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  Context


  Andrew Jackson was born into a quickly changing world. He was born on the frontier, when America was still only thirteen British colonies and the frontier was defined as the Carolinas. By his teenage years, however, his homeland had declared its independence and was in the midst of a developing war with the most powerful nation on Earth. After years of harassment and exploitation at the hands of the British, colonists across America had had enough. Tensions first came to a boil in Boston, Massachusetts, where riots, the Boston Tea Party, and the Boston Massacre all set in motion a series of events that would begin the American Revolution.


  In 1776, the Second Continental Congress ratified the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia and the war was on. The Americans fought valiantly under General George Washington but lost many of the early battles of the war. Victories such as the one at Saratoga, however, inspired the French government to intervene on the American side. The tide of the war turned, and in 1781 British General Charles Cornwallis surrendered the British forces at Yorktown to Washington. By 1784, a peace treaty was ratified and the government set about establishing a new nation. The original Articles of Confederation turned out to be too weak, so a new Constitution was written and adopted–along with the first ten Amendments, termed the Bill of Rights.


  The new United States grew rapidly, expanding ever westward. President Thomas Jefferson bought the Louisiana Purchase from France, more than doubling the size of the country overnight. The frontier moved from the Carolinas westward to Georgia, Kentucky and Jackson's new home, Tennessee.


  As the United States grew, though, it struggled to assert itself on the world stage. Pirates from the Barbary States–Algiers, Morocco, Tripoli and Tunis–declared war on American shipping in 1801. Jefferson sent naval and marine forces to Tripoli in defense, and Tripoli finally asked for peace in 1805. Tensions remained high with Britain as well, and it was not long before Americans again found themselves defending their homes from the Redcoats.


  In 1812, American forces invaded Canada, then a British colony, and British forces invaded the United States. In 1814, the British forced President James Madison to flee Washington and British troops burned the capital city. American naval forces fared well, however, and Andrew Jackson's victory over the British forces at New Orleans provided a major morale boost to Americans–albeit a victory that came after the war was technically over. The Treaty of Ghent, signed December 24, 1815, ended the War of 1812 and returned both countries to the status quo ante bellum–the way things were before the war began.


  With peace at hand again, the U.S. continued to expand. More states joined the Union, settlers moved further West–coping along the way with Indians, bandits and more hardships. Jackson led the way into Florida after President James Monroe purchased it from Spain, and "manifest destiny" became the rule of the land.


  Also around this time, slavery became an increasingly divisive issue between the North and the South. States in the South were weary of admitting any more "free" states to the union because of the chance it would upset the slave-free balance–allowing anti-slavery supporters to push through anti-slavery legislation that Southerners felt would threaten their economy and lifestyle.


  An underlying issue, though, revolved around states' rights. Who had what power? What did states control? What did the federal government control? Many parts of the Constitution remained largely untested, and the Founders had crafted language that allowed for interpretation rather than set policy. On issues ranging from internal improvements to slavery to Indian removal, Jackson and his fellow presidents found themselves setting precedent after precedent. In this regard, the beginning of the nineteenth century in the United States was a brave new world looking for strong leaders to guide the new nation.


  Summary


  Andrew Jackson, the seventh President of the United States, is perhaps more relevant today than most of the other Presidents of the early nineteenth century. In the wake of the contested election of 2000 and amid growing complaints of the "dirtiness" of politics, we might do well to look back to Jackson's dirty and hotly contested race for the Presidency in 1824, in which he won the popular vote but subsequently lost the Presidency after the election was thrown into the House of Representatives. When Jackson was finally elected, he pushed to have the Electoral College abolished and railed against life tenure for government workers. Throughout his life, Jackson was criticized for his steadfast opinions and autocratic manner, but he nonetheless proved himself a savvy and thoughtful politician. It was only after he had fully considered his options that he made a decision–once that decision had been made, however, he pursued it relentlessly, gradually grinding away at his opponents until he got what he needed. In doing so, he helped modernize the nation and forever define his term of office as the mini-Enlightenment now known as Jacksonian America.


  Andrew Jackson, son of Irish immigrants, Andrew and Elizabeth Jackson, was born in the backwoods of the Carolinas–what was then considered the frontier of America. His father died shortly before Andrew's birth and his mother tried to raise him to be educated. Jackson resisted, and without a father figure, he became a wild young boy who liked to bully his peers.


  The Revolutionary War affected the teenage Jackson in an intensely personal way, leaving him forever bitter towards the British. When the war came to his area, his oldest brother, Hugh, volunteered to fight and died soon thereafter during the Battle of Stono Ferry. Jackson worked as an errand boy for the commander of the local patriot regiment, but nothing could have prepared him for the ordeal of being taken captive by British troops along with his other brother, Robert. After both were severely wounded by the sword of a British officer, Jackson and his brother were herded into a prisoner-of-war camp where they contracted smallpox. This stint as a captive would cost Jackson's brother his life. Jackson's only remaining relative, his mother, died of cholera while helping soldiers in Charleston. Thus, when the war ended, it left Jackson orphaned and alone.


  As Jackson grew older, he became engaged in a wild lifestyle of betting, horseracing and partying before eventually settling on law for a career. He traveled west into the new Tennessee territory. After establishing himself as an able politician there, he rose quickly through the political ranks. When Tennessee joined the Union in 1796, Jackson became a Congressman and was promoted to the Senate a year later. He soon found himself engaged in military affairs, and won the election to be Major General of the state militia in 1802. Throughout his time in Tennessee, he engaged in various duels when he felt someone had threatened his honor–even killing a man once.


  When the War of 1812 began, it fell to Jackson to crush the Creek Indian tribe in a series of brutal battles in which the general gave no quarter to the Indians. Once the tribe had been almost extinguished, Jackson imposed a harsh treaty on the Indians, stripping them of most of their lands and rights. Then he was ordered to help save the city of New Orleans from attack. His daring defense of the city exacted massive casualties on the British and made him a national hero. However, the autocratic manner in which he led the defense angered many citizens and led a New Orleans court to fine him $1,000 for contempt.


  Two years later, Jackson–now a major general in the U.S. Army–received orders to put down Indian attacks near Spanish Florida. His invasion of Spanish territory and his execution of two British nationals sparked an international incident–but he again successfully defeated the Indians. President James Monroe appointed Jackson governor of Florida after it was bought from the Spanish, but Jackson resigned after only a few months to seek the Presidency.


  The elections of 1824 and 1828 stand as some of the dirtiest campaigns ever waged for the Presidency. Jackson won the popular vote handily in 1824, but, after failing to win a majority of the electoral vote, lost the Presidency in a runoff in the House of Representatives. Jackson quickly turned his attention to 1828 and won a solid victory in that year.


  Jackson's Presidency was marked by four major issues: The Second Bank of the United States, the Tariff of 1828, the Nullification Crisis, and Indian Removal. Jackson signed over ninety treaties with Indian tribes and moved them all west of the Mississippi–killing thousands in the process. The Nullification Crisis arose after Vice President John C. Calhoun furthered the idea that a state could refuse to obey a federal law, "nullify it," if that state wanted to. South Carolina voted to nullify the Tariff of 1828, and for a while it looked like the nation might go to war with South Carolina, as Jackson massed military forces on the state's borders. However, Jackson's shrewd handling of the situation and strong appeals to the American people prevented a disaster and killed the nullification movement.


  Jackson spent much of his eight years as President trying to destroy the national Bank, which had been chartered by Congress in 1816 as a national center for fiscal policy. Jackson felt that the Bank was an unfair monopoly and that it abused or might abuse its significant power–a power that had partly caused the disastrous Panic of 1819. Jackson went to great lengths to destroy the Bank, a crusade that almost cost him the presidency in 1834 and earned him an official censure by the Senate. Nonetheless, by 1837, he had killed the Bank. As part of his lifelong distrust of credit, he retired the nation's debt to boot.


  Jackson left office in 1839 wildly popular. His appeal rose from his backwoods past: he appeared to be an "everyman" who had risen to the nation's highest office. Furthermore, time and again he had shown that he would not be bullied, by the Senate or by foreign governments. When Jackson endorsed Martin Van Buren to succeed him as president, Van Buren won overwhelmingly. Jackson, meanwhile, retired to his family plantation in Tennessee, the Hermitage, where he died at age seventy-eight.
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