his
own election to one of the two vacancies. Nevertheless, the Whig
members of the assembly met early in the session and agreed to unite
behind Foster and McMinn County’s Spencer Jarnigan, who had re-
placed Hugh White on the Harrison electoral ticket after White’s death
in April 1840.The desire to vindicate Foster for the resignation that
had been forced on him by the Democrats’ instructing resolutions
gave him the strongest claims on a seat, while Jarnigan’s residence in
East Tennessee would preserve the state’s traditional balance in the
Senate seats between East and Middle Tennessee.3!

Unknown to Whigs, the assembly’s Democrats planned to use their
thirteen-to-twelve advantage in the state senate to frustrate the elec-
tion of Whig senators. In every previous election since Tennessee’s
admission to the Union in 1796, the legislature had chosen senators
in a joint session of the assembly’s two branches, in which session a
majority vote determined the victorious candidate. With their party
in a minority in a joint session, Democrats now claimed that this mode
of electing senators violated both federal and state constitutions.The
Constitution of the United States directed that state legislatures
choose senators, and since Tennessee’s legislature consisted of two
independent bodies, Democrats argued that the legislature’s choice
of senators must meet the approval of both the house and the senate
in their independent capacities.®? Thus, when Whigs in the senate in-
troduced resolutions to meet with the house to elect U.S. senators,
the “Immortal Thirteen” Democrats defeated the resolutions on the
basis of their newly-developed interpretation of the Constitution.
When Democratic Speaker of the Senate Samuel Turney temporarily
deserted his party and voted to pass the Whig resolutions, the remain-
ing twelve prevented a quorum in the joint session by refusing to at-
tend. Instead, these Democratic senators remained in the Senate Hall
and sent to Turney a message informing him that they were “ready to
transact any constitutional business pending before this branch of the
General Assembly.”33

The key to the state party’s strategy lay less in its claim to have dis-
covered the correct interpretation of the Constitution than in the
charge that the Whigs were attempting to force their party’s choice
of senators upon the assembly, regardless of the popular will. Shortly
after the assembly’s session opened, the Immortal Thirteen drew up a
list of questions, or “interrogatories,” and sent them to potential sena-
torial candidates in both parties. Most of these interrogatories in-
volved the leading policy issues dividing the parties, and they con-
cluded by asking whether the candidate accepted the General
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Assembly’s right to instruct senators and whether a senator had a
“duty, when instructed, to obey or resign.” Foster and Jarnigan refused
to reply, with Foster declaring in a public statement that his enemies
possessed “neither power to deter, nor wealth nor honors enough to
purchase me.” Democrats in turn now claimed that the Thirteen’s in-
sistence on constitutional purity prevented the Whigs from sending
to the Senate “dumb,” or “mum,” candidates who refused to submit
their political principles for public consideration.

The Thirteen apparently believed that, through their stand upon
constitutional principles, they could direct public outrage toward their
opponents for their seemingly highhanded intention to choose sena-
tors regardless of the citizenry’s will. With public opinion in their fa-
vor, Democrats not only could prevent Foster’s and Jarnigan’s election,
but instead elevate at least one, and possibly two, Democrats into the
vacant Senate seats. Although Whigs already held a solid cight-seat ma-
jority in the national Senate, the additional Democratic votes could
play a significant role in Congress’s deliberations on federal policy. If,
in the end, Whig senators were elected, the Thirteen’s determination
only to accept candidates who had answered the interrogatories meant
that the senators would be publicly committed to the legislature’s right
of instruction, insuring that a future Democratic Assembly could com-
pel them to vote for Democratic measures in Congress or resign. And
if the Thirteen’s stand prevented the election of any senators at the cur-
rent session, the Whigs’ refusal to compromise on their “dumb candi-
dates” convinced Democrats that public condemnation would fall
upon their opponents.* “Our whole object,” state house member Will-
iam H. Polk told his brother, the former governor,

is, to place them in the position of refusing to elect State officers, nec-
essary and essential, to the proper administration of our State Govern-
ment, because we prevent them from placing in the Senate men who
stand Mum, virtually controverting and denying the right of the peo-
ple to know the opinions and political views of their public servants.
They will stand in the indefensable [sic] attitude, of having clog[gled
the wheels, and prevented the necessary opperation [sic] of our State
Government, because we would not passively surrender up the rights
of the people, by permitting the election of Foster and Jarnigan. If we
can succeed in placing them in this light before the country our con-
quest will be easy.3¢

Despite Polk’s optimism, the strategy behind the Thirteen’s stand
backfired. Privately, Foster and Bell offered to negotiate some sort of
arrangement with the Democrats. Publicly, Whigs remained firm in



The Politics of Relief, 1839-1845 123

their determination to elect Foster and Jarnigan, and they treated the
interrogatories as an insult.?” Whigs could afford to refuse to compro-
mise, for, aside from Democrats, few in the electorate apparently found
plausible the party’s argument concerning the unconstitutionality of
the election of senators by a joint session of the assembly. Precedent
had established the authority of a joint session, Whigs argued, and “if
the precedent had not been acceptable to the People, perfectly so,
why did not the Convention of 1834 take some action on the sub-
ject?”3® Rather than their opponents, Democrats soon found them-
selves under attack—for blocking the election of senators and for self-
ishly preventing the execution of the popular will.

As the session progressed, Democrats realized their party’s tenuous
position. In January, ex-Governor Polk admonished Democratic legis-
lators to permit the election of at least one senator.The Thirteen, how-
ever, not only had launched their offensive upon a weak position, but
also they had left their party at a point from which an honorable re-
treat appeared impossible. “[M]ost of the ‘immortal thirteen, for
weeks before the adjournment, were in unspeakable travail,” Foster
told Robert Caruthers.“They saw the error of their way, & would have
been glad to retrace their steps, but that a retrograde march would
have damned them with double infamy”*°

Democrats tried to shift the burden of the legislature’s inability to
elect senators back upon their opponents. As early as December, the
Thirteen offered a compromise by passing, in the state senate, resolu-
tions electing Democratic Congressman Hopkins L. Turney and Tho-
mas Brown, an East Tennessee Whig who had answered the interroga-
tories. Then, on the final day of the session, the senate considered a
resolution to allow each party to select one senator, though dissent
among the Thirteen themselves defeated this proposal’s passage. In
the house, the Whig majority, recognizing that the weight of public
opinion lay in its favor, refused to concur in the resolutions electing
Brown and Turney and displayed no inclination to compromise. When
the assembly adjourned in early February, Tennessee’s two seats in the
United States Senate remained vacant.The state would remain unrep-
resented in the Senate for the next two years, and popular sentiment
blamed the assembly’s failure to provide senators on the Immortal
Thirteen. “[T]here is now, here, a deep feeling of dissatisfaction
among the people generally, at the conduct of the democratic mem-
bers of our legislature in not electing senators,” James Campbell, a
Whig member of the state senate, told his nephew. “The Whigs loudly
condemn, & the democrats do not pretend to justify. If we cant suc-
ceed now with the people of Tennessee we may give up the ship.”#
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Even if Democrats had not stumbled into the “Immortal Thirteen”
fiasco, it remains doubtful whether they could have recovered the
state in the next elections. Notwithstanding party leaders’ confidence
in the potential of the issues provided by Congress’s extra session in
1841, Democrats still suffered from the stigma of being, as the Whigs
alleged, the party responsible for the collapse of the economy. The
party appeared to offer no solution to the deepening depression, and
the Thirteen’s gamble saddled Democrats with the additional image
of politicians fighting desperately for their political survival. Over the
summer of 1842, Democrats challenged Whigs to a general resigna-
tion from the legislature to let the electorate pronounce judgment on
the senatorial question, but Whigs instead continued to remind citi-
zens, in the words of the Republican Banner, that “the present hard
times . . . are the result of a continuation of the Democratic policy.”
Although Democrats charged that the Whigs had failed to provide the
prosperity they had promised in 1840, Whigs merely pointed toTyler’s
vetoes of the party’s central proposal for restoring confidence in the
currency as the chief factor preventing recovery.?! As long as hard
times continued, and as long as they offered nothing to counter the
Whigs’ promise of relief, Democrats could have little hope to carry
Tennessee.

As a result,Whigs had little trouble retaining their hold on the state
in the 1843 elections. Polk again faced “Lean Jimmy” Jones for the gov-
ernor’s chair, and the Democratic challenger entered the canvass con-
vinced that his prospects were “better than they have ever been: bet-
ter decidedly than they were in 1839 Polk expected Jones’s
proclamation that he favored “Henry Clay, first, and last, and all the
time” to produce among voters a reaction in the Democrats’ favor.To
encourage this result, the challenger continued to denounce the
claims of the constitutionality of a national bank, while he accused
the Whigs of promoting a protective tariff. As in 1841, though, Jones
forced Polk to defend his political record, this time producing evi-
dence that the Democratic champion in 1832 had voted in Congress
in favor of tariff rates higher than those established by the Whig Tariff
of 1842. Throughout the state, meanwhile, Whigs reminded voters
that the Thirteen had denied Tennessee its right to representation in
the Senate, and Whig candidates continued to attribute the prevailing
hard times to their opponents.“A National Bank or no National Bank
is the issue,” the Jonesborough Whig proclaimed as it admonished
Whig candidates to “meet Locofocoism fairly upon the grand question
of the Currency”#? Despite the Democrats’ attempt to “make a distinc-
tion between White Whigs & Clay Whigs,”** Jones increased his mar-
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gin of victory over Polk to thirty-eight hundred votes in his re-
election to the executive office. Democrats did capture six of Ten-
nessee’s eleven congressional seats, according to the state’s new ap-
portionment, but the Whigs carried both branches of the General
Assembly and secured an eight-seat majority in a joint session, a ma-
jority that quickly put to rest the “Immortal Thirteen” controversy by
electing Foster and Jarnigan to the Senate.

Whigs interpreted their triumph in 1843 as a popular endorsement
of their stand for Henry Clay. In the legislature, the party’s majority
repealed the resolutions, passed by the General Assembly in 1827,
that condemned Clay for his presumed role in a “corrupt bargain”
with John Quincy Adams. While party leaders encouraged local orga-
nizers to keep up the fervor for Clay and a bank, they also, for
the first time, prepared to send a delegation to the party’s na-
tional convention. Rather than attempt to force a candidate upon
an unwilling electorate, the 1844 Whig convention would merely rat-
ify the nomination of Clay,“whose nomination has already been made
by the PEOPLE!!"The convention’s most important duty, however, now
required Tennessee’s representation, for it would also select a vice-
presidential candidate upon whom all Whigs could agree. “Had Ten-
nessee been represented in the Convention that nominated Gen. Har-
rison, the Ass who now disgraces the vacated chair of the lamented
Harrison, would not be there!” Brownlow’s Jonesborough Whig re-
minded readers.* Thus Whigs in each of the Grand Divisions held
conventions to select delegates to the party’s national meeting.At the
national convention and on the stump, Tennessee’s Whigs endorsed
the convention’s nomination of Clay and New Jersey’s Theodore Freling-
huysen as the party’s national ticket.?

Democrats, too, recognized the significance of the result of the
1843 elections. Despite Polk’s explanation to Martin Van Buren that
“local causes” and “questions of state policy” had determined the re-
sult, Polk and the other party leaders knew that questions of federal
policy indeed had played a central role in the canvass. “[E. G.] East-
man agreed with me that the bank question was the great cause,
Samuel H. Laughlin noted in his diary after he had discussed the re-
cent defeat with other prominent Democrats. “Gov. Polk thought it
was this, and the divisions among our friends in local elections, that
beat us,” Laughlin added. The Knoxville Argus confessed that “the re-
sult of our recent elections show that the bank question, although
absolutely dead almost every where else, is yet alive here.” Although
Polk admonished his colleagues to “keep their armour on, and to fight
for principle,” Democrats realized that, without an issue to counter
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the Whigs’ promise of financial relief, their prospects in the coming
presidential election were bleak.% As the parties neared the com-
mencement of the 1844 campaign, there seemed little doubt that the
home state of Andrew Jackson would cast its electoral votes resound-
ingly for Jackson’s antithesis, Henry Clay.

A large part of the Democratic despondency derived from the par-
ty’s lack of an attractive presidential candidate upon whom to unite.
Although President Tyler attempted to gain the favor of Tennes-
see’s Democrats through the exercise of his patronage, it appeared
that the state party again would take up Martin Van Buren as its can-
didate. Polk, notwithstanding his recent defeat, still desired the vice-
presidency, and as the election approached, he concluded that his as-
pirations would be best served by attaching himself to Van Buren’s
prospects. After observing the maneuvering of the leading presiden-
tial contenders, by the fall of 1843 the former governor considered it
“settled that Mz Van-Buren will be the nominee for the Presidency”
With the New Yorker heading the ticket, Polk observed, “the candi-
date for the Vice Presidency must come from the West, and from a
slave-holding state” Despite Van Buren’s lack of popularity in Tennes-
sece, most party leaders approved Polk’s efforts to line up the state be-
hind the New Yorker.As in 1840, Democrats rested their slim hope of
carrying Tennessee upon the possibility that the Tennessean’s name
on the national ticket could rally enough support for the party, despite
Van Buren’s nomination.*’

A significant portion of the state party expressed disgust at the
prospect of another Van Buren candidacy, for they believed it impos-
sible to gain support for the New Yorker in a state that already twice
had rejected his claims. “[T]here is one thing Certain to my minde
and that is, that the State cannot be carried for Mr Vanburen,”
Greeneville’s Andrew Johnson wrote to Robert B. Reynolds, while
even Polk’s close political confidante, Representative Aaron V.
Brown, warned that Van Buren “wants availability. It allways was and
will be an uphill business to sustain him in Tennessee especially.”4®
Brown and a few others indicated a willingness to take up John C.
Calhoun, but most dissatisfied Democrats followed the lead of An-
drew Johnson and A. O. P. Nicholson and advocated the nomination
of Michigan’s Lewis Cass as the state party’s favorite. Nicholson ap-
parently hoped to push the presidential claims of his friend Cass as
a means by which to replace Polk as the most prominent Democrat
in Tennessee. When the state party convention met in November
1843 to select delegates to the national party convention, several
members, under Nicholson’s direction, encouraged the nomination
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of Cass and Polk as the state party’s candidates. This move failed to
gain Cass the nomination, as Polk and his associates had already de-
termined to promote only a promise by the state party to support
the nominee of the national convention. The challenge from Cass’s
supporters, though, left the impression that Polk’s leadership of the
party in Tennessee had suffered a severe blow.*

Polk tried to remedy the damage to his position by explaining to
Van Buren that the convention could have nominated the New Yorker
but that the pro-Van Buren delegates “thought it prudent under the
circumstances, to abstain from the attempt.” Had these delegates at-
tempted to nominate Van Buren, the Tennessean explained, “there
would be some division and probably an excited discussion, which it
was feared would have a tendency to weaken us in the State.” Like-
wise, the state party’s central committee prepared an address to party lead-
ers in other states repeating this explanation, although division within
the committee itself gave the address a noncommittal tone that
prevented its being sent outside Tennessee. Such assurances hardly
could have concealed the growing dissension within Tennessee’s
Democratic party. Notwithstanding the state convention’s unanimous
nomination of Polk for the vice-presidency, his failure to secure Van
Buren’s nomination suggests that the former governor’s influence in
the party was slipping. Several delegates headed to the Baltimore con-
vention ready to abandon Polk’s claims if necessary to secure a more
suitable presidential nominee than Van Buren.>

By the time that Tennessee’s delegation departed for Baltimore, Polk
himseif had come to doubt the wisdom of Van Buren’s nomination.
Ironically, the former governor’s doubts coincided with the state par-
ty’s conviction that the prospects of their cause were reviving. This
shift occurred as the immediate annexation of the Republic of Texas
emerged as a political issue. Since Texas had won its independence
from Mexico in 1836, Tennessee’s electorate, by a large margin, had
favored statehood for that republic. The support had been indicated
by the General Assembly’s overwhelming approval in both 1838 and
1842 of resolutions calling for Texas’s annexation to the United States.
The Texas question remained outside the political arena until early
1844, when President Tyler announced that his administration was
negotiating a treaty with the Lone Star Republic for its annexation.
Democratic leaders surmised that the president intended to use pop-
ular support for the treaty to build a new political party that would
back the incumbent’s reelection, and at first they expected to gain lit-
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tle from the issue.>! As they perceived the popularity of the issue and
as they sensed Henry Clay’s probable opposition to annexation, how-
ever, Democrats adopted the Texas issue as their own. From retire-
ment at the Hermitage, Andrew Jackson issued a public letter declar-
ing his support for Texas’s admission, and in early April the Union
concluded that immediate annexation would become “a question in
the pending Presidential election of the most momentous conse-
quence.” Concerning that question, the paper assured readers, “the
democracy will take the side of re-uniting our dismembered territory
and of once more bringing under our glorious stars and stripes our
brethren of Texas.”5?

As Democrats expected, Clay committed himself against annex-
ation in a public letter written from Raleigh, North Carolina. Demo-
cratic hopes for revival almost were derailed the day after the Raleigh
letter arrived in Nashville, for that day’s late mail brought a public let-
ter from Van Buren announcing that he also opposed annexation.Van
Buren loyalists attempted to justify to the electorate their support for
the New Yorker despite his position in his letter.5® Privately, even the
most adamant Van Buren supporters knew that their favorite’s posi-
tion on the Texas issue killed whatever prospects he might have had
of carrying Tennessee.“On Saturday we had a most glorious meeting,
... but behold that night comes V.B’'s letter & leaves us no ground to
stand on,” Leonard P. Cheatham relayed to Polk from Nashville; while
Robert Armstrong concluded that, if the national convention nomi-
nated Van Buren,“we are whipt in the South & West, and nothing will
save us except the nomination of a Texas man for that section.” Even
Polk now admitted that “it will be utterly hopeless to carry the vote
of this State for any man who is opposed to immediate annexation.”
“I have stood by Mr V. B. and will stand by him as long as there is
hope,” Polk told Cave Johnson, “but I now despair of his election—
even if he be nominated.”>

Democrats thus rejoiced when they learned that the deadlocked con-
vention at Baltimore had bypassed all the leading aspirants and instead
had nominated Polk himself as the party’s presidential nominee, with
Pennsylvania’s George M. Dallas as the vice-presidential candidate. Polk
had known that the convention might consider his name for the presi-
dency; although he still focused his hopes upon the vice-presidential
nomination, he had authorized Cave Johnson and Gideon J. Pillow to
negotiate for the first position on the ticket if those two saw the oppor-
tunity present itself at the convention.>> For most Democrats, news of
the nomination came as a welcome surprise, and the candidacy of the
state party’s champion unified the recently fragmenting organization.
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Nicholson, his recent rival for dominance in the state party, admitted to
Andrew Johnson that he had “never before seen the democracy waked
up as it is now and I cannot doubt our success.” Nicholson’s own course
signified the suppression of division in Tennessee’s Democrats, for at the
Davidson County public meeting called to ratify the ticket, Nicholson
declared “‘Polk and Dallas—Texas and Democracy, as the sign by which
we cannot fail to conquer”*®

Democrats expected “state pride” in Polk to strengthen their
cause, but they never let voters forget that the presidential election
chiefly involved the continuing struggle between republican citizens
and “Federalists.” While reviving charges of Clay’s perfidy in the “cor-
rupt bargain,” party spokesmen reminded voters that a Whig victory,
aside from its implications for Texas’s annexation, would result in the
creation of a new national bank and in the burden of a protective tar-
iff.57 Still, the popularity of the prospect of immediate annexation
provided the driving force behind the Democratic campaign. Demo-
crats presented the annexation issue as the logical extension of the
party’s battle against Federalism. Indeed, according to the Union,
“opposition to the admission of Texas into the Union is only a new
manifestation of the old spirit which dictated the alien and sedition
laws of old John Adams’s time.”*® Most importantly, the Federalists op-
posed annexation as a way to attack the institution of slavery in the
southern states. The threat to slavery, Democrats maintained, re-
vealed their opponents’ complicity in a deeper plot that threatened
the independence and perpetuation of the American republic.

In fact, Democrats explained, the true enemy of Texas’s admission
to the Union was Great Britain, which saw in Texas a means to gain a
foothold in the Southwest in order to undermine American indepen-
dence. “[T]he question of the annexation of Texas,” Alexander O.
Anderson declared, “is one of British supremacy, or American lib-
erty.”?® According to Democrats, abolitionists in England and Amer-
ica had conspired to bring about “the forcible abolition of slavery in
Texas and the United States or the dissolution of this Union,” and this
conspiracy “is known to the English Government” and “has its coun-
tenance—its encouragement and cooperation.” Aside from its resent-
ment toward the young republic for its successful rebellion from the
English monarch’s rule, Britain recognized in the United States its
“great rival upon the land and upon the sea,—in commerce and in
manufactories.” The young republic thus stood as the “only nation in
the world” which could check Britain’s “arbitrary will among the
nations of the earth” Under the guise of humanitarianism, the British
government encouraged the Abolitionist conspiracy and opposed the
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annexation of Texas to the United States, on the grounds that the
move would expand the institution of slavery. Britain knew that,
without the aid of the United States, the Lone Star Republic would
be forced to turn to Britain for assistance through a commercial alli-
ance—an alliance that would lead to Texas’s own subjugation as a
British colony. “Entangle yourselves by a treaty with England, and re-
member the fate of India,” Gideon Pillow warned Texans,“or protect
your own commerce and interests, by excluding British goods or
dregs from your port, and she will remonstrate at the mouth of the
cannon.”%

Once Britain had established its authority in Texas, it would abol-
ish slavery in that region and encourage abolitionists to continue their
activities in the United States. The presence of a refuge for escaped
slaves so close to the country’s southern border would destabilize the
institution and threaten the South’s internal security. The prime ob-
ject of British policy, however, was not abolition, but the dissolution
of the Union of states, a dissolution that inevitably would occur as the
southern states experienced civil discord and as the abolitionists ag-
gressively pursued their policy of rule or ruin.“What a dark cloud will
at once hang over the prospect of all our southern states,” Andrew J.
Donelson predicted, in the event of Clay’s election.“Great Britain will
forthwith resume her projects for the abolition of slavery, and with
the aid of Webster & Adams will consider that her game is ensured.”¢!
As Pillow explained, Britain’s apparent concern for the fate of slaves
merely covered that power’s true “game”:

England knows she dare not attack us openly.—She knows that
while these mighty States are united, the world cannot conquer us. She
herself has twice tried it, and upon the plains of New Orleans we
taught her a lesson which she will not soon forget. But actuated by her
implacable hate, and her never dying bostility, she has seized hold of
the abolition excitement, and hopes by fanning the flames of domestic
discord, by carefully concealing her hidden purpose, and cloaking her
rights under assumed humanity for the slaves of Texas, she trusts to
effect a dismemberment of this Union, and thus accomplish what she
dare not attempt openly. This is the great purpose of her heart, her real
design. She cares nothing about the African slave. . . .

She knows that in our Union, consists our strength and national
greatness. She knows that if she could dismember this Union, she
would prostrate her great rival, and that she could then dictate laws to
the world.5?

Clay opposed annexation to gain the support of the abolitionists,
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Democrats maintained, and thereby the Whigs ultimately aided Brit-
ain in its schemes against the republic. Even without the prospect
of abolitionist aid, Polk’s supporters charged, Whigs would oppose
Texas’s admission, for the geographical expansion of American terri-
tory would undermine the Federalists’ own expectation regarding
the disintegration of popular government. According to Democrats,
Whigs knew that, if they could confine the nation’s rapidly growing
population within the country’s current boundaries, the declining
availability of land upon which citizens could establish homesteads
eventually would force the population to become dependent upon
a wealthy ruling class for their livelihoods. Large landholders, the
Jeffersonian later explained, opposed expansion “under the belief
that they can sell their estates in small parcels and at high prices, or
force those who are too poor to purchase, to become renters, like
the laborers of England” Alexander Anderson warned that, if a yeo-
man were forced “to remain forever within the sound of the spindle
and the loom of his rich neighbor, [the] monopolist manufacturer,”
the farmer would be left with “no hope but that he must work at bis
[the manufacturer’s] wheel, and ply bis baton, and his children af-
ter him, for longer generations than his simple mind can count.”
With this prospect before the yeoman, Anderson concluded, “hope
dies within him, . . . and his whole existence resolves itself into a
question of bread and clothing.”

Annexation, on the other hand, would delay this bleak prospect by
adding to the United States a vast territory waiting for settlement un-
der the guidance of American institutions. Most immediately, this ad-
ditional land would provide an opportunity for relief for yeomen suf-
fering from the current depression, for those who had fallen on hard
times now would have the opportunity to work their way into pros-
perity by attempting to establish a new homestead in Texas. In the
long run, the process of settling Texas, and any other territory that
might become available, would ensure the perpetuity of the popula-
tion of free, self-reliant, independent citizens necessary for the suc-
cess of republican government.“We do not want to condense closely,
for a long, long time, our population, as if we were raising Princes,
Nobles, and nabobs of wealth,” Alexander Anderson explained. In-
stead, the former senator proclaimed,

give to the poor—to the laborers—the honest husbandman—the prom-
ise of improving his condition, land upon which he fells his own forest
trees, plants his own orchard, and builds his own cabin, and, with his
improved fortunes, you will improve his virtues, increase his stake in
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society, and make him a good citizen and a brave soldier. . . . A hardy
population, honest, industrious and virtuous, spread over a large sur-
face—the larger the better, if they are all the same—never can be cor-
rupted. . .. In such a country, the poorest man, with his axe daily upon
his shoulder, or following his plough, is sensible that his child is proba-
bly born to a higher destiny than his own. The Far-West has already
multiplied such examples, and in a country such as Texas, it is certain,
if we held it, the thousands and thousands who would go there, and
might have land for settling it, the number of the fortunate would be
increased in proportion to its very superior advantages.%*

According to Democrats, then, the question of annexation in-
volved, not simply the future of slavery, but the security of the United
States and the perpetuation of republican government. “The demo-
cratic party regard the question of annexing Texas as a national one,
and they favor the acquisition of that territory because they believe it
necessary to strengthen the Union, and to secure us peace, harmony
and increased prosperity,” the Union declared, admonishing “our
countrymen ALL, and all who desire to see our institutions flourish,
our Union, perpetuated, and the principle of popular sovereignty pre-
vail,” to “look well to the signs of the times.” Unless the nation acted
quickly, Democrats warned, the nation never again would have the
chance to add Texas to the Union, for the present offered probably
the last opportunity to acquire the Lone Star Republic. Since their re-
bellion against Mexico, the people of Texas had established a de facto
and de jure independent state, and they had expressed their desire to
join the United States. Opposition within the Union, particularly after
the Senate rejected Tyler’s treaty of annexation on June 8, along with
“the alarm created in Texas by the dangerous intrigues of England,
had led Texas’s citizenry to doubt the sincerity of the American pub-
lic’s desire for annexation. A victory for the Democratic ticket would
show the people of Texas that the American electorate favored imme-
diate annexation. The new administration, backed by the popular
mandate, could then carry out the measure, negate Britain’s designs
in the Southwest, and insure the continuation of American freedom.%

The issue of the immediate annexation of Texas provided Demo-
crats with a powerful issue with which to counter the Whigs’ prom-
ise of relief through a national bank. With their opponents revived,
and with the depression having reached its nadir more than two years
before the presidential election, Whigs found themselves scrambling
to maintain the momentum that had carried them through the last
three elections.

Most Whigs appear to have favored Texas’ admission, as is shown
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by the party’s unanimous support, in the 1843-44 session of the leg-
islature, of resolutions approving annexation. When the question first
emerged as a political issue, party leaders recognized it, as had Dem-
ocrats, as a maneuver by President Tyler to break up the party system
and to enhance his own political fortunes. “Foster here is for it—but
thinks it a humbug of the Captain’s [Tyler’s],” Aaron Brown noted,;
while the Republican Banner commented that, “favorable as we are
to the admission of Texas into the Union, ... we have no hesitation at
all in condemning the course which Mr.Tyler has pursued in regard
to the measure itself” As Democrats adopted the annexation issue, a
few Whigs, such as James Campbell, recognized the popularity of the
issue and urged their compatriots to match their opponents’ zeal in
calling for annexation, even if advocating annexation required aban-
doning Clay as the party’s presidential candidate.® Most party lead-
ers, seeing Democratic support for Texas merely as a ruse to revive
that party’s fortunes and sensing that their own standard-bearer in-
tended to oppose the measure, continued to portray the Texas ques-
tion as one outside the realm of party politics. “It is a subject upon
which both parties are divided,” the Nasbville Whig commented, “so
they might just as well abandon the scheme and be content to fight
the battle on other grounds.”®’

Whigs endorsed Clay’s opposition to Texas’s admission when the
candidate’s Raleigh letter arrived in Nashville. Through most of the
campaign, though, Whigs in Tennessee made few references to Clay’s
stand against annexation; by the end of June, in fact, the Whig assured
readers favorable to Texas’s admission that “under his auspices annex-
ation will be accomplished, whenever it can be done without violat-
ing the faith of treaties, or impairing the national honor.”*® Whigs
chiefly portrayed the Texas question as one too delicate to become
entangled in party debates. Immediate annexation would lead to a war
with Mexico and to “divisions and dissensions” within the United
States itself; while Texas’s admission might be desirable, it would re-
quire careful consideration by citizens and a statesmanlike course by
American leaders, to execute the measure peacefully. As attractive a
policy as dnnexation might appear, Whigs maintained,“the possession
of the fertile plains of Texas will not compensate for the loss of na-
tional honor, and the danger to the integrity of the Union.”®

In the present contest, Whigs argued, Democrats called for imme-
diate annexation only to stir up excitement among voters and to ob-
scure the “true issues” from public consideration. “Aware the people
never will sustain their Anti-Tariff, Anti-Bank, [and] Anti-Distribution”
positions, Brownlow declared,“they have let go the whole, and seized
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upon Texas, as the last and only hope of doing battle in the cause of
dying Democracy!” According to Whigs, the central issue in the cam-
paign remained the Whig party’s stand against demagogic, office-seek-
ing politicians, for the Democrats’ promotion of the Texas issue re-
vealed once again that “the party” would stop at nothing, no matter
what the consequences, in its quest for power. In taking up the issue,
these so-called Democrats “appealed to the prejudices and sympathies
of the people, rather than to their reason and judgement,” and when
Van Buren failed to follow Andrew Jackson’s direction and opposed an-
nexation, “the party” cast its favorite aside and replaced him with Polk,
whose “chief merit,” the Whig claimed,“consists in being a partizan pol-
itician of the rankest order””° Echoing the arguments used in 1836
against Jackson’s “dictation,” the Banner maintained that Polk’s nomi-
nation proved that these demagogues had “surrendered themselves un-
conditionally, without a single reserve, to the guidance and direction
of the Chief of the Hermitage.” “The Head of the Party having thrown
aside Mr.Van Buren,” the paper explained, “the followers abandon him,
and by way of making atonement for having persevered in striving for
his nomination so long, and of manifesting due submission, they se-
lect the person who equalled the cast-off favorite in unscrupulous
devotion to the Chief, and, next to him, was the Chief’s most cher-
ished partisan and courtier, and who now possesses the additional
recommendation to favor of having followed directly in the footsteps
while the discarded sycophant had somehow got off the track!””!

According to Whigs, “the party,” despite its rejection by the elector-
ate in 1840, sought to regain power behind Tennessee’s most ambi-
tious demagogue by riding the popularity of the Texas issue. Once
back in office, these self-serving politicians intended to renew their
attempt to perpetuate their hold on power at the expense of the pub-
lic welfare and of constitutional government. Notwithstanding their
professed concern, Democrats cared little about the national security
of the United States or about the people of Texas, Whigs maintained.
As the Republican Banner asked, if Texas’s admission truly were the
Democrats’ goal, “why discard Mr. TYLER, who has done all he could
to bring about immediate annexation?”’? Instead, “the party” took up
this sensitive question merely for the advantages it supposedly would
bring them in the presidential canvass:

The advancement of the personal fortunes of Mr. Polk, and the addi-
tional consequence which his immediate followers in this state hope
to derive from it, have much more influence with them, than any
thoughts about ‘the lone star’ With a view to those primary objects of
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regard, indeed, they would be glad to make ‘Texas’ the issue;—that is,
they would rejoice to exclude from any consideration in the present
contest, the Administration of the Government by Locofocoism for so
many years past;—to keep out of view all its corruptions and abuses;—
all the usurpations of the Executive, all the base subserviency of his fol-
lowers;—all its Jacobin principles;—all its pestiferous measures;—all
the violations it made upon the Constitution, all the accumulated mis-
chiefs it brought upon the country. Most especially would they desire
to divert the attentions of the people from the share which JaMEs K.
PoLK bore, (not indeed as a leader, for he never had the capacity or in-
fluence to direct, but as an unscrupulous agent and instrument[)] in
sustaining and giving effect, so far as in him lay, to every one of the
long train of ruinous and anti-republican doctrines and acts which, dur-
ing the ascendancy of Locofocoism, led to so many grevious [sic] disor-
ders and disasters.”

Whigs thus remained confident that they could carry Tennessee for
Clay, despite the popularity of the Texas issue, for the nomination of
Polk reinforced their position as the champions of the citizenry’s lib-
erty against “partizan politicians”Twice, the state’s electorate had re-
jected Polk when he stood for the governor’s office, and Whigs re-
minded voters that they had opposed the candidate then because,
during his one term as governor, “he did nothing to promote the in-
terests of the People of Tennessee”; instead, the Banner noted, “he
prostituted the influence of his high office to the accomplishment of
his own personal, self-seeking, and vainly ambitious objects.””¢ Polk’s
supporters now tried to stimulate “state pride” to secure backing for
the candidate, but William Campbell noted that “state pride cannot
be excited for Polk,—he is too small, too feeble,—has no decided
characteristics whatever—& it is too plain a case that he is to be car-
ried along by the strength of his party & the favor of the hero of New
Orleans.” State pride might be introduced into a canvass between
candidates of similar qualifications, the Nasbville Whig admitted, but
in cases such as the present, when one candidate’s claims so heavily
outweighed the other’s, “it ought to have no influence whatever; the
pride of country, the whole country, should always predominate
over the selfish and contracted principles of pride of State.””>

‘Whigs also tried to turn the Texas issue against their opponents. By
seizing upon resolutions calling for “Texas or Disunion,” which reso-
lutions had been passed at meetings of Polk supporters in South Caro-
lina and Alabama, they charged that Democrats had allied themselves
with Nullifiers and Disunionists. These radicals had remained out of
public favor since Andrew Jackson had thwarted their attempt to nul-
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lify a federal law within South Carolina, but the Texas issue, Whigs
maintained, revived their hopes of gaining power by dissolving the
Union of states. Their “grand object,” according to Thomas L. Brans-
ford, was “the acquisition of territory with a view to the dissolution
of the Union, and the foundation of a Southern confederacy” The
Nasbville Whig explained that this confederacy would come “at the
cost of our present Union and with the loss of ‘the North Eastern
States, with which, we are insultingly told, we ought to have less sym-
pathy than with Texas!”7® Democrats promoted annexation to gain the
Nullifiers’ support in the election, but, by stirring up popular enthu-
siasm on the issue, they aided these radicals in their ultimate goal
of disunion. Polk himself might be among those “ready to sub-
scribe to the doctrine” of the Nullifiers, Whigs suggested; but, in
any case, a Democratic mass meeting (scheduled to be held in Nash-
ville) actually, Whigs claimed, would become a party convention de-
signed “to make the DISSOLUTION OF THE UNION an issue with the An-
nexation Question.” That convention’s purpose, according to the
Republican Banner, would be to give effect “to the declaration that
the issue before the South should be “Texas or Disunion.”””’

Tennessee’s Whigs pledged their party to the integrity of the Union,
with or without Texas, and called upon the electorate to repudiate
their opponents’ bargaining with disunionists by casting their ballots
for Clay.“We are against disunion, let the proposition come from what
quarter it may—whether from the north or the south, the east or the
west,” the Nasbville Whig proclaimed; “we can conceive no motive
that can ever justify the discussion.” Reminding the electorate of the
state’s united stand against nullification in 1832, the Banner assured
readers that “such principles can never take roots in the soil of Ten-
nessee, distinguished as this State has always been for loyalty to the
Constitution and the Union.””® Polk enjoyed more support in “the hot
beds of Democracy in the South” than he did in his home state, Whigs
claimed, and Democrats relied upon the support of these Disunion-
ists to carry them in the election.“[W]ithout Mr. Calhoun and his fol-
lowers [they] can do nothing in the South,” the Banner asserted; but
in Tennessee, Democrats “dare not avow openly any more than they
dare repudiate publicly their association with the Nullifiers and Dis-
unionists.” Clay, on the other hand, was renowned for his defense of
the Union; he enjoyed widespread support in the North, not because
of any alliance with abolitionists, but for the same reason that south-
ern voters could approve the Whig candidate: because he was “the
friend of the whole country—a statesman whose views comprehend
the true and permanent interest in every quarter of the Union.””®
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Democrats recognized that the charge of “disunion,” if not quickly
countered, could severely damage their cause. Party leaders worked
to dispel any notion that the August 15 mass meeting in any way re-
sembled a sectional convention.“The idea of a Southern Convention
or sectional meeting to be held at Nashville or elsewhere must not
Jor a moment be entertained,” Polk directed from Columbia, and the
Union called upon Democrats throughout the country to attend the
meeting to “prove to the world, that democracy, whether assembled in
the North or the South, at New York or Nashville, is still the same in its
deep and enduring devotion to the permanency and perpetuity of
the Union.”® Polk’s supporters also tried to deflect the Whig charges
back upon their opponents. The Knoxville Argus reminded voters that
the Federalist and Abolitionist Whig John Quincy Adams himself had de-
clared in Congress that he “would go for the abolition of slavery if it DIs-
SOLVED THE UNION, and drenched the whole south in blood.”The Union
meanwhile complained that, according to Whigs, if southerners “dare
express a sentiment of freedom, and remonstrate against injustice
and oppression—then they are disunionists, nullifiers, and traitors!”
Such accusations provided clear evidence, the paper concluded, that
“the Whigs are banded with the Northern federalists to make the
North everything, and the South nothing—to make the North the
master, and the South the slave.”8!

Nevertheless, the center of the Democrats’ appeal remained the
importance of the immediate annexation of Texas for American secu-
rity and for the perpetuation of republican government. Whigs, mean-
while, continued to portray a national bank as the election’s crucial
issue, denouncing the Texas question as a “vile humbug” and, espe-
cially in East Tennessee, circulating charges that Polk’s grandfather had
been a Tory during the American Revolution.?? Party lines remained
firm in the November election, and Whigs carried Tennessee, despite
Polk’s victory in the national contest and despite the energetic offen-
sive by Tennessee’s Democrats. “The Coons bave cheated you out of
Tennessee,” Julius W. Blackwell charged to Polk, but most Democrats
claimed the slim margin of defeat as a success for their party. “Under
all the circumstances, the result in Tennessee may well be claimed a
decided triumph to democracy,” the Union concluded, noting that the
1844 result “points to a triumph in our next contest in Tennessee
which will be decisive and complete.”® Throughout the state, politi-
cal observers recognized the result in Tennessee as a virtual draw.
Polk’s supporters had reduced the Whigs’ margin of victory from
Jones’s 3,800-vote advantage in 1843 to less than 250 votes. Whigs,
although stunned by Clay’s defeat in the national contest, proclaimed
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the state result a vindication of the party’s principles, because, with
Jackson and Polk both residing in Tennessee,“in no State in the Union,
have the Whig party had to contend against odds more fearful” Still,
Whigs knew that they narrowly had averted defeat against a powerful
challenge.“In truth,” the Republican Banner admitted even before its
editor knew how close the result would be,“it is wonderful that, with
the weight of the TEXAS QUESTION thrown in since the election of Gov-
ernor Jones last year, the Whigs have been able to come so near their
majority of August 1843”84

Clay’s loss left Tennessee’s Whigs demoralized. Ephraim Foster, with
his Senate term scheduled to expire on March 3, 1845, tried to rally
the state party by altering its position on annexation. On January 13,
1845, Senator Foster and Representative Milton Brown, a Whig from
Jackson, Madison County, introduced into their respective chambers
in Congress identical resolutions outlining a plan for Texas’s annex-
ation.The senator then arranged for his nomination as the party’s can-
didate for Tennessee’s governor, and in the canvass, while continuing
the call for a national bank, Foster maintained that the Whigs always
had favored annexation and only opposed Tyler’s plan to carry the
measure into effect.®> The Whig leader’s offensive failed to revive the
party, as several party newspapers condemned Foster’s and Brown’s
resolutions as repudiations of the Whigs’ position in the presidential
campaign. Moreover, Foster’s vote against the final passage of the joint
resolution annexing Texas, on the grounds that the plan failed to es-
tablish any provision for the institution of slavery in the newly ac-
quired lands, opened him to Democratic charges of inconsistency.
Democrats, meanwhile, backed the gubernatorial nomination of
Polk’s associate, Aaron V. Brown, admonishing voters to “ratify the
choice of the Union” and to “turn the scale in favor of the new admin-
istration,” while party spokesmen reminded the electorate that Dem-
ocrats had called for annexation from its first appearance as an issue.
Instead of a candidate like Foster, who had balked at every opportu-
nity actually to acquire Texas, the Mempbhis Appeal proclaimed, “give
us such advocates of annexation as A.V. Brown, Stanton, and others,
who have stood up for Texas all the time.”8°

After six years of continuous excitement, Tennessee’s electorate
had grown weary of politics. While prices and property values re-
mained depressed, the resumption of specie payments by the state’s
banks in 1842 had stabilized the state’s currency and had allayed the
sense of crisis that had characterized the contests of the early 1840s.
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Also, the defeat of the champion of a national bank left Whigs with
little hope that the government again would charter a central finan-
cial institution. “The Whigs are not only quiet, but passionless,” John
Catron noted early in the 1845 canvass. “In the election to come on
in Augt. less interest is felt, than I had thought possible.” Democratic
leaders sensed that a low turnout would aid their cause, and they did
little to excite a party animosity that might encourage their opponents
to go to the polls. Whig newspapers tried to stimulate action among
the party faithful, but with sparse results.At the election’s conclusion,
a correspondent for the Nashville Whig noted that “neither party
turned out well, but the Democrats went to the polls better than the
Whigs”®” Foster’s totals fell off more than three thousand votes from
Clay’s tally in 1844, as Brown defeated the former senator; by carry-
ing both chambers in the legislature, Democrats captured a four-seat
majority in the next session of Tennessee’s General Assembly.

As they had in 1839, Democrats in 1845 proclaimed that they had
“redeemed” their state from “Federalist” domination. After that year’s
passive campaign, many Democratic loyalists expressed their belief
that the era of party competition had come to an end.“The war of the
conspirators upon republican principles in Tennessee is over,” David
Craighead assured the new president, while William Hunter told Polk
that he hoped “that by the next Presidential election that their [sic]
will be but one common feeling amongst us all and that will be who
shall best serve his country”®

These predictions of the twilight of the party system proved pre-
mature. In the next state elections Whigs would rebound from their
lethargy and regain control of the state government, and party com-
petition would continue along the same lines as it had in the early
1840s. In those past years as in the following ones, Democrats and
Whigs battled in the name of “the people” as defenders of republican
principles. Whether arguing over the economic depression or the “Im-
mortal Thirteen,” the parties justified their positions in terms of their
own republicanism, viewed both as pure and as opposed to the apos-
tasy of their adversaries. When Tennessee’s Democrats revived their
fortunes behind the issue of the immediate annexation of Texas, both
parties interpreted the question according to their different under-
standings of the conflict—as a struggle either for freedom against a
Federalist-Abolitionist conspiracy, or against the same coalition of
demagogic politicians who had bewitched Andrew Jackson during his
presidency.

Still, the emergence of the Texas issue marked the beginning of a
change in the environment within which Tennessee’s two parties
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competed. In the early 1840s, the depth of the depression and the
demand for relief had placed economic policy issues at the forefront
of political debate. The Whigs’ offer of a program for recovery had
given that party a slim but firm hold on the state; Democrats, mean-
while, presented Texas annexation as a means by which their party
could offer a measure of relief. With the economy having stabilized
somewhat after the depression had reached its lowest point in 1842,
however, economic questions—so crucial to the establishment of the
Whig and Democratic identities—had begun, by 1844, to lose their
power as campaign issues. Party identification among the mass of vot-
ers remained strong, but without the trauma of hard times, politicians
had to find new ways to mobilize the faithful and convert the few un-
committed. The popularity of annexation convinced Democrats that
in territorial expansion they had found a winning appeal. Whigs, by
finally accepting annexation, hoped to neutralize the expansion issue
while seeking a cause of their own.The rival parties continued to pro-
vide each other with enemies to battle in the crusade for liberty, but
once the politics of relief had run its course, it would be difficult for
party leaders to rally the ranks without clearly recognizable issues that
the latter deemed worth fighting for.

The war with Mexico would provide Whigs with the issue they
needed for the revival of their prospects. This war also would bring
the issue of slavery’s expansion to the forefront of national politics
and force Tennessee’s parties, for the first time, to address a sectional
confrontation between North and South as a major political issue.
The debate over annexation highlighted an aspect of Tennessee’s po-
litical culture that profoundly shaped the parties through this con-
frontation and for the remainder of the antebellum era. Whigs found
the chief antidote to the popularity of annexation in the argument
that the move would endanger the Union of states as well as republi-
can liberty. Democrats scrambled to defend themselves against this
charge by assuring voters that, instead, annexation was necessary for
the survival of both of these cherished objects. What emerged most
clearly in the parties’ clash over Texas, then, was the importance of
each party’s demonstrating its commitment to the integrity of the
Union.Although Andrew Jackson died in June 1845, party battles over
expansion and sectional conflict showed that his legacy lived on in
Tennessee politics. So strongly had that hero’s denunciation of
nullification in 1832 associated extreme measures in defense of
southern interests with “disunion” that, more than a decade later,
Whig and Democratic politicians still found the charge a potent po-
litical weapon. Once the controversy over Texas had displayed its
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power, the argument as to which party best defended liberty and
Union would remain a prominent component of Tennessee politics,
until voters believed themselves forced to choose between the two
values.



SIX

The Politics of Slavery:
Abolitionists, Nullifiers,
and Compromise
1846—1851

In the late 1840s, the hard times that had provided the focus for politi-
cal conflict in Tennessee since 1837 finally gave way to economic recov-
ery. The resumption of specie payments by the state’s banks in 1842
once again provided Tennesseans with a stable circulating medium.
Then, beginning late in 1846, crop failures in Europe stimulated the de-
mand for the grains produced by the state’s farmers.“The cries of starv-
ing Ireland have opened the corncribs of the remotest tributaries of the
great ‘inland sea’ of the West,” Abraham Caruthers noted in 1847, as Ten-
nessee’s economy entered a period of prosperity that persisted with few
setbacks until the Civil War.! Corn and wheat prices rose throughout the
1850s, while the value of land and slaves in the state increased 27 and
32 percent, respectively, between 1846 and 1852, before soaring in the
final few years before war.“[O]ur country is advancing rapidly in better-
ing the condition of all classes,” Adam Ferguson noted as early as 1846.A
year later, William Brownlow confirmed that “the present is a glorious
time for the farmer.?

Debates over the sources of hard times and over proposals for re-
lief had played a crucial role in the creation of Tennessee’s party sys-
tem. As foreshadowed in the debate over Texas, however, the return
of prosperity eased the anxieties aroused by economic policy issues.
Without the fear of a crisis stimulating interest, both parties suffered
a mild erosion in party unity. Whig and Democratic leaders com-
plained that too many of their politicians appeared willing to deal
with their opponents to advance their own or their followers’ claims
in the distribution of state offices. In the General Assembly, legislators
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more often than before indicated their intention to sacrifice party
concerns to further their Grand Division’s interests in the election of
United States senators or in receiving state aid for the completion of
internal improvement projects.? A declining popular zeal for politics
displayed itself most forcefully in the absence of the enthusiasm char-
acterizing the parties’ competition in the early 1840s. Turnout rates
remained high, averaging about 83 percent in the contests between
1847 and 1851, but party leaders observed that politics appeared a
less crucial concern to voters than it had in the past.*

The declining sense of urgency most severely affected Democrats.
James K. Polk’s election to the presidency removed from Tennessee
the principal leader who had managed to keep the party unified dur-
ing its misfortunes earlier in the decade. The new president’s distri-
bution of patronage did little to promote harmony within the state
party. Not only did his appointments to positions outside Tennes-
see remove from party leadership the experienced and influential
managers whose prominence might have mitigated the strains on
party unity, but also Polk alienated several influential Democrats—
most notably, Andrew Johnson and George W. Jones—by ignoring
their recommendations for appointments.> Within state govern-
ment, the new General Assembly’s Democratic members, flushed
with victory in the aftermath of their triumph in 1845, quickly di-
vided among themselves in their competition to secure state offices
for their favorite candidates. In the most significant of these
maneuvers, Hopkins L. Turney, a former congressman from Franklin
County, lured Whig support in his quest for the vacant United States
Senate seat, when he accused Polk of interfering in the elec-
tion. Polk actually had indicated no preference in the contest, but
Turney charged that the president had expressed an opinion in favor
of A. O. P. Nicholson; the legislature’s Whigs echoed the congress-
man’s criticism of executive “dictation” and joined six Democrats to
provide the necessary votes to elect Turney to the Senate.®

Despite internal quarrels, Democrats remained confident that their
ascendancy would persist. The nation’s improving economic fortunes
provided one key to Democratic optimism. Party leaders praised, as
the source of the nation’s prosperity, the Polk administration’s repeal
of the Whig tariff of 1842 and its support for the “free-trade” tariff of
1846.7 Likewise, Democrats maintained, the administration’s settlement
of the dispute with Great Britain over the occupation of the Oregon
territory, by dividing the territory at 49° latitude, marked another
Democratic success. The state party had joined the national party
in calling for the United States to assert its claim to all of Oregon
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through 54°40' latitude, but the Whig Senate’s refusal to pass stern
resolutions notifying Britain of the American intention to occupy that
region, the Nashville Union explained,“rendered it impossible for the
President to maintain our title successfully beyond the 49th parallel”
Under these circumstances, Democrats argued, the president’s firm
stand against Britain had achieved the best result possible.®

The Mexican War became the leading political topic in Tennessee
after citizens learned in May 1846 of the clash between American and
Mexican troops in the Southwest. On this issue, Democrats consid-
ered their position particularly strong. Thousands of the state’s citi-
zens rushed to volunteer for military service when President Polk an-
nounced that “American blood” had been “shed on American soil” in a
region that Democrats claimed was part of the recently annexed state
of Texas. Party spokesmen immediately pronounced the war a patri-
otic cause necessary for the vindication of offended American honor.
According to Democrats, the Mexican army had provoked the conflict
when it attacked the American force defending the nation’s south-
western border; it was “now the duty of our government to inflict
upon Mexico the chastisement she has so richly deserved.” Further-
more, Democrats explained, aside from administering justice to the
aggressor, the war offered another opportunity to “extend the area of
freedom,” for the northern half of Mexico would provide an adequate
indemnity for that nation’s responsibility for inaugurating the conflict.
Party leaders denied that the United States had engaged in a war of
conquest. Nevertheless, as the American army of invasion moved
deeper into Mexico, the Nasbville Union demanded that the nation
occupy the California and New Mexico territories for “the same rea-
sons [that] operated in the acquisition of Texas, which were strength-
ened by the well known intrigues of Great Britain.” The cession of
these territories, the paper added, would “extend the blessings of
comfortable subsistence, of the largest liberty of speech and of action,
and all the advantages of good government, to a greatly increased
number of the human family.”1°

By linking the war to the prospect of territorial expansion, and by
equating the administration’s policies in conducting the military cam-
paign with American patriotism, Democrats expected popular sup-
port for the war to translate into success for their party at the polls.
When Whigs questioned the administration’s explanation of the
source of the conflict, Democrats maintained that their opponents’
treason provided conclusive evidence that Whiggery embodied Federal-
ism.'!' To the Democrats’ dismay, this strategy failed to rally new voters
to their cause. The Whigs’ rush to support the war effort negated the
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Democratic charge that they gave “aid and comfort” to the nation’s
enemies. Whigs as well as Democrats hurried to volunteer for service
when news of the conflict reached the state, while Whig papers pro-
claimed their party’s willingness to exert its energy to hasten an Amer-
ican victory. “We do not mean to stop now to enquire fully whether
the administration has performed its duty in the circumstances in
which we have been placed with Mexico,” the Republican Banner
assured readers; “Under these circumstances the United States MUST
FIGHT HER.” In the current crisis, the Banner explained, Whigs were
“even willing to forget that JaMEs K. POLK is President, and to stand
by him as their Chief Magistrate . . . when war is raging upon their
borders.” 12

Whigs, in fact, reaped the political benefits from the war that the
Democrats had expected. From the war’s commencement, Whigs re-
minded citizens that their party had predicted the conflict in the
event of the annexation of Texas. While Whigs continued to call for a
vigorous prosecution of the invasion of Mexico, at the same time they
concluded that responsibility for the war rested solely on the shoul-
ders of President Polk. The Democratic executive, Whigs argued, had
ordered the American army into “a war-like position” in a territory
claimed by both nations. This belligerent move represented an at-
tempt “to bully the authorities of Mexico into a cession of California,
the most valuable part of the Republic|,] to the United States,” an
event by which Polk expected to win for himself “unfading laurels.”
When Mexicans chose “to fight rather than be robbed of their land
and home,” Polk instead found that he had plunged the nation into a
war of conquest.!* The war had been “begun without any definite
cause, justified on very questionable grounds, and prosecuted with-
out any apparent decision or concert,” a Whig meeting in Stewart
County contended, and throughout the war Whigs perceived that in
Tennessee the “universal sentiment” was “one of disgust for Polk, as a
weak ambitious demagogue.” '

According to Whigs, “the President’s war” revealed once again that
the country faced the danger of a Democratic executive seeking to
expand his power in order to subvert republican government and pro-
mote the interests of “party” politicians. The president’s responsibili-
ty in the origin and conduct of the war,Whigs charged, provided over-
whelming evidence that, “by the aid of the power and patronage of
office in his gift, he is more formidable than the head of the British
monarchy”Whigs particularly condemned the president’s military ap-
pointments; not only did Polk appoint Democrats almost exclusively
to positions of command, but also he had taken over the authority
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previously reserved to army and volunteer companies to select “every
officer in the army, who is now in command, from the General-in-
Chief, down to the corporal, almost.”!®* Moreover, by erecting civil gov-
ernments—without the consent of the people—in Mexican territories
occupied by the American armies, and by requiring inhabitants to
swear their allegiance to the United States, Polk had “exercised abso-
lute, and in this republic unheard of power—not delegated to him by
the constitution.” Whigs thus distinguished their support for the mili-
tary effort from their condemnation of an administration that not
only had entangled the country in an unnecessary war, but also had
threatened to extend executive power to limits unprecedented in the
history of the American republic. “[U]nless this expansion of Execu-
tive power is rebuked,” the Memphis Enquirer warned, the American
government would become “the worst of all despotisms—a REPRESEN-
TATIVE DESPOTISM.” 16

As a contrast to Polk’s “tyranny,” in the spring of 1847, Whigs began
to advocate the claims of war hero Zachary Taylor as Polk’s successor
in the presidency.Taylor commanded the army that Polk had ordered
into the disputed territory, and he had guided his troops to several
military victories since the initial clash. Since a great deal of the gen-
eral’s popularity emanated from his success on the battlefield, Whig
approval of his presidential prospects affirmed the party’s support of
the war effort. At the same time, Whigs portrayed the general as a pa-
triotic statesman who would “administer the government upon high
and elevated principles—above party intrigues and party ends.” Un-
like the “experiments upon the prosperity of the country for the ben-
efit of heathen demagogues” that had characterized Locofoco admin-
istrations, a Taylor presidency would “regard constitutional restrictions
by administering the government as it was administered by the Father
of his Country” Taylor’s Allison letter, issued in April 1848, listed re-
striction of the veto power and respect for the people’s will, “as ex-
pressed through their representatives in Congress,” among the candi-
date’s fundamental political principles. According to Whigs, Taylor’s
election would symbolize “the rescue of the Government from the
grasp of Demagogues and Spoilers,” for, with the general in office, the
republic would be guided by “an independent chief magistrate” who
would return the government to “its original principles” and permit
“the will of the people, instead of the will of the President, [to] pre-
vail in the councils of the nation.!”

By advocating the pure republican Taylor as their candidate, Whigs
shifted the state party’s emphasis away from economic policy issues
and back to the promotion of the “simple, honest, old-fashioned re-
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publicanism of Thomas Jefferson,” upon which the party had coalesced
in the late 1830s. The contrast between Polk’s “tyranny” and Taylor’s
“statesmanship” gave the Whigs a strong issue with which to recover
from the demoralization prevalent in its ranks after Henry Clay’s loss in
1844.'® Advocacy of Taylor’s candidacy also signified the return of John
Bell to the forefront of Tennessee’s Whig party. Ephraim H. Foster’s vacil-
lations on the Texas issue and his unsuccessful canvass for governor in
1845 had weakened his position as the state’s most prominent Whig. In
his public refusal to run for governor again in 1847, he further damaged
his standing by referring to “the destructive rivalries” within his
own party “by which I was soon unfortunately surrounded” as a cause
of his previous defeat.!” Bell, meanwhile, early established himself
as one of the state’s most forceful advocates of Taylor’s presiden-
tial claims. The party’s gubernatorial nominee, Pulaski’s Neill S.
Brown, followed Bell’s lead in the 1847 election by attaching his
own candidacy to Taylor’s stand for the presidency. The results of the
state elections revealed the strength of the general’s appeal. In a contest
that centered on Polk’s responsibility for the war and upon Taylor’s
claims to the presidency, Whig candidate Brown defeated incumbent
Aaron V. Brown by about one thousand votes.?

Along with their gubernatorial victory, Whigs regained control of
the state government in 1847, as the party won a majority of fifty-two
to forty-eight in the General Assembly. Bell himself held one of the
seats, as one of Davidson County’s members in the House of Repre-
sentatives, and from this seat Bell maneuvered for support, while East
and West Tennessee Whigs deadlocked for forty-eight ballots in an elec-
tion for United States senator. On the forty-ninth ballot, Bell emerged
as the party’s compromise candidate, and Whigs sent him to the Sen-
ate as Spencer Jarnigan’s successor.?! With Bell back in Washington,
the Whig majority completed its business by passing resolutions nom-
inating Taylor for the presidency.Though the party’s “Old Clay Guard,”
led principally by former Governor James C. Jones, tried to rally sup-
port in the spring of 1848 for another nomination for the Kentucky
statesman, Tennessee’s Whig party stood virtually united behind the
general’s candidacy. The movement for Clay did compel the party to
send a delegation to the Whig national convention.Two strong Taylor
newspapers, the Nasbville Whig and the Mempbhis Eagle, had consid-
ered a convention “wholly unnecessary,” as they preferred their can-
didate’s nomination to come from “the people themselves, in their
own honest primary assemblies.” Nevertheless, Taylor supporters
dominated Tennessee’s delegation to the convention, as the state cast
a unanimous vote for the general .22 With their candidate receiving the
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national party’s endorsement, Bell and his ally, Representative Meredith
P. Gentry, maintained the most influential positions as leaders of Tennes-
see’s Whig party, and when the general entered the White House, his
two allies in Tennessee controlled the new president’s appointments
to federal offices in the state.?

From the earliest mention of the possibility of a Taylor candidacy,
Democrats realized its potential damage to their cause. Party leaders
recognized the Whig roots of the movement, even though Taylor’s
backers promoted him as a “no-party” candidate, but the general’s
popularity compelled them to admit the possibility of their support-
ing his candidacy. Democratic editors, Daniel Graham told Polk, “to
prevent the Stampede from overwhelming them, have many of them
joined the chase” for Taylor’s claims. During his campaign for reelection,
Governor Aaron V. Brown found it necessary to state his willingness
to endorse the general for the presidency,“provided he could be run
as a great national candidate, and not identified with either party”?
Still, the Whig triumph in the state elections stunned Democrats and
indicated the momentum that their opponents had gained by identi-
fying their party with Taylor’s prospects. Party leaders publicly attrib-
uted the result to their own overconfidence and their failure to estab-
lish a state central committee to direct the campaign, but Alfred Balch
informed Polk that “the annunciation of Taylor as a candidate for the
Presidency was one of the chief causes of our late defeat.”?®

Even as they professed a willingness to support Taylor as a “great
national candidate,” Democrats derided Whigs for “trying to hide be-
neath the shadow of Gen.Taylor’s fame.” Their opponents’ “real pur-
pose” in promoting the general’s claims revealed that the democra-
cy’s long-standing enemies were still at work, for the party’s old
Federal opponents now attempted to ride the general’s fame back
into power. “The present Taylor party is the successor and represen-
tative of the old federal party,” the Union proclaimed, while the
Clarksville Jeffersonian explained that “if they should ever by acci-
dent obtain the power in this country we should witness the resur-
rection of that old exploded humbug, the National Bank, as well as
every other of their aristocratical and anti-democratic principles.”?

With the parties’ offering divergent explanations for Taylor’s candi-
dacy, the presidential election of 1848 in Tennessee presented a con-
tinuation of the conflict between “Federalists” and “Spoilsmen.” De-
spite their early professions for Taylor, Democrats always expressed
their intention to back their national party convention’s nominee.
Most doubted that the incumbent Polk would be that nominee.
Though the president had promised at the outset of his administra-
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tion to serve only one term, a handful of backers in Washington pro-
moted a movement to draft him for a second nomination. In Tennes-
see’s party,“a majority which was secretly dissatisfied with the dispen-
sation of the patronage here,” again led by A. O. P. Nicholson and
Andrew Johnson, worked instead to commit the state behind Lewis
Cass’s claims for the nomination. The state convention declined to
express a preference for any candidate, but Cass’s supporters won a
majority of seats in the delegation to the national convention. When
that body nominated the Michigan senator, Democrats united behind
“Lewis Cass and our declared principles, against Zachary Taylor and
no principles”Throughout the campaign, Democrats defended Polk’s
administration as the source of the nation’s newfound prosperity and
justified the Mexican War as a vindication of national honor, but at the
heart of the party’s appeal remained its stand for the voters’ liberty
against the Federal Whigs’ ambitious scheming in their attempt to re-
turn to power.?’

Democratic unity behind the colorless Cass could do little to dimin-
ish popular sentiment in favor of Taylor. Whigs derided their opponents’
candidate as himself a former Federalist and as a demagogic politi-
cian who was “preparing himself to act the President of a party, if
elected.” Taylor, on the other hand, stood upon the Whigs’ core
principles when he affirmed the need to restrict the use of the veto
power and the president’s duty to execute “the will of the people”
rather than the will of a “party”Throughout the campaign, Whigs de-
voted less attention to criticizing Democratic principles than to pro-
moting Taylor’s position as the candidate of “the people.”?® Because
of Taylor’s refusal to issue a direct statement promising a national
bank and protective tariff, a few prominent Whigs, including William
G. Brownlow and Knoxville’s Joseph Williams, refused to vote for the
general. Their abstentions had little effect upon the state party’s en-
thusiasm. Taylor easily carried Tennessee by over six thousand votes
on his way to winning the national election.?

The institution of slavery played a more prominent role in the 1848
presidential election than it had in previous contests in Tennessee.
Spokesmen for both parties, though more often Democrats, ritually
charged that their competitors maintained covert ties with the north-
ern abolitionists who sought to destabilize slavery in the southern
states. At the same time, party leaders condemned their rivals for irre-
sponsibly dragging the potentially explosive issue into the political
arena.’® Warnings about an Abolitionist alliance with a party were used
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most prominently by Democrats during the 1840 presidential cam-
paign—in which the Whig candidate soundly defeated a Democratic
incumbent. Party leaders, it seems, most often turned to the slavery
issue in desperation, when facing certain defeat. Concern for sla-
very’s protection received more attention in the Democrats’ demand
forTexas in 1844, but warnings of a British-Abolitionist conspiracy vir-
tually disappeared once annexation had been secured. Aside from
James K. Polk’s allegations of Whig-Abolitionist ties in his campaigns
for governor, slavery received virtually no mention in Tennessee’s state
elections before 1849. Likewise, when Pennsylvania Congressman
David Wilmot proposed in the House of Representatives to amend a
war appropriations bill with a provision to exclude slavery from any
territory acquired from Mexico as a result of the war, the event re-
ceived little notice in Tennessee. Although Wilmot first offered his pro-
viso in August 1846, Nashville and Memphis newspapers made no
comment on the proposal until early 1847.In that year’s summer can-
vass, candidates largely ignored the proviso.3!

The Senate’s ratification of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in Feb-
ruary 1848 not only ended the war with Mexico, but also brought
the Wilmot Proviso to the forefront of political discussion. In that
treaty, Mexico ceded California and the New Mexico territory to the
United States, with no provision concerning slavery’s status in those
regions. With the responsibility for organizing territorial governments
in the new lands now devolving upon Congress, the Wilmot Proviso
no longer appeared “a mere abstraction without any view to its im-
mediate practical application”; now it stood as a possible measure of
policy to be established in the new territories—a policy that seemed
to endanger the right of Tennessee’s slaveholders (and its nonslave-
holders who dreamed of acquiring slaves as they improved their stan-
dard of living) to reside in “a territory won by common valor, and
paid for out of the common treasury of the nation.”3?

The attempt to prevent slavery’s expansion transformed political
debate on the institution from vague warnings of a conspiracy to erad-
icate slavery into an actual threat to political rights associated with
slavery’s existence. On the one hand, the exclusion of slavery from
the newly acquired territories seemed insulting to southern citizens.
First, by denying slaveholders any share in the new land, Congress
would “deprive the South of the rights promised by the guarantees of
the constitution.” Second, the exclusion of a southern institution
would mark southerners as inferior citizens in the republic, as it
would place the southern states “in a position of subordinate depen-
dencies instead of their true position of equal and co-ordinate sover-
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eignties in one great national compact.” “The determination to have
no more slave States,” the Memphis Whig Robertson Topp wrote, “is
in plain English saying to the slave States—we feel degraded with our
present connection—we will have no more.”?> Few could doubt,
moreover, that abolitionists would intensify their efforts—now with
national sanction—if southerners failed to resist prohibition of sla-
very’s expansion.

With the territorial issue now before the country, Democratic
charges that their opponents had “sold the South for the promise of
Massachusetts abolitionists to vote for their candidate for President”
took on greater significance in 1848 than they had in previous elec-
tions. The Whig vice-presidential candidate, Millard Fillmore, who
openly had voiced antislavery sentiments in 1838, symbolized the al-
liance between Federalism and Abolitionism, Democrats maintained.
The Whig presidential nominee, however, was equally unacceptable
to southerners. General Taylor’s vow to restrain his use of the veto
power, they explained, removed the South’s principal defense against
the Wilmot Proviso or any other act of Congress that infringed upon
southern rights. Party spokesmen pointed to the northern Whigs’ in-
terpretation of Taylor’s position on the veto as proof that he would
not oppose the Wilmot Proviso if it passed Congress. Despite the can-
didate’s southern roots, Taylor revealed clearly in a letter to a north-
ern newspaper, the Cincinnati Signal, that he himself harbored anti-
slavery sentiments. Southern Whig support for Taylor thus constituted
merely one more example of ambitious politicians betraying their con-
stituents’ interests. “Anxious to gain all factions, willing, at the risk of
infringing upon the Constitution, to obtain the aid of northern fanat-
ics, aye, perilling their very institutions,” the Democratic State Cen-
tral Committee warned, “the southern whigs have calmly submitted
to allow the canvass to commence without any understanding either
on the part of their candidates, or the Northern wing of whiggery,
upon this vital question.”34

While attacking Whig sincerity in defending slavery, Democrats por-
trayed themselves as the party loyal to southern rights, both within
the Union and in the new territories. Their candidate, Lewis Cass, they
noted, had promised to veto the Wilmot Proviso if it passed in Con-
gress. In a widely published letter to his friend A. O. P. Nicholson, the
Democratic nominee proposed to determine slavery’s status in the
Mexican cession by adhering to “the cardinal principle of democracy,
to wit, the leaving of the whole subject of slavery to the States in
which it exists, and to the people of the territories after they have
organized themselves into states.” This doctrine of “nonintervention”
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by the federal government, or “popular sovereignty, to Democrats
represented “the doctrine of the Constitution of the United States.”
Also, nonintervention offered the prospect of preserving southern
rights in the new region, while providing a settlement to northern
and southern claims to the area, in accord with fundamental beliefs
that “the people of the Territories and States have the capacity to gov-
ern themselves” and that “the Union itself will best be preserved by a
cautious abstinence by the general government from all exercise of
despotic power” Individual northern Democrats personally might dis-
like slavery, party spokesmen admitted, but the vast majority of the
northern wing of the party stood behind Cass in its determination to
respect the compromises on slavery affirmed in the federal Constitu-
tion. “Remember, citizen-voter of the South,” the Nashville Union ad-
monished, “the No[rjthern Democracy is with you upon the free soil
question, however much they may be opposed to slavery in the ab-
stract—while every northern whig, without a single exception, is
against you.”*®

Democrats devoted increasing attention to slavery as the election
approached. Whigs, though, managed to deflect their opponents’ ac-
cusations by casting doubt on the Democrats’ own credibility in the
defense of southern rights. Wilmot himself, Whigs noted, was a Dem-
ocrat, and the Democratic members of Tennessee’s congressional del-
egation had approved the principle of the proviso when they voted
in favor of the bill creating the Oregon territory, a bill that included
an express prohibition of slavery in that region.?® Moreover, the presi-
dential nomination of the Democrats’ former standard-bearer, Martin
Van Buren, by the explicitly antislavery Free Soil Party, showed the
danger of trusting another “northern man with southern principles.”
Lewis Cass might assert his fidelity to southern interests, but Whigs
noted that the Democratic nominee hailed from “the far Northwest,
in the very hotbed of Abolitionism itself”; accordingly, they pro-
claimed, prior to his nomination, Cass had expressed his approval of
the Wilmot Proviso. Whatever his professions now, the Republican
Banner concluded,“he is too late a convert to be trusted.”?”

Whigs insisted that they alone stood as the true friends of south-
ern rights. According to Whigs, Democrats revealed their infidelity to
their section in their support for Polk’s despotic war of conquest, for
that war had agitated the question of slavery’s extension in the first
place. Party spokesmen reminded voters that the Whigs had con-
demned Polk’s war and had opposed the acquisition of new territory,
primarily because expansion would involve “the revival of this sla-
very question—a question of so much moment, as to swallow up all
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others.”?® Now that the issue had been provoked, Whigs asserted, only
their own party’s candidates could provide the leadership necessary
to guide the country to a peaceful solution. Whatever that solution
might be, southern voters could trust Taylor to insure that it would
respect their rights. Whigs dismissed as “perfectly ridiculous” Demo-
cratic charges that Taylor would approve the Wilmot Proviso, claim-
ing that their opponents misrepresented his position in the Signal let-
ter. The candidate’s position as the owner of the large number of
slaves who worked on his plantation in Louisiana, in fact, guaranteed
that the general would approve a solution to the territorial question
only if it preserved southern interests. Taylor, then, stood before
the nation as “the only candidate upon whom the South can rely”
The Whig candidate not only was “a Southern man in principle,” but
also he was the only aspirant who would conduct himself in office
“with enlarged patriotism enough to look to the interest of the whole
country.”

Assurances of Taylor’s affiliations with the South satisfied Whigs,
and the prominent role of the slavery issue in the election had little
effect in altering party lines in Tennessee. Elsewhere in the South, sev-
eral politicians viewed Taylor’s election, along with several concurrent
proposals from northern members of Congress to act against slavery,
as the portentous opening of a renewed assault upon southern rights.
Led by South Carolina’s Senator John C. Calhoun, these politicians called
for a meeting of all southern members of Congress in December 1848
to present a unified sectional front against any congressional attempt ei-
ther to prevent slavery’s extension into the territories or to restrict
the institution in the southern states. Only 48 of the 121 southern
members of Congress signed the final version of the “Address of the
Southern Delegates in Congress to their Constituents,” and most of
those who did approve it were Democrats from Lower South states;
few southern Whigs displayed much interest in what they considered
a Democratic maneuver to undermine the new Whig administration
even before the inauguration of the party’s victorious candidate. Despite
the meager support for their efforts, Calhoun and his backers never-
theless issued the “Address” as a call for southerners to “be united
among yourselves, on this great and vital question”4°

Only two Tennesseans in Congress, Senator Hopkins L. Turney and
Memphis Representative Frederick P. Stanton, signed Calhoun’s “Ad-
dress” Most Whig and Democratic newspapers in the state offered
only an uninterested response to the call for united southern action.*
A portion of the state’s Democratic party, however, led by former Gov-
ernor Aaron V. Brown, followed Calhoun’s lead and sought to bring
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the plea for southern unity to the forefront of Tennessee politics. As
governor, Brown had assumed the mantle of party leadership after
Polk’s election to the presidency. After losing in his stand for reelec-
tion in 1847, Governor Brown vowed to avenge his defeat. Following
Zachary Taylor’s relatively easy victory in Tennessee, Calhoun’s call for
an aggressive stand upon slavery probably appeared to Brown the
most promising avenue for the Democratic party’s return to power.A
large slaveholder himself, Brown as a congressman always had been
partial to Calhoun’s strong southern-rights position, even when most
Tennessee Democrats had avoided too close a connection with the
leader of South Carolina’s Nullifiers.The intensity of discussions of sla-
very in West Tennessee during the 1848 campaign suggested that an
appeal based upon defense of the institution might enjoy a natural
constituency in the Grand Division with the heaviest slave popula-
tion.* With the public uninspired by the old economic issues, and
with Taylor’s election showing that the Whigs had capitalized upon
the political benefits to be derived from the war, the question of sla-
very’s extension into the territories must have seemed to Brown and
his associates their party’s strongest issue.

Encouraged by Brown and driven by E. G. Eastman and Henry Van
Pelt—editors, respectively, of the Nashville Union and the Mempbis
Appeal—Democrats, by the opening of the 1849 canvass, had placed
the defense of southern rights at the center of the party’s creed.
While the Union and the Appeal warned voters of the imminent
threat to southern liberty, party leaders resolved the claims of rival
aspirants for the gubernatorial nomination by settling upon William
Trousdale of Gallatin, Sumner County. Trousdale had distinguished
himself in military service in the War of 1812 and the Seminole War,
as well as in the recent conflict with Mexico; and Democrats expected
the “Veteran of Three Wars” to capture some of the military euphoria that
had aided the Whigs in Taylor’s election.*? Yet the state Democratic con-
vention signaled that the defense of southern rights would provide
the foundation of Trousdale’s campaign. After nominating their can-
didate, the convention approved a platform that included a resolu-
tion declaring that, if the Wilmot Proviso should pass Congress, Ten-
nessee’s Democrats would resist its enforcement, “by the adoption,
at all hazards and to the last extremity[,] of such measures as will vin-
dicate our constitutional rights >4

Behind Trousdale, Democrats warned the electorate of the peril
presented by the unresolved problem of slavery’s status in the territo-
ries. The responsibility for agitating the dispute over slavery’s exten-
sion, Democrats maintained, rested upon the intrigues of northern
abolitionists, for these perpetual allies of the Federal Whigs sought to
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deny southerners their fundamental rights by prohibiting them from
taking slaves into lands acquired by a national military effort. The Wil-
mot Proviso, Trousdale explained, represented only the first in “a sys-
tem of measures which must terminate, if persisted in, in the entire
abolition of slavery in the United States.” Forced abolition would re-
sult in far more devastating consequences than the mere deprivation
of citizens’ property rights. While a few of the abolitionists “honestly
and conscientiously oppose slavery, because they regard it as a great
moral evil,” the Abolitionist movement itself worked to achieve the
ends of northern manufacturing capitalists, who viewed slavery as the
cause both of high prices of cotton and high wages of white laborers
in the South.The abolition of slavery would reduce the level of wages
in the South to that of northern wages, giving capitalists the control
over the nation’s labor that they desired. At the same time, the decline
of southern wages would bring about “the other grand desideratum,’
the reduction in the price of cotton, their chief raw material. “They
calculate, therefore,” the Union concluded, “to secure the same re-
sults by the abolition of slavery, which they enjoyed under the sys-
tem of protection and National Bank.”45

The question of slavery’s extension, according to Democrats, ulti-
mately involved the future of southern society within the American
republic.Aside from “the horrible consequences of having to turn the
slaves loose amongst us,” abolition promised to degrade the standard
of living of all southern citizens, slaveholders or nonslaveholders,
merely to promote the interests of northern manufacturers. Moreover,
the abolitionists’ scheme threatened to abrogate southerners’ repub-
lican freedom; the plan to compel the eradication of slavery would
remove from the prerogative of the citizenry the right to determine
the institution’s status within their home states and place that prerog-
ative in the hands of the northern aristocrats.“¢ As Eastman explained
in the Union, in the Democratic party’s stand against abolitionist ag-
gression, the party opposed the long-standing enemies to the voters’
freedom:

Those peculiar friends of the colored man were blind to his oppression,
so long as they were permitted to get labor and raw material at their
own prices. . . . But so soon as the National Bank was prostrated and
protective duties were abolished, and new territory was added to the
Union, they were moved with a holy horror for slavery, and com-
menced agitating the necessity of its abolition. As earnest and zealous
as they appear to be in their denunciations of slavery, we have not a
doubt but that they would readily agree to cease the agitation of the
subject, and permit slavery to go to New Mexico and California, if the
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South would consent to the restoration of the protective policy, and
especially if along with that policy they could have another National
Bank. If we would agree to bow our necks to their yoke, and submit to
their exactions as in times past, they would cheerfully consent to let us
make as much cotton as possible with our slaves.—But as we refuse to
be slaves to northern capitalists, they seek to punish us by rendering
the African slaves useless to us.They would again drive us into vassal-
age to them, as an escape from the evils which they threaten to bring
on us by the abolition of slavery.?’

The abolitionists had gained political influence because office-seek-
ing politicians, particularly northern Whigs, had promised to disregard
the Constitution’s compromises on slavery in order to gain the fanat-
ics’ endorsement. Southern Whigs had contributed to the antislavery
plot, Democrats charged, for they had given northern voters the im-
pression that southerners themselves were divided on the necessity
to defend the institution. Most recently, southern backing for Zachary
Taylor, “with a full knowledge that he was sustained in the free States
upon the belief that he was committed to their views on the slavery
question,” seemed to indicate a willingness among southern voters to
tolerate the Wilmot Proviso.®® Northern Democrats, in their support
for Cass, had reaffirmed their willingness to leave slavery in southern
hands, but with the Abolitionist candidate gaining strong support in
the South, as the Union had asked during that contest,“How can the
south long expect the north to stand by her when her own citizens
betray her?”4?

Democrats called for the unity of all southerners in defense of their
rights, as the only solution to the present crisis facing the region. “A
union of all parties at the South can alone save the rights of the South,
the Union declared,“and on the safety of those rights the Union de-
pends.”Tennessee’s party, in its recent convention, had stated its con-
viction that Congress had “no control directly or indirectly, mediately
or immediately, over the institution of slavery,” and it had resolved to
defend southern rights “at all hazards and to the last extremity” if Con-
gress passed the Wilmot Proviso. Trousdale’s election, and a Democratic
majority in the General Assembly, would send the clear warning to the
North that Tennessee’s citizens “never will consent to submit to the dic-
tation and aggressions of northern abolitionism[,] come in what
form it may” With this popular mandate, the Democratic majority in
Tennessee could work in concert with other slave states to adopt
measures that would present to the North a united front on the sla-
very issue. Northern Democrats, convinced that the South stood as
one in defense of the institution, would once more adhere to the com-
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promises of the Constitution. If northern Whigs and their southern al-
lies did manage somehow to pass the Wilmot Proviso into law, with
the Democratic party in power, Tennessee would find itself ready to
take action with the rest of the South to counter the assault on south-
ern liberty. “We have it in our power to arrest the encroachments on
our rights, and to save our glorious Union,” Nashville’s Union con-
cluded. “We have but to stand together, in one solid column, resolved
with firmness, but yet with moderation, to act with one mind and one
purpose.”>°

While calling for resistance, Democrats denied that they in any way
sought to promote a dissolution of the Union of states. As for resis-
tance to the “last extremity,” the Union and the Appeal proposed that
southern merchants agree to trade only with that region’s ports.
Should the South adopt this policy of “commercial nonintercourse,
the Union maintained, “the slavery question would be yielded by
northern fanatics in less than one month, and we should forever af-
terwards enjoy uninterrupted peace upon this question.”’! The final
decision on any measure of resistance would result from the common
decision of all of the slave states, and Democrats assured voters that
any policy the South approved would ensure southern rights within
the present Union. Still, party spokesmen warned the electorate that
disunion would occur if southerners failed to stand now against north-
ern aggression.“The Union is dissolved when the Constitution is bro-
ken, and the rights of a minority trampled upon,” Eastman declared.
“We will resist the threatened violation. And should the Constitution
be broken and the Union thereby dissolved, the South will be free
from responsibility in the matter” Southern citizens would have little
interest in preserving a federal compact that failed to guarantee their
fundamental rights, but the abolitionists’ scheming promised to trans-
form the Constitution into such a worthless agreement. It became the
duty of all southern citizens to preserve the integrity of the Union by
resisting the attempted dictation of the northern oppressors; should
that resistance fail, southerners would have no alternative but to take
action according to “THE LAW OF SELF-PRESERVATION.”2

The campaign for southern unity covered dissension within the
Democratic party itself. Several Democrats indicated their concern
that the Brown wing’s emphasis upon the slavery issue might work
against the party. The state convention voted down an “incendiary”
resolution, proposed by Levin H. Coe of Memphis, calling for com-
mercial nonintercourse as Democratic policy, but that body also de-
feated Andrew Ewing’s motion to strike the “last extremity” resolution
from the party platform after Coe’s defense of the necessity of the as-
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sertion. Throughout the election, important Democratic newspapers
like the Clarksville Jeffersonian and the Nashville American, while
endorsing Trousdale’s position on the slavery question, portrayed the
defense of southern rights as only a portion of the Democratic creed,
rather than treating it as the all-consuming issue, as the Union and
the Appeal did.>® Cave Johnson and James K. Polk, before the retired
president’s death on June 15, confided to each other their belief that
the party relied too heavily on the Wilmot Proviso issue, while Repre-
sentative Andrew Johnson encouraged E. G. Eastman to balance the
party’s “high ground upon the slavery question” with its support for
more populist issues, such as the popular election of judges and a
homestead law.>* Despite these doubts, the Southern Rights advo-
cates’ forceful presentation of the slavery issue permitted them to
seize the initiative within the party, and Democrats united behind
Trousdale’s determination to defend southern liberty.

As they nominated the incumbent, Neill S. Brown, for another term
as governor, Whigs welcomed the Democrats’ insistence on centering
the canvass on the slavery issue. The 1848 presidential election had
encouraged Whigs to believe that their party enjoyed an advantage on
the territorial question. In the 1849 campaign, party spokesmen re-
lied upon the same arguments that they had articulated in the previ-
ous year’s contest. First, southern rights would face no threat, had not
Polk and the Democrats demagogically determined to “extend the area
of freedom” before providing for slavery’s status in the Mexican ces-
sion. Second, northern Democrats provided the main force behind
the Free Soil movement. And third, President Polk had “surrendered
the question of the constitutionality of the Wilmot Proviso” by sign-
ing into law the bill establishing the Oregon territory.>> Since Demo-
crats had brought about the current predicament facing the South,
Whigs charged, their present claim to stand as the sole defenders of
southern rights displayed “the very madness of party” It was clear to
Whigs that Democrats had latched onto the slavery issue merely to
stir up an excitement upon which they could return to power.“[T]he
action of that party in all this has, and must|[,] result most disastrously
for the South, . . ” the Republican Banner concluded, “and now, af-
ter having led them to the brink of this pitfall, they call upon the peo-
ple, South, to trust their lead, further to extricate them from their dan-
gerous position”%®

Once the campaign opened, Whigs devoted most of their attention
to the charge that the Democrats’ call for resistance to the “last ex-
tremity” promoted an eventual dissolution of the Union. At this time,
Whigs claimed to see no particularly dire threat to the South; the Wil-
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mot Proviso had not passed Congress, Whigs reminded voters, and
even if it did, they could rely upon “the old Louisiana Planter they
have elected” to adopt the proper response to the measure. In any
case, the geographical conditions of the Mexican cession left it doubt-
ful whether slavery ever could persist in that territory, as the region
was ill-suited for the plantation agriculture necessary to make slavery
economically viable.’” The “last extremity” declaration instead re-
vealed conclusively to Whigs that Tennessee’s Democrats had surren-
dered their fortunes to John C. Calhoun and South Carolina’s Nullifi-
ers, for they followed the South Carolinian’s lead in attempting to use
the slavery issue to achieve the Nullifiers’“vain and hopeless idea” of
electing Calhoun, “their desperate leader,” to the presidency. These
demagogues, Whigs proclaimed, had endeavored to return to promi-
nence in the United States government since their treasonous attempt
to nullify law, and they threatened to destroy the republic and form
their own government if they failed to gain positions of power. Dem-
ocrats not only endorsed these schemes by echoing the Nullifiers’ hys-
teria on the dangers presented by the Wilmot Proviso, but also they
encouraged the sentiment for disunion among the electorate and pre-
sented that prospect as a possible alternative at a time when no un-
usual danger to southern rights presented itself.“The slavery question,
as presented by the democratic party, connects itself with dangers
much more terrible than abolitionism,” Edmund Dillahunty told
George W. Gordon. “No man should ever be tolerated as a public lead-
er who can seriously talk about the dissolution of our union as a rem-
edy for existing evils—for evils that exist on paper and [in] the lively
imagination of fanatics and heated partisans.”>®

In contrast to the Democrats’ “last extremity” declaration, Whigs
portrayed themselves as the party pledged to defend the Union from
its extremist enemies in the South as well as in the North. Governor
Neill S. Brown set the tone for the campaign in his speech accepting
the Whig convention’s nomination when he declared, as the Republi-
can Banner paraphrased, that “he ‘was for the Union AT ALL HAZARDS.’
For the South, so long as he could be consistently with the preserva-
tion of the Union, but for the Union at all events.” Whigs promised to
uphold southern rights and to support some sort of arrangement with
the North to resolve the current dispute over slavery in the territo-
ries, but they refused to consider disunion as an option. Should the
Wilmot Proviso pass Congress, Brown observed, citizens could expect
President Taylor to veto it. Even if the president failed to issue a veto,
the Constitution itself provided a remedy from the oppression of un-
constitutional laws. A challenge in the federal courts still could force
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a review of congressional laws, after all; and Whigs expected the Su-
preme Court to declare unconstitutional the proviso or any measure
that violated southern rights. With this avenue still available to south-
ern citizens, there appeared no necessity in the present controversy
to discuss breaking up “this glorious confederacy, built up, and ce-
mented together by the blood of Patriots.” If the territorial issue ever
did imperil the federal compact, Whigs asserted, they echoed Brown'’s
declaration that he “would not give one foot of ground on Bunker Hill,
or Saratoga, or Yorktown, for all the land west of the Rio Grande,
though all its hills were studded with gold, and all its valleys tilled
with slaves.” Despite Trousdale’s ravings about the “false” issue of an
abolitionist threat, Whigs behind Neill Brown maintained that they
presented to voters “the true issue: Disregard fanaticism, Northern
and Southern, and submit to law and order”>®

With slavery’s status in the territories as yet undetermined, how-
ever, the slavery issue worked against the Whigs. In West Tennessee,
a group of Whigs in the Tenth Congressional District—the district
with the heaviest concentration of slaves in the state—objected to
their party’s emphasis on Union at the expense of a united defense
of southern rights. Even before the opening of the canvass, Whig
meetings in Memphis and in Somerville, Fayette County, passed, “af-
ter a hard struggle between the two wings of the party there,” a se-
ries of resolutions expressing the intention to support no candidate
“who is not pledged against all of these aggressions upon Southern
rights, and willing to co-operate in any measures of redress that the
people of the southern States may seem fit to adopt.” After Brown’s
nomination, the Memphis Enquirer expressed its support for the
Whig candidate but also announced its intention to “continue our
demonstrations in behalf of Southern rights as freely as if we had a
whig candidate for Governor who came fully up to our scribe.” At
the district Whig convention in Somerville, called to select a candi-
date to challenge Representative Frederick P. Stanton, the so-called
“Calhoun Whigs” failed to win the convention’s approval of resolu-
tions calling for a strong defense of southern rights, but a few weeks
later, these Whigs met together with Southern Rights Democrats at
Raleigh, Shelby County, to pass resolutions approving a convention
of the southern states, “should a measure so odious, unjust and un-
constitutional as the Wilmot Proviso become a law.” Finally, six
weeks before election day, Robertson Topp, Memphis’s most promi-
nent Whig and a leading contender in 1847 for the Senate seat even-
tually won by John Bell, published in the Enquirer a letter condemn-
ing northern assaults upon slavery and concluding that “nothing
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short of a prompt, decided, and united stand, with the South stand-
ing up as one man, can resist this abolition avalanche which threat-
ens to overwhelm them [southern citizens], and with them the
union.”%

Brown’s professions of devotion to the Union aroused little enthu-
siasm among these Whigs.The nominee further damaged his standing
among voters when he admitted on the stump that, if the Supreme
Court ruled in favor of the Wilmot Proviso’s constitutionality, “he
would have to yield, he would suppose.” Democrats immediately
seized on this concession and derided Brown as the “submissionist”
candidate, and they charged that the Whig nominee also advocated
submission should Congress pass a law abolishing slavery in the states
where it already existed.®! With Brown forced to defend his loyalty to
the South, Trousdale defeated the Whig incumbent in the August elec-
tion by about fourteen hundred votes. The Whigs also lost their hold
on the General Assembly, as each party won fifty of the legislature’s
one hundred seats.

Aside from the slavery question, several factors worked against the
Whigs. Party leaders warned of “an amount of supineness amongst our
friends that may & will be fatal to our hopes if not obviated”; and, at
the election’s conclusion, several attributed the result to the usual ap-
athy that weakens a party in power. Also, Brown’s popularity in East
Tennessee suffered when, in the 1847 General Assembily, he failed to
promote a bill to provide the funds necessary to revive work on rail-
road projects in that Grand Division.? Nevertheless, the uncertainty
surrounding slavery’s future in the territories encouraged Trousdale’s
strong defense of southern rights, while rendering suspicious a Whig
position that easily could be confused with “submission” to northern
demands. In Middle Tennessee, the Whig tally fell by more than three
thousand votes from their turnout in 1848, and in West Tennessee the
party received almost twelve hundred fewer votes than in the previ-
ous year.The Union denounced the Whigs’ excuse of voter apathy for
these declines and argued that Whig slaveholders had “condemned the
position of Governor Brown on the slavery question”; only “the
strength of old party attachments kept them from voting at all.” Like-
wise, Eastman claimed that three of the four Whigs elected to Con-
gress that year approved Trousdale’s call for resistance on the slavery
question, leaving Meredith P. Gentry as “the only Tennessee represen-
tative left to countenance John Bell in his abandonment of the rights
of Tennessee slave-holders.”®
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Democrats immediately proclaimed Trousdale’s victory a popular man-
date in favor of a determined and united southern stand against aboli-
tionist attacks. Over the next two years, though, Tennessee’s elector-
ate would reconsider the issues presented to it in 1849. California’s
application for admission to the Union as a free state compelled poli-
ticians throughout the country to search for a settlement that perma-
nently would resolve northern and southern disputes over the future
of slavery in the United States. In Tennessee, concern over a national
settlement was joined at the center of state politics by the question
of whether the state should participate in a convention of southern
states—called in October 1849 by a bipartisan convention in Missis-
sippi—to consider a unified southern position on the slavery issue.
Tennessee’s political leaders knew that the state’s response to the pro-
posed convention could influence its result significantly, for the Mis-
sissippi call specified that the convention should gather in June 1850
in Tennessee’s capital, Nashville.%

Prominent newspapers of both Tennessee parties at first expressed
approval of the proposed convention, but by late February 1850 the
issue had become a“party question.”® Driven once again by its South-
ern Rights wing, Democrats boldly advocated Tennessee’s participa-
tion. According to Democrats, California’s application for statehood
proved that southern citizens could not rely upon President Taylor to
defend their rights. Taylor in fact had precipitated the crisis, they
charged, when he sent an agent to California to arrange for the com-
position of a state constitution that prohibited slavery. By this “rank
usurpation of power” and “criminal dereliction of his official duty,” the
president intended to bring California and New Mexico into the Union
as free states, thus attaining an abolitionist goal, without the Whigs’
having to face the political consequences of approving the Wilmot
Proviso. With a “cordon of free states” surrounding the South about
to become a reality, the proposed Nashville Convention provided “the
only hope of our salvation,” for it offered the prospect of presenting
to the North the united defense of southern rights necessary to impel
northern Democrats to adhere to the constitutional provisions pro-
tecting slavery.®® “A firm and united stand, the Jeffersonian stated
when it concluded that Whig opposition had undermined the conven-
tion’s primary purpose,

by the people of all the Southern States, in favor of their consti-
tutional rights, with those rights defined and declared by official
representatives, in the proposed convention, would have impressed
the people of the North with the conviction that we knew our rights
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and were determined to maintain them. Northern Demagogues would
have trembled before the spectacle of an outraged and insulted peo-
ple, meeting in convention to devise schemes of mutual protection,
and the effect would have been most salutary upon the future legisla-
tion of Congress.%’

Encouraged by their recent victory, Democrats expected the elec-
torate to rally behind the Nashville Convention as the logical sequel
to the party’s bold stand for southern rights. Several developments in
1850, however, transformed the convention from the Democrats’
standard into their most damaging liability. Most significantly, the Con-
gress that convened in December 1849 hesitated to adopt Taylor’s
plan to create new states out of the Mexican cession. Instead, north-
ern and southern leaders both appeared willing to accept some sort
of equitable settlement of the territorial issue.®® Hope of a sectional
agreement was strengthened when Henry Clay introduced into the
Senate his plan for a compromise to end the controversy over Califor-
nia statehood, resolve the conflict over slavery’s status in the remain-
der of the territory acquired from Mexico, and permanently remove
the question of slavery from national politics. Whig and moderate
Democratic newspapers in Tennessee immediately expressed their
approval of the proposed adjustment and promised to support “any
compromise which will settle the questions at issue bonorably to the
South.” After a Senate committee of thirteen reported a bill contain-
ing the provisions of Clay’s compromise, popular sentiment in the
state for the arrangement appeared overwhelming. “I think the peo-
ple here without distinction of party are in favour of the compromise,’
Jacob McGavock wrote from Nashville a few days before the opening
of the convention. A few weeks later, William B. Campbell reported
from Sparta, White County, that “the Whig party in this State with a
large portion of the Democratic party are warm for the Compromise
of Mr. Clay[‘s] committee %

While the prospect of compromise appeared to remove the need
for a southern convention, Whigs reiterated their warnings concern-
ing their opponents’ association with treason.The Nashville Conven-
tion, they charged, marked the first step toward the Nullifiers’ ulti-
mate goal of dissolving the Union. A meeting of the southern states
might have been beneficial, the Republican Banner admitted when
explaining the paper’s previous approval of the convention, but over
the winter of 1850 it had become clear to Whigs that Calhoun and his
associates had promoted the movement for the meeting. “[T]hat
which might have been the medicine to the body politic in the hands
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of discreet men,” the Banner concluded,“is likely to become a deadly
potion in the practice of those avowing their purposes to DESTROY IT.”
The convention would become such a “deadly potion” to the Union
because “the old Nullifiers,” frustrated finally in their efforts to gain
prominence in the federal government, would become “the prime
workers” at the gathering. Claiming to speak with the authority of
“the people” of the South, these designing politicians intended to use
the convention to scatter the “seeds of political disaffection” and to
broadcast “the disorganizing doctrines promulgated by a portion if not
a majority of its members and advocates.” Disunion, the Nashville
True Whig concluded, would be “its certain, inevitable tendency”
“Who doubts,” the Mempbis Eagle added,“but that it will be proposed
to nominate a sectional candidate, upon sectional issues, for the pres-
idency, or to form a Southern confederacy!” The Nashville Conven-
tion, according to Whigs, confirmed their predictions that extremists
in both North and South presented a threat to the perpetuation of the
Union.”® As William G. Brownlow explained in his new Knoxville
Whig, the prospect of a Southern Convention revealed that the agita-
tions of the Nullifiers constituted a more immediate danger than did
the antislavery rumblings of a small clique of northern fanatics:

These Soutbern Burrs, with mischievous industry and criminal perti-
nacity, have been for years exciting hostile feelings, and fomenting the
most deadly strife, between the North and South; and now that they
have lashed the waves of the Union into an angry rage, they need but a
second Hartford Convention at Nashville, to enable them to ride on
these waves, into offices of honor and profit! This dangerous agitation,
which now menaces our glorious Union, they have kept alive, by ap-
plying all the meanes [sic] which unscrupulous minds could suggest.
Disappointed ambition, for despicable party purposes, had called this
foul convention at Nashville, in the vain hope of being able to uproot
the greatest government on earth.”

While denouncing Democratic calls for Tennessee’s representation
at the Convention, Whigs bolstered their image as the “great conser-
vative party of union” by declaring their willingness “to join our fellow-
citizens in any action which will aid in exercising a right influence in
Washington.” Fanaticism “must be put down, trodden down, crushed
down, North and South,” the Eagle proclaimed;“it is the food of dema-
gogues, the incendiary spark of fanatics, the sharpened weapon
of madness” that “talks treason to the Union.””? Party spokesmen
reminded citizens that the Constitution provided “redress, without
destroying the government,” in case a northern majority in Congress
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passed an unconstitutional law that violated southern rights. Never-
theless, Whigs argued, southerners faced no danger from such a law
as long as “the conservative spirit” which had “always been the glory
of the Union” prevailed over the perturbations of Abolitionists and Nul-
lifiers. As in 1849, Whigs in 1850 refused to “speculate on the value
of the Union as it is”; instead, they would trust the prevalent senti-
ment in favor of compromise to carry through a just and equitable set-
tlement. “There must be men enough in the country of both parties,”
the Republican Banner assured readers,“who have a national pride
in the magnificent fabric of free government bequeathed to us by the
Fathers of the Revolution, to join hands in its preservation.””?

By spring, Democrats found themselves forced to devote most of
their attention to refuting the charge that disunionists sponsored the
Nashville Convention. After the aggressive stand the party had taken
in defense of southern rights and its energetic endorsement at the
original call for the convention, William Cooper explained to J. Knox
Walker, Tennessee’s Democrats could not “back out from their posi-
tion at the false and treacherous cry of the Whigs. . . . That would ir-
retrievably ruin us in Tennessee for ‘years and years, for, it would be a
direct admission that the design of the Convention was disunion.”
When Cooper wrote this letter, he and other Democratic leaders al-
ready recognized the difficult position in which their advocacy of the
convention had placed them.The meeting would “prove a failure so far
as Tennessee is concerned,” Cooper concluded, for he saw “certainly no
enthusiasm, and scarcely any interest, felt by the people here for the
Convention.””* Even before the convention opened—and even before
Congress had taken direct action on the committee of thirteen’s com-
promise bill—Democrats watched the momentum they had gained
from their 1849 victory evaporate because of their association with
the unpopular and presumably treasonous southern assembly. While
Democrats found it difficult to inspire their followers to attend
public meetings in support of the convention, Whigs and moderate
Democrats had no trouble arranging bipartisan “union meetings” €x-
pressing popular approval of the proposed compromise.”

The Democrats’ difficulties in arranging a delegation to represent
Tennessee reflected lack of popular interest in the convention and
created the impression that the party was forcing the meeting on vot-
ers despite the public will. In the General Assembly, the Democratic-
controlled house of representatives passed a resolution endorsing the
convention and authorizing Governor Trousdale to appoint delegates,
but the Whig Senate refused to consider the proposal. Instead, the
Senate passed its own resolution renouncing the legislators’ responsi-
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bility to “aid in organizing a southern convention.” Unable to gain offi-
cial sanction for a delegation, Democrats then attempted to arrange
bipartisan county meetings to choose representatives.” By the first of
May, only the Democratic strongholds of Cannon and Lincoln coun-
ties had called meetings and appointed delegates successfully. In a
Maury County meeting, a sufficient number of Whigs attended to vote
down pro-convention resolutions, a vote that forced Democrats to
hold a separate meeting in order to approve any choice of delegates.
Finally, in May, several counties managed to arouse enough interest to
appoint 101 members to the state delegation. These meetings oc-
curred mostly in predominantly Democratic counties in Middle Ten-
nessee and appear largely to have been dominated by members of that
party. “We do not believe,” the Eagle noted,“that at any meeting, in the
whole space of West Tennessee, even in the most heavily populated
counties, more than forty citizens have participated.” Davidson Coun-
ty’s Whigs, meanwhile, forced Democrats to hold a rump meeting like
the one in Maury County before the host city itself could approve any
delegates.”” Democrats now found themselves associated with an as-
sembly that appeared not only seditious but also unrepresentative.
The convention’s proponents had taken steps “to misrepresent the
great masses who stand at a distance frowning upon their anti-repub-
lican movements,” the Republican Banner charged. “Their case is to
be commisserated, truly: for there is no possible way of patching up
their defeat—no way of justifying their broad departure from the first
principles of republicanism.”"®

The nine-day session of the Nashville Convention in June did little
to improve the Democrats’ position. As Whigs had warned and Demo-
crats had feared, radical “Fire-Eaters” from the Lower South played a
prominent role in the proceedings.“This Convention has satisfied me,
that South Carolina and Georgia are, already, decidedly, and almost
unanimously, in favor of a dissolution of this Union, and the forma-
tion of a Southern Confederacy,” concluded William Cooper, who,
with Eastman, served as one of the convention’s secretaries. William
H. Polk attempted to counter the Fire-Eaters’ extremism by propos-
ing a resolution stating the South’s willingness to approve the com-
mittee of thirteen’s compromise bill, “provided it was amended or
modified so as to meet the views of our Southern Senators.” The con-
vention paid little attention to Polk’s motion. Instead, it passed reso-
lutions calling for a division of the Mexican cession and proclaiming
as the South’s “extreme concession” an extension to the Pacific Ocean
of the Missouri Compromise line of 36°30 " —the line that had protect-
ed slavery south of that meridian in the Louisiana Territory. In addi-
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tion, the convention endorsed an aggressive “Address” denouncing
the proposed compromise and insisting upon the extension of the
Missouri Compromise line as a northern renunciation of “the insuffer-
able pretension of restricting and preventing the extension of the
South, whilst they should extend indefinitely” Tennessee’s delegates
joined the representatives of the eight other states participating in the
convention to cast a unanimous vote in favor of the committee’s “Ad-
dress,” but the host state’s representatives appeared far from satisfied
with the result.The two Tennessee members of the committee on res-
olutions, Aaron V. Brown and A. O. P. Nicholson, both objected to the
committee’s report and issued statements after the convention’s con-
clusion explaining their opposition. Most of Tennessee’s delegates would
have voted against the “Address,” Cooper told David R.Arnell, “but for
a clause inserted for their benefit, which stated, in effect, that some
of the members of the Convention dissented from portions of the ad-
dress, and the reasoning by which these portions were attempted to
be sustained.””

Tennessee’s reluctant approval of the “Address” appeared to secure
the Fire-Eaters’ goal of presenting a united southern front in defense
of southern rights. In Tennessee, the “ultra” tone of the convention’s
“Address” seemed to confirm Whig charges that the convention actu-
ally encouraged a dissolution of the Union.®® The convention, Whigs
concluded, had issued an “ultimatum” in its demand for the applica-
tion of the Missouri Compromise line to the Mexican cession. Demo-
crats maintained that the convention’s “extreme concession” showed
that southern citizens were “not only prepared to acquiesce in the
Missouri line, but in any other plan of adjustment which might sub-
stantially secure to the south the rights asserted in the resolutions.”
This explanation failed to assure skeptics, especially after South Caro-
lina’s Robert Barnwell Rhett, the author of the “Address” and the pre-
sumed leader of the Fire-Eaters after Calhoun’s death in March, deliv-
ered a revealing speech in Charleston upon his return from Nashville.
In it, Rhett openly declared that a dissolution of the Union offered the
“one course left for the peace and salvation of the South.” South Caro-
lina’s new senator specifically included Tennessee’s Democrats among
his compatriots, for he assured his audience that “in five days” Ten-
nessee’s moderate delegation had been “brought into line” behind the
convention’s declarations. “One thing is now clear,” the Banner ob-
served. “The men who are led by Mr. Rhett are the enemies of the
Union—are bent upon its destruction!”s!

The convention’s “Address” and the “Rhett Manifesto” brought into
open view the division among Democratic leaders concerning the
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proper emphasis to place on the slavery issue. Nothing more clearly
indicated this rupture than the Nashville Union’s dismissal of its “ul-
tra” editor, E. G. Eastman, in July. Former Congressman Harvey M.
Watterson, who had purchased the paper in 1849, referred to the
Union’s need to trim expenses as the reason for Eastman’s removal,
as Watterson himself took over the editorial reins. Under Watterson’s
direction, the paper came out strongly in favor of Clay’s compromise
and maintained that congressional nonintervention—the doctrine upon
which Democrats had supported Lewis Cass in 1848—represented the
party’s true position on slavery’s status in any new territory. At the
same time, Watterson argued against the constitutionality and efficacy
of the proposal to extend the Missouri Compromise line.3? Few now
could deny that the slavery issue had driven a wedge through Tennes-
see’s Democratic party. Those adhering to the Union’s and the Clarks-
ville Jeffersonian’s position promoted the compromise, advocated
nonintervention, and encouraged the state party to emphasize its
stand on traditional Democratic principles rather than the slavery is-
sue. Southern Rights advocates, meanwhile, followed the Nashville
American and the Memphbis Appeal in endorsing the Nashville Con-
vention’s “Address” and in keeping the defense of southern liberty at
the center of the Democratic creed. The American, in fact, hired East-
man as its associate editor, and from his new office, Eastman contin-
ued to insist that the South “must be united upon some ultimatum”
while pointing to “the resolutions of the late Southern Convention”
as his platform.%?

The Unionist Democrats’ assertion of their preference for compro-
mise came at a critical time. On July 31, the Senate essentially defeated
the committee of thirteen’s compromise bill, leaving behind no evi-
dent solution to the conflict over slavery. Whigs joined Unionist Dem-
ocrats to assure the electorate that the defeat of the bill provided no
cause for desperate measures. “The people,” the Republican Banner
maintained, would repudiate “the accursed demagogues whose high-
est ambition appears to be notoriety and a love of office” and compel
politicians to produce some settlement that would preserve the integ-
rity of the Union.®* Events in Congress soon vindicated the paper’s
faith in the ultimate triumph of popular devotion to the Union. Sena-
tor Stephen A. Douglas of 1llinois divided the committee’s compro-
mise proposals into five separate bills; by late September, each of these
bills had passed both the Senate and the House and had received the
signature of new President Millard Fillmore, who succeeded Taylor
after the general’s death on July 9. The votes of Tennessee’s
congressional delegation allowed both parties to claim a share in
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achieving final passage of the Compromise of 1850.Three Democrats
and one Whig voted against the bill admitting California to the Union
as a free state, while Gentry proved the only Tennessean willing to
accept abolition of the slave trade in the District of Columbia. Other-
wise, Tennessee’s congressmen voted virtually unanimously in favor
of the bills establishing the New Mexico and Utah territories accord-
ing to the principle of nonintervention, settling Texas's border dispute
with New Mexico, and strengthening the country’s law providing for
the return of fugitive slaves.®

Despite their party’s support in Congress for the compromise, the
Unionist Democrats’ acclamation of the settlement failed to free the
state party from the burden of the “disunionist” label. Southern
Rights newspapers denounced the compromise and refused to ac-
cept it as a final adjustment. “Shall Tennessee acquiesce in the pas-
sage of the several bills in Congress? So far as we are concerned, we
answer emphatically, NO!” Eastman proclaimed in the American, and
he announced that he and his allies would “stand upon the platform
of the Southern Convention” and “endeavour to maintain our foot
hold even though its last timbers are cut down by the treachery of
those who professed to be its staunchest supporters.”86 As the Dem-
ocrats’ two wings squabbled through the fall, Whigs praised the
compromise as “a peaceful and honorable adjustment of a contro-
versy which threatened disruption and disaster to the south as well
as to the north.” At the same time, Whig papers reminded citizens
that “the advocates of Disunion and Secession in South Carolina and
Georgia are still at their work” The “masses of both parties” in Ten-
nessee would sustain the compromise, Whigs maintained;“every one
must see that with the people of this State, the merest squinting at
Rbettism is done” Nevertheless, the Nashville Convention had
planned a second session six weeks after Congress adjourned; and,
at that session, according to Whigs, the Fire-Eaters intended to des-
ignate Tennessee’s capital as “the spot for unfurling the standard of
Disunion!”“Let the people press this question home to every candi-
date for public favor—every organ of popular sentiment in Tennes-
see,” the Nasbville True Whig proclaimed. “Union or Disunion is
now the plain issue before the country.”®’

The second session of the Nashville Convention proved a mere
shadow of the earlier meeting. Only fifty-nine delegates attended,
none of whom had been appointed by the authority of the six states
represented. Still, the convention’s action in the November session
resulted in the last of a series of embarrassments suffered by Tennes-
see’s Democratic party that year. Most of the state’s fourteen-member
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delegation promoted Gideon J. Pillow’s resolutions expressing an in-
tent to support the Compromise of 1850, “on the express condition
that the North shall faithfully carry it out on her part,” while warning
the North of dire consequences, should that section’s leaders attempt
yet again to agitate the slavery question. The majority of the conven-
tion delegates—dominated, the Union noted, by those “who are clas-
sically styled ‘Fire-eaters’”—again ignored Tennessee’s proposal and
instead approved another radical declaration, this time denouncing
the compromise and acknowledging the right of a state to secede
from the Union.Tennessee produced the lone dissenting vote against
the “Address,” but the statement’s severe tone again appeared to con-
firm the charge that the convention all along had been the project of
disunionists.58

The convention’s confusing termination increased the Democrats’
dismay. After the assembly had completed its vote on its resolutions,
Andrew J. Donelson requested a reconsideration of the vote and asked
permission to speak at the convention. Because Tennessee had voted
against the passage of the resolutions, and because the delegates had
been given an opportunity to speak earlier in the session, the presi-
dent of the body ruled Donelson’s propositions out of order. Donel-
son, backed from the gallery by the “vociferous applause of those who
were opposed to the resolutions which were adopted,” attempted to
address the convention nonetheless; but, as he began his oration, the
session quickly was adjourned. Southern Rights Democrats in Tennes-
see denounced Donelson’s course as “disreputable to Nashville”; it
had been “understood by all” that the convention intended to adjourn
when it did, Eastman explained, for “the church in which it was held
was wanted for a funeral” The session’s abrupt ending, though, fur-
ther exacerbated the rift among Democrats, as Unionists condemned
the convention for muzzling a Tennessean’s dissent from the Fire-Eat-
ers’ direction. With a portion of the Democrats themselves now de-
crying the Nashville Convention as unrepresentative, the November
session above all reinforced the Whigs’ portrayal of the gathering as
the means by which a clique of politicians sought to attain its designs,
regardless of the popular will. “Although that Convention was osten-
sibly assembled for the purpose of consultation as to the steps which
were most suitable to avert the dangers which menaced our Union,”
Donelson asserted at a bipartisan pro-Union meeting held a week af-
ter his disruption of the convention’s conclusion, “yet its resolutions
were adopted by a process which gagged the mouths of all the dele-
gates, except such as represented what may now be termed the se-
cession party of the South.”®?
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Democrats emerged from the crisis of 1850 embarrassed by their as-
sociation with the Nashville Convention and openly divided over the
Compromise of 1850. Still, the narrow margin of difference in previ-
ous elections between Whigs and Democrats left Democratic leaders
optimistic about the prospect of carrying the state in the 1851 elec-
tions. The possibility of victory encouraged the party’s Unionist and
Southern Rights wings to preserve at least a semblance of harmony.
Governor Trousdale’s personal popularity likewise promoted party
unity, as the incumbent faced no opposition when the state Demo-
cratic convention unanimously nominated him for a second term.
From his position as president of the convention,Aaron Brown appar-
ently controlled its deliberations; but the state’s leading Southern
Rights advocate attempted to promote unity behind Trousdale, by
composing a platform affirming that Democrats would abide by the
Compromise of 1850, notwithstanding their belief that its provisions
“fall short of that measure of justice to which the South, in our opin-
ion[,] are [sic] fairly entitled.” At the same time, the convention’s dec-
laration warned northerners that any tampering with the compro-
mise, or any other future agitation against southern rights, would be
considered “a breach of plighted faith and a violation of the constitu-
tion so palpable and willful, as well to justify the Southern States to
resort to any and every means of self-preservation, which their peace,
safety, and honor might demand.”*®

The Democratic platform thus sought to mask the party’s division
by assuring voters that Democrats held the same ground upon the sla-
very issue as they had in previous contests. Brown’s platform,“in the
most distinct and emphatic manner,” reaffirmed “the principles and
sentiments set forth in the resolutions of the last Democratic Conven-
tion held at Nashville in 1849,” Democrats insisted; Watterson’s Union
explained that the state party’s 1849 platform had become “the plat-
form of the Union party at the South.””! Though the Compromise of
1850 had quieted agitation over slavery, Democrats maintained that
the South needed to proclaim once again its support for a national
party dedicated to the defense of southern liberty, for Abolitionism
had become “more prevailing and more powerful than it has ever
been” in the North. Popular obstruction of the enforcement of the
new fugitive slave law—the South’s principal gain from the compro-
mise—indicated the abolitionists’ intention to persist in their assault
on southern rights. “We would not disturb the compromise,” the
American insisted, “but we cannot shut our eyes to what is daily go-
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ing on around us.” Northern opposition to the return of runaway
slaves provided clear evidence of that section’s goal “not only to re-
peal, or what is the same thing, to essentially modify the fugitive slave
law, but to drive through other bills which are designed to extirpate
slavery from this whole continent.”The national Democratic party, the
Jeffersonian added,“in all its State Conventions, without exception,”
had acknowledged “the constitutional rights of the South to protec-
tion of her peculiar institution of slavery,” and Tennessee’s endorse-
ment of the party’s stand would aid the South’s natural allies in the
North in their efforts to put down the abolitionist Whigs.*?

With slavery’s status in the territories now settled, aggressive calls
for the defense of southern rights seemed less urgent than they had
two years earlier. Moreover, since some of the Lower South states
were planning conventions to consider secession, another aggressive
campaign centered upon the slavery issue could leave Democrats
open to further charges of promoting disunion.”> Nevertheless, on the
stump Trousdale devoted the greater part of his energy to condemn-
ing the specific measures of the Compromise of 1850, explicitly stat-
ing his belief that “the South had derived little benefit” from its provi-
sions, before he gave any indication of his party’s intention to comply
with the agreement. At the same time, Southern Rights papers con-
tinued their denunciations of the settlement’s offensive features.*
Unionist Democrats emphasized the party’s willingness to uphold the
settlement and reminded voters that Trousdale did not favor disunion.
Still, the harsh declarations of the party standard-bearer, along with
the grudging acquiescence of the Southern Rights wing, created the
image of a party dissatisfied with the compromise and eager to agi-
tate further public excitement over the future of slavery. As one
Clarksville Whig told his party’s gubernatorial nominee, it was “evi-
dent that the Democratic party with Genl. Trousdale at their head
would have all been opposed to the Compromise and in favor of ultra
southern rights if it were not for fear of the direful condemnation of
their whole party by the overwhelming public opinion favoring the
compromise.””’

Despite the party’s unification behind Trousdale, the division ex-
posed in 1850 plagued Democrats throughout the 1851 canvass.The
rift between Unionist and Southern Rights Democrats reached into
the party’s lower ranks, as rival Democratic candidates competed for
seats in the legislature. The most influential leaders from both wings,
Aaron Brown and A. O. P. Nicholson, encouraged many of the candi-
dates; both aspired to be chosen by the General Assembly to fill the
United States Senate seat vacated by the expiration of Hopkins L.Tur-
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ney’s term. Still, while the exact number of contests among Demo-
crats is not known, in several of the races, candidates identified them-
selves as either “Compromise” or “Southern Rights” Democrats. The
Union and the American both lamented the presence of “too many
candidates” in the field and encouraged rivals somehow to settle their
conflicting claims. These admonitions did little to restore party
unity, however. Even in the strongly Democratic First and Sixth Con-
gressional districts, appeals for harmony were unable to prevent chal-
lenges for congressional as well as legislative seats. In upper East Ten-
nessee’s First Congressional District, Landon C. Haynes stood against
the incumbent Unionist congressman,Andrew Johnson; while in Mid-
dle Tennessee’s Sixth District, several Democrats persuaded James H.
Thomas to seek reelection against front-runner William H. Polk, be-
cause of Polk’s association with the moderate Tennessee platform at
the Nashville Convention.%

With Democrats divided, Whigs presented to the electorate a united
front centered upon the party’s image as the “great conservative party
of the Union, ever toiling to save the country from the radical ex-
tremes of democracy, in every crisis.” Party leaders persuaded William
B. Campbell, one of the most popular Tennesseans since he had dis-
tinguished himself at the Battle of Monterrey in 1846, to accept the
Whig nomination for governor. After the state convention nominated
the former congressman, it approved a platform declaring the Com-
promise of 1850 “the best which, under the circumstances, could
have been adopted” and “a final settlement . . . of the dangerous and
exciting subjects which they embraced.”®” Throughout the summer,
Campbell, Meredith Gentry, and Thomas A. R. Nelson—who spoke in
place of Campbell when the candidate fell ill in June—lauded the
compromise as “a triumph of wisdom and of patriotism over the mis-
chievous purposes of designing politicians at the north and at the
south.” Party newspapers endorsed their candidate’s promise to sup-
port Millard Fillmore’s election to the presidency in 1852, because his
administration had “bent all its energies and power to preserve the Con-
stitution, and to promote the peace, prosperity and happiness of the
people”“Bad men in the North, and ambitious men in the South” still
worked to destroy “the Union of our fathers,” and Whigs reminded
voters that their opponents had approved the Nashville Convention,
where “the doctrines of Secession and Disunion were both boldly
taught.”®

Each of the two parties contended that the success of the Com-
promise of 1850 depended upon its own victory. Democrats at-
tempted to justify their call for continued southern unity by arguing
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that such a stand was necessary to compel the North to honor the
adjustment. Not only did northerners persist in their obstruction of
the fugitive slave law, but also the presence in the White House of
the “malignant abolitionist” Fillmore symbolized the permanent dan-
ger facing southern institutions. Even if Fillmore did prove true to the
South, Democrats warned, northern Whigs already had indicated
their plan to replace Fillmore with the abolitionists’ ally, Winfield
Scott, as their presidential candidate. Likewise, southern Whigs per-
sisted in their assistance to the abolitionists by advocating “submis-
sion” to the compromise, even to the extent of accepting a repeal
of the fugitive slave law.*® Trousdale’s reelection would sustain the
compromise by marking the electorate’s repudiation of submission
and its declaration to the North that southerners remained united in
defense of their rights. “The real issue between parties here in Ten-
nessee,” the Union explained,

as we have already stated, is not which party acquiesces in the com-
promise now that it has been passed as a final adjustment, and which
party refuses so to acquiesce.—There is no issue of that character, for
both parties announce their acquiescence. The real issue is, as we have
stated, which party is for firmly and sternly bolding the north to
abide by and maintain in good faith the whole compromise as it
stands, under penalty of the worst, if Northern aggression shall pro-
ceed to violate it and break it up under plea of modifying it. That is
the real issue.'®

Despite the Democrats’ explanations, the 1851 elections became
in essence a referendum on the value of the Compromise of 1850.
Denunciations of the compromise by Southern Rights advocates did
little to reassure voters of the Democrats’ fidelity to the agreement.
Trousdale’s censure of the compromise’s specific measures, Whigs ar-
gued, showed that the governor “should be watched as at heart a Dis-
unionist” who “sympathizes with those who are believed to be plot-
ting disunion.” A Democratic victory in the state would “stimulate
South Carolina to hope that she can make her last desperate and fatal
movement in reliance upon the sympathy and support of Tennessee,”
while northerners would view the election of a candidate threaten-
ing further disturbance of the slavery issue as evidence that “the South
does not regard the Compromise as a final settlement.” Campbell’s
election, on the other hand, would signify the state’s approval of the
settlement and its repudiation of the Union’s enemies in both North
and South.“The true issue, therefore, is the Compromise or Disunion,”
the Knoxville Whig concluded;“carry out the Compromise measures
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and preserve the Union, or set them all aside, renew the slavery dis-
cussion, and dissolve the Union.”101

The results of the election indicated that Tennessee’s voters were
willing to accept the compromise and put discussions of slavery’s fu-
ture behind them. Democrats improved their strength among West
Tennessee’s rapidly growing population, and the party retained its
three-seat advantage over Whigs in the state’s congressional delega-
tion. Nevertheless, the return to the polls of Middle Tennessee Whigs,
along with a particularly heavy turnout of party members in East Ten-
nessee, countered Democratic gains in the West and elected Camp-
bell to the governor’s office by a margin of almost two thousand
votes. More importantly, Whigs won their greatest victories in the
elections to the General Assembly. The “conservative party of Union”
won a ten-seat majority in that body, and it would control both cham-
bers in a legislature that not only would elect a United States Senator
but also would redraw the state’s legislative and congressional dis-
tricts. With this resounding triumph, Whigs interpreted the outcome
as a vindication of the party’s endorsement of the Compromise of
1850.“[T]he people of Tennessee have roused themselves and come
to the rescue of the friends of the Union,” the Banner proclaimed,;
while the victorious Campbell assured his uncle that “Tennessee may
be put down as sound on the Union question|,] for the Compromise
& for Mr. Fillmore or a sound Union man for the next Presidency.”1%?

Democrats again attributed their defeat to their lack of organization,
but they also recognized that their cause had been damaged by the
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Southern Rights advocates’ presumed association with Fire-Eaters in
the Lower South. In Middle Tennessee, the Bolivar Democrat noted,
“the cry of ‘Glorious Union’ made the nerves of some timid Demo-
crats tremble, and caused them to be lukewarm in Trousdale’s elec-
tion”1% Whigs acknowledged, too, that “our opponents being divided
in opinion among themselves” proved “a great advantage” in their ef-
forts. The multiple candidacies of Democrats in legislative races ap-
pear to have given the Whigs their tremendous advantage in the
General Assembily. Still, the outcome of the contests between rival
Democrats emphasized popular repudiation of agitation on the sla-
very issue. Unionist Democrats Andrew Johnson and William H. Polk
defeated challengers in their races for Congress. In what perhaps was
the state’s most revealing contest, in Franklin County the “Compro-
mise Democrat,” Jesse Arledge, won election to the state house of rep-
resentatives, defeating the Tennessean who had been the state’s most
outspoken advocate of southern rights in Congress, former Senator
Hopkins L.Turney.!%4

Whigs emerged from the Crisis of 1850 in their strongest position
since the formation of the party system in Tennessee. At the same
time, Democrats entered the new decade divided and weakened by
being linked with southern “disunionists.” Most significantly, Tennes-
see’s party system emerged from the crisis intact. In several south-
ern states, Whigs joined with Democrats favoring the Compromise
of 1850 to form a “Union party” that opposed a “Southern Rights”
party composed chiefly of a remnant of Democrats.!% Some of Ten-
nessee’s Whig leaders proposed the formation of a Union party, but
this suggestion received little consideration from the leading spokes-
man of either of the state’s extant organizations.'°® The leaders of
both Whigs and Democrats saw no need to try to gain power by pro-
moting a realignment of parties.The narrow margin of difference be-
tween the existing parties encouraged politicians to trust a full mo-
bilization of their compatriots to ensure victory at the polls,
notwithstanding the stress exerted on the party system by the con-
flict over slavery’s extension.

Nor did voters see much reason for new political organizations.
Both parties responded to the conflict over the defense of slavery ac-
cording to their established conceptions of power and their ideologi-
cal understandings of the American polity. Democrats and Whigs
agreed that the federal government had no authority over slavery’s sta-
tus within individual states. When confronted with the question of the
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institution’s expansion into the new territories, Democrats grounded
their opposition to congressional power to prohibit slavery in these
regions upon their belief in a strict construction of the Constitution.
Southern Rights Democrats conceded to Washington the power to
guarantee slavery’s existence in the territories, but only because they
believed it necessary to insure southerners equal access to those
lands; Unionist Democrats, meanwhile, upheld the principle of con-
gressional nonintervention on slavery as the only true Democratic
doctrine.'®” Whigs, likewise, never accepted the premise of congres-
sional power to enact the Wilmot Proviso, but they nevertheless ex-
pressed faith in the ability of the federal government to provide an
equitable settlement to the conflict over the territories.This faith tran-
scended simple policy to encompass a reverence for the federal Con-
stitution that perceived the Union not merely as a means to protect
personal interests, but as a familial bond among all citizens of the na-
tion. Thus Whigs declared their willingness to trust the Constitution’s
provisions and a national tribunal’s decision, should an oppressive law
somehow slip through Congress. Moreover, Whigs declared, if neces-
sary they preferred to give up the territories acquired from Mexico
rather than disturb the harmony of the Union as it existed. Most im-
portant, throughout 1850, both parties maintained their positions as
defenders of the citizenry’s liberty against the manipulations of dem-
agogic politicians. Democrats continued their stand against abolition-
ists and their Federal, Whig, and southern submissionist allies. At the
same time, Whigs capitalized upon their position as the friends of lib-
erty and Union who challenged their opponents’ aid to the nation’s
long-standing enemies, South Carolina’s Nullifiers.

Tennessee’s voters entered the 1850s with their party loyalties re-
affirmed, despite the fact that the old economic issues virtually had
disappeared and new concerns had arisen concerning slavery’s expan-
sion. “I love the Whig party,” Edwin H. Ewing told William Campbell
in February 1851, “because I believe [that] in it & it alone are to be
found the conservative principles upon which our Government is to
stand, if stand it may. Its Tariff, its Banks, & its measures of the time
may pass away; but its deep law-abiding, order-loving, Constitution-
supporting principle remains.” Three months later, the Clarksville Jef-
JSersonian reminded readers that there always had been “two parties
in this country, holding the most antagonistic opinions in regard to
the powers conferred upon Congress by the constitution.” “The Whig
party have ever been in favor of a latitudinous construction of the con-
stitution,” the Jeffersonian continued, while the Democrats had “ever
been in favor of a strict construction of the constitution.”'%®
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The conflict over slavery’s expansion reinforced in Tennessee the
political strength of sentiment in favor of preserving the Union of
states. Arguments in favor of defending southern rights to the “last ex-
tremity;” including a dissolution of the Union, gained the favor of a
portion of the state’s Democratic leadership, and Southern Rights
newspapers openly accepted the doctrine of state secession as a legiti-
mate constitutional principle. The 1851 elections, though, indicated
that Tennessee’s politicians could expect only difficulty if they at-
tempted to ride the hobby of secession. Most likely, the proportion
of slaves in the population in a given locality strongly influenced the
degree of concern over slavery’s future evinced there; perceived
threats to slavery undoubtedly appeared more frightening in an econ-
omy heavily dependent upon slave labor, as in West Tennessee, than
they did in areas with few slaves, such as the counties along the Cum-
berland Plateau, dividing East and Middle Tennessee. Still, across the
state, voters associated southern “ultraism” with Calhoun and the
“kingdom of South Carolina” Since Andrew Jackson’s damnation of
nullification, in Tennessee’s political culture, Calhoun’s followers had
been viewed as a collection of frustrated demagogues who presented
as great a threat to republican freedom as did northern abolitionists.
“The object of the Secession party is to establish a ‘SOUTHERN CONFED-
ERACY.’ They want a government of their own,” the Winchester Inde-
pendent, a Unionist Democratic paper, stated in 1851. Should that
party succeed in its goal, “we will see the end of ORDER and LIBERTY
and then will commence the reign of KINGS and TYRANTS in the coun-
try, for the liberty of which Washington fought, and patriots bled and
perished.”!®

Yet the parties’ debate over slavery also revealed the limits of Ten-
nessee’s Unionism.Although they owed their triumph in 1851 to their
bold stand for the Compromise and the Union, Whigs always agreed
with their opponents that any northern attempt to repeal or restrain
the fugitive slave law could only be regarded as a breach of faith.
Moreover, while rejecting the southern rights advocates’ justification
of secession as a constitutional principle, Whigs and Unionist Demo-
crats agreed that republicanism provided an ultimate remedy from an
unquestionably oppressive government: the same redress to which
the founding fathers had been driven, the right of revolution. Whigs
would not “dissolve the Union upon a doubtful question of constitu-
tionality,” the Banner reminded readers; nevertheless, the Banner
seconded the American’s contention that “‘the people may, if they
choose, throw off any government when it becomes oppressive and
intolerable, and erect a better in its stead’ They believe this is their
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right, but they regard it as ‘the right of revolution,’ and [it] should not
be exercised but in the last resort.”''° Notwithstanding the elector-
ate’s devotion to the Union, Whigs joined Democrats in leaving open
the possibility of dissolution while sending the message to the North
that further abolitionist aggression would not be tolerated.

In the aftermath of the 1851 state elections, few Democrats or
Whigs probably expected that Tennessee would ever face the need to
resort to cither secession or revolution, at least as a consequence of
the slavery issue. The Whigs’ triumph announced the state citizenry’s
willingness to consider the Compromise of 1850 the final settlement
of that issue; similar results in other state elections, along with the
failure of secession movements in the Lower South, appeared to pre-
clude further agitation on the future of the institution in the United
States. A short ten years later, after a decade of further strife over sla-
very, Tennessee indeed would take the step of revolution. Until that
revolution, as throughout Tennessee’s antebellum political existence,
the question of who truly defended the citizens’ freedom continued
to provide the central issue of state politics.



SEVEN

The “Politics of Union:
The Triumph of ‘Democracy

1852~1857

The Whig victory in the 1851 elections marked the zenith of that par-
ty’s strength in Tennessee.Taking advantage of their ten-seat majority
in the General Assembly, Whigs tried to use their success to guarantee
the party’s continued dominance. Former Governor James C. Jones,
one of the state’s most popular figures, was selected to fill the vacan-
cy in the United States Senate created by the expiration of Hopkins L.
Turney’s term.Then, the majority easily passed two bills, written and
sponsored by Clarksville’s Gustavus A. Henry, that gerrymandered the
state so that Whigs would control the General Assembly and congres-
sional delegation for the remainder of the decade. Most satisfying was
the fact that reapportionment deprived of their seats three popular
Democratic congressmen, Frederick P. Stanton, Isham G. Harris, and
Andrew Johnson.! Democrats condemned the “Henrymander” as
“morally and politically dishonest” and charged that the Whig redis-
tricting plan defied “the commonest principles of justice and fair deal-
ing” Whigs publicly denied any intention to injustice while privately
congratulating themselves on the obliteration of their enemies.“If the
Whigs act as they ought to act,” Alexander Williams told Thomas A. R.
Nelson,“they now have the power, to kill Locofocoism for 10 years to
come, if they do not do it they ought to be demolished and no longer
called Whigs "2

By early 1852, Whigs appeared to have entrenched themselves in
power in Tennessee for at least the next decade. The party’s hold
seemed confirmed when, in that year’s presidential election, Tennes-
see stood as one of only four states to cast its electoral votes for the
unpopular Whig nominee, General Winfield Scott. Within a year after
the presidential election, however,Whigs lost control of the governor-
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ship, never to regain it. In the next presidential contest, Democrats
would establish their own dominance in the state to a degree far greater
than that ever enjoyed by Whigs. The dissolution of the national Whig
party after Scott’s defeat and the reemergence of the slavery issue in
national politics contributed to the state Whigs’ demise, but local de-
velopments also contributed to the shift in the parties’ strength.
Democrats successfully distanced themselves from “Nullifiers” in the
Lower South and reassured voters of their own devotion to the Union,
thus reviving their support. Factional division meanwhile prevented
Whig leaders from uniting upon a solution to the dilemma presented
by the demise of the national party. Still, new conditions and new alli-
ances did not alter the parties’ roles as defenders of the voters’ free-
dom.Amid the sectional controversy, for both parties the defense of the
Union increasingly appeared to provide their most crucial method of
protecting republican institutions.

Democrats entered the 1850s in a weak position. Party leadership re-
mained divided into Southern Rights and Unionist factions, and com-
petition between these factions increasingly reflected a personal ri-
valry between Aaron V. Brown and A. O. P. Nicholson. Among voters,
Democrats still suffered from the stigma of association with the south-
ern “disunionists” who had opposed the Compromise of 1850. The
loss in the 1851 contest sobered party leaders into recognizing the
need to reconcile their differences in order to recapture the state gov-
ernment.? Rivalry persisted, though, as leading Democrats tried to
maneuver the state party behind their chosen candidates in the up-
coming presidential election. A contingent of Unionists, led by An-
drew Ewing, William H. Polk, and J. Knox Walker, attempted to unite
the factions behind Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, by linking the
champion of the Compromise of 1850 to the vice-presidential aspira-
tions of Brown’s close associates, Gideon J. Pillow and William Trous-
dale.* Brown and Nicholson both indicated interest in the Douglas
movement, but ultimately both pursued their own candidates. Nichol-
son refused to abandon his personal friend, Lewis Cass, while Cave
Johnson persuaded Brown to back Pennsylvania’s James Buchanan.
Consequently, the state party convention held in January 1852 en-
dorsed no candidates for either spot on the national ticket. The fac-
tions compromised by sending to the national convention a delega-
tion evenly divided between Cass and Buchanan.’

Democrats united behind the national ticket when the divided con-
vention nominated New Hampshire’s Franklin Pierce. Pierce, Tennes-
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see’s once-contentious party now proclaimed, clearly was a candidate
“thoroughly with the South in her feelings,” one who “ever respected
her constitutional rights” Confidence in Pierce’s chances to carry Ten-
nessee abounded when the Whig national convention bypassed the
favorite of the southern wing, Millard Fillmore, in favor of General
Winfield Scott, who Democrats maintained was the standard-bearer of
northern Whig “Free-Soil” abolitionists.® By late summer, Democratic
leaders believed that a full turnout of voters would guarantee victory
in Tennessee, and they began speculating on which faction would
benefit from the patronage of a Pierce administration.”

Despite this optimism, the 1852 presidential canvass became a
virtual replay of the preceding year’s gubernatorial election. Demo-
crats again centered their appeals upon the “finality” of the Compro-
mise of 1850 and promoted Pierce, as they had Trousdale, because
“the most vital interests of the South are at stake in this contest.” It
was true that some Democrats had opposed the compromise while
it was being debated, party spokesmen admitted, but now that the
agreement had become law, the Union explained, party members
agreed “that these measures shall be regarded as a definite settle-
ment of the slavery question.”® Although the Whig platform also
pledged support for the compromise, Democrats warned that the
northern wing of the party planned to subvert the compact by re-
pealing the fugitive slave law. Scott himself refused to state in writ-
ing his support for the compromise, and his election, Democrats
charged, “would be the placing of this Government in the hands of
those free-soilers, who openly proclaim, in advance, that they ‘defy,
execrate, [and] spit upon the [Whig] platform.”® Should Scott some-
how triumph, they maintained, the compromise would be repudiat-
ed, and “in the South, the ultimate effects will be to make disunion—
now a proscribed idea—the ruling sentiment.”!°

The Democrats’ presumed association with the extreme advo-
cates of southern rights allowed Whigs once again to charge that
their opponents ultimately sought the dissolution of the Union. Free-
Soilers stood behind the Democratic candidate, Whigs argued, for
Pierce clearly was “a northern man with northern feelings,” and
southern disunionists joined them in supporting the northerner as
part of their plan to use the slavery question to destroy the Union.
“All the discordant elements of the country .. .seem to have coa-
lesced, in a desperate struggle for power,” the Republican Banner
wrote, denouncing Pierce’s supporters. “[T]his contest has brought
about a singular union of extremes,—of men North and South, who
were recently in open hostility—freesoilers and pro-slavery men—
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Union men and disunionists—secessionists and anti-secessionists—
compromise men and anti-compromise men.”!' Democrats again
found themselves in a defensive position, forced to defend them-
selves from charges of “ultraism.” “[W]e do not believe,” the Ameri-
can proclaimed, “that the craziest man among us has the slightest
fear that any effort will be made in the South to disturb the compro-
mise,” while Cave Johnson denounced disunion charges as “slan-
der”!? Nevertheless, as Democrats warned voters that the greatest
danger facing the country came from northern Abolitionists, Whigs
continued to point to an alliance between Free-Soilers and Nullifi-
ers as most threatening to the Union’s future.

The result of the November election stunned and embarrassed
Democrats. Pierce won a landslide victory in the national race, in
which Scott won the electoral votes of only four states. One of those
states, though, was Tennessee; even though the state’s Whigs them-
selves expressed little enthusiasm for their candidate, enough Whigs
went to the polls to give their candidate a majority of thirteen hun-
dred votes. Democratic leaders attributed the result to the electorate’s
fondness for military heroes, but in fact, as in 1851, the Democrats’
reputed association with sectional extremists had weakened their
cause. Cave Johnson admitted that the northerner Pierce was per-
ceived as “an abolitionist at heart & only going with us now for effect
to get their votes,” while Whigs pointed to Pierce’s support from “a
singular combination of extremes,—of men North and South, who
were recently in open hostility,” as the reason for Scott’s majority.!3
Scott’s devastating loss nationally allowed party leaders to console
themselves with the belief that the national Whig party had been ir-
reparably damaged. Still, the loss of the state showed the party that it
had gained little from the national triumph and that its position re-
mained as weak as it had been when it entered the canvass.

The result of the 1852 election revealed the plight of Tennessee’s
Democratic party. National victory alone could not insure the success
of the state party. Factional rivalries continued to distract the party
leadership.At the same time, Democrats had not recovered from their
gamble to defend southern rights “to the last extremity” That prom-
ise, and their support of the Nashville Convention in 1850, had al-
lowed Whigs to associate the Democrats with the “ultra” movement
in the Lower South; the Democrats’ division over the Compromise of
1850 failed to satisfy its followers that their party was not somehow
involved in a movement for disunion—despite Democratic pleas
that “there is no disunion party out of South Carolina”*¥ Demo-
crats could share in the national party’s success only if they could
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present a united front that managed to distance the state party from
the designs of the Nullifiers. Somehow, the party needed to be revived
in a manner that would assure voters that the Democrats equaled, if
they did not excel, their opponents in devotion to the Union.

In early 1853, the party took some crucial steps toward recovery.
In May, Nashville’s two Democratic newspapers merged to form a
new party organ, the Union and American, with a toned-down, less
“ultra” E. G. Eastman as senior editor.!® The party’s leadership now
could speak with a single voice, and the existence of one Democratic
paper at the state capital at least would give the appearance of unity.

A more significant development already had occurred the previous
month. At the state convention in Nashville, six names had been
placed before a nominating caucus as potential candidates for gover-
nor.The clear choice of a majority of delegates was East Tennessee’s
displaced congressman, Andrew Johnson. Johnson, a Unionist during
the Crisis of 1850, already had earned the particular disfavor of
Brown’s faction, both because of his opposition to some important
measures during Polk’s administration and because of his reputation
as a maverick who advocated “radical and extreme” democratic doc-
trines. Southern Righters tried to block Johnson’s nomination by unit-
ing the caucus either behind their own favorite, Isham G. Harris, or
behind Unionists A. O. P. Nicholson or Andrew Ewing. These moves
failed when Harris proved unable to garner the necessary support and
when Nicholson and Ewing refused to stand in Johnson'’s way. With
no other alternative, Southern Righters reluctantly accepted Johnson’s
candidacy, and the state convention ended up unanimously nominat-
ing the East Tennessean as the Democratic standard-bearer.'®

Contrary to the expectations of Brown and his associates, Andrew
Johnson’s gubernatorial candidacy proved the vital component in the
Democrats’ recuperation. Johnson’s nomination moved the state party
away from the sectional issue and back toward its traditional image as
the opponent of an ever-present Federalist “money power” Democrats
never had abandoned that appeal completely during the crisis over
slavery’s expansion.!” Declarations about defending southern rights to
the “last extremity,” though, had distracted party leaders from this fo-
cus; questions concerning the party’s support of the Compromise of
1850 had led its traditional constituency to wonder whether the party still
represented yeoman farmers and artisans or if it had become an in-
strument of disunionist slaveholders. A candidate such as Johnson,
however, seemed far removed from any connection with the lat-
ter group. His rise from humble circumstances (he once had
been an illiterate tailor’s apprentice) to become a member of Con-
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gress highlighted the party’s role as the defender of equal opportu-
nity for all citizens, while his own political career had been built upon
attacks against “aristocrats” who sought to exploit the nation’s labor-
ing people. Whigs found “a ‘sheep skin’ . .. much better evidence of
merit and qualification, than a life spent in honest toil, and constant
cffort at self-improvement,” Democrats charged, while trumpeting
Johnson’s reputation “not only as a sound democratic statesman, but
as the friend and advocate of the rights of the laboring man.” Behind
Johnson, Democrats could reassure the party’s rank and file that it had
not abandoned its primary purpose; it still stood for the defense of
the voters’ freedom against their enemies, whether those enemies
were Federalists or Abolitionists.!®

Johnson had loyally supported the state party as it committed it-
self to the “last extremity” doctrine, but at the same time he had en-
couraged his comrades to stress instead issues that would advance
the power of the humble citizen, such as his own pet hobby of a
proposal to grant a homestead to occupants of public lands. Once
the 1853 canvass opened, the candidate himself went beyond the
Democratic platform to center his campaign upon a homestead law
and upon constitutional amendments providing for, first, the popu-
lar election of the president and senators; and, second, elections and
term limitations for justices on the federal Supreme Court. Southern
Rights newspapers made it clear that these proposals were
Johnson’s personal opinions and not party doctrine; still, perhaps
recognizing Johnson’s prescience concerning too heavy a reliance
on the defense of southern rights, both factions endorsed Johnson
as the “MECHANIC STATESMAN,” while pointing to his advocacy of ex-
panding the power of the people as proof that he was the “succes-
sor to the principles of JEFFERSON and JACKSON.”1?

The Whigs’ nomination of Gustavus A. Henry as Johnson’s oppo-
nent aided the Democrats’ revival. The author of the Whig gerryman-
der at the last legislative session, Henry had been a popular Whig
speaker during the 1840s and had run for elector in four presidential
contests. Yet, while living in his native Kentucky, Henry had voted for
John Quincy Adams against Andrew Jackson in 1828, and as a mem-
ber of the Kentucky legislature in 1832, Henry had voted against a bill
giving mechanics a lien for payment on completed work.? These ac-
tions, along with having a victim of the “Henrymander” as his rival in
the governor’s race, allowed Johnson and the Democrats easily to por-
tray the 1853 contest as part of the long-standing struggle against
those seeking to remove power from the sovereign people.“No two
men have ever been opposing candidates for the office of governor
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of Tennessee, who so well illustrate in their own conduct the antago-
nistic principles in our Government which have been struggling
against each other since the days of JOHN ADAMS, as our present candi-
dates,” Eastman’s Union and American proclaimed.“A strong govern-
ment . .. was the darling theory of the ancient federalists, as it is of
Maj. HENRY.A Government of the People, was the theory of JEFFERSON,
as it was of JACKSON, and as it is of JOHNSON.”?!

Henry and his comrades attacked Johnson as a radical and danger-
ous demagogue whose constitutional changes would threaten social
stability. Not only had the Democratic nominee been one of the mas-
terminds of the “Immortal Thirteen” fiasco a decade earlier, Whigs
charged, but his proposal in 1842 to apportion the legislature on the
basis of the state’s white population—with no consideration of slave
property—represented an innovation that “cannot fail to be hailed
with joy by every Abolitionist in the Union” Johnson, they main-
tained, also intended to eliminate using three-fifths of the slave popu-
lation as the basis for the southern states’ representation in Congress.
The Democrat’s proposals for popular election of Supreme Court jus-
tices likewise would assist abolitionists, Nashville’s True Whig argued,
with the admission of additional free states to the Union, northern
voters “would elect a majority of the Judges—and it is a part of their
sectional education as non-slaveholders, to wage increasing warfare
upon the peculiar institutions of the South.” At the same time, Whigs
tried to appeal to Democrats who disagreed with Johnson’s demand
for constitutional amendments by warning of the potential excesses
that would result from the candidate’s “pure democracy.”?? Despite
these charges, Whigs found it difficult to counter the East Tennesse-
an’s popularity, and throughout the campaign they found it necessary
to join attacks upon Johnson with references to the domination of
Pierce’s cabinet by “freesoilers, secessionists and disunionists.” Such
charges were unable to diminish the enthusiasm for the Mechanic
Statesman.?* When the votes were tallied, the “Henrymander” left the
Whigs with a fourteen-seat majority in the assembly, but Democrats
managed to win a thirteen-to-twelve advantage in the senate. Across
the state, Johnson defeated Henry for governor and received over
7,500 more votes than Pierce had nine months earlier.?4

Johnson’s inaugural address put the capstone on his party’s return
to its original appeal. In this speech, the new governor equated self-
government with Christianity and declared that the Democratic party
had “undertaken the political redemption of man.” “Democracy pro-
gressive corresponds also to the Church Militant: both fighting against
error—one in the moral, the other in the political field,” Johnson de-
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clared, concluding that “Democracy is a ladder, corresponding in pol-
itics, to the one spiritual which Jacob saw in his vision; one up which
all, in proportion to their merit, many ascend.” Johnson’s association
of Democracy with Christianity was deplored by Whigs as evidence
of his unsuitability for public office. They failed, however, to see the
significance of this speech, for its central theme clearly echoed James
Polk’s inaugural address in 1839 and among Democrats reinforced
their understanding of the history of parties in the country. Party divi-
sion, Johnson recalled, went back to the federal Constitutional Con-
vention and involved “the advocates of a popular form of government,
vesting the sovereign power in the mass of the people,and those who
stood opposed to it.”?> With a Mechanic Statesman waging war against
potential aristocrats, and with Johnson casting that battle as the party’s cen-
tral mission and its holy purpose, the 1853 campaign ultimately re-
stored the confidence of the Democrats’ constituents that their
party represented real people rather than southern disunionists.
Democrats would not abandon their commitment to southern
rights, but after 1853, those rights would be treated as auxiliary to
the party’s central appeal, rather than as its defining issue. For voters,
support for the Democratic party would provide the best way to pro-
tect both slavery and Union, but until either appeared seriously threat-
ened, Democrats would emphasize their work for the “political re-
demption of man”And nowhere among Democrats, in 1853 or afterward,
was any more discussion heard about defending southern rights “to the last
extremity”

While Democrats recovered from factional strife, Whigs suffered their
own dissension, stemming from a direct challenge to the preeminence
of John Bell. The senior senator had stood as Tennessee’s dominant Whig
since his election in 1847 in the wake of his early advocacy of Zachary
Taylor’s presidential claims.Taylor’s election placed Bell in control of
appointments to federal offices in the state, and he preserved that
power after the president’s death, by ingratiating himself with Millard
Fillmore’s administration.

The return to public office of James C. Jones, though, disrupted
Bell’s leadership of the party. The popular “Lean Jimmy” had an-
nounced his retirement from politics at the conclusion of his second
term as governor in 1845, but since that time, he had been far from
inactive. A disciple of Henry Clay, Jones devoted much of his energy
to promoting internal improvements in the state. In 1850, he had
moved to Memphis to take over the presidency of the Memphis and
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Charleston Railroad Company. For the most part, Jones had main-
tained a low profile in political affairs—his leadership of the 1848
movement to commit the state party to Henry Clay over Zachary
Taylor for the presidential nomination had been his most visible ac-
tivity—while building a solid political base among Whigs in the cot-
ton counties of West Tennessee and entrepreneurial Clay Whigs
throughout the state. This political engineering paid off in 1851, when he
emerged as the winning candidate to serve as the state’s new United
States senator.

As the assembly’s session opened, the leading senatorial candidate
had been Bell’s favorite, East Tennessee’s Thomas A. R. Nelson. Nel-
son expected the seat as a reward for filling in for William B. Camp-
bell after an illness took Campbell out of the gubernatorial canvass
temporarily. Several other aspirants, including Ephraim H. Foster,
former Congressman Milton Brown, Gustavus A. Henry, and John
Netherland, joined Jones in challenging Nelson’s claims. Campbell,
annoyed by Nelson’s attempt “to ride on my popularity” into the Sen-
ate, refused to endorse any candidate.?® After several contentious ses-
sions, a Whig caucus came within one vote of approving Nelson’s
election, but on the final ballot, three East Tennessee representa-
tives— “particular friends of Gov. Campbell,” the American noted—
abandoned Nelson for Jones and gave the West Tennessean the cau-
cus nomination. The assembly ratified the caucus’s selection, and the
amateur poet Nelson wrote a bitter satire implying that Campbell was
responsible for his defeat. Democratic newspapers obtained copies of
Nelson’s poem, but, even before its publication embarrassed Camp-
bell, Whig leaders faced the condemnation of East Tennesseans who
charged that their sectional interests had been betrayed.?”

Whig leaders saw less danger in sectional rivalry than in the emer-
gence of Jones as a political wild card. T. Nixon Van Dyke of Athens
told Campbell that several East Tennesseans had assured him that “the
Whigs there have a warmer feeling for Jones than Nelson, and that
Nelson will receive cold comfort there if he attempts to array a party
against Jones.” Henry acknowledged to Nelson that Jones “is a potent
man & possesses a wonderful popularity” and added with a touch of
irony, “I am of the opinion we both underrate him.”?® Jones quickly
showed that he intended to use his seat to hunt for bigger game.

At this time it was uncertain who the Whigs’ 1852 presidential
nominee would be.The Tennessee party strongly favored the incum-
bent, Millard Fillmore; with the signer of the Compromise of 1850
measures at the head of the ticket, Whigs were sure that they could
continue their stand as the party of Union against the advocates of dis-
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union. Fillmore’s nomination was uncertain, though, because north-
ern Whigs had expressed a preference for General Winfield Scott. In
Tennessee, Whigs recognized Scott as the weaker candidate, because
of his reputed association with abolitionists.?” Throughout the spring,
Whigs tried to enhance Fillmore’s standing by praising the president
in newspapers and county meetings, so as to show the candidate’s
strength in the state.3¢

Before departing for Washington, Jones attached his own aspira-
tions to Fillmore’s popularity by arranging for the state convention in
February to endorse Fillmore’s candidacy while recommending Jones
himself as the party’s vice-presidential nominee—with his recent ri-
vals for the Senate, Henry and Nelson, at the head of the state’s elec-
toral ticket.>! Upon reaching the capital, however, Jones and his lieu-
tenant, Representative William Cullom of Carthage, immediately
began working to promote Scott’s nomination.?? Perhaps, as some of
his opponents feared, the new senator hoped to place himself in a
position in which a convention deadlocked over Fillmore and Scott
would select him as a suitable compromise candidate. Whatever
hopes he may have had for a place on the national ticket were dashed
when Jones treated Washington politicians like the voting masses, par-
ticularly in his first speech in the Senate.“He raved and ranted more
than I ever saw him rave and rant on the stump,” Gentry wrote of this
speech. “Senators were disappointed and some of them disgusted.”33
Still, Jones’s maneuvering proved decisive.At the party’s national con-
vention in June,Tennessee’s delegation cast a unanimous vote for Fill-
more on the first forty-six ballots; but on the next ballot, Jones per-
suaded three other members of the delegation to join him in voting
for Scott.This switch helped to break the convention’s deadlock and
paved the way for the general’s ultimate nomination. Jones in fact was
given the honor of announcing to the convention that Scott had writ-
ten a letter endorsing the convention’s platform. This move was in-
tended to satisfy southern Whigs concerning Scott’s acceptance of the
Compromise of 1850, since the platform declared the agreement’s “fi-
nality”; but its largest impact was to demonstrate that the Tennesse-
an’s crucial support had placed him in the company of the party’s na-
tional leadership. The way was now open to Jones for a possible
cabinet position in a Scott administration; at 2 minimum, as Bell real-
ized, Jones would be “apt to command the patronage of Ten. if Scott
is elected” That power would lift Jones past Bell into position as the
state’s dominant Whig.3*

Scott’s nomination received a cold reception in Tennessee. In itself,
the candidate’s ambiguity on the Compromise of 1850 was distasteful
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enough, but Whig leaders found particularly offensive Jones’s role in
securing the general’s nomination—a fact that Democrats refused to
let voters forget.3> Most members of the party swallowed the conven-
tion’s decision, acquiescing in Scott’s candidacy while emphasizing
the platform’s declaration that the Compromise of 1850 was final.
Bell’s associates, meanwhile, displayed little enthusiasm for the nomi-
nee, and some of his closest associates rebelled against the national
party’s choice. Brownlow’s Knoxville Whig condemned Scott’s nomi-
nation and attempted to get up an electoral ticket for Daniel Webster.
Representative Christopher Williams and Representative Meredith
Gentry—Bell’s closest allies in Washington—openly repudiated the
Whig nominee, with Gentry proclaiming in Congress that Scott “could
not receive the vote of a single Southern State—not one.” One of the
party’s leading managers in Nashville, Dr. Boyd McNairy, announced
in the American that he would vote for Pierce, because the men be-
hind Scott “are as corrupt as the influences which support him are
dangerous to the South and the union.” Bell himself used ill health
as an excuse to avoid campaigning for Scott until about three weeks
before election day—and then, Bell confessed, he was “forced to do
[it] by my friends.”3¢ Jones and Cullom traversed the state assuring
voters of Scott’s fidelity to the Compromise of 1850, despite the ab-
sence of a written pledge from the candidate.?” Nevertheless, Whigs
remained generally apathetic concerning the election. Long before
the ballots were cast, it was clear to observers that Jones’s gamble
had backfired.?®

Party loyalty among most Whigs combined with Democratic disaf-
fection to save the state for Scott. When the votes were counted, the
Whig nominee beat Pierce by a majority of seventeen hundred votes.
While Whigs consoled themselves after Scott’s national loss with the
evidence that their state was a “citadel of Whig strength,” the low turn-
out reminded party leaders that neither candidate had inspired vot-
ers.As Brownlow noted, Whig voters “went to the ballot-box cursing
the nomination and those who procured it, saying that they would go
for their party. The Whigs of Tennessee voted for their party—not for
Scott.”* The results, too, left the state party’s future uncertain. Scott’s
devastating loss revealed the weakness of the national party, while
embarrassing Tennessee’s Whigs. Jones’s maneuvering, meanwhile,
had created a bitter division within the state party’s upper echelons.

This division persisted long after the presidential election. Gentry’s
and Williams’s refusal to accept Scott damaged their standing among
Whigs, to the extent that both were forced to decline running for re-
election to Congress in 1853.% Bell would go before the next legisla-
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ture seeking reelection to the Senate, so when Governor Campbell
announced his intention to retire, Bell’s associates persuaded Henry,
who would be one of the senator’s strongest competitors and whose
service for the Scott ticket had won him the backing of Jones’s fol-
lowers, to run as Campbell’s successor. This attempt to get Henry out
of Bell’s way failed when the Democratic party, rejuvenated behind
Andrew Johnson, defeated Henry.?! Henry and an embittered Nelson
both challenged Bell’s reelection, and the depth of the Whigs’ divi-
sion became manifest when Jones threw his influence behind Henry.
Hard politicking and the support of ten Democratic legislators ulti-
mately secured Bell’s reelection.?? Still, only two years after its great-
est victory, Tennessee’s Whig party found itself not only severely di-
vided, but on the defensive against a revived Democratic party and
associated nationally with a disintegrating organization. No doubt Bell
himself was aware of the irony that his own reelection had depended
upon an artificial Whig majority in the legislature, a majority created
by the manipulation of legislative districts that had been arranged by
his recent rival, Gustavus A. Henry.

Tennessee’s Whig party thus already was in a fragile condition
when Stephen A. Douglas introduced the Kansas-Nebraska Act into
the United States Senate. Douglas, chairman of the Senate’s Commit-
tee onTerritories, originally presented a bill that would establish a ter-
ritorial government in the unorganized northern portion of the Loui-
siana Territory.To secure southern support for his bill, Douglas had to
agree to provisions that would organize two territories, with the sta-
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tus of slavery to be decided by popular sovereignty. The implication
was that the division of the territory would result in the creation of
one free and one slave state. These provisions rekindled the sectional
conflict over slavery, because the application of popular sovereignty
to the Louisiana Territory necessarily repealed the 1820 Missouri Com-
promise, which had prohibited slavery in that region north of 36°30°
latitude. After five stormy months of debate, Congress passed the bill,
and President Pierce signed it into law in May 1854.Throughout the
country, public argument over the act continued. In Nashville, the
Republican Banner noted,“the question has produced on the public
mind here about as much of a rifle [sic] as a buck shot, if dropped
from the bridge, would produce on the smooth surface of the Cum-
berland river”4? For the rest of the decade, the Kansas-Nebraska Act
and the virtual civil war in “bleeding Kansas” became focal points of
the sectional confrontation.

Democrats in Tennessee quickly endorsed Douglas’s bill as a
laudable measure backed by the national party. Kansas-Nebraska
would mark an important step toward guaranteeing southern
rights, they maintained. “It may be that slavery will never go to
the new territories,” the Union and American observed. “But it
has a chance, and the south is thus saved from unconstitutional
proscription and insult by Congress.”# Consistent with the re-
cent emphasis on their party’s traditional appeal, Democrats pre-
sented the bill as a defense of the South by the triumph of demo-
cratic principles.The provision to apply popular sovereignty to a
territory, the Mempbis Appeal noted, was based “upon the prin-
ciples of the compromise of 1850, which has received the unani-
mous approval of nearly all the States of the Union.” Repeal of the
Missouri Compromise restriction merely removed an unconstitu-
tional decree from the nation’s laws, since, by the 1820 act, Con-
gress had assumed the unwarranted power to interfere with prop-
erty rights in the territories; nonintervention, on the other hand,
would recognize the Democratic ideal of allowing the citizens of
a region to determine the fate of slavery in the states created out
of the territories. “It is an important bill,” the Clarksville Jeffer-
sonian argued, “and a great republican principle is involved in
the decision of the question—whether the people shall decide
for themselves the question of their domestic institutions, or
whether Congress shall have the power to decide for them—
whether, in brief, the people are or are not capable of self-gov-
ernment.”¥> Northern Democrats’ support for the repeal of the
Missouri restriction, moreover, reflected their devotion to a strict
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construction of the Constitution and so emphasized their respect
for southern rights and the nationality of the Democratic party.4¢

For Whigs, Kansas-Nebraska brought the party’s division into plain
view before the electorate. Bell saw in the issue an opportunity to re-
vive the Whigs in Tennessee. After remaining silent on the bill for sev-
eral weeks, he finally announced his opposition to it in a speech in
March; ultimately he became the only southern senator to vote against
it. The bill abrogated the nation’s treaty obligations to Indians in the
territory, Bell argued, but the senator justified his course primarily on
the ground that repeal of the Missouri Compromise was unnecessary.
In a second speech delivered in May, Bell argued that the bill would
only reopen national agitation on the slavery issue; rather than a vital
southern interest, Kansas-Nebraska was merely a tool for promoting a
dissolution of the Union. “[T]he tendency of this bill is to stimulate
the formation of a sectional party organization, . . ” the senator de-
clared; “I regard that as the last and most fatal evil which can befall
this country, except the dissolution of the Union; and that last and
greatest calamity to the country, the success of such a movement
would infallibly bring about.”*” Most Whig papers endorsed the sena-
tor’s opposition. They reinforced his argument by noting that there
was no demand among Tennessee’s citizens for a repeal of the Mis-
souri Compromise and that the measure’s provision for “squatter sov-
ercignty” would allow territorial legislatures to prohibit slavery long
before the organization of a state government. Yet the focus of the
Whigs’ attacks coincided with Bell’s presentation of the question as
part of a disunionist plot. Behind Bell, Whigs would reinvigorate their
own party by reviving the appeal that had brought them victory in
1851 —that is, as the party of the Union-loving people standing against
the politicians who would sacrifice the Union for their own selfish
fortunes.®

Bell’'s opposition to Kansas-Nebraska, however, failed to rally the en-
tire state party behind him. Even before Bell announced his position, Sena-
tor Jones came out in favor of the bill as a measure necessary for preserving
southern equality.’® A few Whig papers, including the influential Nash-
ville True Whig and the Knoxville Register, likewise supported the act
and endorsed Jones’s approval. “Northern men, in effect, ask us if we
are willing to co-operate with them in establishing a great national prin-
ciple, the sheet-anchor of all hope of peace and permanent security
upon the slavery question,” the True Whig proclaimed. “For one, we an-
swer affirmatively” Ultimately, two Tennessee Whigs in the House of Rep-
resentatives joined Jones in voting for the bill.>! With the state party’s
congressional delegation divided on the Kansas-Nebraska question,
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Whigs were unable to present a united front on the issue; instead, they
were forced to present the bill as “a question about which public men
might honestly differ, without compromising their positions or princi-
ples, as Whigs.”>2 The factional confrontation between Tennessee’s two
senators now not only was obvious to voters, but also had impeded the
party’s ability to present a unified position on a crucial issue.As a result,
Whigs emerged from the Kansas-Nebraska debate without an issue
around which to rally and with even less optimism concerning their
party’s future.

The Whigs’ quandary coincided with a sense of confusion prevailing
throughout the country following the demise of the second party sys-
tem. For Democrats, the political consequences of the Kansas-Nebraska
Act became acutely clear when the 1854 elections in northern states
resulted disastrously for the party; Democrats lost sixty-six of the
ninety-one northern seats the party had held in Congress. For
Whigs, Kansas-Nebraska drove the final nail in the coffin of their own
party’s northern wing, which had been in the process of disintegrating
since the party’s poor showing in 1852.

In the northwestern states, the void left by the Whigs’ disappear-
ance had been filled by “anti-Nebraska” coalitions that, by 1855, had
organized into a new “Republican” party—a party particularly fright-
ening to southerners because it appealed only for northern support
and proclaimed opposition to slavery’s expansion into the territories
as its central principle.“[N]o Southern man, no national or Union man
no matter where he may be located, can have any sympathy for or af-
filiation with a party coming before the country on an issue of purely
sectional character, and which looks to divide the nation into two
great sectional parties and to a result fatal to the present happy frater-
nity of States, . . . ” the Athens Post proclaimed. “The country might
survive the rule of the democratic party under another Presidential
term, but the Union would not endure under the Black Republicans a
twelve month.”%?

In the Northeast, meanwhile, “Black Republican” growth was chal-
lenged by a growing nativist movement that pointed to the recently
swelling immigrant population as the source of the nation’s troubles.
Democrats ridiculed nativists as “Know-Nothings,” because members
of the “Order of the Star-Spangled Banner,” the movement’s initial or-
ganization, had pledged to maintain the secrecy of the order’s delib-
erations and to deny any knowledge of its proceedings. Meeting in
secret, Know-Nothings selected candidates to support in elections,
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and, despite its clandestine origins, the “American” movement in 1855
became the Democrats’ primary opponent in the East.>d While Tennes-
see’s Democrats trumpeted the death of Whiggery, their own party
still faced major challenges in the national arena. These national de-
velopments threatened to reshape politics in the state as well.

The antislavery creed of the “Black Republicans” prevented Tennes-
see’s Whigs from associating with that party. The American movement,
on the other hand, offered a new issue and a new national organiza-
tion with which to revive the party. Americanism’s potential appeal
became apparent in late 1854 and early 1855, when Democrats be-
gan to win local offices in the traditional Whig strongholds of Nash-
ville, Memphis, and Clarksville. These elections showed that the
Know-Nothing movement had reached Tennessee, for the victors had
defeated regular Democratic candidates with Whig votes but had not
been presented to voters until shortly before their elections.>® After
these elections, local American “councils” sprouted rapidly through-
out the state. J. J. E Billings reported to Bell in December 1854 that
“the Know-nothings are strong here . .. and if they continue to in-
crease as they have done, they can easily elect their candidate for the
Presidency.” Brownlow gave the senator a similar report in January
1855, noting that “the Know Notbings now have 150 councils in this
State, and are increasing rapidly” By the time Tennessee’s Americans
held a state council meeting in October, the number of local councils
had increased to 675.5¢

While estranged Democrats benefited most immediately from
Know-Nothing political support, Whigs—especially those following
John Bell’'s lead—were the ones who recognized nativism’s potential
and quickly became its most prominent advocates. The upper eche-
lons of Whiggery maintained an identity separate from the movement.
Bell himself never joined an American order, and major Whig news-
papers denied that they had become Know-Nothing organs. Neverthe-
less, Bell declared that he felt “at heart as true to the great and leading
principles of the party, as I could be, were I formally initiated into one
of its councils,” while the party’s newspapers indicated their approval
by defending nativism from its critics.>” Politicians associated with
Bell, meanwhile, took over the direction of the statewide movement.
Former Governor William B. Campbell became president of the state
council, while two of Bell’s warmest adherents, William G. Brownlow
and Neill S. Brown, became Tennessee’s leading spokesmen for Amer-
icanism.*® The movement also offered Whigs who had followed Jones
in the Scott gamble in 1852 a graceful way to return to a party under
Bell’s leadership. W. N. Bilbo had been described as a “warm friend of
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Governor Jones” in 1852, but in 1856 he became editor and eventually
proprietor of the state’s American organ, the Nashville Gazette. Like-
wise, Congressman Felix K. Zollicoffer, who had been one of Jones’s
chief lieutenants, announced his conversion to Americanism and in
June 1855 joined Bilbo, Brown, Brownlow, and Campbell as a dele-
gate to the national American party convention in Philadelphia.>®

Following Bell’s lead, Americanism provided an outlet for Whigs
to continue their opposition to the state’s Democrats and to justify
their cause as part of a national movement. In presenting their case
to voters, Americans echoed the national party, attacking foreign im-
migrants and Roman Catholics as threats to the security of the repub-
lic. Although there were relatively few immigrants in Tennessee,
Americans explained, the recent flood of foreigners to the United
States and their ability to become citizens after living in the country
for only five years filled the nation with a population not only igno-
rant of the responsibilities of republican government but also one
easily manipulated by demagogic politicians. For southerners, these
voters presented a particular concern, because, as Zollicoffer argued,
the states with the largest foreign populations “are the hottest of all
the hot beds of abolition fanaticism in the Union.” Abolitionists would
send immigrant voters to the new territories to populate the region
with antislavery votes and use “squatter sovereignty”—the right of
settlers to make laws before the organization of a state government—
to prohibit slavery from existing in the territories.

More ominous, Americans maintained, was the Catholic Church’s
sponsorship of the recent influx of immigrants. That church’s hierar-
chical structure permitted the Pope and his minions to rule in the
most oppressive of the world’s absolute despotisms, and their lust for
even more power had made Catholicism the enemy of freedom ev-
erywhere.The freedom enjoyed in the American republic presented a
particular annoyance to the Roman despots, and the prevalence of
Catholics among recent immigrants revealed that the papacy had
launched a plan to destroy the republic by filling it with voters loyal
to the papacy rather than to the republic. To thwart this plot, Ameri-
cans promised to support legislation to “prevent the shipment to our
shores of all foreign criminals and paupers” and to restrain their polit-
ical influence by lengthening the period of residence required in the
country before naturalization. Americans thus called upon voters to
defend their freedom from the schemes of the Pope by supporting the
party that promised to insure that “AMERICANS SHALL GOVERN AMERICA,”%!

The American movement also capitalized on the electorate’s dissat-
isfaction with politicians in the traditional parties. Since the return of
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economic prosperity had removed the sense of urgency that had pro-
pelled party politics in the previous generation, the absence of a dom-
inant issue and the open competition for place among leaders of both
parties had encouraged the popular view that “the lust of conquest
has extinguished political honesty, and made any professions of patri-
otism a subject of jest or of suspicion.”®? Despite the Whigs’ promi-
nence in the movement, Americans portrayed their organization as a
new party altogether, one that would purify politics by rejecting the
manipulations of politicians and allowing the voice of the people to
direct public affairs. As a lure to Democrats, Americans admitted that
“the Whig banner is no longer unfurled to the breeze” and insisted
that “the question is no longer Whig or Democrat but whether Ameri-
cans or Foreign Catholics shall rule America.” The American party, the
Knoxville Whig explained, “are [sic] a great and patriotic party, com-
posed of men of all parties, who seek to restore the government to its
original purity and simplicity—to put down bad men and dema-
gogues[;] and hence these hangers-on, and designing men of both par-
ties, oppose them.”The Nasbhville Gazette agreed: “The sole object of
the American party is, in short phrase, the purification of the ballot
box, to preserve immaculate that palladium on which depends our lib-
erties.”®

The promotion of several Democrats for office seemed to give cre-
dence to the Americans’ claim to represent a new organization, com-
posed of members of both old parties, that sought the purification of
politics. Democratic converts appear to have been disturbed by the
trend of “Progressive Democracy” indicated by Andrew Johnson'’s
emergence as leader of the state party. The distinction between “the
old line Democracy of Jackson and Polk, and the ‘progressive, disor-
ganizing, destructive, ‘Red Republican’ Democracy of Andrew
Johnson, is clear and well-defined,” the True Whig observed, “and in-
dependent, conservative, old-line Democrats, all over the State, can-
not fail to vindicate their own consistency and self-respect . . . in re-
pudiating the lead of such a monstrous HERETIC as the present
Governor of Tennessee ”%

The most important conversion was that of Andrew Jackson’s
nephew and private secretary,Andrew J. Donelson. Donelson had taken
over in 1851 as editor of the Washington Union, but his editorial career
proved financially disastrous and politically frustrating. He quickly
learned that he had no influence among national Democratic leaders,
and the Democratic majority in Congress denied him the nation’s pub-
lic printing business. He resigned his post for political retirement in
1852, but in 1855 he announced his allegiance to Americanism and
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soon became one of the leading proponents of the movement in Ten-
nessee. In several speeches, the old hero’s kinsman defended the
Americans’ anti-foreign principles, while condemning his former com-
rades as “a nullification party”’®® “Mr. Pierce and the new-school Dem-
ocrats have surrendered to the nullifiers,” Donelson proclaimed. “Nul-
lification in the South is the highest passport to public favor, and
stretches out its hand to nullification in the North for succor and aid.
Can a sound Jackson man, or a Clay Whig, witness the fraternization
without agreeing to bury their former differences on minor questions,
and make one united effort to rid the country of such a systematic
attack on the body politic? It is the object of the American party to
accomplish this.”%

As Donelson’s sentiment indicates, despite Democratic conver-
sions, the American appeal in Tennessee ultimately represented a
continuation of Whiggery. The new party merely merged its anti-for-
eignism with the argument that Whigs had relied upon since 1835:
that the demagogic politicians leading the Democratic party pre-
sented a threat to the voters’ freedom. Most immigrants voted
Democratic, Whigs charged, a fact that aided the spoils party’s hold on
power. Not only had immigrant votes cost Henry Clay the presidency
in 1844 by swinging New York and Pennsylvania for James K. Polk, but
in Tennessee, Irish railroad workers provided the party with a “float-
ing vote” to use when needed. Also, with the introduction of sec-
tional issues into national politics, the surge of recent immigrants
would give the party of Free-Soilers and Nullifiers additional weight
in the crucial coming national election. Now, Whig-Americans ex-
plained, Democrats had committed their greatest offense against re-
publican liberty, for Catholic support for Democratic candidates pro-
vided clear evidence that the “spoilsmen”had entered into a corrupt
bargain with the papacy in its efforts to subvert the republic. “Can
any one doubt that the Democratic party is in league with all the
dangerous elements that have disturbed and are continuing to dis-
turb our once peaceful and happy country, and that they stickle at
nothing when votes are at stake?” Thomas A. R. Nelson asked.®” Like-
wise, Brownlow proclaimed that

there never was a time known, since the dark days of the Revolution,
when the civil and religious liberties of this country were so much en-
dangered as at the present time.The danger we are threatened with [de-
rives] from Foreign influence, and the rapid strides of Romanism, to
which we may add Native treachery, connived at, as they are, by cer-
tain leading demagogues of the country, and a powerful and influential
political party, falsely called Democrats, who seek the Foreign and
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Catholic vote, and are willing to obtain it at the expense of Liberty, and
the sacrifice of the Protestant Religion!%®

The Americans’ identity with Whiggery became even clearer when
American leaders turned to the sectional conflict, for the new party’s
position on the slavery issue proved identical to that presented by the
Whigs before their division over the Kansas-Nebraska question. Dis-
unionist politicians now stood on the verge of achieving their goal,
Americans insisted; abolitionists had found an access to power in the
“Black Republican” party, while southern nullifiers had come to dom-
inate the Democrats. The American party’s mission, Nashville’s True
Whig explained,“is to strangle sectionalism, by whatever name it may
be called, at the North or at the South, and to foster the heart-warm,
profound, all-pervading American sentiment, which recognizes the
preservation of the Federal Union upon the basis of the Constitution,
as a paramount duty” As for the slavery issue itself, the party prom-
ised, as the state platform stated, to “ignore the agitation of all ques-
tions, of whatever character, based upon geographical distinctions or
sectional interest.” No further policy statement was necessary, for,
with the party devoted to the principle that “Americans must rule
America” in power, citizens could be assured that the nation would
lie in the hands of leaders pledged to “maintain and defend the CoON-
STITUTION as it stands, the UNION as it exists, and the RIGHTS of the
STATES, without diminution, as guaranteed thereby”“Discarding all sec-
tional feeling, laying aside all party bias,” the Gazette claimed, “it [the
new party] will combine all those true, calm, conservative elements,
to be found in the honest, country-loving hearts of the people, with-
out which the government . . . would have long since gone to perdi-
tion.”% Bell, meanwhile, concluded that only in the ranks of the Amer-
icans “are to be found all the truest friends of the Union, and such as
have maintained a resolute opposition to the disorganizing doctrines
of nullification and secession—all the more temperate and consider-
ate portion of the southern people, who have cultivated a fraternal
feeling between the two great sections of the Union, and have always
been disposed to bear and forbear, while, at the same time, they have
been equally determined, with the most rash and violent, to resist any
invasion of their constitutional rights.””°

The early successes of Americanism inspired conservative Whigs to
believe that, behind the new party, they could recapture the gover-
nor’s office in 1855.To emphasize the popular roots of the new orga-
nization, neither Americans nor the remnants of the Whigs held
a nominating convention; instead, newspapers began to promote
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former Representative Meredith P Gentry as the candidate chosen by
the people “to discard the past, and to turn the attention of the peo-
ple to the questions of the present and the future.” In February, Gen-
try announced his candidacy, and in the summer canvass, Gentry de-
clared himself a member of the American order.”! Behind their
candidate, the new American party launched an aggressive campaign
that combined the attack on foreigners and Catholics with an assault
upon “the reign of Johnsonism and Socialism in Tennessee” The incum-
bent’s radical ideas made him “the most mischievous man in Tennes-
see,” Gentry charged, since “his radical, transcendental, sublimated,
double-distilled Johnsonian Democracy, placed him beyond his own
party, and out of reach of the sympathy of the true old-fashioned De-
mocracy, upon whose platform he did not stand, and making him
stand upon a platform of his own.” Gentry also reminded voters that
Johnson’s “White Basis” plan of representation “endangered the safety
of the weakest part of the citadel of the Constitution—the institution
of slavery”The challenger attempted to broaden his appeal by declar-
ing himself in favor of a law requiring a license for the sale of “intoxi-
cating liquors, in small quantities,” a position that he hoped would
win the support of the state’s recently politicized temperance move-
ment.”? A committee of the State Temperance Convention concluded
that Gentry’s position “does not go far enough” and refused to en-
dorse a gubernatorial candidate, but in a contest pitting Americanism
against “Progressive Democracy,” leaders of the newest party never-
theless expected Gentry to carry the temperance forces and gain con-
trol of the state government.”

Democrats responded quickly and angrily to the conservative
Whigs’ migration to Americanism. From its earliest appearance, Dem-
ocratic spokesmen denounced Know-Nothingism itself as an ally of
Abolitionism. When Democrats were lured to join American orders,
party leaders released their sharpest attacks against the intolerant
features of Know-Nothingism as threats to republican liberty. The
secrecy of the Know-Nothings’ organization prevented open po-
litical discussion and would allow an “unholy combination” to gain,“by
secret means, the management of the government,” while “the rights
of the humbile citizen, natural and acquired, civil and religious,” would
be “degraded.” Assaults on Catholics represented an attack on “the
right of every man to worship God according to the dictates of his
conscience” and threatened the power of the state with a “Protestant
Jesuitism, which would steal the implements of the Inquisition to
torture Catholics with.”’4 In fact, Democrats maintained, Know-
Nothingism was really nothing more than a new disguise for their old
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Whig enemies, for those ambitious politicians had taken up secret or-
ganization and the false issue of immigration restriction as a means to
return to power.”> No Democrat could accept the Know-Nothing plat-
form and remain loyal to Democratic principles, party leaders
warned, while those who deserted the party would find themselves
locked into an organization led by abolitionists and “bound by an oath
to vote for President for the man whom these abolitionists dictate.””¢

Though Americans claimed that the issues separating the old par-
ties had passed away, Democrats maintained that their own party
stood intact and still pledged to fight the enemies of freedom. “If
Know-Nothingism is sustained, farewell to the liberties of America,
Democrats asserted. “The two things are absolutely, and essentially
incompatible. . . . If Know-Nothingism is perpetuated[,] Republican-
ism is at an end!””” The Democrats’ mission thus became, as the
Union and American declared,

to begin back again in politics at the Declaration of Independence and
the adoption of the Constitution, and fight over again, with the ene-
mies of free government and liberty of conscience the great battle of
equal government and religious freedom. Our opponents have gone
into secret lanes and dark holes and sworn a horrible oath to require a
religious test as a qualification for office. They are making an effort to
revive a still more odious policy than that which consigned to lasting
disgrace the administration of JOHN ApaMs. It is again the mission of the
great democratic party to protect and defend the inalienable right of
every man to worship God according to the dictates of his own con-
science.”

Andrew Johnson personally led the Democrats’ counteroffensive
against Americanism. After the state party convention nominated him
for another term, the governor—recognizing a serious challenge to
his career—met Gentry in the canvass head-on with his own aggres-
sive campaign. Johnson particularly assailed his opponent’s record in
Congress, especially Gentry’s support for a protective tariff; his 1850
vote for the bill to abolish the slave trade in Washington, D. C_; his
preference in 1852 for the presidential candidacy of former Federalist
Daniel Webster; and, since his retirement, his failure to take a posi-
tion on the Kansas-Nebraska Act.”

The governor unleashed his most savage attacks on Know-Nothing-
ism’s threats to republican government. He ridiculed the order’s work
in Tennessee, because of the small number of foreigners and Catho-
lics in the state. “There were in Tennessee, one hundred and thirty-
four native born Americans, to one foreigner,” Johnson noted, “and
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was it necessary for one hundred and thirty-four to band together to
control one man? Must you come together in secret conclave, with sol-
emn oaths, to protect yourselves?” If the Know-Nothings succeeded
in expelling Catholics from the country simply because of their “ob-
jectionable tenets,” they “would be strong enough to put up another
on account of their acceptable and approved religious principles. This
being so, is a practical union of church and State, and would in short
time be followed by legislative enactments making it the established
church or religion of the land.”®° The heart of Johnson’s campaign re-
mained what it had been in 1853: that the Democratic party still stood
ready to defend the people against their perpetual enemies. “This se-
cret political organization,” Johnson declared, “though recent and
new, among the people of this country, was nothing more nor less
than ancient Federalism, making its appearance under a new name,
as it had done at various periods since the formation of the Constitu-
tion of the United States.”!

Against Americanism, Johnson faced a more difficult opponent than
he had two years earlier. Ultimately, the governor and his party bene-
fited less from their own efforts than from developments that weak-
ened the American cause. Most ominous for Americans was the split
in the national party meeting in Philadelphia in June. Delegates from
several northern states—including those where the party had run
strongest in state elections—walked out of the meeting after the con-
vention accepted a resolution committing the party to regard all ex-
isting legislation on the slavery issue, including the Kansas-Nebraska
Act, as final. The document approved by the remaining members co-
incided with the Tennessee Americans’ determination to ignore future
sectional issues, but its passage by a rump national meeting diluted
the new party’s claim to nationality—a fact that Democrats made clear
to voters. Although some Americans, like the editor of the True Whig,
welcomed the withdrawal and maintained that their party had been
“thoroughly purged of Abolition agitation,” Democrats countered that
the American platform “was passed by the representatives of the States
where know-nothingism has no hope of success.”®?

Most devastating to the American cause was the rejection of the
movement by a significant portion of Tennessee’s Whigs. Once again,
Senator James C.Jones led the resistance to a movement that ultimate-
ly would enhance John Bell’s standing in state and national politics.
Newspapers allied with the junior senator at first urged a state con-
vention and hesitated to support Gentry because of his refusal to ac-
cept Scott in 1852, although most of them eventually gave at least to-
ken endorsement to the candidate.?®> Jones himself, meanwhile,
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publicly kept his distance from the American movement until May,
when he issued a public letter declaring his refusal to join the order
because of its secret organization and its political proscription of
Catholics. Moreover, Jones proclaimed that he looked upon the con-
flict in Tennessee “with but little interest,” because the battle over for-
cign influence only distracted southerners from the war being waged
against them by antislavery advocates in the North. While southern-
ers engaged in a “war of self-immolation” in an insignificant party con-
test over foreign influence, Jones asserted, “the enemies of our rights
and institutions are banded together. Strengthened by our dissensions,
arrogant and self-possessed, they send out their notes of defiance, pro-
claiming a war of extermination to our institutions of the South”The
senator then called upon Tennessee’s voters to accept “an abandon-
ment of petty hostilities, a burying of ancient feuds and prejudices,”
and to join together in “a union of all for the sake of the Union—a
union of the South for the safety of the South.”%

With this declaration, Jones became the most visible member of a
faction of “Old Line Whigs” in Tennessee. These Whigs not only re-
fused to accept the American party and maintained their separate
identity, but also they now insisted that the defense of southern rights
within the Union presented the most crucial issue facing the country.
In the past it had been safe for southerners to divide into parties,
Jones explained, but now, “grown in numbers, strengthened by mad-
ness, (and our forbearance) [and] supported by law,” the enemies of
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the South “present themselves in bold, arrogant defiance, threatening
the destruction of our rights, even, at the expense of the Union.”®* The
current state canvass thus held little attraction for Old Line Whigs, and
they displayed no enthusiasm for supporting either a radical Demo-
crat or a former Whig who had contributed to the disintegration of
the national party. All the while, Jones worked behind the scenes to
thwart the Americans’ efforts. “Jones seems to be against us,” Zollicof-
fer noted in June. Another American reported that Jones backed a
Whig challenger to the Americans’ congressional candidate in Mem-
phis and that, when the senator returned to the city, he set “at work
there in poisoning the minds of Whigs from not voting for Gentry”%¢

The recalcitrance of Old Line Whigs ultimately cost the American
party the election that produced the first disruption of traditional vot-
ing patterns since 1839.The Henrymander preserved an anti-Demo-
cratic majority in the assembly, although Democrats gained a one-seat
advantage in the house. Nevertheless, the Henrymander failed to pre-
serve the dominance of the congressional delegation, as each party
carried five of the state’s ten districts. Johnson again eked out a nar-
row victory in the gubernatorial contest, winning reelection by about
twenty-one hundred votes. Both Democratic and American observers
agreed that the Old Line Whigs had determined the result; the Union
and American’s editors proclaimed that they had “no doubt, and we
very cheerfully make the admission, that JOHNSON would this time
have been defeated but for whig votes.”®”

The vigorous campaigning by both parties encouraged an eight-
thousand-vote increase in turnout over that of 1853, and the returns
indicated that the American cause ran strongest in Johnson’s East Ten-
nessee. In Middle and West Tennessee, Old Line Whigs had the most
impact. Gentry’s total increased only 750 votes over Henry’s in the
central division, while Johnson drew 2,200 more votes than he had in
1853 and carried Middle Tennessee by almost 5,000 votes. In tradition-
ally Whig West Tennessee, the candidates ran a close race, and Gentry
prevailed in the division by only 300 votes. Despite the apparent
strength of the parties, Democratic and American leaders believed
that substantial numbers of voters had switched allegiance. The
Union and American, for one, estimated that about 5,000 Whigs and
5,000 Democrats each had crossed party lines. Brownlow, meanwhile,
attributed Johnson’s strength in West Tennessee “to the account of
James C. Jones, who has gone over, soul and body, to his old political
enemies.”%8
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The loss of the governor’s election came as a severe blow to Ameri-
can leaders, and they entered the 1856 campaign aware that the fu-
ture of their party depended on the result of the presidential elec-
tion.® The defection of the Old Line Whigs, combined with the
national issues involved in the presidential contest, compelled Ameri-
cans to shift their emphasis toward the sectional controversy. At its
state convention in February, the party abandoned its secret organiza-
tion. The convention’s president, William M. Cocke, set the meeting’s
tone with a speech linking the Americans’ hostility to immigrants and
Catholics to the defense of southern rights. At the end of its proceed-
ings, the convention approved a series of resolutions that made no
mention of the Americans’ nativist principles, beyond endorsing the
national party platform, while encouraging the national Americans to
repeal “all ceremonial of initiation into the American party, and all ob-
ligations of secrecy” and pledging the state party to oppose “any and
all further agitation” upon the slavery question.

This convention signaled the Tennessee Americans’ intention to
stake their party’s future—as they had done in 1851, as Whigs—
upon their claim to stand as the conservative party of Union. This
claim received a boost when the national American convention at
Philadelphia nominated Millard Fillmore as the party’s presidential
candidate. Privately,Americans complained about the choice of Ten-
nessean Andrew J. Donelson as the vice-presidential nominee—“He
has so many political sins to answer for to the Whigs, and the dem-
ocrats look on him as a traitor,” one young American observed®!—
but the conjunction on the ticket of the former Whig president and
the nephew of “Old Hickory” fit perfectly the Americans’ plan to
enter the canvass as the national alliance of “Americans, Old Line
Whigs, and Union Democrats,” who would “fall back upon the Fill-
more ticket as the only hope of defeating southern Democratic and
Northern Black Republican Disunionists.”*?

Americans met a Democratic party also proclaiming its national
character, because the election had taken on portentous implica-
tions for the future of the Union. Sectional hostility had intensified
since the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act had reopened the is-
sue of slavery’s expansion. Tensions exacerbated even more after a
virtual civil war broke out in Kansas between settlers from north-
ern and southern states.® In June, the Republican convention nom-
inated John C. Frémont as its presidential candidate. Despite the Re-
publicans’ promises only to restore the Missouri Compromise line
in the Louisiana Purchase territory and to respect slavery where it
already existed, southern voters feared that the result of a Republi-
can administration would be “to prohibit and exclude slavery from
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all the Territories of the United States” Such a result would effec-
tively deny southerners “their equality in the Union” and “greatly en-
danger if not utterly destroy the integrity of the Union.” So power-
ful was their fear that politicians in the Lower South threatened to
lead their states in secession, should the abolitionists’ candidate
prevail.* The only hope for the Union appeared to be the success
of a party with a national following, committed both to the preser-
vation of the Union and the protection of southern rights. Only
such a national party could prevent the Republicans from coming
into power, respect southern rights in slave property, respect the
region’s equality in the Union, and remove from Lower South dem-
agogues any justification for dissolving the Union. In Tennessee, the
1856 election would be fought over which party, Americans or
Democrats, actually did stand as the true national party.The support
of the Old Line Whigs would determine the outcome.

The close result of the 1855 elections reminded Democrats of the
need to wage an aggressive campaign. At the national convention,
the state’s delegation voted for the incumbent, Franklin Pierce, on
the first five ballots; but on the next ballot, the delegates switched
their votes to the eventual victor, Pennsylvania’s James Buchanan.
This switch probably reflected the influence of Aaron V. Brown, who
took the lead in the canvass for Buchanan upon returning to Tennes-
see.”” Few members of the party were inspired by the nominee.
“There is not much feeling with the democrats here for Buchanan,”
Andrew Johnson concluded. “There is an acquiescence in his nomi-
nation; but no decided zeal felt or manifested for him.”% Neverthe-
less, Johnson took the stump for the party’s candidate, and Demo-
crats entered the canvass with a conviction that they had the best
opportunity to carry the state for a presidential candidate since the
days of Andrew Jackson.

The Democrats’ message directly challenged the Americans’ claim
to stand as the party of Union.According to Democrats, the only real
contest pitted their own party against the Black Republicans of the
North, for the Know-Nothings had no substantial following in the
country and no chance to win the national election.“The hope of the
opponents of the democracy;” party spokesmen maintained, “is, by run-
ning a third ticket to take away from the democratic candidates three
or four southern States, and thus throw the election into the House
of Representatives.” Even if the Americans did present a national orga-
nization, they offered no solution to the sectional crisis. Their plat-
form promised only to avoid all sectional issues, a position that re-
vealed the party’s inability to agree upon the most vital issue before
the public.%?
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Democrats, on the other hand, promised to apply the principle of
popular sovereignty to all territories as the only just solution to the
question of slavery’s expansion. Since northern and southern Demo-
crats alike agreed to abide by nonintervention, the National Democ-
racy alone stood pledged to protect southern rights. And since the
Democratic party alone enjoyed a following in all states, that party
alone had the opportunity to prevent the election of a Black Republi-
can and the attack on southern rights that inevitably would follow.
“The conviction is becoming more firmly fixed in the minds of the
people,” the Mempbis Appeal concluded, “that the Democratic party
is the great conservative and constitutional party upon which the
country must mainly rely for its prosperity and salvation.” Likewise,
the Union and American proclaimed that “the people of the United
States are now satisfied that there is but one National Party. In other
days of trouble they have looked to the Democracy, and they have
never looked in vain.”%8

Fillmore’s backers countered by attacking the weaknesses of the
Democratic candidate. Buchanan, they noted, had begun his political
career as an avowed Federalist; Jackson himself had distrusted the
Pennsylvanian, since he had encouraged “Old Hickory” to negotiate a
“corrupt bargain” with Henry Clay for the presidency in 1824.The
candidate’s entire career had epitomized that of the greedy spoils-
man—"“A Politician But Not A Statesman”—striving to advance his per-
sonal ambitions with little concern for the good of the people.” Like-
wise, Americans charged that Buchanan’s party could never resolve
the crisis facing the country. Democratic leaders, “for the purpose of
individual aggrandizement and party ascendancy,” themselves had re-
opened the debate over slavery’s expansion. Now the party based its
nationality on its popular sovereignty doctrine; but actually it trum-
peted the “squatter sovereignty” version of the doctrine in the North,
while maintaining in the South that slavery’s status could only be de-
cided by a state government.!® In fact, southern voters could trust
only the American party to defend their rights. The party stood
pledged to uphold the country’s laws, and currently the laws allowed
settlers to take slave property into territories before the organization
of a state government. Moreover, the Americans’ determination to pre-
vent “newly landed” immigrants from voting would neutralize the in-
fluence of slavery’s most “earnest, resolute, [and] uncompromising
foe,” the nation’s foreign population.!!

Still, the heart of the American appeal remained its claim to be the
only party that could prevent dissolution of the Union. Both the Re-
publicans and the Democrats “are sectional, and the open and avowed
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advocates of disunion,” the Knoxville Whig explained, while the Dem-
ocrats’ extreme defense of southern rights showed that it “has been
Calhounized into a Southern Sectional Division party.” The sectional
support for the Democrats showed that they had no chance to win
the election, but they presented Buchanan as a candidate only for the
purpose of drawing support from Fillmore and contributing to Fré-
mont’s election. That event would justify secession and the formation
of the southern confederacy the nullifiers had long desired.!%? Since
the Democrats had dwindled to a minority faction with only south-
ern support, the only hope to prevent disunion lay in the triumph of
“the only true and reliable Union party in the country” and its candi-
date, “a distinguished Ex-President of the Republic, whose patriotic
and successful efforts in a trying crisis, have given him an endearing
[sic) hold upon the heart of the nation” “The Union is the only sure
protection of slavery,” the Athens Post explained, “and Mr. Fillmore’s
election and the triumph of Americanism constitute the only sure
guarantee of the protection of the Union.”1%

Still, Americans found winning the support of the Old Line Whigs a
difficult task.The party’s claim to nationality was severely weakened
by the failure of the national American party’s convention to unite its
northern and southern wings. After nominating Fillmore and Donel-
son, the convention divided when several northern delegates again
walked out of the meeting, this time because the party refused to call
for a restoration of the Missouri Compromise.!* In April, Senator
Jones issued a public letter stating his intention “to wait and see who
the Democratic party will present to us” and promising to “cast my
vote for that man and with that party which I think most likely to pro-
tect the Constitution, [and] preserve the Union.” In the same month,
James Williams, a former Whig legislator, began publishing a series of
anonymous letters in the Union and American under the pseudonym
“An Old Clay Whig.”These letters presented a scathing critique of the
American movement and denounced the new party as an “abandon-
ment and repudiation of old whig principles.” Upon Buchanan’s nom-
ination, the “Old Clay Whig” urged his compatriots to join him in sup-
porting the Democrats and “the eminently National and Constitutional
platform upon which they stand”; that platform, Williams explained,
“cannot fail to attract to their support the conservative elements of
all political organizations, North and South, which have divided the
country” The Union and American reported that Williams’s articles
“produced quite a fluttering in the ranks of the opposition,” and edi-
tor E. G. Eastman observed that Old Line Whigs took prominent roles
at county meetings ratifying the Democratic nomination. Most of
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these Whigs probably agreed with the reasoning of Memphis’s Will-
iam T. Avery, who made a full conversion to the Democrats, “1st. Be-
cause 1 am with them in the main issues which will be before the
Country—and 2dly. Because 1 think it is the only party in existence
which combines any elements of organized strength at the North, fa-
vorable to the South—in other words national.”To no one’s surprise,
Jones announced in August his determination to vote for Buchanan.
Upon returning to Tennessee from Washington, the senator spoke at
Democratic rallies in favor of the Democratic ticket, as “affording the
only and last hope of security to the South.”10

While Old Line Whigs remained aloof from the Americans, Demo-
crats who had supported the new movement began to move back to
their original party. Many Democratic Americans followed the course
of Alfred Robb. Robb had been elected mayor of Clarksville when the
American movement made its first stirring in 1854, but during the pres-
idential campaign, he announced that he would vote for Buchanan,
because national developments had convinced him that an antislavery
coalition among “the Fillmore and Frémont men north, acquiesced
and winked at, by the south,” had conspired against the Democratic
nominee.'% Gentry’s loss in 1855 and the declining prospects of the
new party encouraged aspiring Democrats—most likely including
Robb—to make amends with their old political allies. In any case, in
mid-July James McCallum informed Bell from Pulaski that there were
“but very few American democrats in this county, but are now for
Buchanan.!?” As the campaign progressed, it became increasingly ap-
parent that the Americans, despite their claim to present an alliance
of “Americans, Old Line Whigs, and Union Democrats,” enjoyed the
support only of the Bell faction of the old Whig party.

Americans nevertheless kept up their offensive and expressed their
enthusiasm about Fillmore’s prospects. In September, John Bell and
sixteen other Fillmore supporters tried to lure Old Liners once and
for all by attending a makeshift national Whig convention at Baltimore
that promptly endorsed Fillmore’s candidacy.'® The American cause
suffered its most severe setback, though, in October, when state elec-
tions in Pennsylvania and Indiana resulted in Democratic victories.
These results showed the extent of the Democrats’ strength in impor-
tant northern states and indicated that Buchanan would carry them
in the November election. In those states, meanwhile, the Americans
were believed to have formed fusion tickets with Republicans—a
charge that not only revealed the limits of the party’s claim to nation-
ality but also suggested that its northern wing indeed had been “aboli-
tionized.”'% In desperation, Fillmore’s supporters pleaded with voters
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to consider their candidate the only defender of the Union against sec-
tional extremists. Nevertheless, by November it had become clear to
voters that the Democratic party alone enjoyed a national following.
To prevent the election of a Black Republican—and hence prevent
disunion—OId Line Whigs would have to cast their votes for the Dem-
ocratic candidate.

Few were surprised, then, when Buchanan carried Tennessee on
his way to victory in the national election. Fillmore, in fact, suffered
a more devastating defeat than had Winfield Scott four years earlier,
as the American candidate won the electoral votes only of Maryland.
The Democratic nominee carried all other slave states and five free
states, while Frémont prevailed in all of the remaining northern
states. In Tennessee, the shift of the Old Line Whigs gave the Demo-
crats a margin of over six thousand votes.The tallies closely followed
traditional party lines in the eastern and middle Grand Divisions, al-
though the victors did increase their majority in Middle Tennessee
to almost seven thousand votes. In Jimmy Jones’s West Tennessee,
Buchanan won over twenty-seven hundred more voters than
Johnson had the previous year, and Democrats carried the region for
the first time since 1832.

Democrats throughout the state celebrated their triumph—as
Whigs had five years earlier, ironically—as a victory for the nation’s
conservative party of Union.“The democracy have won their victory
of peace—over fierce fanaticism, unholy combinations, secret conclaves,
malignant and aimless abuse, and unprincipled demagogueism—and
the country is safe,” William E Cooper concluded. “The patriot may
sleep in peace for at least four years.”“The victory has been achieved,
and it is a National one, . . ” the Appeal echoed.“Sectionalism is tram-
pled under foot, and the whole Union has good cause to feel proud
of the triumphs achieved.”!!* The Democrats’ opponents, meanwhile,
could do little but wait for further developments to show them their
future path. Many Americans no doubt agreed with the sentiments of
one Fillmore supporter. “We have had a terrible thrashing but we all
console ourselves with the reflection that our Candidate was the most
conservative and union loving in practice of the trio,” Lucius J. Polk
observed, concluding, “We are delighted however that Frémont has
been defeated instead of Buchanan!!!

In five brief years, Democrats had rebounded from their subordi-
nate position to become the dominant party in Tennessee.The refusal
of the Old Line Whigs to follow their former compatriots into the
American party gave Democrats a commanding majority among vot-
ers.Americans, meanwhile, were left broken, discouraged, and on the
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defensive; they had little with which to appeal to voters, other than
the Whigs’ traditional opposition to Democrats.

The new majority party consolidated its control of the state by de-
molishing its opponents in the 1857 state elections. Southern Rights
Democrat Isham G. Harris easily won the governor’s office over Amer-
ican Robert S. Hatton, a thirty-one-year-old political novice whose
nomination, the Clarksville Jeffersonian observed, showed that the
Americans’“leading men had no desire to sacrifice themselves for
the good of the party.” Not even the Henrymander could save the
party, for Democrats won seven of ten congressional seats and a com-
manding twenty-seat majority in the General Assembly. “The Ameri-
can party are completely routed & broken down, and at present have
no future prospects,” William Campbell concluded. “They must await
for future developments and the actions of the two great sectional
parties.”!!2 Such a strong result helped to harmonize the Democrats’
factions, since the party now controlled enough offices to satisfy its
prominent men. The assembly’s majority gladly cast “Lean Jimmy”
Jones into political oblivion, replacing him in the Senate with the
“mechanic statesman,” Andrew Johnson. So assured of popular ap-
proval were Democrats that the assembly did not hesitate to elect
Johnson’s ally, A. O. P. Nicholson, to succeed John Bell for the term
that would begin when Bell’s expired in 1859. And Tennessee’s most
prominent advocate of southern rights, Aaron V. Brown, observed these
operations from Washington, where he enjoyed his new position as
Postmaster General, his reward for his service to the Buchanan ticket
inTennessee.

Democrats prevailed during the political crisis of the 1850s because
they succeeded in convincing a majority of voters, and especially Old
Line Whigs, that the party of Jackson was the only party in the coun-
try with a national following. That party remained committed to de-
fending the right of southerners to take slave property into the terri-
tories, but it denied flatly any intention to accept disunion as an
option and offered popular sovereignty as the best way to preserve
the Union. Democrats profited largely from the dissolution of the na-
tional Whig party and from the division within the state Whig party.
Old Liners had nowhere to turn in national politics but either to their
old enemies or to a new party with clandestine origins. The Ameri-
cans were unable to convince a number of them that their party had
a national following. Moreover, the bitter rivalry between Tennessee’s
two Whig senators made it difficult for Jones supporters to accept a
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movement that ultimately would preserve the predominance of Bell’s
wing. Equally crucial to the Democrats’ success was Andrew Johnson’s
revival of the party earlier in the decade. Before Old Line Whigs could
be persuaded to support a new party of Union, the Democrats’ own
rank and file had to be reassured that their own party sought to de-
fend the liberty of all citizens and not just the interests of slavehold-
ers. The populist campaign of the “mechanic statesman” successfully
distanced Democrats from the “disunionist” label they had acquired
in 1850, and it restored the faith of Democratic voters that their party
still stood, as it had in the days of Jackson and Polk, as the party of
equal rights, strict construction, and opposition to the schemes of
Federalists and Abolitionists.

Despite the Democrats’ success, the basis of Tennessee’s two-party
system survived. Only a few Old Line Whigs converted to the Demo-
cratic party. Most still clung to the Whig name and promised to work
with whichever party appeared able to form a national coalition to
preserve the Union. Should the Whig-Americans ever construct a na-
tional coalition, Old Liners indicated, they would gladly rejoin their
former comrades. As a result, the survival of the party system pro-
foundly shaped voters’ outlook on the growing sectional rift in the
nation. In the Lower South, the collapse of the Whig party encouraged
Whigs, in desperation, to make more extreme demands on Democrats
to prove their loyalty to slavery. In Tennessee, however, the contin-
ued possibility of victory—along with the legacies of the Democrats’
stumbling over the politics of slavery during the Crisis of 1850 and of
Jackson’s condemnation of Nullification—led both Whigs and Demo-
crats to couple the defense of slavery with conservative claims that
their respective organizations offered the best defense of the Union.
A national party resisting the sectional demagoguery of both the
“Black Republicans”and the southern Fire-Eaters, both parties argued,
provided the only hope for preserving the Union and, hence, for pro-
tecting slavery. With this argument apparently confirmed in the 1856
presidential election, both Whig and Democratic voters continued to
believe that the efforts of a national party, committed to the defense
of both slavery and Union, somehow could avert sectional conflict.

As the national party system devolved into two sectional organiza-
tions, a majority of Tennessee’s voters could take some comfort in
their belief that the success of their dominant party could perpetuate
the constitutional Union that guaranteed their freedom. Yet the
strength of the Republican party in the North must have disturbed
them. Almost immediately after learning the results of the 1856 con-
test, the remnants of the American party began to warn voters that
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Buchanan’s election would not remove the specter of disunion.“What
will be the consequencel,] time alone can develop,” Campbell ob-
served.“I have no doubt that in the next congress parties will assume
an absolute sectional condition & our next presidential canvass will
be entirely sectional” Brownlow’s Knoxville Whig bluntly stated the
issue for its readers: “It is now apparent to every candid mind, and to
every reading man, who is not biased by prejudice, that the Demo-
cratic party in this country, is the Disunion party—seeking to destroy
the Constitution, and form a Southern Confederacy, to be composed
of the Slave States alone.The Democratic party at the North is aboli-
tionized, and will favor a dissolution, intending to have a Northern
Confederacy, composed alone of the Free States. Hence, the next
Presidential contest will be fought directly upon this issue.”!!3

The failure of popular sovereignty to resolve the issue of slavery’s
expansion insured that the sectional conflict would dominate Bucha-
nan’s administration, and the division of the Democratic party at the
next presidential election would leave voters with no clearly national
organization. The response of Tennessee’s voters to the result of that
election marked the end of their antebellum party system, while the
events of the following months led them into a new political era.



EIGHT

The Politics of Revolution:
Tennessee in the Crisis of Union
1858—1861

Tennessee’s antebellum party system would end with the presidential
election of 1860. In that election, most voters still acted out of their
traditional party loyalties, but the national victory of Republican can-
didate Abraham Lincoln and the secession of the Lower South states
presented voters with an issue that cut across the long-standing party
lines. Democratic and Whig leaders both proclaimed the old parties
obsolete, as they called upon voters to unite behind the new cause of
either the South or the Union.

Despite the demise of the party system, the voters’ understanding
of politics persisted through the crisis of Union. Historians have long
recognized the unusual course pursued by Tennesseans during the
winter of secession. Voters at first overwhelmingly rejected secession
and made Tennessee one of the Upper South border states that re-
fused immediately to join the Lower South. After the outbreak of war
at Fort Sumter, citizens in West and Middle Tennessee quickly reversed
their position, as they rushed their state into the Confederacy; while
in East Tennessee a majority remained loyal to the Union throughout
the conflict. The voters’ experience in the political system that had
existed for the past thirty years profoundly influenced their response
to the crisis. Indeed, it is difficult, if not impossible, to understand
Tennessee’s experience in the crisis of Union without viewing it in
the context of the state’s antebellum political world.

After the American party’s losses in 1856 and 1857, the Democrats’
opponents appeared to have little ammunition with which to chal-
lenge the new majority party. John Bell attempted to provide an issue
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at the end of February 1857 when he introduced into the Senate a
bill providing for distribution to the states of the public lands and the
proceeds from their sale. Gubernatorial candidate Robert Hatton
staked his candidacy upon the distribution issue, along with a call for
the restriction of foreigners’ voting in territories. At the same time,
Hatton persisted in charging that his Democratic opponent, Isham G.
Harris, was “himself as much a nullifier as any hot blooded South Car-
olinian.”! Harris’s landslide victory revealed the futility of the distribu-
tion and anti-foreign appeals, while Millard Fillmore’s dismal showing
made the American party’s attacks on the Democrats’ nationality seem
groundless. With Hatton’s loss, the Know-Nothing movement with-
ered away in Tennessee. The Republican Banner noted shortly after
the contest that “it would be difficult for any one to predict, with any
certainty, into what political association he may—or may not—be
thrown, within the next 2 or 3 years.”?

The suspension of specie payments in consequence of the Panic of
1857 allowed remnants of the Whigs to experience a brief revival. Dis-
carding the name “American party” for the more generic label “Oppo-
sition,” party spokesmen revived the accusation that hard times were
the consequence of the Democrats’ long-standing hard-money doc-
trines. Behind gubernatorial nominee John Netherland, the Opposi-
tion based its 1859 campaign on the promise to recharter the Union
and Planters’ banks in Nashville, as the surest guarantee of a stable
currency.® The elections’ results offered hope for the Democrats’
challengers.Although Netherland lost to the incumbent Harris, the state-
wide anti-Democratic total increased by almost eight thousand votes
over that of 1857. In the assembly, the Opposition cut the Democratic
majority in half, to only ten seats. Most astonishingly, Opposition can-
didates won in seven of the ten congressional districts.“In these elec-
tions Tennessee administers a rebuke to the leaders of the Democratic
party which they cannot but feel, . . ” the Athens Post exclaimed. “It is
but an intimation of what is in store for them in 18604

The Opposition’s jubilance actually rested upon a weak foundation.
Although the party did increase its tally over the 1857 American vote, it
still fell short of the usual Whig turnout; and the successes in the con-
gressional elections depended primarily on the “Henrymander,” the
favorable apportionment of districts devised by the Whig majority in
the 1851 assembly. The currency issue also had run its course even
before the opening of the 1859 canvass, because the banks had re-
sumed specie payments in the previous yvear.> Democrats channeled
concern over the currency into their own traditional opposition to ir-
responsible corporations whose power threatened popular coatrol in
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the state. Promising to rein in the banks with a series of reforms that
would secure “a sufficient supply of specie to take the place of the
shinplasters which have been circulating in this State,” Democrats
maintained that the 1859 contest centered upon “the simple question”
of:“Shall the banks govern the people, or shall the people govern the
banks?”® The Opposition’s reliance upon economic issues thus failed
to weaken severely the Democratic following. Instead, it allowed the
majority party to reassert its own position as the enemy of an aristo-
cratic “money power”

The persistent controversy over the expansion of slavery proved
most beneficial to the Democrats. Sectional concerns dominated
James Buchanan’s administration from its outset. Two days after the
new president’s inauguration in 1857, the Supreme Court, in the
case of Dred Scott v. Sandford, declared that Congress had no au-
thority to prohibit slavery in the territories. During the winter and
spring of 1858, Congress engaged in a rancorous debate over Kan-
sas’s application for admission to the Union as a slave state. These
developments strengthened the Republican party in the North and
raised the serious possibility of a “Black Republican” triumph in the
presidential election of 1860.” While Netherland and the Opposition
asserted that the currency issue presented the central question of
the 1859 election, Democrats responded that the defense of south-
ern rights and the Union remained the state’s and the nation’s pre-
eminent concern.® As long as the Republican threat remained at the
forefront of politics—and as long as the national Democratic party
appeared to be the only party that could preserve the Union while
protecting southern rights—the Opposition had little chance to re-
gain the majority in Tennessee.

The debate over Kansas’s admission, however, severely strained
national and state Democratic unity. Kansas had been organized as a
territory by the Kansas-Nebraska Act, but its slave status was to be de-
cided by the principle of popular sovereignty. Its admission was at
first expected to provide Democrats with proof of the validity of their
solution to the problem of slavery’s expansion, but the election of
delegates to the constitutional convention to be held in the town of
Lecompton produced clearly fraudulent returns favoring proslavery
advocates. Moreover, the convention refused to submit its work to a
popular referendum; settlers would be allowed to vote against the
importation of new slaves into the state, but, under the Lecompton
constitution, those slaves already in Kansas and their descendants
would remain in bondage. President Buchanan announced that the
constitution met the requirements of the law and that he would sup-
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port its acceptance by Congress.To Buchanan’s surprise, the Lecomp-
ton constitution’s strongest opponent proved to be the father of the
Kansas-Nebraska Act and the champion of popular sovereignty, Sena-
tor Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois. Douglas charged that the fraudu-
lent election and the failure to submit the constitution for popular
approval made a mockery of Democratic principles. Popular sover-
eignty, if properly applied, could indeed resolve the slavery contro-
versy, he maintained, but Kansas’s admission under Lecompton would
only exacerbate already strained sectional tensions. With the senator
as the most prominent opponent of the Lecompton constitution,
enough northern Democrats joined Republicans to prevent Kansas’s
admission.®

The mass of Tennessee Democrats supported Buchanan’s argu-
ment that Kansas and Lecompton represented a vindication of Dem-
ocratic principles.!® Douglas’s challenge to Buchanan, though,
placed the party in a serious predicament. Since his sponsorship of
the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the senator had been one of the northern
Democrats most popular in the South. He had been looked upon as
the most likely successor to Buchanan as the 1860 presidential can-
didate, but his challenge to Kansas’s admission now marked him as
an opponent of what many viewed as a vital southern measure. More
shocking, Douglas—during his campaign for reelection to the Sen-
ate, running against Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln; and in
an 1859 article in Harper’s magazine—also revealed his belief that
slavery could be kept out of a territory, notwithstanding the Dred
Scott decision, if the territory’s residents refused to adopt legal pro-
tection for slave property.!! To most southern Democrats, this state-
ment now revealed Douglas as a proponent, not of the South’s ver-
sion of popular sovereignty, but of “squatter sovereignty,” the right
of settlers to prohibit slavery in a territory before it became a state.
What Whig candidates long had charged now appeared to be the
true interpretation of Democratic doctrine.

Most Democrats immediately condemned Douglas’s views as unac-
ceptable. Even Unionist Democrats who had been favorable to Dou-
glas now recognized him as a damaged candidate. Nevertheless, Dou-
glas had strengthened his support among the party’s northern wing,
and, since northern delegates would constitute a majority at the na-
tional convention in Charleston, there was a strong possibility that he
would be nominated, regardless of southern opposition. While the
Southern Rights wing remained firm in its rejection of the Illinois sen-
ator, moderate party leaders began to reconcile themselves to the
prospect of Douglas’s candidacy.!? These Democrats knew that Dou-
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glas would be a difficult candidate to present in the state.“While the
Democratic masses would probably, tolerate Douglass, and vote for
him, if the Democratic nominee, on the low ground of choice of
evils,” David M. Currin wrote from Memphis, “yet scarcely any one
here avows Douglas his first choice”“Whilst the great body of the par-
ty might vote for him, as a choice of evils, . . ” the Union and Ameri-
can observed, “he would be ‘a bitter pill, a very bitter pill.”’!3

A fraction of Unionists, while publicly disclaiming any partiality for
Douglas, continued to champion the senator’s cause. Disagreeing
with Douglas’s opposition to the Lecompton constitution, this
group—including James K. Polk’s brother, William H. Polk; their
nephew, J. Knox Walker; Memphis postmaster William H. Carroll;
former U.S. Representative Harvey M. Watterson; former Mississippi
Governor Henry S. Foote; and the editors of the Mempbhis Appeal—
nevertheless maintained that Douglas already had proven his fidelity
to the South through his support of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and of
Buchanan’s election. His dispute with the administration on the Kan-
sas issue, they argued,“arose on a question of fact rather than of prin-
ciple,” and, despite the controversy, Douglas still upheld the princi-
ple of popular sovereignty that long had been sustained by the
Democratic party. Southern Democrats needed “to bury past differ-
ences, and to act harmoniously and without recrimination” toward
Douglas, for the senator still presented the only reliable candidate
who could unite northern and southern Democrats and preserve the
Union. “Has not the whole Democratic party until of late maintained
the very same doctrine which he yet continues to assert, . . ” Foote
asked.“Above all, is it not certain that it is only by carrying into faith-
ful execution this very theory, that the agitation of the question of
slavery in Congress will ever be effectually suppressed?”!4

Douglas’s cause found a major asset in the support of the Old Line
Whigs, whose votes had sustained the Democratic majority since
1856.The OIld Liners’ hero, former Senator James C. Jones, had been
ostracized by the leadership of both of Tennessee’s parties; hence, in
1858 he supported Douglas as a middle course between northern and
southern extremists. Jones, in fact, campaigned in Illinois that year for
Douglas’s reelection to the Senate; and in June 1859 he issued a pub-
lic letter declaring his support for Douglas, because he believed “that
he is the only man north of Mason and Dixon’s line that can be elected,
that would be true to the South”!® Jones’s death in October removed
him as a leader of the Douglas forces in Tennessee, but, as his follow-
ers joined with prominent Democrats, the state Democratic party
could little afford completely to ignore the Illinois senator’s claims, as
it sought to retain its hold on the state.
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Douglas’s challenge to Buchanan shook the Democrats’ image as
the party of both Union and southern rights. Either the division
among national leaders would weaken the party’s prospects for a na-
tional victory, or their nominee might be a candidate whose respect
for southern interests was suspect. This blow came at a time which
appeared especially crucial for the survival of the Union. The Repub-
licans’ increasing strength in the North since 1856 had encouraged
that party to continue standing on its antislavery appeal. Even with a
united Democratic opposition, there seemed a good chance that a
Republican president could be elected with votes from the nonslave-
holding states alone.'¢ John Brown’s attempt to incite a slave insur-
rection at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in October 1859, which leaders of
both parties saw as “in strict connection with the whole teachings of
the Republican party,” indicated the likely consequences of a Republi-
can victory.!” Yet Republican rule also would mean the end of the
Union, for Lower South politicians once again pledged secession of
their states in the event of the northern sectional party’s triumph.

Still, Democrats entered the 1860 canvass with the hope that the
Douglas dilemma somehow could be resolved.This hope encouraged
party leaders to seek unity in the state convention, so that Tennessee’s
delegation might have a strong voice in the national convention. Unity
would be difficult to achieve. Douglas’s weakened position seemed to
leave the presidential nomination open, and various Tennesseeans
sought to promote their favorite’s or their own prospects. Aaron V.
Brown had begun to suggest his own name in the press before his death
in March 1859.Isham Harris, Brown’s successor as the leader of the par-
ty’s Southern Rights wing, advocated through his own organ, the Mem-
phis Avalanche, the cause of Oregon Senator Joseph Lane, the northern
favorite of Lower South Democrats. Also, the Southern Rights faction
hoped to secure in the state platform a resolution supporting the chief
demand of the Fire-Eaters, a declaration that the federal government
should provide protection for slave property in all of the territories.
Douglas’s supporters strongly resisted the resolution, as a repudiation
of their candidate. They hoped the state party would express no prefer-
ence for the nomination, so that they could try to bring Tennessee to
Douglas’s side at the Charleston convention.'3

Although the editor of the Opposition’s Banner called the Demo-
cratic state convention “the most stormy and discordant we have ever
attended,” the meeting did manage to present a unified front. South-
ern Rights delegates pushed for a change in the convention’s rules to
allow voting on the platform by county, weighted according to the
strength of the Democratic vote in the last gubernatorial election. By
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using this method, rather than the usual one of voting by congressional
district, they hoped to dilute the influence of East Tennessee and in-
crease the chance of including in the platform a resolution asserting
the duty of Congress to protect slavery in the territories. The majority
of delegates rejected this change, but when the platform committee’s
report merely endorsed the Dred Scott decision and affirmed the pop-
ular sovereignty resolutions passed by the national convention at Cin-
cinnati in 1856, Southern Righters again objected that the report “did
not go far enough.” After bitter debate, the convention recommitted
the platform and accepted a compromise that declared the Cincinnati
platform “a true exposition of our doctrine on the subjects embraced”
but also included a resolution stating that the federal government had
no duty to perform regarding slavery in the territories other than “to
protect the rights of the owner from wrong and to restore fugitives
from labor” While this wording fell short of a declaration in favor of
congressional protection, it proved sufficiently acceptable to both
Douglas and anti-Douglas Democrats.!®

Democrats likewise presented the appearance of unity when the
convention agreed unanimously to nominate Andrew Johnson for the
presidency. A large contingent of both Southern Righters and Union-
ists had favored making no declaration for a candidate, and most
Southern Rights Democrats found the senator’s nomination particu-
larly distasteful. Douglas supporters, though, while failing to secure a
seat for Knox Walker in the national delegation, endorsed Johnson as
a means to try to win his assistance for their own candidate. Gover-
nor Harris meanwhile encouraged his associates to accept Johnson’s
nomination and the moderate platform, apparently in exchange for a
promise that the governor himself would be nominated for vice-presi-
dent, should a northern Democrat receive the presidential bid.?°
Johnson recognized that his candidacy was a long shot; the day be-
fore the Charleston convention opened, in fact, he indicated his will-
ingness to support Douglas, in exchange for his own vice-presidential
claims.?! Nevertheless, given the uncertainty that plagued the party
in the spring of 1860, a dark-horse candidacy was worth pursuing. For
Democrats of all factions, the senator’s nomination provided the uni-
ty from which the state’s delegation perhaps could influence the final
outcome at Charleston.

After the national convention opened on April 23, Tennessee’s del-
egation voted unanimously for Johnson on the first twenty-nine bal-
lots for a presidential nominee. Two members then switched to Ken-
tucky Senator James L. Guthrie until, on the thirty-seventh vote, the
delegation withdrew from Johnson and, for the final twenty votes,
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cast a majority for Guthrie, with one vote for Douglas. Even before
the balloting began, disruption at the convention had made it doubt-
ful that the meeting could select any candidate. Lower South dele-
gates, led by Alabama’s William L.Yancey, demanded that the platform
include a resolution calling for federal protection of slave property;
when the convention adopted a platform without Yancey’s resolution,
the delegates from eight southern states walked off the floor.2

Tennessee’s delegates voted eleven to one against the party plat-
form without the slave protection resolution. Rather than join the se-
ceding delegates, however, they consulted with Virginia’s and Ken-
tucky’s representatives and decided to remain in the convention; their
withdrawal, they concluded, would allow Douglas’s supporters to
claim the nomination with a vote of two-thirds of the delegates
present. As a condition of their remaining, Tennessee’s delegation de-
manded that the two-thirds rule be applied to the entire convention,
including those members not present. Douglas thus led the balloting
on every vote but failed to garner the necessary two-thirds majority.
Cooperating with New York’s delegation, Wilson County’s John K.
Howard proposed a compromise resolution that would withhold the
call for federal protection of slavery but declare that “neither the right
of persons nor property can be destroyed or impaired by Congressional
or Territorial legislation.” Before the convention could act on this “Ten-
nessee Platform,” though, the majority of delegates voted on May 3 to
adjourn and to reconvene six weeks later in Baltimore.?

The disruption of the Charleston convention severely damaged the
Democratic party’s image as a national organization. In its wake, the
Tennessee party now divided over what course to pursue. Robert
Johnson reported to his father that “some of the Tennessee delegates
were stricken with the fire-eating movement and were ready to go off
with the Others.” These members joined with Southern Righters to
call for the selection of new delegates to attend a convention at Rich-
mond, Virginia, which the Charleston seceders had called for the pur-
pose of nominating a candidate, should the Baltimore meeting fail to
unite the party.?* The mass of Democrats rejected this plan and pre-
ferred to send the original delegates to Baltimore. While Douglas Dem-
ocrats retained hope of their favorite’s nomination, most party lead-
ers believed that pushing the Tennessee Platform on the convention
would force Douglas to withdraw; or, if Douglas persisted in his stand
for the nomination, he at least might be compelled to accept a plat-
form more acceptable to the South. Some clung to the belief that the
linois senator’s nomination still could be made palatable to Tennes-
see voters by placing Andrew Johnson on the ticket as the vice-presi-
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dential candidate. Others recognized a greater antipathy to Douglas
among Democrats and saw the senator’s withdrawal as the party’s
only salvation. “The masses of the people are against Douglass in this
section of the State,” delegate W. C.Whitthorne wrote upon his return
to Columbia. “They are not only against him, but warmly so, and
whilst a majority of the party would support him, if nominated, yet
we would hopelessly loose [sic] the State?

The reassembled Democratic national convention at Baltimore never
had the opportunity to find a solution. When several of the seceding del-
egates arrived to rejoin the convention, that body refused to seat most
of them and instead recognized new sets of delegates who had been
selected by pro-Douglas meetings in the Lower South states. The ma-
jority of Tennessee’s delegates saw the committee’s action as a clear
attempt to pack the meeting with Douglas supporters; it now ap-
peared that “the single and isolated purpose of the adherents of Mr.
DOUGLAS was, regardless of all other considerations, to force the nomi-
nation of their leader, whether such a nomination would keep together
the party or not, and whether the means necessary to accomplish
their end should be foul or fair”?° Twenty-one of the twenty-four Ten-
nessee delegates, encouraged by Governor Harris, now joined the
seceders in a convention newly organized at another location in Bal-
timore. The three remaining delegates stayed with the rump conven-
tion as it nominated Douglas unanimously, upon a platform that would
leave to the Supreme Court the dilemma over popular and “squatter”
sovereignty. The majority, meanwhile, endorsed the “Conservative”
Democrats’ ticket of John C. Breckinridge and Joseph Lane, upon a
platform that declared “the duty of the Federal Government to pro-
tect, when necessary, the rights of persons and property ... in the
Territories, or wherever else its constitutional authority extends.”?”

Thus was shattered the image of a national Democratic party,
upon which Tennessee’s Democrats had relied since 1856. Neverthe-
less, the majority of the state party proceeded with a campaign
based upon asserting the national character of the southern Demo-
cratic faction, as they accepted the delegates’ bolt at Baltimore and
endorsed the Breckinridge-Lane ticket. According to these Democrats,
the disruption of the party occurred because the Douglas forces had
gained control of the convention through a manipulation of party
machinery. With the removal of Douglas and his allies, the party had
been “purified and nationalized” and strengthened in its struggle
against the “Black Republicans,” for the platform upon which Breck-
inridge stood—with its clear declaration of the federal government’s
duty to protect slave property in the territories—offered the only
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platform that would guarantee southern rights and state equality.
Only the bold assertion of those rights and their acceptance by the
North could calm the agitation over slavery’s expansion. “Those who
deny the doctrine of State rights and State equality are the real disun-
ionists as they are contributing to advance a policy which must in-
evitably lead to a dissolution of the Union or cause the people of the
South to occupy in our Federal relations the position of uncivilized,
immoral inferiors,” Democrats argued. Behind Breckinridge and
Lane, Democrats insisted that they presented “the best Constitutional
ticket, the best State Rights ticket, and the best Union ticket now be-
fore the country”?

The national party’s division only drove a wedge into the state party.
William H. Carroll and Harvey M. Watterson, two of the delegates who
had refused to withdraw at Baltimore, returned home to announce
that they intended “to stand by the nominees of the only Democratic
national convention which has assembled since 1856.” Douglas sup-
porters then organized a state “National Democratic” convention in
Nashville in July; this body condemned the secession of the Tennes-
see delegation, approved the nomination of Douglas and the Balti-
more convention’s platform, and selected a ticket of Douglas elec-
tors—with Watterson and William H. Polk at its head, as the at-large
candidates.These spokesmen charged into the canvass with the claim
that the Illinois senator alone “has been put before the country by a
regular national Democratic convention, and in accordance with the
regular usages of the party” The platform approved by that conven-
tion, Douglas supporters argued, revealed that Douglas stood “fairly
and squarely upon the great Democratic principle of non-interference
by Congress with the question of slavery, and the right of the people
in Territories and States to form and regulate their domestic institu-
tions in their own way."?

With a full ticket of electors, Douglas supporters centered their
campaign on the claim that they represented the true national Demo-
cratic party.The Breckinridge candidacy, they charged, was sponsored
by the southern disunionists. The disruption of the national conven-
tion had been brought on by “the deep-laid and well-concocted plan
of disunion and treason . .. ” devised “by some of the ablest men in
the South, Mr. Yancey being the chief instigator and prime mover of
the damnable conspiracy” Tennessee’s party had,“in a moment of ex-
citement, allowed the Disunionists to overreach them” and to com-
mit the state party to “that faction, which is determined to dissolve
the Union” Douglas loyalists, on the other hand, promised to stand
by the legitimate party nominee as part of the battle to preserve the
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Union. Their candidate alone could defeat Lincoln in the free states,
and “by making an effort,” they would “hold up the hands of our Dem-
ocratic friends North, as well as all other conservative men there, in
their great struggle with the cohorts of abolitionism 30

This condemnation of Breckinridge coincided with the appeal of
the Opposition, which long since had indicated its intention to revive
its position as the conservative party of Union. Despite the failure of
the American party, John Bell and his adherents retained their faith
that a party opposed to the extremists in both sections could replace
the Democrats as a national organization. At the conclusion of the
1856 contest, Bell began to work to insure that he would be the pres-
idential nominee of such an organization. The senator at first hoped
to unite the southern Opposition with the moderate wing of the Re-
publicans; should sectional issues fail to dominate Buchanan’s admin-
istration, Bell wrote in carly 1857,“the Republicans will look to some
modification of their policy and a union with the Americans and old
Whigs of the South.”3! Bell abandoned this strategy after the Lecomp-
ton debate strengthened the Republicans’ sectional appeal in the
North—and after his supporters in Tennessee warned him that an alli-
ance with the northern party would destroy the Opposition in the
state. Instead, Bell and his Whig allies again sought to form a new na-
tional party that would stand against both the Abolitionized Republi-
cans and the fire-cating Democrats. “The country has had enough of
Northern and Southern agitation,” the Athens Post concluded. “What
is needed, is, the formation of a great National party—a party, national
in spirit and in deed, in its teachings and its practice?

As a result of this effort, Bell became one of only two southern
senators to vote against Kansas’s admission under the Lecompton
constitution; he justified his course on the grounds that the issue
was another tool of the demagogic politicians who, to attain their
selfish ends, were threatening the Union.3?? 1n Tennessee, Bell’s ad-
herents again endorsed the senator’s course and reminded voters
that “the South has no sectional interests in the great question of
admitting Kansas under the Lecompton Constitution.” Although sev-
eral prominent Opposition leaders, including Tennessee’s three Op-
position members of Congress, favored Kansas’s admission, Bell
managed to keep the party united behind his presidential pros-
pects.34 Opposition newspapers kept Bell’s name before the public as
a presidential contender, before coming out openly for Bell in early
1860. That January, Opposition legislators recommended Bell for
president and called for a state convention to be held on George
Washington’s birthday, February 22. This convention charged the
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state’s delegates to the National Opposition convention in May to
“use all honorable means” to procure Bell's nomination, and it re-
solved that “the continued agitation of the slavery question, while it
promises no profitable result to any section, is fraught with infinite
mischiefs to the whole country . . . and that it ought therefore to
cease” The national convention adopted the name “Constitutional
Union” party, nominated Bell on the second ballot, and resolved to
present no platform beyond a declaration in favor of “The Constitu-
tion, The Union, and The Enforcement of its Laws.”35

Under yet another new name, Whigs once again presented their
own party as the only hope to preserve the Union.The division of the
Democrats had resulted in the nomination of two additional sectional
tickets, they maintained, “the one of the Southern Disunionists, the
other of the Northern Free Soil wing of the Democratic party”3¢ Like
Douglas’s supporters, Constitutional Unionists presented Breckin-
ridge’s candidacy as the most dangerous, for Tennessee’s Democrats,
they maintained, had joined in the plot to dissolve the Union.3” Union-
ists denounced the slavery issue as “a mere abstraction involving no
practical result,” for “climate, soil and the laws of nature are the first
tribunal, before which the question of slavery in the Territories must
come for settlement.” Thus Bell’s supporters promised to ignore sla-
very as a political issue and “to leave the question of protection to sla-
very where it belongs, to the arbitrament of the judicial tribunals, ac-
cording to the Constitution and the Laws.” Meanwhile, Constitutional
Unionists invited “the co-operation of the Union-loving and conserva-
tive men of all parties to aid us in our efforts to remove the govern-
ment from the hands of extremists North and South, and place it
where our fathers placed it, a guarantee of the rights of all” “It is to
the National Union party of the country, composed of the conserva-
tives of all parties, that our people are prepared to look for safety;” a
Bell meeting in Memphis declared;“while the republican party of the
North is purely sectional and fanatical, the great national democratic
party lives only in history, powerless from its own dissentions, and
rent by civil feuds.”’®

As in 1856, in 1860 Tennessee’s presidential campaign devolved
into a struggle to win the support of a minority faction. This time
Democrats rather than Whigs faced the more difficult task. Breckin-
ridge supporters warned Douglas loyalists that a divided Democratic
vote would give the state to Bell, but the “bitter and deep rooted” split
in the national party, along with any candidates’ bleak prospects in
the national election, made victory in Tennessee seem less urgent than
it had four years earlier.>® A proposal from Douglas elector James Brit-
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ton in October for fusion of the Breckinridge and Douglas tickets met
little enthusiasm from either faction. Most Douglas supporters de-
nounced the proposal as a trick sponsored by the Breckinridge fac-
tion. Bell’s proponents, meanwhile, recognized that there was no
need to convert Douglas Democrats; they merely needed to legitimize
Douglas’s candidacy as a means to draw votes from Breckinridge. Con-
stitutional Union newspapers reported favorably on the effort for Dou-
glas. Bell and Douglas spokesmen limited criticism of each other’s
candidates throughout the canvass and instead joined together in at-
tacks on Breckinridge. Breckinridge Democrats complained, too,
that Whigs attended Douglas meetings to make his cause appear
stronger than it was, and they charged that the Bell organization se-
cretly funded the Douglas effort in the state.®©

Voters must have recognized that the contest in Tennessee was
merely a sideshow in the national election. The Democrats’ division,
the strengthened position of the Republicans in the North, and the
fact that Republican nominee,Abraham Lincoln, needed only to carry
free states in order to win a majority in the electoral college would
make it difficult for any of the parties running in Tennessee to secure
a national victory. Adherents continued to promote their candidates
in the hope that Lincoln’s election somehow could be avoided, but
throughout the campaign, voters reflected the sense that they were
going through the motions of a canvass, until the dreaded result could
be ratified. Electoral candidates pressed their opponents to state
whether they would favor disunion in the event of Lincoln’s election;
as summer passed into autumn, newspapers already were consider-
ing what course to pursue in the case of that result. The results of
northern state elections in October dashed any remaining hopes of
averting disaster, as Republican victories revealed the party’s strength.
On the eve of the election, spokesmen for both parties admitted that
the Union was in peril, as they appealed for votes on the basis of the
need for a united South. Behind Breckinridge, Democrats argued,
southern unity would present a strong warning to the abolition presi-
dent not to act against southern rights; behind Bell, Constitutional
Unionists countered, southern unity would weaken the schemes of
the disunionists by declaring the region’s support for Union, no mat-
ter what the outcome.*!

When the results were tallied, Douglas’s candidacy indeed had di-
vided the Democratic vote sufficiently to allow Bell to carry Tennes-
see.The Constitutional Union candidate won the same proportion of
the state vote that Millard Fillmore had won in 1856, but Douglas car-
ried almost 8 percent of the total, to give Bell a forty-six-hundred-vote
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margin over Breckinridge. Douglas’s support came mostly from West
Tennessee; the Illinois Democrat received over 20 percent of the
votes cast in this division. Old Line Whigs—still following the lead of
James C. Jones even after his death—possibly accounted for the bulk
of the turnout in favor of Douglas.

Regardless of the returns in Tennessee, the national contest resulted
in the outcome that southern voters had feared. Lincoln carried every
free state and won a commanding majority in the electoral college, de-
spite receiving less than 40 percent of the popular vote and no votes in
the southern states. As promised, South Carolina seceded from the
Union on December 20. By February 1, 1861, six other Lower South
states had joined South Carolina, and organization of the Confederate
States of America had begun.

Tennessee voters now faced an unprecedented choice. For the past
decade, they had worked to preserve the Union through support for
a national party. Now that separation had occurred, citizens confronted
the prospect of war.The Lower South states already had pledged their
determination to defend on the battlefield their right to secede,
while the Republicans refused to acknowledge that right. Voters
had to decide whether their liberty would be better protected in a
Union dominated by the abolitionist “Black Republicans,” or in a south-
ern republic inaugurated by the disunionist Fire-Eaters. They also
knew that whatever course they took might determine whether the
Union would be saved or permanently divided.

Yet, for voters, the choice was unclear, for the crisis put into direct
conflict two cardinal values in the state’s political culture. On the one
hand, the election of a president from the Republican party seemed
to present a clear threat to the constitutional rights and domestic
peace of southern citizens. The right of a state to permit the holding
of property in slaves had been guaranteed by the federal Constitution;
although the great majority of white Tennesseans owned no slaves,
they upheld this right and believed slavery to be the only appropriate
relationship between the white and black races.Abolition of the insti-
tution would only bring chaos and race war to southern society.4
Northern abolitionists had waged war against southern rights in slave
property for thirty years, and, despite moderate declarations, the Re-
publican party had proven itself to Tennesseans to be the political ex-
pression of Abolitionism. Not only did that party attempt to obstruct
the execution of the fugitive slave law and prevent southern citizens
from taking slave property into the territories, but its members had
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encouraged slave rebellion and left no doubt that their ultimate goal
was the extinction of the institution. The election thus had brought
into power the “eternal enemies to slavery and Southern rights,” and
it seemed entirely plausible that the new administration would move
quickly to limit those rights.

On the other hand, voters had also been conditioned to believe
that their own liberty depended upon the perpetuation of the Union
of states.The American Revolution, it was understood, had created the
federal Constitution as an experiment in the human capacity for self-
government, and Andrew Jackson’s firm denunciation of Nullification
in 1833 had sealed for Tennesseans the conviction that liberty and
Union were inextricably linked.“For we are the last hope of liberty—
the last resource for the restoration of the lost rights of man,” the Re-
publican Banner had declared in 1857. “Blot out this Republic, and
the last ray of hope is extinguished. . . . There is no longer any check
upon the cruelty of tyrants, and the night of despotism will again set-
tle upon the world.” Despite the threat to southern rights posed by
the “Black Republicans,” dissolution of the Union would result in the
destruction of “the wisest [government] ever yet devised by man.”
There was no guarantee that a newly constructed government in a
southern nation would preserve the same freedoms enjoyed under
the Constitution. “I wish we could form a southern confederacy, if
such a thing could be affected,” John E Henry told his mother, “but
when we cut the cord that now binds the Union together, no man
can tell when the scattered Fragments can ever be gathered together
again[;] each state will fly off with its own notions of Gov. which it
will not be willing to surrender to any others.”#

While Tennesseans sympathized with the Lower South’s fears con-
cerning the prospects of Lincoln’s administration, the majority hesi-
tated to endorse secession. Despite the possibility of an assault on
southern rights, the Republicans had not performed any overt or hos-
tile action through the federal government. Lincoln’s administration,
in fact,had not taken office at the time of the organization of the Con-
federate States. Moreover, after trying to maintain a middle ground for
the past decade, most Tennesseans believed that the country had been
thrown into the crisis because of the actions of the sectional extrem-
ists. Former Whigs now leading the Constitutional Union party thus
immediately declared their fidelity to the Union. A moderate course
by Tennessee and the other border slave states, they claimed, perhaps
could provide the basis for a settlement that would preserve the in-
tegrity of the Constitution and the Union from the assaults of sectional
extremists. Unionist Democrats, including Cave Johnson, William H.
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Polk, Harvey M. Watterson, William H. Carroll, George W. Jones, and,
most visibly, Andrew Johnson, endorsed the Unionist sentiment of their
erstwhile opponents.*> These Democratic and Opposition spokesmen
now proclaimed the old party system obsolete, as they called upon vot-
ers to unite in defense of the Union.The argument presented by this
new alliance laid the foundation for a new Union party. This party,
Unionists hoped, would represent the true sentiments of the Union-
loving people in the state and throughout the country, and frustrate
the schemes of disunionist demagogues.

According to the Unionists, the present crisis had yet to produce a
need for separation. Disunion, in fact, presented a greater threat to
slavery than did a Republican president.The Republican platform ap-
peared threatening, to be sure, but Lincoln was known to be a mod-
erate member of the party, and as chief executive he would be com-
pelled to act according to the Constitution. Likewise, the new
president, whatever his personal views, “will be utterly powerless
against slavery,” because Democrats and Opposition men still con-
trolled Congress, and because the Supreme Court was dominated by
men sympathetic to southern rights.“ As part of a southern republic,
Tennessee no longer would enjoy the protection of the fugitive slave
law, and northerners would have no obligation to return slaves es-
caped from the state. As citizens of a foreign country, Tennesseans
would forfeit the right to hold slave property in United States territo-
ries, the right for which southern politicians had battled for more than
a decade. In a separate country, voters would find themselves isolated
and lacking the protection of an established central government, in a
world growing increasingly hostile to slavery. Disunion “will bring
about the overthrow of slavery, one hundred years sooner than the
Republican party could have done it,” the Knoxville Whig concluded,
while the Republican Banner assured voters that “the Union offers
them a surer and more speedy defence of their Constitutional rights,
even with Abraham Lincoln at the head of the Executive Department,
than they could hope to attain in a Southern Confederacy, surrounded
by a hostile Northern Confederacy”¥

Inadequate protection for slavery presented only a minor disadvan-
tage of a separate southern confederacy. For the past decade, both
Opposition and Democratic spokesmen had warned that disunion
was the goal of demagogic politicians; the secession of the Lower
South states merely fulfilled the Fire-Eaters’ alleged long-standing de-
sign to create a government of their own.The disunionists long had
made clear their dissatisfaction with popular government, Unionists
charged; and now they intended to establish a landed oligarchy—per-
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haps even a monarchy—that would make Tennessee’s citizens “hew-
ers of wood and drawers of water for a set of aristocrats and over-bear-
ing tyrants” “With all power concentrated in the hands of a few;” the
Republican Banner announced, the southern republic “would, from
the beginning, be a centralised despotism, and within a very short
period it would become a military one; and in no long period, a great
Southern Kingdom.” Secessionist leaders already had indicated that
the southern constitution would contain a property requirement for
voting, and the cotton states’ obsession with the doctrine of free trade
would force the new country to maintain a low tariff that would ne-
cessitate a system of oppressive taxation. “The vile and wicked lead-
ers who will precipitate revolution, . . ” Brownlow warned, “will
manage to hold civil and military offices, with large salaries, to pay
for which, money will be coming from the common people, by a sys-
tem of direct taxes.”*®

According to Unionists, the best security for the citizens’ liberty
was to remain in the Union. Since demagogic politicians, north and
south, had brought on the crisis, the real people of the country would
rebuke the Republicans and the Fire-Eaters and assert their devotion
to the Constitution. “The people are sound to the core,” the Banner
explained.“It is only the leaders who are at fault,and who have raised
a storm which they have not power to still” By remaining loyal, Ten-
nessee’s voters would encourage northern voters that the Union
could be preserved.At the same time, they could join with citizens in
the other border slave states to demand a compromise that would
force northerners forever to abandon attacks on slavery and to respect
southern rights. Such a compromise, in turn, would allow the people
of the Lower South to repudiate secession with dignity. Even if politi-
cians obstructed efforts at compromise, Tennesseans would become
crucial constituents in a new national Union party that would keep
the Republican administration in check until Lincoln and his party
could be defeated at the next election. “We have a million and a half
good friends in the northern States, and it is not only suicide but in-
gratitude combined, to desert them when they would do us all the
service in their power,” one correspondent told Senator Johnson.* As
George W. Jones saw it,

in 1864 he [Lincoln] and his party will be swept from the high places
of trust in the government and from official existence, in the up rising
of the people, in vindication of their rights, by a political revolution
more marked and decided, than has ever before characterized a Presi-
dential election. Better, it seems to me, for us to hold on to our rights
under the Constitution, and in the Union, with both branches of Con-
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gress and the Supreme Court of the United States, to guard, protect and
shield us from wrong; with the certainty that at the end of four years
the people themselves will vindicate our every right.5°

Unionists acknowledged their loyalty to be conditional. Should
Lincoln, with the approval of the people of the North, attempt to
carry out the Republican party’s mission to assail southern rights, the
spirit as well as the letter of the Constitution would be abrogated. Al-
though most Unionists rejected the principle of secession, they
warned Republicans not to attempt to coerce the withdrawn states
back under the authority of the Union.While secession would make
any government unworkable, “when any form of government be-
comes oppressive the people have a right to throw it off—a natural,
not a constitutional right.” Even though Unionists disagreed over the
extent of the Republican threat and even though demagogues had
misled them, the people of the South had opted to exercise their
right of revolution. “However much the doctrine of secession may
be denied, it would be absurd to declare that those States are not, as
far as they have gone, in a state of successful revolution,” the Nash-
ville Patriot observed.“No power on earth can compel them to re-
sume their allegiance to the Union.” Should the administration em-
bark upon a policy of coercion, Tennessee’s citizens would have no
alternative but to defend their southern brothers. “We would cease
to value a Union maintained by force,” one correspondent wrote
from Memphis, “and our sympathies with the Cotton States would
readily induce us to espouse their quarrel.”!

Nevertheless, throughout the winter, Unionists remained firm in
their belief that there would be no need for their state to resort to its
own right of revolution. Northern newspapers, they maintained, daily
brought further evidence of Lincoln’s moderation and of the northern
electorate’s desire for compromise. Meanwhile, they pointed to com-
promise proposals before Congress, principally that of Kentucky’s
Senator John J. Crittenden, as bases for an impending settlement.“The
true position of Tennessee is to occupy neutral ground—to stand as a
rock between the waves of Northern and Southern fanaticism,” Union-
ists argued.>?

Throughout the winter of secession, with the hope of a peaceful
adjustment apparently promising, Unionists believed that their posi-
tion reflected the sentiment of the majority of Tennessee’s voters.
“Nearly every body hopes & wishes that the controversy may be set-
tled, in the Union, honorably & safely,” Henry G. Smith observed in
Memphis. And Robert Johnson wrote to his father, the senator,“If the
Crittenden proposition will only pass, Tennessee will accept it by an



The Politics of Revolution, 1858-1861 233

overwhelming majority. Disunion will be burried [sic] so deep that it
can never be resurrected.”*

Southern Rights Democrats, meanwhile, led by Governor Harris,
East Tennessee’s Landon C. Haynes, and the West Tennessee congress-
man William T. Avery, were joined by a few wavering Unionists, includ-
ing leading Douglas advocates Henry S. Foote and the editors of the
Mempbis Appeal, in rejecting the Unionists’ plea. These Democrats at
first called upon Tennessee to meet in convention with all of the slave
states, to present an unyielding demand for constitutional guarantees
for southern rights in slavery. Republican successes presented a dire
threat to those rights, they maintained: “There is no better time than
the present to determine and ascertain whether the Union is to be
used as a Black Republican engine to depreciate and degrade the
South, or whether we are to have peace, equality, and respect in it
As the Lower South states seceded, Southern Righters concluded that
the Union now was irreparably destroyed, and they openly advocated
secession. While remaining in the Union, Tennesseans could expect a
Republican attack on slavery; it might come in the form of a direct
military assault or through more subtle political maneuvers, whether
through building an Abolition party in the state or through admitting
the remaining territories as free states and using them to ratify a con-
stitutional amendment eliminating the institution. In either case, with-
out explicit renunciation of the abolitionists’ antislavery program,
there would be no need to remain in the Union to await the inevita-
ble assault.“We may demand our rights, demand redress for past wrongs
and security for the future as some contend for;” James L.Thompson pro-
claimed in the state senate,“but it will be in dishonor and will avail us
nothing, and will only amount to delay.”>4

Advocates of separation accepted secession as a constitutional prin-
ciple and insisted that a state government had the right to withdraw
from the federal compact if its citizens’ liberties no longer were pro-
tected. Recognizing the doctrine’s close association among voters
with Nullification, though, these secessionists focused their appeal
on the dangers of “coercion” and maintained that Lincoln intended
to force the Lower South back into the Union at the first opportunity.
Force likewise would transform free states into “conquered provinces”
and negate the principle of self-government established by the Con-
stitution. “The day, therefore, that Lincoln would attempt by military
force to coerce a State would mark his administration with the usur-
pations of a tyrant,” Haynes concluded. “It would be a subversion of
all written limitations of power and a conversion of the Federal Gov-
ernment into a military despotism.” No citizen could submit to the
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authority of such a dictatorship, secessionists claimed, and should
Tennessee fail to act, it would soon find itself “the southern tail to a
northern abolition Confederacy.” Conflict could be avoided only if all
of the slave states united to show the Republicans the futility of force,
and Tennesseans could contribute to preserving the peace by arming
their state and providing for a quick alliance with the southern repub-
lic. “The South must consolidate for safety,” the Appeal admonished.
“The prompt secession of some, if not all of the border slave States,
alone can save us from the horrors of civil war”>®

While warning of the threat of coercion, secessionist spokesmen
assured voters of the advantages of membership in a southern repub-
lic. Obviously, slavery would be sustained by the central government,
and there would be no abolitionist element in the confederacy to en-
danger the institution. Nonslaveholders as well as slaveholders would
benefit. Tennessee’s railroad connections linked the state to the Cot-
ton South, while her trade in produce predominantly headed for those
same states. In the southern confederacy, Tennessee farmers would
find these markets guaranteed, without competition from the North-
west, and they would prosper with other border-state yeomen as the
republic’s chief supplier of food and livestock. Moreover, the South’s
need for finished products would stimulate expansion of the state’s
mining operations and establishment of profitable manufacturing ven-
tures. “Place Tennessee in a Southern Confederacy with her manufac-
turing, mineral and agricultural resources,” the Union and American
exhorted,“and what limit can there be to her material prosperity!”%¢

Economic considerations aside, secessionists maintained that the
southern republic would provide the surest guarantee of republican
liberty. Repudiating charges that Lower South planters favored an ar-
istocracy, they insisted that the new confederacy would be built upon
the same constitutional principles that had provided the foundation
for the Union before it had been subverted by the northern abolition-
ists.“We will not secede from the principles, the spirit of the Union,”
secessionists promised; “we will carry with us the form of govern-
ment, the Constitution, the laws, the judiciary that we now have.In a
word we will take the Union and the Constitution of our fathers and
leave the enemies of both to enjoy alone their mad revel of Black Re-
publican fanaticism.”>’

Although presenting contrasting courses to voters, Unionist and
secessionist leaders agreed that Tennessee needed to take at least
some sort of action in the crisis. When Governor Harris on December
7 issued a proclamation calling the General Assembly into a special
session in January, most assumed, as the Banner explained, that the
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legislature would “provide for a Convention of the people, upon
which body will devolve the responsibility of defining the position of
the State with reference to the pending movements in the South.” Sev-
eral Unionists saw a convention as a means to promote a national
compromise and approved the propriety of Harris’s proclamation.>®
As secessionist spokesmen became increasingly aggressive, however,
Unionists expressed fear that the governor and his allies intended to
use a convention to achieve a separation, regardless of the popular
will. These demagogues, Unionists maintained, first would try to ex-
cite public opinion into an anti-northern frenzy, so that voters would
approve their devious course; yet whatever the effect of their cam-
paign might be, they would provide a convention with the authority
to secede and to carry the state into the southern republic, even if
the majority disapproved that course.

The opening of the legislative session confirmed these fears. Har-
ris and pro-secession legislators launched an offensive that seemed
designed to align Tennessee with the seceded states. In his message
to the assembly, the governor retraced the history of “the systematic,
wanton, and long continued agitation of the slavery question, with
the actual and threatened aggressions of the Northern States and a
portion of their people, upon the well-defined Constitutional rights
of the Southern citizen” After recommending submitting the question
of a convention to the voters, Harris encouraged the legislature to
adopt resolutions demanding from the North five constitutional
amendments that would “secure” southern rights, but whose extreme
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stipulations clearly would be unacceptable to Republicans.%® Harris
also stated his belief that, given the current division of the country,
“Tennessee will be powerless in any efforts she may make to quell the
storm that pervades the country” Hence, he asserted, “the work of
alienation and disruption has gone so far, that it will be extremely dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to arrest it; and before your adjournment, in
all human probability, the only practical question for the State to de-
termine, will be whether she will unite her fortunes with a Northern
or Southern Confederacy; upon which question, when presented, I
am certain there can be little division in sentiment, identified as we
are in every respect with the South ¢!

Leroy Pope Walker and Thomas Wharton, agents from Alabama and
Mississippi, respectively, received permission to address a joint ses-
sion of the legislature, and they echoed Harris’s warnings of the im-
pending danger facing the South.®? With these prefaces, secessionist
legislators proposed even more drastic measures than the governor’s
constitutional amendments. Among the barrage of resolutions they
introduced were declarations denouncing the North’s aggression, pro-
viding for negotiations for Tennessee’s participation in the creation of
the southern republic, and establishing an effectual separation from
the northern economy. Included were proposals to establish commer-
cial nonintercourse with the North and to encourage foreign impor-
tations through Lower South ports.To insure the state’s military readi-
ness, secessionists supported a bill “to enable the State of Tennessee
to repel invasion and suppress insurrection,” which would create a
state army under the direction of Governor Harris. For good measure,
secessionist legislators sought vengeance against Andrew Johnson—
the senator they had elected but who now proved to be the South’s
most vocal Unionist—with resolutions instructing him to resign his
seat in the Senate.%

Unionists in the legislature frustrated the secessionists’ offensive.
Roll-call votes in the assembly revealed the importance of both the
Whig and Democratic party traditions as bases for the Unionist and
secessionist forces and the role of the Unionist Democrats in the coa-
lescing Unionist party. The assembly agreed unanimously to pass the
bill establishing a referendum on a convention and providing for the
election of delegates on the same day. Secessionists, though, appeared
willing to leave the final decision on the state’s course in the conven-
tion’s hands; when Opposition members moved to amend the bill
with a provision requiring that any convention action “having for its
object a change of the position or relation of this State” be submitted
to a popular vote, a substantial number of Democrats abandoned their
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traditional reliance on popular sovereignty and voted against the pro-
posal.The remaining Democrats joined Opposition members to carry
the amendment and to withstand the secessionists’ attempts to lower
its standard to require a simple majority—rather than a majority of the
number of votes cast at the last gubernatorial election—to approve
the convention’s decisions. The Unionist coalition also required that a
referendum could be delayed until at least twenty days after the con-
vention’s action. Without these provisions, it seemed to Unionists, the
convention could approve secession and then force its decision
through delaying the electorate’s opportunity to resist and through
intimidation at the polls. Despite the apparent unity behind the con-
vention bill, the assembly’s deliberations made it appear that seces-
sionists hoped to bring about separation and affiliation with the Lower
South, regardless of the opinion of the voters.*

The rest of the secessionists’ program likewise went down to de-
feat. Most of the pro-separation resolutions, including the instructing
resolutions to Senator Johnson, died in committee. Democratic
strength in the senate passed the resolution supporting commercial
nonintercourse with northern citizens and the bill encouraging for-
eign importations, but the Unionist coalition in the house killed both
measures. Likewise, the army bill received approval in the senate but
met defeat in the house, when a one-vote majority tabled it.%> The
army bill particularly had frightened Unionists, for it implied that Gov-
ernor Harris and his followers might take drastic measures, perhaps
even martial law, if necessary, to achieve Tennessee’s secession. Its
defeat, however, marked the assembly’s rejection of precipitous mea-
sures and left the secessionists branded as the proponents of danger-
ous, anti-republican policies. “The disunionists here, who hoped for
great results from the legislature,” Return J. Meigs reported to Senator
Johnson after the proposal’s failure in the house,“have sustained a di-
sastrous rout; and the result of Saturday’s vote [on the army bill] will
finish them, I trust, for good.”%

While rejecting separation, the assembly’s Unionists made it clear
that their position did not imply accepting submission to the North;
instead, they continued to try to place Tennessee upon the middle
ground between the sectional extremes. The house and senate both
easily passed a resolution asking the president of the United States and
the leaders of the southern states to maintain “the status quo of all
movements tending to coercion, collision, and concerning the forts
and arsenals of the nation”When members learned that the New York
legislature had offered men and money “to be used in coercing cer-
tain sovereign States of the South into obedience to the Federal Gov-
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ernment,” Unionists joined with secessionists to pass their own dec-
laration that “the people of Tennessee . . . will, as one man, resist such
invasion of the soil of the South at any hazard, and to the last extremity”
Even though Unionists rejected the army bill, the assembly did pass
an act repealing an 1857 act abolishing the militia, and this repeal al-
lowed companies to organize for the state’s defense.

The assembly’s official statement on the crisis came in the form of
a series of resolutions—passed after a lengthy and often heated de-
bate—that proposed to amend the federal Constitution with the prop-
ositions recommended by Governor Harris. The legislature’s version,
though, reflected the desire for compromise. Unionists toned down
the governor’s more extreme demands, and the series included an in-
vitation to delegates from all of the slaveholding states to convene in
Nashville to “define a basis upon which, if possible, the Federal Union
and the Constitutional rights of the slave States may be perpetuated
and preserved.” Moreover, the assembly further recommended a na-
tional convention at Richmond, to meet after the Nashville conven-
tion had completed its work, “to revise and perfect such plan of ad-
justment” Should the Richmond convention fail, the assembly
sanctioned, not separation into a separate southern republic, but a
reconstruction of the Union based upon the Constitution, “with such
amendments as may be satisfactory to the slaveholding states” and in-
cluding those northern states willing to respect southern rights, “sev-
ering at once all connections with States refusing such reasonable
guarantees to our future safety”%8

Secessionist legislators resisted the calls for conventions at Nash-
ville and Richmond, but they lined up behind the resolutions calling
for Harris’s constitutional amendments. Unionists, meanwhile, ac-
cepted the resolution providing for a reconstruction, probably believ-
ing that the proposed conventions could work out some arrangement
without resorting to this extreme. Unionists, too, could accept the
resolutions in their final form, because they made clear Tennessee’s
determination to occupy middle ground between North and South,
notwithstanding the secessionists’ efforts to ally the state with the
embryonic southern republic. When the resolutions first emerged
from a committee, they included a provision to send delegates to the
upcoming convention of the seceded states in Montgomery,Alabama,
but Unionists quickly replaced this provision with the call for a con-
vention at Nashville. Although Democrats united to elect three mem-
bers of Tennessee’s twelve-member delegation to the proposed con-
vention, the Unionist coalition selected eight delegates with clearly
pro-Union sympathies. Democratic members of the senate tried to get
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at least token representation at Montgomery by proposing to allow
the governor to appoint a three-man commission to attend that con-
vention, but one Democrat broke ranks and united with the Opposi-
tion to defeat the proposal. And when other southern states ignored
Tennessee’s invitation to Nashville, the assembly again exhibited its
desire for an adjustment by directing the delegation it had elected to
attend the peace conference gathering in Washington.®

The outcome of the legislative session dealt the Southern Rights
movement in Tennessee a severe blow, for the extreme stand taken
by Governor Harris and his allies created the impression among vot-
ers that the governor’s faction desired “to rush the people of the State
into the vortex of secession,” regardless of the popular will. Unionists
condemned Harris’s message to the legislature as “incendiary,” while
they accused “the Disunion leaders in Tennessee” of attempting “to
force a false issue upon the people, by falsely presenting, that we
must cither go with the Nortbern Fanatic or with the Soutbern
Distructive [sic].” Some charged that Harris had ordered his friends
to instruct Johnson out of the Senate so that the governor himself
could be chosen as his successor. Most damaging were the Southern
Righters’ willingness to let a state convention provide for Tennessee’s
secession without popular approval, and their attempt to create a
standing army in the state, for these measures evoked the specter of
the establishment of an unrepresentative, authoritarian government.
While condemning the “Black Republicans” for attempting to create a
military despotism in the United States, Southern Rights advocates in
Tennessee now found themselves attacked by Unionists for trying to
create the same danger within the state itself.”

This stigma burdened Secession advocates in the referendum on a
convention and the election for delegates. The legislature’s designa-
tion of February 9 as the election date left only three weeks to orga-
nize a campaign, but secessionists moved quickly to nominate as can-
didates “men who are opposed to all compromises that do not
promptly and forever settle the differences existing between the
Black Republicans and the South” Nominated as “States Rights Anti-
Coercion” candidates, secessionists denied that they advocated imme-
diate separation. Instead, in the convention they would present a fi-
nal ultimatum to the North; if it were not accepted before March 4,
the date of Lincoln’s inauguration, they would move to unite Tennes-
see’s destiny with the seceded states. Their opponents, these antico-
ercionists charged, favored “submission” to the Republicans, and they
warned that the election of “submissionists” would be interpreted in
the North as Tennessee’s willingness to sacrifice its rights for the sake
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of the Union. Republicans then would proceed with their plan to co-
erce the seceded states, confident that Tennessee would offer no re-
sistance. Indeed, secessionists charged, Tennesseans would find them-
selves compelled to assist in the new administration’s tyranny.
Unionists were deluding voters with their insistence that the Union
could still be preserved.The withdrawal of the Lower South states had
permanently dissolved the Union, and the true issue in the election
was whether Tennessee would side with the abolitionists or with their
fellow southerners.“The question for the people of Tennessee, is not
one of Union or Disunion,” the Union and American explained.“The
Union is already dissolved. The question is: Shall we take the Union
without the Constitution, or the Constitution without the Union?”7!

Unionists met the anticoercionists with “States Rights Union” tick-
ets of candidates who charged their opponents with attempting to
force the voters into accepting secession. Denying charges of “sub-
mission,” these spokesmen promised to stand behind the Crittenden
proposals as an ultimatum but refused to place any deadline upon the
North. As the Banner explained, “We should give the people of the
North ample time to retrace their steps, and repeal their hostile mea-
sures. We should not endeavor to drive them into hasty concessions
and ill-considered compromises.” Promoting their candidates as “men
devoted to the interests of the South, but yet who are not willing
ruthlessly to pull down the pillars of the temple of liberty,” Unionists
argued that their opponents’ impatience revealed that they really
sought separation at any cost, regardless of the popular will. “What-
ever may be their declarations of attachment to the Union,” the Union
committee in Nashville stated,“you may rely upon it[,] their object is
secession now, by separate State action, and the formation, with the
Cotton States, of a Southern Confederacy.” “If the PEOPLE do not rise
in their strength and put back meddling politicians, the latter will
chloroform them with ‘sectional prejudice, and then ride over them
rough-shod before they can recover from the narcotic,” the Banner
warned. “The political tricksters who see their power slipping from
their grasp, are playing a desperate game and will not ‘lose a trick’ if
they can help it."72

The crucial issue in the February election thus became, not whether
to hold a convention, but whether to select advocates of Union or se-
cession to attend that convention. Regardless of whether or not the
proposed convention would meet, the victory of Unijonist or antico-
ercion delegates would indicate whether public opinion favored a
moderate or an extreme position in the crisis. Unionists throughout
the canvass perceived that the secessionist cause was alienating arti-
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Table 11.Results of Tennessee Election for Convention and Delegates,
February 9, 1861, by Grand Division

Convention Percent No Convention Percent
East 7,867 19.1 33,309 80.9
Middle 26,879 49.1 27,894 50.9
West 23,052 73.1 8,488 26.9
State 57,798 45.3 69,691 54.7

Secession Union

Delegates Percent Delegates Percent
East 5,577 15.3 30,903 84.7
Middle 9,828 21.1 36,809 78.9
West 9,344 30.7 21,091 69.3
State 24,749 21.8 88,803 78.2

Source: Nashville Republican Banner, Mar. 5, 1861.

sans and workers in towns, as well as yeoman farmers—the vast ma-
jority of whom were nonslaveholders—in the countryside.” The elec-
tion results confirmed this belief. A convention was voted down by a
twelve-thousand-vote majority. West Tennessee voters overwhelmingly
approved the meeting, but East Tennesseans returned an even greater
majority against it. Likewise, slaveholders—particularly Democratic
owners—tended to support the convention, while nonslaveholders
strongly opposed it. Several Unionist leaders had expressed their will-
ingness to hold a meeting, but the aggressive tone of the anticoercion-
ists’ appeal convinced voters “in the hills and hollows” that a conven-
tion might force disunion despite the voters’ preference. “They were
fearfull that the same outrageous disregard for the spoken will of the
people in Georgia would characterise their convention should they
Elect one,” C. H. Mills reported to Andrew Johnson.”*

In the choice for Union or for secession, Unionists triumphed even
more overwhelmingly. No anticoercion candidate won his race, and
in each Grand Division, voters approved Unionist candidates with
more than two-thirds of the vote. In East Tennessee, the pro-Union to-
tal approached 85 percent. As Unionists expected, the votes of non-
slaveholding Democrats accounted for the lopsided margin, as most
refused to follow the lead of Governor Harris and chose instead ei-
ther to endorse Union candidates or abstain (see table 11).7° The re-
sult of the delegate elections was a moot point, for the outcome of
the voting meant that no convention would be held. The referendum
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showed primarily that Tennessee’s voters overwhelmingly favored re-
maining in the Union to fight the Republicans and their abolitionist
allies. While slavery was an accepted institution and southern rights
did appear endangered, most voters as yet saw no reason to destroy
the Union. The state’s loyalty appeared to provide the surest way to
promote a sectional agreement that could reunite the country. Peace
could be preserved best by compelling the new administration to
avoid an attack upon the seceded states.

The February results revealed that the alignment that had formed
in the legislature in January now extended into the electorate. Whigs
and Unionist Democrats, whose followers were principally nonslave-
holding Democrats, predominantly voted for pro-Union candidates;
while anticoercion candidates drew support chiefly from the Demo-
cratic party’s Southern Rights wing. The Unionist coalition thus pro-
vided the foundation for a new party that stood ready to challenge
Governor Harris and his allies for control of the state government.
Advocates of southern unity, meanwhile, recognized that the referen-
dum had damaged their cause tremendously. Not only had their pro-
gram for resolving the crisis been repudiated, but now they stood con-
demned by voters for their apparent disregard of popular sovereignty.
“I do hope and trust that the fate (politically) of Harris Haynes and oth-
ers are [sic] forever sealed,” John McGaughey wrote, while another East
Tennessean agreed that “Gov Harris is buried so deep that no political
resurrection horn can ever toot him up.7¢

Despite their loss, secession advocates continued their offensive. Re-
publican hostility and the absence of any sectional agreement, they be-
lieved, would weaken the voters’ confidence in the Union and would
allow secessionists to persuade them in the coming state elections in
August to reverse their February decision.“So brief and fleeting has been
the campaign just past—so rapid the late political transactions around
us—that the advocates of southern independence have had but little
opportunity to place the true issue before the masses, . . . ” the Appeal
encouraged its allies the day after the election; “with us, the canvass
bas but fust begun. We shall be daunted naught by the first and only
defeat. The election of yesterday is but the first act in the great drama
which is yet to be played” As they planned to hold a state convention
on May 11 to nominate a gubernatorial candidate, secessionist newspa-
pers continued to warn voters of the Republicans’ impending at-
tempt to establish a military dictatorship and insisted that Tennessee’s
only safe course lay in going with a united South. “The people are
beginning to learn that their hopes are to be sadly disappointed,”
the Union and American stated,“that satisfactory guarantees will not
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be granted by the Black Republicans, that the seceded States will not re-
turn and that the Union is as to them finally dissolved, and that coercion
is to be the policy of the Lincoln administration, and that war is a neces-
sary consequence of such a policy””’

Unionists expressed concern that the secessionists’ persistence
might succeed.” Developments in the two months following the Feb-
ruary election exacerbated the Unionists’ anxiety. Lincoln’s inaugural
address secessionists interpreted as “a declaration of war against the
seceded States,” for the new president affirmed his belief in the per-
petuity of the Union and promised to execute the law, including the
collection of tariff revenues, in all the States. In its first few weeks,
the new administration issued no endorsement of any of the compro-
mise proposals before Congress. Although rumors from Washington
indicated that the administration intended to abandon Fort Sumter,
South Carolina, and Fort Pickens, Florida, the two remaining federal
military installations in the seceded states, its official policy on these
institutions remained unclear. Republicans in Congress, meanwhile,
introduced bills to raise tariff rates to protect northern industry, as
well as a “force” bill that would authorize military action against the
Lower South.As the administration appeared to move away from con-
ciliation, the Montgomery convention completed the constitution of
the Confederate States. Contrary to Unionist warnings of monarchy, the
government created was essentially the same as that of the United
States.” “The uncertainty of policy by the Administration is weakening
Union men, . . ” Jeptha Fowlkes warned Andrew Johnson from Mem-
phis, while the Confederate constitution “is generally recd. well by all
Union men! while applauded by seceders—vehemently—& is taking
here!” These facts, Fowlkes feared, augured ill for the Union cause:
“My opinion, is, soon, a large number of Union-Conservative men in
Tene. will become reconciled to separation—and indeed, go over to
the Seceders. This seems to me the tendency;—& rendered, so be-
cause they find, a something fixed—& definite South: while, all, is
doubt, hesitation & uncertainty, with our Northern friends!”#

Unionists thus expected a difficult canvass in the summer of 1861.
Still, they were confident that their own cause would remain strong.
Party spokesmen assured voters that Lincoln’s inaugural address in no
way threatened coercion, that Republican moderates indicated their
support for a sectional compromise, and that the Republicans’ oppo-
sition in Congress would defeat the tariff and force bills. Likewise,
they noted that the Confederate constitution had not been submitted
to the people for ratification and that it prohibited protective tariffs;
this provision guaranteed that tariff rates would be kept so low that
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the government would have no alternative but to resort to direct tax-
ation.And they continued to insist that Tennessee’s fidelity could still
work toward a preservation of the Union.With no assault yet from the
administration on the seceded states, with the several compromise
proposals still before the country, and with secessionists still stigma-
tized for their attempt to force the state into disunion, Unionists ea-
gerly awaited the summer canvass. “Our people will not consent to
go into a southern Confederacy,” Samuel Williams reported to Johnson
from Trenton in Gibson County, while Thomas J. Campbell wrote from
Cleveland in East Tennessee that, in that section,“the people are more
warmly Union than ever. 8!

Between the election of 1860 and the spring of 1861, then, Ten-
nessee’s parties became realigned to form a new party system found-
ed upon the question of the state’s response to the sectional crisis.As
the newborn Unionist and secessionist parties prepared to fight the
question over the summer, voters appeared to be settling into a new
party system that would last at least for the duration of the Lincoln
administration.

Conflict at Fort Sumter quickly destroyed this new political alignment.
Confederate batteries opened fire on the fort on April 12, in order to
remove this symbol of federal authority from Charleston harbor. Pres-
ident Lincoln two days later responded to the attack with a call for
seventy-five thousand militia troops from the loyal states to assist in
suppressing the seceded states’ rebellion.®?

Tennesseans followed the battle in Charleston harbor attentively,
but Lincoln’s call for volunteers—particularly the request for Tennes-
see to supply two regiments—met widespread condemnation in the
middle and western Grand Divisions. This response permanently al-
tered the state’s political configuration. To voters in these regions,
the “Black Republicans” had demonstrated their intention to coerce
the seceded states back into the Union and to create a military dic-
tatorship. With this design now apparently revealed, secession ad-
vocates were transformed from anti-republican disunionists into pro-
phetic statesmen. They alone had warned of the true dangers
presented by a Republican administration, it now appeared, for their
predictions of an inevitable assault on southern rights seemed to
have been proved true.

Northern aggression undermined the Unionist party’s basis for ex-
istence. Unionism had been premised upon certain assumptions: that
Lincoln would be compelled to observe the Constitution and the
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laws, that a sectional compromise could be achieved, and that the
border states’ loyalty would contribute to the Republicans’ defeat at
the next national election. Underlying these convictions had been the
assumption that, in the North, a conservative sentiment favoring
preservation of the Union prevailed. Lincoln’s call for volunteers indi-
cated that the new president would neither abide by the Constitution
nor respect southern rights, and northern public approval of the call left
most Unionists to conclude that the Union no longer presented the
surest guarantee of liberty. Citizens now had no alternative but to re-
sort to their right of revolution to throw off an oppressive, despotic
government.® “I would have given all I have to preserve the union,
and the rights and benefits of the South,” wrote Felix Zollicoffer.“But
our reasonable demands were refused—security and equality of rights
were denied us—we could obtain no safety to our institutions. They
would sustain the Union by force—a Union in which our institutions
are constantly menaced—while they deny us terms of safety in the
Union. They are now united in a purpose to overwhelm and humili-
ate us. They are enraged, and full of vindictive feeling. There is noth-
ing left to us but to fight, or to be crushed and humiliated.”84
Prominent Unionist leaders, who initially persisted in calling for
moderation, quickly gave in to calls for Tennessee’s separation from
the United States. In Nashville, Unionist spokesmen at first tried to
forestall precipitate action and encouraged their state to maintain a
neutral stance. In an address signed by eleven of the most promi-
nent Middle Tennesseans—including John Bell, John S. Brien, Neill
S. Brown, Andrew and Edwin Ewing, Cave Johnson, and Balie Pey-
ton—Unionists approved Harris’s refusal to comply with Lincoln’s
request for troops but stated their belief that Tennessee “ought, as
we think[,] to decline joining either party” Within a week after pub-
lication of the address, public pressure compelled these Unionists
to accept resistance by a united South. Brien, Brown, and Andrew
Ewing joined secessionists at a public meeting to declare themselves
“in favor of Tennessee’s arming herself without delay, and defending
herself and the whole South against the menaced aggressions.” Even
Bell, Tennessee’s longtime champion of a conservative party of
Union, acknowledged, a week after the conflict began, that “the re-
ports wafted to us on every breeze that comes from the North”
brought news “of the intense and increasing excitement in that sec-
tion and the united and determined purpose to wage a war for the
subjugation of the South” “The events of the last few days have ef-
fected a wonderful change in the minds of the people here,” one
observer told William Campbell; “our most influential and strongest
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Union men of yesterday are to day carried by the vortex of circum-
stances into that powerful stream of public opinion on which they
float too weak and powerless to stem the current which will inun-
date the whole country in a most horrid civil war.”85

Secessionists wasted no time capitalizing on public indignation.
“The Constitutional Government of the United States is this day at an
end by usurpation of the tyrants who hold their councils in the White
House, . . . ” the Union and American proclaimed. “Tennessee is to-
day by the act of the President and his Cabinet, absolved from all alle-
giance to the government of the tyrants who have usurped powers
which belong neither to them nor to the Congress of the United
States”%¢ With the outbreak of hostilities, panic gripped the public that
the state was unprepared to meet the inevitable northern invasion,
so secessionists urged organization for defense, while they insisted
that Tennesseans faced no alternative but to unite with the rest of the
South in the Confederate States. Only in southern unity could Tennes-
seans find sufficient military strength to resist the North, they argued,
and only in the Confederacy could citizens find the constitutional
form of government that would respect and preserve their freedom.
Once again Governor Harris took the initiative in urging the state to
take action. First, the governor responded to Secretary of War Simon
Cameron’s request for volunteers with a terse reply asserting that
“Tennessee will not furnish a single man for purposes of coercion but
50,000 if necessary for the defence of our rights and those of our
Southern brothers.”Three days later, on April 18, Harris issued a proc-
lamation calling the General Assembly into another extra session, to
meet on April 25.%7

Within two weeks, the legislature had carried through Tennessee’s
revolution. Meeting in secret, the assembly followed Governor Har-
ris’s recommendation to bypass a convention and to act upon its own
position as the people’s representatives, a method of action that “will
be attended with less expense to the State” The legislature quickly
adopted a “Declaration of Independence” that waived “any expression
of opinion as to the abstract doctrine of secession,” and secession-
ists—now with no fear of public opinion—agreed to submit the dec-
laration to a popular vote in a referendum requiring voters to choose
between “Separation” and “No Separation.” Voters also would decide
whether to send delegates to the provisional Confederate Congress,
in a vote between “Representation” or “No Representation.” Even be-
fore the day of the election, however, the process of aligning Tennes-
see with the Confederate states would be well under way. On May 1,
the assembly approved a resolution authorizing Governor Harris to
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appoint three commissioners to negotiate a military alliance with the
Confederacy. Five days later, legislators approved an act creating a pro-
visional army in the state.This act authorized Governor Harris to ap-
point officers and to issue five million dollars in bonds to pay for the
military force, and it instituted a property tax and a sales tax to fund
the debt. The next day, Harris’s commissioners—Gustavus A. Henry,
A. O. W.Totten, and Washington Barrow—signed a “Convention” be-
tween Tennessee and the Confederacy that placed the state’s defense
under the direction of Confederate President Jefferson Davis, while an-
ticipating Tennessee’s “speedy admission into the Confederacy” Later
that day, the assembly ratified the Convention, lifted its veil of secrecy,
and announced its actions to the state

In this extra session, unlike the previous one, Democratic unity pre-
vailed, while Opposition members broke away from their allies to ap-
prove Tennessee’s revolution. Most Opposition legislators accepted
the creation of the army to provide for the state’s defense, but seven-
teen of the thirty-seven members voting opposed the military conven-
tion with the Confederacy.?® The resisting Unionists probably held out
hope that Tennessee, in some sort of league with other border slave
states, especially neighboring Kentucky, could remain neutral in the
conflict. With a large portion of the Unionists’ former allies now join-
ing their erstwhile opponents, their hope of keeping Tennessee neu-
tral was dashed.Tennessee’s revolution and its entrance into the Con-
federacy thus were carried out a month before citizens had the
opportunity to voice their assent.

Despite these precipitate actions, Harris and the legislators were
confident that the revolution would meet the approval of the mass of
the voters. Only in East Tennessee did there appear to be any strong
sentiment in favor of remaining in the Union; and secessionist leaders
there were joined by Middle Tennesseeans Henry S. Foote, John E
House, Gustavus A. Henry, and John Bell in canvassing the region in
favor of the two issues at hand, separation and representation. Else-
where in the state, few spokesmen remained for unconditional Union-
ism. Opponents of the revolution still condemned Lincoln while ad-
vocating neutrality as preferable to “Taxing the people ruinously, &
trading our soldiers off like sheep to be slaughtered.”*® Calls for neu-
trality and condemnation of “King Harris” failed to stem the tide of
public opinion. Across the state, almost 70 percent of those participat-
ing in the election approved both separation and representation, and
the referendum carried by a majority of fifty-seven thousand votes (see
table 12). Slaveholding Tennesseans presented virtually a united front in
favor of the revolution, regardless of party heritage or whether they
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Table 12. Results of Tennessee Referendum on Declaration of Indepen-
dence, Passed by General Assembly, June 8, 1861, by Grand Division

No
Separation Percent Separation Percent
East 14,780 31.0 32,923 69.0
Middie 57,767 89.0 7,147 11.0
West 29,625 80.5 7,168 19.5
State 102,172 68.4 47,238 31.6

Source: White and Ash, Messages of the Governors, 5:304-5.

had favored the Unionist or the secessionist side during the past win-
ter. In Middle and West Tennessee, the preponderance of nonslaveown-
ers likewise rushed to approve the connection with the Confeder-
acy. In these two divisions, resistance prevailed only in Carroll,
Decatur, Hardin, Henderson, Wayne, and Weakley counties along the
western ridge of the Highland Rim, and in Fentress and Macon
counties in the hills of eastern Middle Tennessee. Elsewhere,
voters overwhelmingly approved the legislature’s actions; in thirty
of the fifty-four counties in the two westerly Grand Divisions, the vote
for separation was over 90 percent.”!

Only in East Tennessee did a majority reject separation, and voters
in this division did so by more than a two-to-one margin. Separation
gained its strongest following in the southern portion of the region.
Meigs, Monroe, Polk, Rhea, and Sequatchie counties approved revo-
lution, and in Hamilton, Marion, and McMinn counties, separation
gathered more than 40 percent of the votes cast. In the upper eastern
end of the state, separation also won Sullivan County and gained a
modest following in Washington County. Throughout the division, the
secessionist cause seemed to run well in towns and county seats; the
desire to join the Confederacy triumphed in Chattanooga and made a
strong showing in the counties containing Knoxville and Athens. In
the central counties of East Tennessee, however, revolution gained lit-
tle support. Ten counties contributed less than 20 percent of their
vote for separation, and across the division, Unionism won more than
thirty-two thousand votes, compared to less than sixteen thousand for
disunion.

The heritage of the antebellum parties heavily influenced the divi-
sion over disunion in East Tennessee.Areas that had voted Whig in the
prewar years tended to oppose separation in the June 8 referendum,
while Democratic regions more often supported revolution.®> Former
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Whigs, moreover, provided the bulk of Unionist leadership, although
they were joined at the forefront of Unionism by Democratic Senator
Andrew Johnson. Lincoln, in fact, had selected Johnson—rather than
the expected beneficiary, John Bell—as one of his chief advisors con-
cerning the distribution of patronage in the state. Johnson had con-
demned secession and had indicated his approval of the idea of coer-
cion in a speech to the Senate in December 1860; and the “mechanic
statesman’s” image as the champion of the hardworking yeomanry in
opposition to a slaveholding aristocracy apparently coincided with
the new president’s own understanding of the Republican party’s ap-
peal. Before April 14, Johnson irritated Whig-Unionists when he seemed
partial to Democrats in his recommendations to Lincoln, but his refusal
to resign from the Senate, even after Tennessee’s withdrawal from the
Union—and after most Democrats came out for separation—reingrati-
ated him with Unionists of Whig descent. Whig-Unionists probably
saw a channel of access to the national administration through their
former enemy—access that might lead to prominence in the state at
the end of the conflict. In any case, the alliance between Johnson and
the former Whigs represented a continuation of the Unionist coalition
in East Tennessee despite its collapse elsewhere in the state, and the
presence of a visible, adamant, united leadership contributed greatly
in sustaining the loyalty of the Unionist ranks.”

The confrontation of party ideologies could survive in East Tennes-
see, even after its disintegration in the two western Grand Divisions,
primarily because of the different nature of slavery in East Tennessee.
While whites throughout the state accepted the institution, west of
the Cumberland Mountains, slavery appeared to be a social, political,
and economic necessity. Bondage in the Middle and Western districts
subjugated a substantial black population whose emancipation,
whites there believed, would unleash chaos on society. They also un-
derstood slavery to be a guarantee of their own liberty and indepen-
dence, for the availability of black labor prevented whites from be-
coming a working class dependent upon wealthy planters. For
aspiring, hardworking yeomen, moreover, the status of slaveowner
seemed an attainable goal. Slavery was vital for the large-scale, labor-
intensive cultivation of the state’s cotton and tobacco cash crops,
while farmers concentrating on the production of corn and livestock
aspired to expand their operations through the acquisition of one
slave or more. Since ownership in the Middle and West had already
penetrated beyond the ranks of the fabulously wealthy to encompass
a considerable portion of successful yeomen, it seemed plausible in
these regions that diligence and careful management could elevate the
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average farmer into the slaveholding ranks. In West and Middle Ten-
nessee, then, voters viewed the Republicans’ expected attack upon sla-
very as a threat to their region’s social peace, to their own personal au-
tonomy, and to a vital component of their understanding of economic
success. When forced to choose between North and South, most saw
no alternative but to side “with those to whom we are indissolubly
bound by the ties of sympathy and of interest.”

In East Tennessee, the situation was quite different. There, slavery
never became so deeply entrenched. Slaves comprised only 9 per-
cent of the population in 1860, and their density varied greatly—
from areas where a modest number of slaves labored to civil districts
where blacks were rarely, if ever, seen. In Bledsoe County, where the
density of slaves was highest, they comprised only 15.5 percent of
the population. In thirteen of the division’s thirty counties, the rate
exceeded 10 percent, but in ten of the remaining counties, the pro-
portion fell below 6 percent, with slaves in Scott County compris-
ing less than 2 percent of the population. Abolition, while undesir-
able, would bring no major disruption to most of East Tennessee
society. In this region, too, slavery served no vital economic func-
tion, as most slaves worked either as personal servants or as un-
skilled laborers. Given few slaves and fewer plantations, to East Ten-
nessee whites, slavery appeared less vital as a buffer against
proletarianization. And, with slave ownership limited to the wealth-
iest inhabitants of the mountains, the institution appeared much
more an elitist privilege than it did elsewhere in the state.

With slavery’s future less of an overriding concern, East Tennesse-
ans relied upon either interest or party identity to guide them in the
decision for Union or disunion.The bulk of slaveholders recognized
the Republicans’ threat to their property, and separation and repre-
sentation garnered support among town dwellers and ambitious farm-
ers—especially in the counties nearest the cotton states—who hoped
to prosper as miners, manufacturers, and food suppliers for the Con-
federate nation. Democrats likewise recalled their party’s warnings
that abolitionist aggression was chiefly responsible for the crisis and
presented the greatest threat to republican liberty. For most of East
Tennessee’s yeomen, slavery was not an institution over which to dis-
solve the Union. Instead—especially since slavery already was associ-
ated with the elite—they found more plausible the charge that dema-
gogues from lordly cotton plantations had brought on the conflict
and, in the Confederacy, were creating the aristocracy they had long
desired.”

The dangers presented by a cotton aristocracy appeared confirmed
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“Swearing in the Flag, East Tennessee, 1862 From Harper’s New Monthly
Magazine (1862). Reproduction courtesy of Tennessee State Library and Ar-
chives, Nashville.

for East Tennessee Unionists when they recalled the course in the cri-
sis of their own state. Governor Isham G. Harris—a West Tennessean
who had built his career on aggressive defense of southern rights—
and his cohorts had attempted in January to force Tennessee out of
the Union, regardless of the people’s will, Unionists believed; and
they had taken advantage of the confusion over the Fort Sumter con-
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flict to incite popular hysteria in order to attain their ends. With sepa-
ration a reality, Harris became widely hated in East Tennessee, as the
embodiment of the ambitious, fire-eating demagogue.As the governor
led West and Middle Tennesseans through the preparation for war, East
Tennessee Unionists charged that “King Harris” now sought to estab-
lish his own military despotism—backed by an army commanded by
his appointees and supported by oppressive taxes—that would extin-
guish once and for all the freedom of the citizens in Tennessee.“If we
loose [sic] then,” Brownlow wrote of the June referendum, “our liber-
ties are gone, and we are swallowed up by a Military Despotism more
odious than any now existing in any monarchy in Europe.” With such
a clear case of treason and political usurpation before them, East Ten-
nesseans made no secret of their support for the right of the federal
government to reassert its authority. Even before the outbreak of war,
they had endorsed Andrew Johnson’s belief that the government had
the authority “to put down resistance, and effectually to execute the
laws as contemplated by the Constitution of the country,” and with
Tennessee’s revolution understood in the East as the coup of King
Harris, Unionists looked to the previously despised Lincoln as the only
hope of their deliverance.

East Tennessee Unionists tried to maintain their allegiance to the
federal government despite the legislature’s revolution. In Knox
County, several leading Unionists organized an East Tennessee Con-
vention that on May 30 condemned the assembly’s actions as uncon-
stitutional. After urging the defeat of separation and representation,
the convention empowered its president, Representative Thomas A.
R. Nelson, to reconvene the body once he learned of the results of
the June referendum. When the June 8 referendum confirmed Tennes-
see’s separation, Nelson called the convention to meet in Greeneville
on June 17. For four days—and with Confederate troops passing
through the town on their way to the front in Virginia—delegates con-
sidered Nelson’s proposal to declare the state’s counties that voted
against separation to be the legal government of the state. Ultimately
they pursued a more conciliatory approach to resistance: while ac-
cepting Nelson’s “Declaration of Grievances” and its contention that
the recent election “was free, with but few exceptions, in no part of
the State, other than East Tennessee,” the convention resolved to send
Oliver P Temple, John Netherland, and James P. McDowell as commis-
sioners to the legislature to ask the assembly for “its consent that the
counties composing East Tennessee and such counties in Middle Ten-
nessee as desire to co-operate with them may form and erect a sepa-
rate state”This new state would maintain its allegiance to the Union,
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and legislative consent would ensure a peaceful separation. Still, in
this request Unionists made known their intention to take more di-
rect action, for the delegates authorized Nelson to call yet another
meeting, at Kingston in Roane County, should the legislature reject
the commissioners’ petition.*’

Tennessee’s leaders had no inclination to permit the eastern divi-
sion’s independence, if for no other reason than the fact that the rail-
road connection from Chattanooga to Virginia provided a crucial
transportation route from the Lower South to the expected battlefront
near the new Confederate capital at Richmond. Harris already had or-
dered volunteer troops into East Tennessee, ostensibly to protect the
region from northern invasion.A Joint Select Committee in the assem-
bly received the commissioners’ petition but recommended its rejec-
tion on the grounds that the East Tennessee Convention failed to rep-
resent “the sentiment of the people of East Tennessee.”*8

Unionism’s strength in the East, though, provided one last hope
for the political opponents of the now seemingly invincible Governor
Harris. In Middle and West Tennessee, one-time Unionists accepted the
state’s revolution as an irreversible fact, but they were disturbed by
Harris’s uncontested power in directing the government since the
conflict at Fort Sumter.They also feared that Harris would send the
Army of Tennessee, once its organization was completed, to aid the
Confederacy in other states, rather than leaving it at home for Ten-
nessee’s own defense—a fear that appeared realized when the legis-
lature on June 29 authorized the governor to transfer the command
of the army to President Davis. Unionism’s strength in East Tennes-
see offered the opportunity to unite with the governor’s opponents
in Middle and West Tennessee on the basis of resistance to “King Har-
ris.” Such a trans-state alliance conceivably could replace the dema-
gogic governor with a moderate who had Unionist antecedents. This
type of executive could make the defense of Tennessee, rather than
the military affairs of the entire Confederacy, the state’s chief con-
cern. At the same time, removing the hated Harris could forestall
East Tennessee’s independence, and as a united state, Tennessee still
could pursue a conciliatory course in the conflict that might prevent
war from reaching Tennessee’s borders and encourage a peaceful
reconstruction of the Union.*

Notwithstanding the frenzy of late April, the Unionist party still
held its convention on May 2. In its resolutions, the delegates admit-
ted that “the once Union party of Tennessee . . . is a Union party no
longer” because “events had transpired in the country which rendered
it necessary for that party to abandon the position which it occupied.”
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Nevertheless, the convention nominated William B. Campbell, “a mili-
tary chieftain of large experience,” to challenge Governor Harris, de-
spite the convention’s approval of Harris’s refusal to honor Lincoln’s
call for volunteers. Campbell, though, proved an opponent of separation
and declined the nomination. The former governor’s unconditional
Unionism made him overwhelmingly popular among Unionists in East
Tennessee and had been one of the primary reasons for the conven-
tion’s nomination; Harris’s opponents therefore pressured Campbell
to relent and to challenge the incumbent.!® As Campbell persisted in
his refusal, former Unionists increasingly turned their attention to Will-
iam H. Polk—one of the state’s leading Unionist Democrats, the brother
of the former president, and a candidate eager to challenge the reign of
“King Harris”The Nasbville Republican Banner on June 30 endorsed
Polk as the candidate most likely “to remove the unhappy estrange-
ment now existing between the people of East Tennessee and the re-
maining divisions of the State” One week later, Polk announced that
he would canvass Middle and West Tennessee in an open challenge to
the incumbent.!

Polk entered his canvass convinced that a widespread repugnance
to Harris prevailed in Middle and West Tennessee, and the challenger
and his supporters charged in their campaign that the incumbent had
“committed five separate and distinct and flagrant violations of the
State Constitution” by appointing five members of the assembly to
positions in the provisional army. In these and his other appoint-
ments, Polk supporters claimed, Harris had “used the immense patron-
age of his office to reward the men who have been his partizan ad-
herents.” Moreover, Harris displayed his ambition through his
willingness to accept a third term, in violation of “a safe and learned
precedent” according to which Tennessee governors retire after two
terms—although all knew that “his aspirations are fixed upon a seat
in the Senate of the Confederate States at its first session.” Should Har-
ris succeed in breaking the two-term custom, “the field will be open
in Tennessee for the erection of a species of despotism—a ‘one man
power’—from which the generous freemen of the State will recoil
with trembling.”These factors all revealed Harris to be a selfish dema-
gogue who was using the crisis to create a powerful clique, depen-
dent upon the army and oppressive taxation, that would endanger the
welfare and the liberties of Tennessee’s citizens. Like the warfare that
Whigs and Democrats had fought against despotic aristocrats, Polk
and his advocates would continue the battle for freedom, not only
against “Black Republicans” but also against the unconstitutional sei-
zure of power occurring within Tennessee itself.1%2
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At the same time, Polk assured voters that his own election would
signify no retreat from Tennessee’s separation from the Union and al-
legiance to the Confederacy. The challenger himself had voted in fa-
vor of separation and representation, he maintained, and in office he
would devote his efforts to maintaining southern independence. Un-
like Harris, though, Polk “would step into the arena of action as a vig-
orous champion of the people—a jealous guardian of their rights.”
Polk’s triumph, moreover, would present the best opportunity to re-
unite the state. Unionists in East Tennessee despised Harris because
of his usurpations, and the middle and western divisions’ rejection of
the incumbent would signal their willingness to placate East Tennes-
seans.The election of the moderate Polk, too, would present East Ten-
nessee’s Unionists with the promise of a just and fair administration
of government, which might induce the dissenters to revive their af-
fection for their fellow Tennesseans, despite their differences on the
cause of southern rights.“[I]n view of the profound hostility towards
Governor Harris cherished by the people of East Tennessee,” the Ban-
ner explained, “the election of some man not so seriously objection-
able to them as his Excellency, might do much by way of just and hon-
orable conciliation, drawing them to us by a new tie of friendship.”!%

East Tennessee Unionists did accept Polk’s candidacy, though not
without hesitation. At first, because of Campbell’s known loyalist sym-
pathies, they hoped he would accept nomination; but when he de-
clined, they attempted to run Knoxville’s Connally E Trigg as an un-
conditional Unionist. At the same time, two incumbent congressmen,
Nelson and Horace Maynard, along with two other aspirants, ran for
election to the United States Congress in the four East Tennessee dis-
tricts, against opponents who pledged to serve in the Confederate
Congress.Three days after the Knoxville Whig announced Trigg’s can-
didacy, the Republican Banner reported that Trigg had withdrawn
because he had not resided in the state for the constitutionally re-
quired seven years, though in fact East Tennesseans probably had re-
alized the futility of promoting their own candidate.!® Polk, mean-
while, promised to “clean out the stable” of Harris appointees in East
Tennessee and replace them with Union men. This pledge offered
Unionists hope of gaining control of the region’s railroads and banks,
and this control, they believed, would “give a death blow to the se-
cessionists in East Tennessee, and cripple them in Middle and West
Tennessee.” Despite Polk’s vote for separation and representation,
then, East Tennessee’s unconditional Unionists threw their support to
him two weeks before the election.“He is kind in his feelings toward
East Tennessee, and East Tennessee Union men, and will do us justice,
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the very thing Harris and his party will never do,” Brownlow ex-
plained. “As a choice of evils, and as a peace measure, we go for
Polk .”105

While East Tennessee’s Unionists pondered their course, Polk’s can-
vass in Middle and West Tennessee went virtually ignored. Among
former Unionist newspapers, only the Nasbville Republican Banner,
the Mempbis Bulletin, and two minor Middle Tennessee weeklies
threw their support behind the challenger. Most others, calling for
unity in the crisis, denounced Polk’s candidacy as “partyism” itself
and promised to present “no factious opposition to Gov. Harris, or any
other gentleman who may be mutually selected” Polk’s appearances
were poorly attended and went largely unnoticed, while West and
Middle Tennesseans’ preoccupation with military preparations left
voters, as the Jeffersonian observed, “in no humor to rally around a
candidate, who like him, is receiving the support of the Union shriek-
ers of East Tennessee 1%

The Secessionist party convention had met as scheduled on May 11
and concluded that it was “inexpedient to suggest a candidate for Gov-
ernor at the present time”; instead, the convention urged citizens, “in
their primary capacity having buried all party prejudices and erased
old divisions,” to hold local public meetings on June 15 “for purpose
of harmonizing sentiment with regard to their choice for Governor”
After these public meetings nominated the governor for a third term,
Harris’s supporters defended him from Polk’s charges, while accusing
the challenger of covert Unionism.They also argued that Harris’s de-
feat “would be construed as a condemnation of the policy adopted by
such an overwhelming majority by the people, on the 8th of June.”
The governor himself found his official responsibilities too pressing
for him to meet Polk on the stump, though he did try to belie charges
of partisanship by appointing as many former Whigs and Unionists as
he could as officers in the army.!%’

The incumbent had little reason to worry about Polk’s challenge.
Nelson and Maynard won reelection to the federal Congress, and Polk
carried East Tennessee by a margin of nearly two to one; but with the
election occurring less than two weeks after the Confederate victory
at the first Battle of Manassas, Harris defeated the challenger by more
than thirty-one thousand votes. Even without campaigning, and with
Polk touring in the middle and western Grand Divisions, the gover-
nor still garnered a majority of forty-four thousand votes in these re-
gions. In eighteen counties, the tally for Harris exceeded 90 percent
(see table 13).

With Isham Harris’s reelection, citizens in Middle and West Tennes-
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Table 13. Results of Tennessee Elections for Governor and for Ratifica-
tion of the Permanent Constitution of the Confederate States of Amer-
ica, August 1, 1861, by Grand Division

Harris Percent Polk Percent
East 14,887 35.4 27,115 64.6
Middle 39,404 81.8 8,788 18.2
West 20,682 73.5 7,440 26.5
State 74,973 63.4 43,343 36.6

For Against

Constitution Percent Constitution Percent
East 15,494 36.7 26,738 63.3
Middle 42,931 95.0 2,264 5.0
West 24,172 92.8 1,868 7.2
State 82,597 72.8 30,870 27.2

Source: Nasbville Republican Banner, Oct. 31, 1861.

see considered their state wholeheartedly committed to the Confed-
eracy. In these divisions, the ratification of the permanent Confeder-
ate constitution—which won approval with 73 percent of the votes
cast—provided the most important issue in the August election (see
table 13). “Tennessee will share with the Confederate States of the
South the fortunes and fate of the Revolution, good or ill as they may
be,” the Patriot concluded. “This is now settled beyond cavil or dis-
pute”% With overwhelming popular approval of his course, Harris,
the day after the election, exercised his power to transfer authority
over the Army of Tennessee to President Davis. Meanwhile, Thomas A.
R. Nelson issued a call for the East Tennessee Convention to gather at
Kingston on August 31. Confederates feared that the convention
would attempt to declare East Tennessee’s independence and petition
for admission to the United States as a separate state.Virginia troops
arrested Nelson, though, while he was traveling to Washington to
claim his seat in Congress. On August 16, Governor Harris informed
Confederate Secretary of War Leroy Pope Walker that “we can temporize
with the rebellious spirit of that people no longer;” as he requested suffi-
cient troops to enact “a decided and energetic policy” of suppressing
Unionism in East Tennessee. When the new General Assembly con-
vened in October, legislators found all of Tennessee united, albeit forc-
ibly, under the authority of the Confederate States.!®
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Tennessee’s experience in the Confederacy proved brief. Forts Henry
and Donelson, hastily constructed posts on the Kentucky line at the Ten-
nessee and Cumberland rivers, fell to Union forces in February 1862.As
the invading army approached Nashville, Governor Harris directed the
legislature to move its deliberations to Memphis. The movement of fed-
eral troops into West Tennessee prevented the assembly from gaining a
quorum for three weeks, and, with a bare minimum of members
present, the assembly adjourned on March 20 after meeting in Memphis
for only nine days."® After the Battle of Shiloh in April, West Tennessee
and the northern half of Middle Tennessee lay under the control of an
army of occupation. Confederate troops withdrew from the remainder
of Middle Tennessee in January 1863, after the Battle of Stones River near
Murfreesborough. With the “liberation” of East Tennessee later that year,
the home state of Andrew Jackson once more came under the authority
of the federal Union. Unlike the republican government that had left the
Union two years earlier, however, Tennessee’s administration now was
directed by President Lincoln’s appointed military governor, Andrew
Johnson.

Well before the Union army’s occupation, the political world that had
existed in Tennessee since the days of Jackson already had come to an
end. In that world, trans-state political parties confronted each other
upon their interpretations of the republican fear that manipulative
demagogues sought to consolidate power in the hands of the few, at
the expense of the many. The outbreak of war reshaped the voters’
understanding of politics. Thus, the fundamental concern in Middle
and West Tennessee became vindication of the South, and in East Ten-
nessee it became perpetuation of the Union.These very different sec-
tional responses in Tennessee’s Grand Divisions established the basis
for the state’s postwar political configuration. In the years after Ap-
pomattox, East Tennessee provided one of the few Republican strong-
holds in the South, while the rest of the state became a component
of the Democratic “Solid South” In New South Tennessee, moreover,
voters would hear few warnings about potential aristocrats; instead,
the “Lost Cause,” the legacy of defeat and occupation, and the fear of
“Negro Rule” became the most influential tenets.

Perhaps nothing better reveals the transformation of state politics
than William Polk’s 1861 gubernatorial campaign. Polk built his chal-
lenge to Isham Harris upon the same republican fear of despotism that
had dominated politics for the past thirty years; in previous cam-
paigns, his ammunition against Harris would have gained him a sub-
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stantial following. During the rage militaire of 1861, however, Polk’s
canvass scarcely made an impression. Fear of northern aggression sub-
sumed hostility toward the governor’s power in Middle and West Ten-
nessec; in East Tennessee, Polk received Unionist support merely as a
“choice of evils.”

Still, the themes that had guided Tennessee’s antebellum party sys-
tem profoundly affected the state’s response to the crisis of Union.
The Opposition’s revival after the Panic of 1857, on the eve of the
conflict, reinforced the parties’ traditional appeals as defenders of lib-
erty against either “Federalists” or “Spoilsmen.” By this time, the par-
ties long ago had absorbed the sectional issue, including as enemies
of freedom either abolitionists in the North or disunionist nullifiers in
the South; each group was depicted as using the slavery issue to ad-
vance its selfish ends, regardless of the consequences. Both of Tennes-
see’s parties stood against the sectional extremists, but Democrats
warned that a greater threat was presented by the “Black Republi-
cans,” while their opponents emphasized the danger posed by south-
ern Fire-Eaters. After Lincoln’s election and the Lower South’s seces-
sion, Tennessee voters saw themselves caught in a confrontation
between two sets of radical demagogues. Party heritage and the so-
cioeconomic opportunities presented by slavery influenced their
choices of position in the crisis. Democrats were most likely to select
the Southern Rights cause, and former Whigs almost unanimously
pledged their loyalty to the Union. When forced to choose between
the two positions, nonslaveholding Democrats abandoned their lead-
ers to form the rank and file of a new Union party.

The hopes aroused by this new party likewise grew out of Tennes-
seans’ antebellum political experience. Democratic and Whig/Ameri-
can/Opposition claims that a national party organization could pre-
serve the Union encouraged the mass of Tennessee’s voters to think
that a new conservative party of Union could defeat the Republicans
and resolve the crisis. Faced with the prospect of military action on
the part of the Republican administration, though, voters quickly lost
faith in the traditional political system. With the Constitution appar-
ently abrogated by a military despotism, West and Middle Tennessee
voters saw no alternative but to act upon their right of revolution. At
the same time, with the state government itself apparently taken over
by a partisan tyrant, East Tennessee Unionists saw no alternative but
to cling to the Constitution of their revolutionary fathers.

Tennesseans thus believed that their actions in 1861 constituted a
true revolution—not in the sense of a social upheaval, but as a defen-
sive movement patterned after the upheaval of 1776.They perceived
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their separation from the Union in this way because, for so long, repub-
lican ideology had convinced them that politics involved a constant
struggle to defend freedom against scheming conspiratorial dema-
gogues. In the antebellum party system, intensified by an economic
crisis, that ideology had been modified to fit new circumstances. In
areas where black slavery had grown into an important institu-
tion, the understanding of republican freedom had developed
to include slavery as a component vital for the protection of social
order, economic mobility, and personal autonomy. In areas where sla-
very was a peripheral element of society, it was considered irrelevant
to the attainment of republican ideals. When the outbreak of war re-
vealed that the southern conception of the republic could not be sus-
tained within the Union, most Tennesseans believed that revolution
was necessary for the preservation of American freedom. East Tennes-
seans, however, considered a revolution from their state necessary for
the same reason. Yet, whether they cast their lot with the South or
the North, citizens believed that the fate of the republican liberty be-
queathed to them by the revolutionary generation depended upon
their choice.

William H. Mott, a resident of Alexandria, DeKalb County, who
served as a major in the Army of Tennessee, spoke for most Tennesse-
ans when, in his journal for 1862, he reflected on the future of re-
publicanism and reaffirmed his commitment to its cause:

It is a gloomy picture which the future presents even at best, and a still
more gloomy one to look back upon the brilliant past, laden with so
much of promise & hope to the new world. We have now to build up a
new fabric from the ruins of the old, which fanaticism has riddled &
torn till the stately old mansion, the temple of our blood purchased lib-
erties[,] has crumbled to atoms(,] and upon its trampled remains are
based the elements of a despotism(,] & a Military ruler sits upon the
same chair that Washington Jefferson & Adams graced in the earlier and
palmier days of the Republic. Is it thus that our great government is to
emulate the example of previous experiments of Republicanism, [and]
crumble & recede to monarchies, or is there a germ that is to put forth
like magic upon the stern old rock of Liberty & grow until its spread-
ing branches shade the fair continent of America[?] I cannot bear even
the thought that a tyrant’s rule should ever be felt upon the good soil
of America that has been fanned so long by the fresh breezes of liberty.
I want it all North, South, East, and West to be Republican. If the same
government cannot canopy us allf,] let us [(Jif separated we must[)] at
least revere the recollections of the past, nor prove faithless to that
trust, transmitted to us by our Fathers of the Revolution. Then let us
swear by our lives our fortunes & our sacred honor that America must
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& shall be free, and should we fail the goal let us plant it upon the
minds of posterity that they may restore what we have lost.1!!

The republic for which Mott fought—and died, at Murfreesbor-
ough—perished with the conflict. No longer would citizens in Ten-
nessee, or elsewhere in America, understand their politics in the same
terms as they had during the antebellum party system: as a battle for
liberty against oppression.
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Roll-Call Votes Indicating
“Party Divisions in the “Tennessee

General Assembly

1839-1845

Democrat Whig

Session Yes-No %Yes Yes-No  %Yes

House, 1839-40
To postpone indefinitely 6-31 16.2 29-1 96.7
a bill to regulate banks
To create additional branches 9-30 23.1 27-5 84.4
of the Planters’ Bank
To pass a bill to encourage 20-18 52.6 22-8 73.3
manufacturing in the Ocoee
District
To postpone indefinitely a 7-28 20.0 29-0 100.0
bill to limit the power of
corporations
To pass a bill to repeal laws 33-6 84.6 18-13 58.1
authorizing the governor to
subscribe for stock in internal
improvement companies
To pass a bill to increase the 29-6 829 4-4 50.0

tax on brokers
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To pass a bill to encourage 18-20 47.4 21-10 67.7
the culture of silk

Senate, 1839-40

To pass a bill to regulate 12-2 85.7 0-10 0.0
banking
To pass a bill to regulate 12-1 92.3 0-9 0.0

the power of corporations

To table an amendment to an 6-8 429 11-1 91.7
insurance company charter

restricting the investment

of its capital

To table an amendment to an 3-11 21.4 11-0 100.0
insurance company charter

preventing investment in a

public debt or a chartered bank

To pass a bill to increase 10-0 100.0 1-8 11.1
the tax on brokers

To table a bill to encourage 9-3 75.0 2-6 25.0
the culture of silk

To pass a bill to establish a 5-7 41.7 7-3 70.0
lunatic asylum

To pass a bill to make penal 12-2 85.7 0-8 0.0
the misuse or misrepresentation

of public funds

To pass resolutions to amend 8-6 57.1 8-1 88.9

the state constitution to
prohibit the state, in the future,
from becoming the

sole proprietor of a bank

House, 1841-42

To pass a bill to dispose of 10-20 333 34-0 100.0
that portion of the money due

the state from the sale of

public lands

To pass a bill to encourage 13-17 433 28-4 87.5
domestic manufacturing
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To pass a resolution declaring 20-9
the state’s intention to honor
its public debt

To pass a bill to suppress 22-12
illegal voting

To table a resolution 29-1
condemning the “fallacy”
of a gold and silver currency

To pass a bill to suppress 33-1
fraud in corporations

To pass a bill to compel 33-2
banks to act in accordance with
their charters

To postpone indefinitely a 6-30
bill to limit the power of
corporations

Senate, 1841-42
To pass a bill to dispose of 8-5
that portion of the money due
the state from the sale of
public lands

To pass a bill to encourage 5-8
domestic manufacturing

To pass a bill to encourage 6-7
the culture of silk

To pass a resolution declaring 4-9
the state’s intention to honor
its public debt

To pass a bill to suppress 5-7
illegal voting

To pass a resolution to amend 9-4
the state constitution to

prohibit the legislature from

creating a public debt

69.0

64.7

96.7

971

94.3

16.7

61.5

38.5

46.2

30.8

41.7

69.2

33-0

29-6

3-35

18-16

4-33

32-2

11-1

9-3

12-0

9-0

3-9

265

100.0

829

7.9

52.9

10.8

94.1

91.7

81.8

75.0

100.0

100.0

25.0
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To strike from resolutions 13-0 100.0
a preamble renouncing the
principle of repudiation

To table a preamble declaring 5-8 38.5
the state debt too large and

pledging the legislature’s

intention not to increase the

debt

To table a bill to regulate 3-10 231
banking

To postpone indefinitely a 3-10 23.1

bill to compel the banks to
act in accordance with
their charters

To adopt an amendment 0-12 0.0
compensating in railroad stock

damages to property caused by

railroad companies

House, 1843-44
To pass a bill to increase 2-32 5.9
the rate of the property tax

To pass a bill imposing a tax 8-24 25.0
on certain civil offices and

professions

To pass a bill chartering the 5-27 15.6

Bank of East Tennessee

To pass a bill to encourage 7-25 21.9
domestic manufacturing

To pass a bill to continue 13-19 40.6
encouraging the
culture of silk

To pass a bill to establish 15-15 50.0
an institution for the blind

and an asylum for the deaf

and dumb

0-12

12-0

11-1

10-1

36-2

17-16

29-8

26-6

26-12

25-10

Appendix A

0.0

100.0

91.7

90.9

77.8

94.7

51.5

78.4

81.3

68.4

71.4
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To pass a bill to appoint 12-16
commissioners to regulate the

affairs of internal improvement

companies

To pass a bill extending the 15-12
time granted to the Western

and Atlantic Railroad to

complete the line to East

Tennessee

To pass a bill prohibiting 1-26
removal of directors of

the branches of state bank

for “mere noncompliance with
instructions,” and prohibiting

branch banks from operating

under more restrictions than the

principal bank

To pass resolutions asking 2-23
the federal government for an
appropriation to remove

obstacles from rivers

To pass a resolution instructing 30-4
the state’s U.S. senators and

requesting its U.S. representatives

to support a reduction

in the price of public land

To pass a bill to amend the 8-25
redemption laws

To pass a bill authorizing 19-7
the sale of common school

lands, at the wish of the

people of the township where

the lands are situated

Senate, 1843-44

To pass a bill to increase 2-9
the rate of the property tax

To pass a bill chartering the 1-7
Bank of East Tennessee

429

55.6

3.7

8.0

88.2

24.2

73.1

18.2

12.5

18-11

32-9

29-2

24-10

18-19

26-10

14-21

14-0

12-1

267

62.1

78.1

93.6

70.6

48.7

72.2

40.0

100.0

923
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To pass a bill to continue 5-6 45.5 8-4 66.7
encouraging the
culture of silk

To pass a bill authorizing 10-0 100.0 6-7 46.2
the sale of common school

lands, at the wish of the

people of the township where

the lands are situated

To pass a bill prohibiting 0-9 0.0 13-1 92.9
the removal of directors of

the branches of the state bank

for “mere noncompliance with

instructions,” and prohibiting

branch banks from operating

under more restrictions than the

principal bank

To pass a resolution to amend 11-0 100.0 1-12 7.7
the state constitution to

prohibit the legislature from

creating corporations with

banking privileges unless the

stockholders were made individually

liable for the debts of the

corporation

To pass a resolution to amend 6-4 60.0 2-12 14.3
the state constitution to
prohibit a public debt

To pass a bill to authorize 1-8 11.1 7-7 50.0
the governor to subscribe for
stock in the Bank of East

Tennessee

To pass a bill to provide for 2-8 25.0 9-4 69.2
the gradual extinguishing of

the public debt

To pass a resolution requesting 0-10 0.0 14-0 100.0

U.S. senators and representatives
to support the distribution to the
states of the proceeds from

the sale of public lands
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To pass a bill to establish 3-8 27.3
an institution for the blind

and an asylum for the deaf

and dumb

To pass a bill to appoint 3-7 30.0
commissioners to regulate the

affairs of internal improvement

companies

10-4

269

71.4

69.2



APPENDIX B

Roll-Call Votes in the “First
‘Extra Session of the Tennessee

General Assembly

January 7—February 4, 1861,
by Party Affiliation

Opposition Democrat
Yes-No % Yes Yes-No % Yes

House

To adopt amendment to bill 32-0 100.0 12-23 343
providing for referendum on

state convention:“That no
ordinance or resolution which
may be adopted by said
convention, having for its object

a change of the position or relation
of this State, shall be of any
binding force or effect until

it is submitted to, and ratified

and adopted by a majority of the
qualified voters of the State,

taking as a basis the vote cast

in the last election for Governor
and members of the General
Assembly”

To pass bill providing for a 32-0 100.0 39-0 100.0
referendum on a state convention

To pass resolution in response to 23-6 79.3 37-1  97.4
those passed by the legislature of
New York
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To table resolution to discourage
commercial intercourse with citizens
of the northern states

To postpone indefinitely a bill to
encourage foreign importations

To amend resolution sending
delegates to a Southern Convention
by striking out “Montgomery” and
replacing with “Nashville”

To pass resolution proposing
amendments to the Constitution

of the United States and authorizing
the appointment of delegates

to a Southern Convention

To proceed with the election of
delegates to a Southern Convention

To pass bill repealing the act
abolishing military duty

To postpone indefinitely a bill
“to enable the State of Tennessee
to repel invasion and suppress
insurrection”

To pass resolution directing
delegates to a Southern Convention
to attend the Peace Conference

at Washington

22-3

25-3

28-1

29-1

33-0

18-13

26-5

30-1

Senate

To amend bill providing for the
calling of a convention of the people
of Tennessee with:“no ordinance
or resolution adopted by said
Convention, having for its object
to change the position or relation
of this State to the Federal Union,
or her sister Southern States, shall
be of binding force until it is
submitted to a vote of the people,
and ratified by a majority of all the
voters in the State, taking the vote
in the last Gubernatorial election
as the number of qualified voters
in the State”

9-0

88.0

89.3

96.6

96.7

100.0

58.1

839

96.8

100.0

10-21

7-25

22-15

28-5

6-23

31-7

6-26

20-15

5-8

271
323

21.9

59.5

84.5

20.7

81.6

18.8

57.1

38.5
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To amend bill providing for the 0-11 0.0 13-1 929
calling of a convention by striking
out reference to voters in last
gubernatorial election and
replacing with: “by a majority

of voters polled, and that before
any act or ordinance touching
our relations to the Federal
Government shall be binding,

the same shall be submitted

back to the people for their
rejection or approval, not

sooner than twenty days after

the passage of such act or
ordinance”

To adopt resolution to discourage 3-5 37.5 10-0 100.0
commercial intercourse with
the citizens of the northern states

To proceed to the election 11-0 100.0 2-11 15.4
of delegates to a convention
of slaveholding states

To pass bill “to enable the State 1-8 11.1 10-0 100.0
of Tennessee to repel invasion and
suppress insurrection”

To pass bill repealing the act 2-7 22.2 11-1 91.7
abolishing military duty

To pass resolution authorizing the 0-10 0.0 9-1 90.0
governor to appoint three

commissioners to the Southern

Convention at Montgomery, Alabama

To pass bill to encourage foreign 4-0 40.0 12-1 923
importations
To pass bill providing for a 11-0 1000 14-0 100.0

referendum on a state convention

To pass resolution “in regard to the 5-5 50.0 12-0 100.0
action of the Legislature of New

York, tendering men and money

to the President of the United

States”

To pass first three resolutions in 6-5 54.6 13-0 100.0
series proposing amendments to

the Constitution of the United

States
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To pass remaining three resolutions 8-3
in series proposing amendments

to the Constitution of the

United States

72.7

12-0

273

100.0



APPENDIX C

Roll-Call Votes in the Second
Extra Session of the Tennessee

General Assembly

April 25-July 1, 1861,
by Party Affiliation

Opposition Democrat
Yes-No % Yes Yes-No % Yes
House

To pass resolution to meet in secret  11-11 50.0 22-5 81.5
To pass bill creating a provisional 20-11 64.5 34-4  89.5
army
To pass resolution authorizing 11-21 34.4 29-3  90.6
governor to appoint commissioners
to negotiate a military league with
the Confederacy
To pass bill submitting a Declaration 13-18 41.9 33-3 917
of Independence to a popular vote
To pass bill confirming governor’s 10-21 323 28-3 903
military appointments
To pass resolution removing 24-7 77.4 19-11 633
injunction of secrecy on legislature
To pass resolution ratifying Military 14-15 48.3 30-1  96.8

League with Confederacy
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To pass bill submitting to a popular 12-11
vote the adoption or rejection of

the permanent Constitution of the
Confederate States

Senate
To pass bill creating a 7-4
provisional army
To pass bill submitting 7-4

a Declaration of Independence
to a popular vote

To pass resolution ratifying Military 3-5
League with Confederacy

To pass bill submitting to a popular 8-2
vote the adoption or rejection of

the permanent Constitution of the
Confederate States

To pass resolution requesting 3-7
U.S. senators to resign their seats

52.2

63.6

63.6

375

80.0

30.0

32-1

11-1

14-0

11-1

10-0

10-2

275

97.0

91.7

100.0

91.7

100.0

83.3
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Preface

1. Nashville Republican Banner, Apr. 9 and 13, 1861.

2. Previous studies of Tennessee during the secession crisis include Mary
E.R. Campbell, The Attitude of Tennesseans Toward the Union, 1847-1801
(New York:Vantage Press, 1961); James W. Patton, Unionism and Reconstruc-
tion in Tennessee, 1860-18069 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press,
1934); John Edgar Tricamo, “Tennessee Politics, 1845-1861” (Ph.D. diss., Co-
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lumbia Univ., 1965); and Charles L. Lufkin, “Secession and Coercion in Ten-
nessee:The Spring of 1861, THQ 50 (Summer 1991): 98-109.The exception
to the generalizations of this paragraph is Daniel W. Crofts, Reluctant Con-
Jfederates: Upper Soutb Unionists in the Secession Crisis (Chapel Hill: Univ.
of North Carolina Press, 1989). Crofts provides the best recent account of
Tennessee from the election of 1860 through April 1861 in an excellent com-
parative study of Upper South Unionism in Tennessee, North Carolina, and
Virginia. His focus on Unionists, however, leads his attention away from state
politics to national Unionist negotiations; also, Crofts devotes little attention
to Jocal politics after the conflict at Fort Sumter.

3. This expression comes from John William Ward, Andrew Jackson: Sym-
bol for an Age (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1955).

4. Standard works on Tennessee politics during the era of the second Ameri-
can party system include Thomas Perkins Abernethy, From Frontier to Planta-
tion in Tennessee: A Study in Frontier Democracy (Chapel Hill: Univ. of
North Carolina Press, 1932); Paul H. Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennes-
see (Lexington: Univ. Press of Kentucky, 1982); Charles G. Sellers, James K.
Polk: Jacksonian, 1795-1843 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1957);
Charles G. Sellers, James K. Polk: Continentalist, 1843-1846 (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1966); and Frank Mitchell Lowrey, III, “Tennessee
Voters During the Second Two-Party System, 1836-1860: A Study in Voter
Constancy and in Socio-Economic and Demographic Distinctions” (Ph.D.
diss., Univ. of Alabama, 1973).

5. J. Mills Thornton, II1, Politics and Power in a Slave Society: Alabama,
1800- 1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1978); Michael E Holt,
The Political Crisis of the 1850s (New York: Norton, 1978); Marc W. Kruman,
Parties and Politics in North Carolina, 1836-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State Univ. Press, 1983); Lacy K. Ford, Origins of Soutbern Radicalism: The
Soutb Carolina Upcountry, 1800-1860 (New York: Oxford Univ. Press,
1988). See also James M. McPherson, What They Fought For, 1861-1865 (Ba-
ton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1994); and George C. Rable, The Con-
Jfederate Republic: A Revolution Against Politics (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North
Carolina Press, 1994).

6. See esp. Stanley John Folmsbee, Sectionalism and Internal Improve-
ments in Tennessee, 1796-1845 (Knoxville: East Tennessee Historical Soci-
ety, 1939); William J. Cooper, Jr., The South and the Politics of Slavery, 1828-
1856 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1978); and Bergeron,
Antebellum Politics in Tennessee.

7. Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennessee, ix.

8. Republicanism, as understood in this work, will be discussed in ch. 1.
It is an understatement to say that the literature on republicanism in early
America, along with criticism of its historical utility, is voluminous. Good in-
troductions to this literature can be found in Robert E. Shalhope, “Toward a
Republican Synthesis:The Emergence of an Understanding of Republicanism
in American Historiography,” William and Mary Quarterly 29 (Jan. 1972):
49-80; Robert E. Shalhope, “Republicanism and Early American Historiogra-
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phy, William and Mary Quarterly 39 (Apr. 1982): 334-56; Daniel T. Rodg-
ers, “Republicanism: The Career of a Concept,” Journal of American History
79 (June 1992): 11-38; and Milton M. Klein, Richard D. Brown, and John B.
Hench, eds., The Republican Syntbesis Revisited: Essays in Honor of George
Athan Billias (Worcester, Mass.: American Antiquarian Society, 1992). The
standard works, which have heavily influenced this study, remain Bernard
Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge,
Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univ. Press, 1967); Gordon S. Wood, The Cre-
ation of the American Republic, 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North
Carolina Press, 1969); and Lance Banning, The Jeffersonian Persuasion: Evo-
lution of a Party Ideology (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 1978). On the
power of republicanism in antebellum politics, see the works cited in n. 4
above, along with Harry L. Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jack-
sonian America (New York: Noonday Press, 1990); Marc W. Kruman, “The
Second American Party System and the Transformation of Revolutionary Re-
publicanism,” Journal of the Early Republic 12 (Winter 1992): 509-37; Ma-
jor L. Wilson, “The ‘Country’ versus the ‘Court’: A Republican Consensus and
Party Debate in the Bank War,” Journal of the Early Republic 15 (Winter
1995): 619-47; and Thomas Brown, Politics and Statesmanship: Essays on
the American Whig Party (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1985), esp. 1-
12.

Chapter 1. Politics and Republicanism in Jackson’s Tennessee

1. William Carroll to Andrew Jackson, Dec. 26, 1831, Andrew Jackson Pa-
pers, LC; George Washington Campbell to Andrew Jackson, Jan. 14, 1831,
Andrew Jackson Papers, LC.

2. Alfred Balch to James K. Polk, Jan. 6, 1831, in Herbert Weaver et al.,
eds., Correspondence of James K. Polk (Knoxville: Univ. of Tennessee Press,
1969, 1:375.

3. William Carroll to Robert C. Thompson, qtd. in Robert H. White and
Stephen V. Ash, eds., Messages of the Governors of Tennessee (Nashville: Ten-
nessee Historical Commission, 1952), 2:200.

4. Andrew Buchanan, speech in Tennessee House of Representatives, qtd.
in White and Ash, Messages of the Governors 2:191. On the conception of
power and liberty in republicanism, see Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 55-93.

5. Joseph Kincaid, speech in Tennessee House of Representatives, qtd. in
White and Ash, Messages of the Governors 2:184; Nashville Republican, Feb.
10, 1831.
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had been permitted to vote under the original state constitution, but because
of growing racism and increased abolitionist activity in the 1830s, the 1834
revision specifically limited suffrage to white males over 21. On the ostracism
of free blacks, see Anita Shafer Goodstein, Nashville, 1780~ 1860: From Fron-
tier to City (Gainesville: Univ. of Florida Press, 1989), 136-56; see also Arthur
E Howington, “‘Not in the Condition of a Horse or an Ox’: Ford v. Ford, the



280 Notes to pages 3-5
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Papers 48 (Dec. 1994): 107-17.
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8. Journal of the Proceedings of a Convention Began and Held at Knox-
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revision in Tennessee.The calling of the Convention of 1834 is usually attrib-
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Wallace M. McClure, State Constitution-Making, With Especial Reference to
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the Purpose of Revising and Amending the Constitution Thereof (Nashville:
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power, see Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 148-50.
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maximum number of members permitted in the house of representatives
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contain 75 seats and the senate 25.The convention also raised the minimum
age qualification of senators from 21 to 30 while leaving the qualification of
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the mid-thirties.

13. Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 162-63; Kruman, Parties
and Politics in North Carolina, 45-54; Thornton, Politics and Power in a
Slave Society, 59-60, 80-87.
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see Gavin Wright, The Political Economy of the Cotton South: Housebolds,
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tion and, 26-32, 135-306, 140,
179, 213, 229; as republican
leader, 22-25; Texas annex-
ation and, 128, 134
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Jackson County, Tenn., 90
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308n37, 315n21

Jefferson, Thomas, 6, 23, 41, 74, 82,
147, 186, 187, 260

Johnson, Andrew, xii, 126, 129, 143,
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149, 159, 174,177, 181, 198,
207, 212, 213, 221, 222, 243,
244, 258; gubernatorial candi-
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(1855), 201-3, 205, 211,
329n72, 330n79; in secession
crisis, 230-32, 236, 237, 239,
241, 249, 252

Johnson, Cave, 44, 52, 92, 114, 128,
159, 182, 184, 229, 245,
288n31
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114, 290n53
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Johnson County, Tenn., 322n96
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231
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147, 181, 211, 219; as gover-
nor, 98; gubernatorial candi-
date (1841), 116-18; (1843),
124-25; as senator, 188-92,
194, 196-97, 203-5, 209, 210,
212-13, 326n41, 327n42

Jonesborough, Tenn., 20

Jonesborough Whig, 20, 95,119,
124, 125

judicial system, Tennessee, 3-4, 11,
99, 159, 280n9

Kansas, 217-19, 225, 336n33

Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854), 192-
95, 200, 202, 203, 2006, 217,
218, 219

Kentucky, 22, 28, 36, 56, 68, 71, 75,
76, 88, 104, 113, 119, 147,
186, 221, 222, 232, 247, 258,
293n5

Kincaid, Joseph, 3

Kingston, Tenn., 253, 257

“know-nothings.” See American party

Knox County, Tenn., 82, 252,
301n23

Knoxville, Tenn., 15, 20, 51, 68, 87,
113, 114, 248, 255, 284n52,
303n43, 335n27
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Knoxville Argus, 77, 115, 120, 125,
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209, 214, 230, 255

Lane, Joseph, 220, 223, 224
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Lauderdale County, Tenn., 318n60,
319n63
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322n96

Lea, Luke, 285n52

Lea, Pryor, 284-85n52

Lebanon, Tenn., 50, 51

Lecompton Constitution, 217-19,
225, 336n33

legislators, characteristics of, 7-10
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Lincoln, Abraham, xii, xiii, 215, 218,
225, 227-28, 258; secession
crisis and, 229-33, 239, 243-
45, 249, 252, 254, 259

Lincoln County, Tenn., 15, 167, 301023

liquor, regulation of, 21, 201; see
also temperance; tippling
houses

Locofoco, 85-86, 88, 93, 124, 135,
146, 181, 300n13

Louisiana, 104, 153, 160, 192-93

Louisiana Territory, 167, 192-93, 206
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Madison County, Tenn., 138, 301n23
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Marion County, Tenn., 14, 248
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322n96
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301n23
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McNairy County, Tenn., 301n23,
318n60, 319n63
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Meigs County, Tenn., 248

Memphis, Tenn., 89, 150, 151, 153,
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226, 232, 243, 258, 327n42
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233, 234, 242, 317n43

Mempbhis Avalanche, 220
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Memphbis Eagle, 147, 165, 167

Mempbis Enquirer, 57, 60, 62, 68,
146, 161

Mexican Cession, 160, 164, 167,
168

Mexican War, 141, 144-47, 149,
150, 315n24

Mexico, 127, 132, 133, 155, 178

Michigan, 126, 149

Middle Tennessee, 7, 10, 14-18, 28,
65, 76, 89, 121, 167, 174, 179,
252, 254, 255, 258, 315n24;
election results in, 52, 78, 162,
176, 177, 211, 256-57, 318-
19n63; internal improvements
and, 66, 99; slavery in, 19-20,
249-50; support for disunion
in, xii, 215, 248-50, 253, 259,
voting patterns in, 53, 87-88

Military League (1861), 247, 274,
275

Mills, C. H., 241

Mississippi, 17, 163, 219, 236
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Missouri, 13

Missouri Compromise, 167-69, 193,
194, 206, 209, 313n85,
317n36

“money power,” 32, 44, 52, 79, 82-
84, 88, 91, 92, 115, 185, 217

Monroe County, Tenn., 248

Monterrey, battle of, 174

Montgomery, Ala., 238, 239, 243,
271, 272

Montgomery County, Tenn., 301n23

Mooresville, Tenn., 47

Morgan County, Tenn., 14, 301n19

Mott, William H., 260-61

Murfreesborough, Tenn., 72-75,
116, 119, 258, 261

Nashville, Tenn., 11, 15, 16, 29, 31, 33-
36, 52, 57, 68, 81, 88, 89, 104,
113, 114, 120, 121, 128, 133,
136, 137, 150, 185, 191, 196,
224, 238-40, 245, 258, 271; see
also Nashville Convention

Nashville American, 159, 169, 170,
172, 174, 179, 184, 189, 191

Nashville Bridge Company, 58
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72, 174, 184

Nashville Gazette, 197, 198, 200

Nashuville National Banner, 34, 46,
50, 53, 54, 60, 64, 66, 69

Nashville Patriot, 232, 257

Nasbville Republican, 23, 39, 40,
42, 46, 51, 53, 57, 58, 60
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xii, 68, 69, 71, 76, 77, 84, 85,
94, 100, 102-4, 119, 124, 133~
36, 138, 145, 152, 159, 160,
164-69, 176, 179, 183, 193,
216, 220, 229-31, 234, 240,
254-56

Nashville True Whig, 165, 170, 187,
194, 198, 200, 203

Nashville Union, 44, 49, 50, 53, 57,
61, 65, 66, 73, 74, 77-78, 80,
92,115, 119, 128, 129, 132,
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185, 187, 193, 202, 205, 208,
209, 219, 234, 240, 242, 246,
335n27

Nasbville Whig, 68-70, 75, 85, 806,
101, 104, 114, 119, 133-36,
139, 147
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Nelson, Thomas A. R., 18, 174, 181,
189, 190, 192, 199, 252, 255~
57, 325n31

Netherland, John, 189, 216, 217,
252, 326n34
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New Mexico, 144, 150, 156, 163, 170

New Orleans, La., 16, 22, 57, 89,
130, 135

New York, 57, 77, 137, 199, 222,
237,270, 272, 312n84

Nicholson, Alfred O. P, 66, 68, 116,
126, 129, 143, 149, 151, 168,
173, 182, 185, 212, 308n31

nonintervention, 151-52, 169, 170,
178, 193, 208, 212, 214, 217-
19, 221, 223, 224

North Carolina, xii, 18, 278, 342n92

Norvell, Caleb C., 68, 86, 94

Nullification, 24, 26-31, 53, 95, 136,
199, 233, 285n52

“nullifier,” 29, 45, 135-37, 155, 160,
164, 165, 178, 182, 184, 185,
200, 209, 216, 259

Obion County, Tenn., 319n63

Ohio, 15, 114, 115

Old Line Whigs, 204-7, 209-13,
219, 228

Opposition, 109, 216-17, 230, 236-
37, 239, 247, 259, 336n33;
conventions, 225-26

Order of the Star-Spangled Banner,
195
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Oregon, 143-44, 152, 159, 220, 317n36
Overton, John, 22
Overton County, Tenn., 90

Panic, financial, of 1819, 13, 22, 33,
90; of 1837, 13, 57-63, 79, 80;
of 1839, 88-91; of 1857, 216-
17, 259

participation, voter, 1, 6, 52, 78, 79,
115, 143, 183, 184, 191, 216,
247, 299n77

party, political, xii, xiii, 1, 23, 50,
64, 76, 207, 289n45; local is-
sues and, 21, 98-108; opposi-
tion to, 40-42, 44, 51, 56, 59-
61, 67, 115; organization, xiii,
81, 113; see also American par-
ty; Democratic party; Opposi-
tion; Whig party

patronage, 17, 46, 54, 56, 57, 60,
69, 75, 85, 86, 126, 143, 145,
149, 190, 249, 254, 342n93

Pennsylvania, 48, 61, 70, 89, 150,
182, 199, 207, 210

Peyton, Balie, 56, 57, 64, 245

Philadelphia, Pa., 15, 57, 197, 203,
206

Pierce, Franklin, 182-84, 187, 191,
193, 199, 207

Pillow, Gideon J., 128, 130, 171, 182

planters. See farmers

Planters’ Bank of Nashville, 13, 33,
57-58, 109, 216

Poinsett, Joel R., 113

Polk, James K., xii, 41, 52, 58, 62,
63, 65, 67-68, 83, 88, 111,
123, 125, 138, 150, 155, 159,
188, 198, 199, 213, 219; Bank
War and, 33-36; as governor,
92, 103, 105, 308n31; guber-
natorial candidate (1839), 72-
80, 98; (1841), 116-18;
(1843), 124-25; as president,
97, 143-49, 152; presidential
candidate (1844), 128-29,
134-37; presidential election
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of 1836 and, 37, 43, 44, 47,
51; vice-presidential hopes,
112, 114-15, 126-27

Polk, Lucius J., 211

Polk, William H., 122, 167, 174, 177,
182, 219, 224, 229-30; guber-
natorial candidate (1861),
254-59

Polk County,Tenn., 248

popular sovereignty. See noninter-
vention

post notes, 99

Powel, Samuel, 55

Pulaski, Tenn., 147, 210

railroads, 16, 100, 106, 107, 234,
253, 255, 266, 322n103,
327n42

Raleigh, N.C., 128, 133

Raleigh, Tenn., 161

Republican party, 195, 196, 200,
206-8, 210, 211, 213, 217,
218, 225, 258, 259; presiden-
tial election of 1860 and, 217,
220, 223, 225-27; secession
crisis and, 228-36, 239-40,
242-44, 249, 250, 254

republicanism, xiv-xvi, 1-6, 14, 21,
23-25, 39, 46, 54, 61, 79, 82,
86, 139, 167, 179, 202, 260

revolution, right of, xii, 179-80,
232, 245

Reynolds, Robert B., 126

Rhea County, Tenn., 12, 248

Rhett, Robert Barnwell, 168

Richmond, Va., 15, 222, 238, 253,
335n27

Roane County, Tenn., 253

Robb, Alfred, 210

Rucker, Edmund, 290n53

Rucker, William, 63

Rutherford County, Tenn., 301n23

Scott, Winfield, 175, 181-82, 183,
184, 190-92, 196, 203, 211,
326n34
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Scott County, Tenn., 14, 250,
301n19

secession, xi, xii, 21, 27, 28, 170,
171, 173, 174, 179, 180, 200,
207, 209, 215, 220, 229, 231,
232, 244, 259; in Tennessee,
233-43, 246-49, 255, 342n92

Seminole War, 24, 63-64, 155

Senate, United States, 40, 48-49, 55,
123, 124, 132, 150, 190, 192,
249

Sequatchie County, Tenn., 248

Shelby County, Tenn., 161, 301n23,
318n60

Shiloh, battle of, 258

slave rebellion, 18, 19, 220, 229

slave trade, 170, 202, 284-85n52

slavery, xiv, 18-22, 25, 42, 53, 88,
115, 129-30, 132, 137, 138,
182, 183, 187, 193, 200, 201,
209, 212-13, 219, 221-23,
259, 260, 318-19n63, 339160,
342n92; expansion of, xv, 21-
22, 109, 140, 149-55,177-79,
195, 206-8, 214, 217-18, 224,
226, 313n85, 317n36; federal
protection of, 220-23; in se-
cession crisis, 228-31, 233-
35, 242, 247-50; see also Cri-
sis of 1850; Democratic party;
Kansas-Nebraska Act; noninter-
vention; Whig party

slaves, 3, 13, 16, 58, 89, 142, 161,
281; ownership of, xiii, 7-10,
19, 282

small notes, 99, 104-6, 294n12

Smith, Henry G., 232

Smith, Samuel G., 33, 39

Smith County, Tenn., 50

Somerville, Tenn., 161

South Carolina, 22, 24, 26-28, 56,
135, 160, 167, 168, 170, 175,
178, 179, 184, 228, 243

southern rights, xi, 21, 151, 152,
155, 159-61, 166, 168, 172,
173,177,179, 183, 186, 188,
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193, 204, 206-9, 212, 217,
220, 224, 227, 229-33, 235,
239, 244, 251, 255

Sparta, Tenn., 77, 164

“spoils party,” 75, 76, 84, 85, 94,
111, 113, 114, 199

“spoilsmen,” xv, 53, 71, 86, 148,
208, 259

squatter sovereignty, 194, 197, 208,
218, 223

Standifer, James, 37

Stanton, Frederick P, 138, 153, 161,
181, 313086

state rights, xiii, 53, 224, 239, 240

Stewart County, Tenn., 19, 145

Stones River, battle of, 258

strict construction, 83, 91, 92, 94,
178, 193-94, 213

Sturtevant, J. M., 97

“submission,” 134, 162, 175, 178,
237,239, 240

subtreasury. See Independent Trea-
sury

Sullivan County, Tenn., 52, 248,
322n96

Sumner County, Tenn., 48, 155

Talbot, Joseph H., 65

Taney, Roger B., 32

tariff, 27, 28, 35, 71, 73, 82, 95-97,
115, 124, 129, 133, 143, 149,
178, 202, 231, 243, 303n43,
315n21

taxation, 13, 33, 96, 97, 99, 100,
108, 231, 244, 247, 252, 254,
263, 264, 266, 267, 282n24,
305n64, 308n34

Taylor, Nathaniel G., 325n24

Taylor, Zachary, 146-49, 151, 153, 155,
157, 160, 164, 169, 188-89

Temperance, 201, 329n72

Temple, Oliver P, 252

Tennessee, economic conditions in,
xiii, 57-58, 77-79, 88-90, 111,
138-39, 142, 330n79

Tennessee, state sectionalism in, Xiv,
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Tennessee, state sectionalism in,
cont.
14-18, 21, 25, 87-88, 98, 99,
189

Tennessee Manumission Society, 20

Tennessee Platform, 174, 222

Tennessee School for the Blind, 97,
266, 269

Texas, 170; annexation of, 111, 127-
40, 142, 144, 147, 150, 313n85

Thomas, James H., 174

Thompson, James L., 233

Timberlake (Eaton), Peggy O’Neal,
30

Tippling houses, 98

Tipton County, 318n60

tobacco, 6, 7, 15-17, 19, 58, 90, 96,
249

Topp, Robertson, 151, 161

Totten, A. O. W., 247

treasury bank, 59, 92

Treasury Circular, 59

Trenton, Tenn., 244

Trigg, Connally E, 255

Trousdale, William, 155-57, 159,
162, 163, 166, 172, 173, 175,
177, 182, 183, 322n103

Turner, Nat, 18

Turney, Hopkins L., 123, 143, 153,
173-74, 177, 181

Turney, Samuel, 121

Tyler, John, 118-20, 124, 126, 127,
132-34, 138, 311n68

union, Xi-xiii, xv, 21, 136-37, 140,
179-80, 207, 213, 217, 225,
244, 245; see also American
party; Democratic party; Union
party; Whig party

Union Bank of Nashville, 13, 33, 57-
58, 101, 109, 216

Union party, 177, 229-32, 240-47,
249, 251, 253-54; see also
elections, state (1861)

Utah, 170
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Van Buren, Martin, 24, 26, 32, 55,
56, 61, 63, 64, 66, 67, 74, 85,
91,92, 125, 152; Panic of 1837
and, 59-60, 62, 67-68; presi-
dential candidate (1836), 36~
38, 40-54, 290n53; (1840),
68-69, 75, 76, 112; (1844),
126-28, 134

Van Dyke, T. Nixon, 189

Van Pelt, Henry, 155

Vernon, Miles, 12-13

veto, 4, 5; presidential, 24, 32-34,
54, 84, 86, 92-93, 118-19,
124, 146, 149, 151, 160

Virginia, xii, 6, 8, 18, 222, 252, 253,
257, 278n2, 322n103

Walker, James, 62, 66, 67, 77, 92

Walker, Joseph Knox, 166, 182, 219,
221

Walker, Leroy Pope, 236, 257

War of 1812, 15, 16, 155

Ward, Edward, 8, 22

Warren County, Tenn., 2

Washington, George, 23, 179, 225,
260

Washington, D.C., 42, 51, 72, 73,
83, 118, 147, 165, 178, 190,
191, 243, 257; see also District
of Columbia

Washington County, Tenn., 18, 20,
52, 248, 322n96

Washington Globe, 54

Washington Peace Conference, 239,
271, 339n69

Washington Union, 198

Watterson, Harvey M., 169, 219,
224, 230

Wayne County, Tenn., 248, 322n96

Weakly County, Tenn., 17, 248

Webster, Daniel, 37, 47, 48, 57, 65,
73, 118, 130, 191, 202

West Tennessee, 10, 14, 16-18, 28,
62,76, 147, 189, 233, 254,
255, 258; election results in,
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52, 78, 162, 176, 205, 211,
228, 241, 256-57; internal im-
provements and, 66, 77, 99,
327n42; slavery in, 19-20, 155,
161, 249-50; support for dis-
union in, xii, 179, 215, 248-
50, 253, 259, voting patterns
in, 53, 87-88

Western and Atlantic Railroad, 87,
267

Wharton, Thomas, 236

wheat, 15, 58, 142

Whig party, xii-xiii, 25, 44, 52-53,
55-57, 65-66, 81, 91, 111,
118, 212-13, 218, 236, 248~
49, 254, 259, 293n5, 308n37,
312n83; constituency of, 87-
88; divisions within, 142, 188-
92, 194-95; economic policies
of, 91-96, 303n43, 305n64;
ideology of, 84-87, 90-91,
177-78; local issues and, 98-
109; national bank and, 114-
18, 120, 124, 125, 129, 132,
137-39, 148, 149; national
conventions, 70-71, 80, 113,
125, 147-48, 183, 190, 210;
opposition to “party, 60-61,
69-70, 74, 134; Panic of 1837
and, 60-62, 66-67; slavery
and, 149-50, 152-53, 159-62,
177-80; state conventions, 97,
114, 116, 125, 160-61, 174,
190; unionism of, 160-62,
165-66, 174, 178-79; see also
American party; crisis of 1850;
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elections; “Immortal Thirteen”;
Kansas-Nebraska Act; Mexican
War; Opposition; slavery;
southern rights; Texas

White, Hugh Lawson, 33, 55, 50,
63-66, 68-69, 70, 75, 83, 87,
114, 115, 120, 121, 124,
289n34; “instructed” out of
senate, 112-13, 116; presiden-
tial candidate (1836), 37-40,
42-54

White County, Tenn., 164

Whitthorne, W. C., 223

Williams, Alexander, 181

Williams, Christopher, 191

Williams, James, 209

Williams, John, 284

Williams, Joseph L., 149, 303n43

Williams, Samuel, 244

Williamson County, Tenn., 303n43

Wilmot, David, 150, 152

Wilmot Proviso, 150-53, 155-63,
178

Wilson County, Tenn., 50, 116, 222,
326n34

Winchester Independent, 179

Yancey, William L., 222, 224
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yeomen. See farmers

Yerger, Jacob S., 57

Young, John, 51

Zollicoffer, Felix K., 197, 205, 245,
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