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Henry Clay



1 · Henry Clay (1825)


At 6 p.m. on Sunday, January 9, 1825, Henry Clay, one of his nation’s shrewdest political minds, made a miscalculation that helped to end his chance of ever becoming president of the United States.


Over the next three decades, Clay’s decision set off repercussions that transformed the character of his young country, uprooted the earliest Americans from their homes in the Southeast, and led ultimately to massive bloodshed.


But at the moment, Clay was only trying to achieve his lifelong goal.


During the prior thirteen years, Henry Clay had evolved from fire-brand to peacemaker. The transformation came during the quixotic War of 1812, when an overmatched United States took on Great Britain for a second time. Clay had been one of the most fervent congressional “War Hawks,” pressing President James Madison to strike back against Great Britain’s aggressiveness. Madison’s opposition party, the Federalists of New England, had vehemently resisted the call to arms and had staged an antiwar convention that was seen as a threat to secede from the Union.


But the Federalist timing could not have been worse. As they met in Hartford, Connecticut, Henry Clay was already playing a crucial role at a peace conference in Belgium, and Britain and the United States reached terms on Christmas Eve, 1814. Given the lag in communication with Europe, news of that agreement arrived in America only after Andrew Jackson had scored his epic victory over the redcoats in New Orleans.


Flustered and discredited, the Federalists tried to explain away their actions, but they were finished as a political force. When Madison’s secretary of state, James Monroe, ran to succeed him, he won 183 of 217 electoral votes. Four years later, the Federalists did not bother to put forward a candidate. Except for a single protest vote, Monroe swept to reelection unanimously.


Men who knew him agreed that Monroe did not have the intellectual heft of Jefferson and Madison, but he was adroit at avoiding controversy. When he toured the country to promote harmony, a Boston editor conferred on Monroe’s years in the White House an enduring label—the Era of Good Feelings.


But Henry Clay saw himself as the man who had repeatedly defused divisive issues during that era and believed that he deserved the presidency as a reward for the nation’s tranquility.


The fifth son of a Baptist minister from Hanover County, Virginia, Clay was not preordained to rise to political prominence. He was four years old when his father died and left Henry as his inheritance only a fine speaking voice. The boy’s early education was entrusted to a hard-drinking English schoolmaster until Henry’s widowed mother married a former army captain, and her husband landed his stepson a clerk’s job in Virginia’s High Court of Chancery.


The teenager already possessed a charm that compensated for a somewhat equine homeliness. He caught the attention of George Wythe, whose law office had once produced Thomas Jefferson and John Marshall, and he spent four years as Wythe’s secretary before studying law with Virginia’s attorney general. For an ambitious young man, however, Richmond’s entrenched gentry constituted a barrier to rapid advancement. When his mother and stepfather moved to Kentucky, Clay went with them.


From Lexington, he was appointed to the U.S. Senate in 1806 at the age of twenty-nine, a year younger than the age stipulated in the Constitution. Clay was already a tall and rangy campaigner with every talent to ensure success. When he switched legislative chambers five years later, his nervy vitality led to a unique honor: On the first day of his first session in the House of Representatives, Clay was elected its Speaker.


Now, thirteen years later, Clay at forty-seven was still finding men eager for his all-night card games and women for kisses from his generous mouth. Clay understood both his appeal and the reticence that Americans expected from their politicians.


“Kissing is like the presidency,” he said. “It is not to be sought, and not to be declined.”


Assessing the United States as the presidential election approached, Clay had been convinced that 1824 was destined to be his year. The percentage of Americans living west of the Appalachians had been expanding rapidly as Congress granted land rights to settlers who made improvements on the property they claimed. The country seemed ready to turn away from the Virginians who had monopolized the presidency for the past twenty-four years—Monroe, and before him, Madison and Jefferson. As a Kentuckian now, Clay was poised to reap the benefit of a fervor along the frontier for one of their own.


He had already surmounted one unlikely obstacle. With his gifts so widely acknowledged in Congress, Clay had assumed that Monroe would appoint him secretary of state, the accepted way station on the road to the presidency. Instead, inexplicably, Monroe had chosen John Quincy Adams, who had often wrangled with Clay when they served together on the peace delegation that ended the War of 1812. Adams was a New Englander and the son of the nation’s second president, but he had proved his political independence from his father’s Federalist Party by voting as a matter of conscience with the Jeffersonians.


No one who knew John Quincy Adams would suggest that his defection from the Federalists had been prompted by political expediency. And yet when Andrew Jackson scored his improbable victory in New Orleans, the country had exploded with patriotic fervor, and the Jeffersonians became unstoppable.


With the collapse of the party system, voters were again assessing the personal qualities of the candidates rather than their political affiliation, a tendency that would not seem to favor the dour and unbending John Quincy Adams. When Monroe named him secretary of state, Adams had lived abroad as a diplomat for the preceding eight years. After representing the United States in Russia, he had gone on to the peace negotiations in Belgium and, most recently, had served as America’s ambassador to England. Even Adams’s wife, Louisa, worried that returning to domestic politics in America would reinforce the grim and compulsive aspects of his nature.


Despite those drawbacks, Adams’s eight years as Monroe’s secretary of state had proved successful. He took advantage of a rash and unauthorized invasion of Florida by Andrew Jackson to negotiate a treaty with Spain that expanded the boundaries of the United States west to the Pacific Ocean. Adams rightly considered his treaty a great achievement and was chagrined when Clay found a major oversight in its original terms. The error was corrected, but Adams never forgot the way Clay had “snickered” over the mistake made by this man notorious for his pedantry.


During his second term at the State Department, Adams had turned his attention south of the equator. He considered it America’s moral duty to thwart Spanish colonialism by supporting the revolutionary movements that had sprung up throughout the hemisphere.


Thomas Jefferson took a more pragmatic view. Writing to President Monroe from Monticello, he first apologized for having “so long ceased to take any interest” in politics, but he was convinced that steering the proper course in Latin America was the nation’s greatest challenge since Independence. Jefferson argued that an alliance with Great Britain would shut out other European predators from the hemisphere.


As secretary of state, Adams drafted a warning for Monroe to include in his seventh annual State of the Union address in December 1823: Americans would regard any attempt by Europe to extend its influence in the hemisphere “as dangerous to our lives and safety.” In time, that message became known as the Monroe Doctrine.


In Latin America, Simón Bolívar and the revolutionaries of Colombia, Argentina, and Mexico welcomed the symbolic support from the United States but were aware that policing the doctrine would require the British navy.


It was during those same years that Clay had enjoyed his own domestic triumphs. He had watched the original thirteen states grow steadily from Vermont—admitted to the Union in 1791—through Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, Louisiana, Indiana, Mississippi, and Illinois. By admitting Alabama on December 14, 1819, Congress had struck a balance between eleven free states and eleven slave states. But when the Missouri Territory sought admission, the nation was sharply divided over whether slavery should be sanctioned there.


Southern slave owners were adamantly opposed to a proposal that would bar slavery throughout the area of the Louisiana Purchase. They still resented the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which had outlawed slavery north of the Ohio River. Now Northern abolitionists were attempting to restrict another great swath of the nation.


Clay’s position was equivocal. At home in Kentucky, he owned slaves, and yet he had denounced the evils of slavery. But he had also demanded of his Northern colleagues whether “they would set their wives and daughters to brush their boots and shoes”—performing the chores best left to slaves.


Clay seemed to expect the institution of slavery to wither away gradually without a formal deadline. When that day came, he anticipated that the emancipated families would return to Africa, and in 1816 he had been a founder of the American Colonization Society. Its members promoted the migration of former slaves to a settlement named for America’s current president—Monrovia, in the country of Liberia.


Jefferson was attuned more viscerally to slavery than Clay was and less sanguine about a peaceful resolution to what he termed the “momentous question.” To a friend, Jefferson wrote that coming to terms with slavery had, “like a firebell in the night, awakened me and filled me with terror.”


For the short term, however, Clay formulated a three-part compromise to deal with Missouri: Maine would be detached from Massachusetts and enter the Union as a free state. Missouri would enter as a slave state. To satisfy the antislavery faction, Congress would prohibit slavery from all territory—except for Missouri—north of the parallel at thirty-six degrees, thirty feet. When Northerners dropped their demand for restrictions against slavery in Missouri itself, those terms were taken up individually and passed into law.


A serious setback then arose, however, when Missouri proposed a state constitution that would keep out “free negroes and mulattoes.” In response, Clay drafted deliberately ambiguous language that seemed to protect the privileges of every U.S. citizen. Both sides in the debate granted that Clay’s motive was less to win political advantage than to preserve the Union. They listened respectfully as Clay—mild and supplicating—went among them to broker his latest compromise.


The Missouri question had aroused such animosity that it clouded even the counting of votes during James Monroe’s reelection. Since the Federalists had not fielded a candidate, Missouri’s three votes mattered not at all. Yet the question of whether to count them ignited more havoc on the Senate floor.


By the time Clay’s compromise was approved and Missouri was admitted on August 10, 1821, congressmen were exhausted and a grateful country gave thanks to Henry Clay. Missouri’s new senator, Thomas Hart Benton, said that Clay had saved the Constitution.


Clay’s second notable crusade came in the wake of a severe economic depression termed the Panic of 1819. As bankruptcies and unemployment roiled the nation, the future of the Second Bank of the United States seemed in danger. It took a ruling from U.S. Chief Justice John Marshall’s court to strike down a challenge by the Maryland legislature that a national bank was unconstitutional. In rejecting the state’s right to tax the Bank of the United States in order to protect its local banks, Marshall ruled, “The power to tax is the power to destroy.”


Clay’s response to the crisis was to endorse the Bank of the United States while pressing for an increase in the tariffs on manufactured goods imported from England. Opponents who supported free trade were quoting Adam Smith, but Clay countered with an argument from Alexander Hamilton that protective taxes would spur industrialization in a country turning from agriculture to manufacturing. Clay’s measures were supported by manufacturers and factory workers who wanted protection from Europe’s cheaper wages, and he succeeded where Hamilton had failed.


To heal the strains exposed by the Missouri debate, Clay hoped to unify the country through a system of national roads and canals. Into that ambitious vision, he blended his support for the Bank and for protective tariffs and, borrowing a phrase from Hamilton, promoted his policies as “a genuine American System.”


As the campaign to succeed President Monroe began, Clay could argue that he had averted the collapse of the Union over slavery and had laid down a blueprint for American prosperity.


His commanding presence in the Congress had led Clay to dismiss his potential rivals. Secretary of War John C. Calhoun of South Carolina might have been a threat, but soon after entering the race he settled instead for a run at the vice presidency. William H. Crawford also could have been a formidable competitor—born in Virginia but transplanted to Georgia. After serving as a U.S. senator, he had gone on to hold the post of secretary of the Treasury under both Madison and Monroe.


And Crawford was backed by Martin Van Buren, a forty-two-year-old New Yorker whose political acumen was highly regarded. The summer before the election, however, Crawford had been felled by a stroke that rendered him speechless and near blind.


That had left only Andrew Jackson of Tennessee. Still venerated for his victory in the Battle of New Orleans nine years earlier, he had since burnished his popular reputation with his adventure in Florida. Voters did not know that John Calhoun had denounced Jackson in cabinet meetings for risking war with Spain and had demanded that he be censured. Nor did they know that Jackson’s strongest defense had come in those meetings from his temperamental opposite, Secretary of State Adams.


Steering a characteristically middle course, President Monroe had rejected censure but managed to rein in Jackson without igniting his notorious temper.


When the controversy spilled over to the House, however, Clay took the floor to defend the supremacy of civilian government. He attacked not only Jackson’s unauthorized conduct in Florida but also the Indian treaties that Jackson had negotiated after he vanquished the Creek tribe in 1814. Clay charged that the punitive terms Jackson imposed on Creeks had exceeded any humiliation inflicted during “the most haughty period of imperious Rome.”


Clay’s speech was admired for its rhetorical flourishes but did not persuade the Congress to censure Andrew Jackson for his actions in Florida. To Jackson, however, it did establish Clay as a lifelong enemy. Clay had added to the hostility with his airy dismissal of Jackson’s chances of winning the 1824 presidential election: “I cannot believe,” Clay said, “that killing two thousand five hundred Englishmen at New Orleans qualifies for the various difficult and complicated duties of the Chief Magistracy.”


The election season, however, was proving to be rife with surprises. Jonathan Russell, a Massachusetts congressman who had served with Adams and Clay on the peace delegation in 1814, claimed that Adams had been ready to sell out to the British the rights of Americans over access to the Mississippi River. Among westerners, the river was their lifeline, and Russell’s charge was potentially devastating.


Any slur to his reputation aroused Adams, and in this case his rebuttal was so ferocious that it drove Russell to retire from politics. For years afterward, men used the phrase “to Jonathan Russell” as a synonym for destroying a political opponent.


In his fury, Adams also reneged on his earlier vow not to stir up regional prejudices. Now Adams capitalized on the rancor left by the War of 1812 by warning politicians in Massachusetts that if Andrew Jackson won the presidency, New England would be absolutely shut out of his administration.


Adams justified those attacks by claiming that his vision for the country was superior to Jackson’s. Like Clay, Adams intended to commit federal money for “internal improvements”—building interstate highways, bridges, and canals—and to boost manufacturing and trade in ways that Jackson was likely to reject. Above all, Adams had come to regard the election as a referendum on his own lifetime of public service. Defeat, he felt, “would be equivalent to a vote of censure by the nation.”


As Clay confronted Adams’s new aggressiveness, he also found that Crawford’s incapacity had not taken him out of the race. Van Buren was able to keep the severity of Crawford’s afflictions a tightly held secret while he worked tirelessly to cut into a New York vote that Clay had been counting on.


When the 1824 results were tabulated from state elections across the country, Clay learned that Americans did not share his disdain for Andrew Jackson. The hero of New Orleans won the popular vote with 152,901 votes. Adams followed with 114,023. Although Clay edged out Crawford 47,217 to 46,979, he lost the one tally that mattered most: The Twelfth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution stipulated that if no candidate won a majority in the electoral college, the president would be chosen by the House of Representatives from the three candidates with the highest electoral numbers.


In that tally, Jackson led with 99 electoral votes, and Adams followed with 84. But Clay got only 37 votes, which meant that Crawford’s 41 votes assured him the third place on the House ballot. As for the vice presidency, Calhoun was elected easily with 182 votes to a combined 72 votes for his challengers.


Hugely disappointed, Clay thrashed about as he cast blame for his humiliation. He claimed that the power of newspapers along the Atlantic seaboard was responsible. Or the influence of patronage from the Monroe administration. Or the way his friends had been discouraged by a rumor that he had withdrawn from the race, a lie that had circulated too late to be refuted.


But as his recriminations faded, Clay confronted a crucial question: Endorsing which of the candidates would keep his presidential hopes alive?


Immediately, the jockeying for a House majority became intense among the three factions. Even before the national election, Van Buren had made a surreptitious trip to Monticello to ask that Jefferson endorse Crawford. The former president, now eighty-one, reminisced happily about the early days of the republic. He was alert, warm, and witty, but he resisted making a public recommendation for 1824.


Van Buren had returned to New York, where his carefully constructed coalition appeared to be crumbling. Still, as the decision moved to the House, Van Buren thought that Crawford could be the compromise choice in case of a deadlock between Jackson and Adams. To allay concerns about Crawford’s health, Van Buren offered assurances that his candidate was “substantially well” and that Clay’s support for him was “probable but not certain.”


That claim was an indication of how adroitly Clay was parrying Van Buren’s overtures. Clay had no intention of endorsing Crawford since he understood very well that even if Van Buren somehow got his man into the White House, Crawford might die there. Then John Calhoun, another Clay nemesis, would become president.


It began to look as though a second military figure from America’s recent past was going to play a crucial role in the House election. Stephen Van Rensselaer, a militia general in the War of 1812, had led the attack on Queenston in Canada that killed the popular British commander Isaac Brock. But that battle had ended in a disaster for the Americans. Now, since military honors had eluded him, Van Rensselaer—called the Patroon of New York State—hoped at the age of sixty-one to play a decisive political role. Awed by Van Rensselaer’s wealth and social position, Van Buren had courted him assiduously until he considered his vote for Crawford assured.


The maneuvering had extended to the candidates’ wives. Louisa Adams and Floride Calhoun were each hostesses to large theater parties, which alarmed the wife of a Crawford supporter, who urged that Susanna Crawford do the same thing “to show our strength.” Van Buren agreed and helped to organize a contingent of ten society women, twenty senators, and a collection of other dignitaries to settle in behind Mrs. Crawford in front boxes at the theater.


The gala evening was another sign of Van Buren’s rise from a tavernkeeper’s son to one of the most powerful men in the Congress. As he was growing up, Martin, a delicate blond child with a winning smile, had attracted the favor of leading Federalists in his village of Kinderhook, New York. But when he finished his law studies and entered politics, he defied his benefactors and allied himself with the more powerful Jeffersonians. By the time Van Buren moved to the state senate in Albany—and, in 1821, to the U.S. Senate at the age of thirty-eight—political rivals were citing examples of his duplicity.


Van Buren, born five days before the treaty that ended the Revolutionary War, had strongly supported the War of 1812 and came to have a special respect for one leading general, Winfield Scott. His esteem had made it a harsher blow when Van Buren’s fourth son, named for the general, died in infancy. Van Buren’s wife, Hannah, lived only long enough to bear another son. In the five years since her death, Van Buren had relied on his sister for help in raising his four surviving boys.


Stocky, short, and consumed by ambition, Van Buren did not seem inclined to marry again. He took meticulous care with his appearance, however, always stylishly turned out in shoes of Moroccan leather and silk hose that matched the color of his vest.


But no one made the mistake of dismissing Van Buren as a mere dandy. When he predicted that Adams would not have enough votes on the first House ballot, every informal tally backed him up. Jackson’s unshakable seven states included his home of Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Calhoun’s South Carolina, and, to the north, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. Because Crawford identified himself with the philosophy of Jefferson and Madison, he had the certain support of Virginia and perhaps of Delaware, North Carolina, and Georgia.


New England’s six states seemed solid for Adams, who could also expect to win Maryland, Illinois, and Louisiana. But for the thirteen votes he required, Adams would need New York and the three states controlled by Henry Clay—Ohio, Missouri, and Clay’s home state of Kentucky.


Being courted by agents of the other candidates was giving Clay a bittersweet popularity. “I am enjoying, while alive,” he said, “the post-humous honors which are usually awarded to the venerated dead.” But privately Adams’s admiration was limited to Clay’s political gifts. He deplored the fact that Clay’s “morals, public and private, are loose, but he has all the virtues indispensable to a popular man.” As for himself, Adams noted wistfully that he had “no powers of fascination.”


Through the intense speculation, Clay’s cheeky humor seldom faltered. He foresaw a problem when the Marquis de Lafayette, America’s youthful combatant in the fight for independence, toured the United States, since Lafayette’s visit would remind the nation of its glorious military history. That, in turn, would recall that Andrew Jackson had fought in the Revolution as a mere boy before he went on to glory in New Orleans.


One night, Clay was attending one of the many banquets honoring Lafayette when he noticed an empty seat between Adams and Jackson. Crossing the floor, he threw himself into it.


“Well, gentlemen,” Clay announced, “since you are both so near the chair but neither can occupy it, I will slip in between you and take it myself.”


Overhearing the remark, one of Van Buren’s friends reported to his wife that everyone had laughed, except Adams and Jackson.


It was at the same dinner that Clay found a chance to whisper to Adams that he wanted to meet with him.


Whenever it was convenient, Adams replied.


“In a few days.”


That was the background to the drama on January 9. Earlier in the day, Adams got a note from Clay asking whether he might call on him that evening. It being Sunday, Adams first had two church services to attend. Between those services, Adams spoke with his political allies, who speculated about the House vote but would not predict which way it might go.


Adams found a comfort in religion but, more important, a spur to better behavior. On that day, he noted in his diary that he had preferred the morning sermon with its self-lacerating text from Ecclesiastes: “I said, I will be wise, but it was far from me.”


Despite being secretary of state, Adams had accepted the presidency of the American Bible Society because he felt that the nation was threatened by both the permissiveness of the Unitarians and the intolerance of a Calvinist revival movement. Meeting with Jebediah Morse, a prominent evangelical and missionary to Indian tribes, Adams admired his energy but deplored the way Morse’s mind had been “trammeled by a vicious religious education.”


Henry Clay’s visit that evening had been carefully prepared by his friend Congressman Robert Letcher from Kentucky, who sounded out Adams about any lingering hostility to Clay. Both camps remembered the repeated clashes between the two men at the Ghent peace talks of 1814. Part of the discord stemmed from their temperaments. Clay reveled in staying up late, gambling, and drinking with cronies. From his nearby room at their rented quarters, Adams could hear Clay come rattling in at dawn, about the time he was rising for prayers.


But Clay had also been an implacable advocate for the settlers along America’s frontier who depended on the Mississippi River for trade and transportation. That was the reason that Adams had viewed Jonathan Russell’s accusation about his giving in to the British as an obvious ploy to promote Clay.


Adams assured Letcher that although he still believed Clay had instigated Russell’s attack, he was satisfied with the forcefulness of his own rebuttal and felt no more animosity toward anyone. Letcher responded that “the Speaker now entertained only the kindliest feelings toward the Secretary of State.”


Those kindly feelings were on display as Clay settled down across from Adams for a three-hour conversation. He complained about the pressure on him from allies of Adams’s two opponents. In fact, Clay reported, he had been approached by one of Crawford’s friends “in a manner so gross” that it had left him disgusted. Why, even some of Adams’s own friends—although they denied being sent by Adams— had made oblique overtures for his support.


Neither Adams nor Clay needed to spell out what the friends had been suggesting—that Clay receive a commitment from Adams that he would be appointed secretary of state.


Clay explained that until recently it had been better not to tip his hand. In his diary, Adams recorded Clay’s first wry reason: “To give a decent time for his own funeral solemnities as a candidate.” And then, less plausibly, so that his own friends could achieve a neutrality that would leave them free to vote in a way “most conducive to the public interest.”


But now, Clay continued, he was prepared to be explicit, which was why he had requested this confidential interview. Adams recorded the lofty language that Clay seemed to think Adams would appreciate: Clay “wished me, as far as I might think proper, to satisfy him with regard to some principles of great public importance, but without any personal considerations for himself.”


As to his vote, Clay “had no hesitation in saying that his preference would be for me.”


The deal was struck. But, given his temperament, Adams was in no mood to celebrate. Instead, he viewed his impending victory with apprehension. To a longtime friend, Senator Rufus King of New York, Adams bemoaned the prospect of becoming president despite winning only a minority of both the popular and electoral vote. When Jefferson had won in the House over the elder Adams in 1801, he had already received seventy-five electoral votes to sixty-five for Adams. In that election, Aaron Burr had been the third candidate and forced the House through thirty-six rounds of balloting. But John Quincy Adams worried that winning might expose him “to a far severer trial than defeat” would have done.


Soon after Clay’s visit, the Kentucky state legislature passed resolutions instructing Kentucky’s delegates in Congress to vote for Jackson. Clay professed to be unperturbed by the defection in his home state and predicted that the congressmen would vote their own judgment. Then he went to work on them. A little more than two weeks before the House would settle the matter, Kentucky’s congressional delegation announced that it would cast its ballot for Adams. Clay had carried with him eight of the twelve congressmen. On the same day, Ohio’s delegation also announced for Adams.


Across the country, Clay’s behavior was met with astonishment. But in Kentucky, the outcry was furious, since in the fall election Adams had not received a single vote in the state. Andrew Jackson’s allies denounced the “monstrous union” between Clay and Adams, and Van Buren seemed to grasp its consequences more clearly than Clay did. He warned a Kentucky congressman that if his state actually voted for Adams, “you sign Mr. Clay’s political death warrant.”


But retribution lay years in the future. For now, Van Buren was working to undo the effect of Clay’s decision. Since Adams’s hold on Maryland and Louisiana was shaky, they might swing to Crawford if Adams could be stopped on the first ballot. To achieve that deadlock, Van Buren was counting on the vote of Stephen Van Rensselaer. At sixty-one, Van Rensselaer certainly looked decisive—ruddy-cheeked and straight-backed, with vivid blue eyes and a full head of white hair. But the old general was taking his responsibility seriously— too seriously, for Van Buren’s taste. He was dithering over his choice, committed to Crawford but attracted by Jackson’s military dash.


On January 28, an anonymous letter appeared in a Philadelphia newspaper charging Clay with having bartered the votes he controlled in exchange for Adams’s pledge to name him secretary of state. Clay responded with a show of outrage. The man who made the accusation was “a dastard and a liar.” Clay went further: If he identified the author he would “apply all the laws which govern and regulate the conduct of men of honor.” Translated, that meant a duel, although Clay was not much of a shot.


When suspicion settled on Congressman George Kremer of Pennsylvania, Clay looked slightly absurd, since Kremer was regarded as a buffoon whose chief claim to distinction was his leopard-skin overcoat. For two days, a congressional committee went through the motions of investigating the charge of collusion between Adams and Clay and concluded that Kremer had no evidence. Throughout the uproar, Van Buren remained aloof, urging Crawford’s delegates not to get involved.


Adams drew on his years as a diplomat to deflect any suggestion of a corrupt bargain. Asked about the rumors, Adams said merely that “the object nearest to my heart” was to unify the nation, and that would mean inviting western leaders into his cabinet.


The week before the showdown, Clay made it clear that he would be voting against the other candidates rather than for Adams. He and Jackson had been enemies since Clay accused the general of over-stepping his authority in Florida, and Jackson had responded with imaginative vituperation. Clay stated his position succinctly: “That I should vote for Mr. Crawford? I cannot. For Gen. Jackson? I will not. I shall pursue the course which my conscience dictates, regardless of all imputations and all consequences.”


The vote was set for February 9, one month after Clay and Adams sealed their partnership. The House had agreed that members would take their seats in the same order that the states would cast ballots— north to south along the Atlantic coast, south to north along the Missouri Valley. The sergeant at arms distributed individual ballot boxes to every delegation. Each state would have one vote and appoint its own tellers. They would count the ballots and write the results on two pieces of paper, one to go to Daniel Webster, the other, to guarantee an honest count, to be given to John Randolph. He was considered too erratic to be deceitful.


As the moment approached, it became apparent that Van Rensselaer was not so decisive as his military bearing might suggest. Clay and Daniel Webster enticed him into the Speaker’s chambers and again pressed the case for Adams. Although Van Rensselaer had promised Van Buren he would not vote for Adams, Crawford’s supporters saw that Clay’s pressure had left him shaken. They sent word to Van Buren to hurry over and shore up Van Rensselaer’s resolve.


As fellow New Yorkers, the two men shared the daily intimacy of dining together in a furnished house they rented with other Crawford supporters. Van Buren drew considerable prestige from being seen as the companion of his state’s wealthiest man, but he had no way of knowing that the general had lately called on Adams to complain about him. Van Rensselaer was annoyed that Van Buren had blocked the political appointment of his kinsman, Solomon Van Rensselaer, because Solomon was affiliated with Van Buren’s rivals in New York. After listening to the general express his misgivings, Adams took the opening to knife Van Buren in a high-minded way:


“I said,” Adams recorded that night in his diary, “Mr. Van Buren was a man of great talents and of good principles, but he had suffered them to be too much warped by party spirit.”


Adams had added that since Van Buren sometimes followed a wiser and more generous policy he hoped “he would ultimately return to it.”


When the ballots were counted, Van Rensselaer of New York had cast the decisive vote. The state gave Adams the thirteen states he needed to win on the first ballot, and Daniel Webster announced the results to the thousand people who had gathered at the Capitol. When Webster’s deep and somber voice died away, John Randolph repeated the tally in his reedier and more excitable way. At that point, Adams supporters began to applaud. The Jackson camp started to hiss. As Speaker, Clay ordered the galleries closed and the crowd dispersed.


Remembering that balloting had taken six days in 1800 before Jefferson prevailed over his father, John Quincy Adams expected this vote to be equally protracted, and he had walked as usual to the State Department to take up pending business. It was midafternoon by the time a jubilant Alexander Everett burst into his office. As a student, Everett had gone to Russia in 1809 to be Adams’s clerk in the American embassy. Lately, as an editor, he had been promoting Adams’s candidacy more vigorously than Adams thought seemly. Now, Everett announced that Louisiana, Illinois, and Maryland had all defected from Jackson and that Van Rensselaer’s vote had carried New York.


In his first act as president-elect, Adams dashed off a quick note to his father. His mother, Abigail, had died in 1818, and at eighty-nine his father was frail and nearly blind. The son agreed with their family friend Rufus King that today’s election made amends for the injustice that the elder Adams had suffered a quarter of a century earlier when Jefferson’s victory denied him a second term.


Van Buren returned to their house just behind the Capitol to find a contrite Van Rensselaer waiting for him on a sofa. “Well, Mr. Van Buren,” he said, “you see that I could not hold out!” To explain betraying Crawford, he concocted the story that he had dropped his head to pray for divine guidance, and when he opened his eyes he “saw on the floor directly below him a ticket bearing the name of John Quincy Adams.” Van Rensselaer took it as a sign from heaven that he must not ignore.


Van Buren had already begun to look toward the next election and could not afford to break with the richest man in his state. Rather than challenge the story, he soothed Van Rensselaer’s conscience by assuring him that he had done only what he believed was right for the country. Van Buren added that his vote should not affect their compatible life together in Washington.


Andrew Jackson and his Tennessee allies did not take his defeat so philosophically. Jackson’s nephew, Andrew Jackson Donelson, was especially bitter. “What a farce!” he wrote. And Jackson himself concluded that the “rights of the people have been bartered for promises of office.” To all who came to console him, Jackson asked the same question: How could any man accept the presidency knowing that the people did not want him?


Adams approached the evening of his triumph with considerable apprehension. President Monroe had scheduled a public reception at the White House for February 9, before he could appreciate the date’s significance. His wife, Elizabeth, was already greeting guests serenely in a black velvet gown, her hair set off with white ostrich plumes. But the room’s attention was focused on the spectacle of Adams and Jackson, who were arriving in public together for the first time since the vote. Other guests moved closer to watch their meeting, but to Adams’s relief, Jackson’s expression was “altogether placid and courteous.”


The general already had on his arm a large, good-looking woman. “How do you do, Mr. Adams?” Jackson said. “I give you my left hand, for the right, as you see, is devoted to the fair. I hope you are very well, sir.”


That sort of banter was beyond Adams. He said, “Very well, sir. I hope General Jackson is well.”


One man observing their exchange was struck that the more gracious of the two was “the Indian fighter, the stern soldier who had written his country’s glory in the blood of the enemy at New Orleans,” while Adams, the practiced diplomat, “was stiff, rigid, cold as a statue”—in short, behavior “which repelled all.”


The next day, Adams delivered a written acceptance of the presidency to the committee that came to notify him officially of the House balloting. Adams observed that he was the first president to receive a minority of electoral votes and wished he could refuse the office and allow Americans to hold a second election. But since the Constitution did not provide for that alternative, he would enter office “oppressed with the magnitude of the task before me.”
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As Adams prepared his agenda for the nation, he was confirming Van Buren’s fear that he meant to betray the restraint of Jefferson and Madison. The outlines of the new president’s policy had been clear even before he spelled them out later in his first annual speech to the Congress. Steeped in the classics, Adams praised “the magnificent splendor” of public works—the roads and aqueducts that the United States must create to match “the imperishable glories of the ancient republics.” That meant an ambitious network of highways, bridges, and canals.


To Van Buren, Adams’s heresy meant that he would not only centralize power in the federal government but would try to restore Monroe’s one-party Era of Good Feelings. Van Buren considered construction projects on the grand scale that Adams envisioned to be the responsibility of the states. At home, New Yorkers had raised their own taxes to build the ambitious Erie Canal, which was soon to open. Pennsylvanians and Virginians had also undertaken the improvements in their states. Why should they be taxed again to build up distant western states with neither the resources nor the initiative to help themselves?


Adams also proposed even more visionary projects: a national university; a naval equivalent of West Point; a federal astronomy plan to build observatories. Adams called them “lighthouses of the skies,” a fanciful description that was immediately ridiculed. Although the president sensed that such erudite projects might be unpopular along the nation’s rough frontier, he urged rashly that congressmen not be “palsied by the will of our constituents.”


Adams’s seeming expression of contempt for the voters confirmed to Van Buren that his arrogance would make him dangerous in the White House. He resolved to strengthen a party structure that could resist autocratic policies that Van Buren saw as a throwback to Alexander Hamilton.
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For now, however, Adams was trying to pick a cabinet that would further his goal of national unity. He made overtures to his recent opponents, but William Crawford declined to stay on as Treasury secretary, and Adams learned that asking Jackson to replace Calhoun as secretary of war would be taken “in ill part.” Selecting his own successor as secretary of state, Adams found logical reasons—reasons that had nothing to do with any “corrupt bargain”—that he could use to justify naming Henry Clay.


To begin with, Clay endorsed Adams’s vision of an active federal government. He was experienced in foreign affairs but, as a westerner, would furnish a unique perspective. And Clay desperately wanted the job, to the point of assuring Adams that his appointment would meet with only “trifling” opposition.


An early indication that Clay was wrong came when Adams’s friend George Sullivan called on him to say that Vice President Calhoun wanted to see one of his own backers named secretary of state. Sullivan added that if Joel R. Poinsett were passed over, a strong opposition faction, led by Jackson in the Congress, would guarantee that Adams was stripped of all support except from New England.


Adams was outraged enough to threaten his friend with exposing his role in conveying the ultimatum: “I told Sullivan that I would some day call upon him to testify to these facts in a Court of justices.”


Appalled, Sullivan exclaimed, “Surely not!”


Adams assured him he was serious. The intent of the message was “to intimidate me, and deter me from the nomination of Mr. Clay.” And so, Adams repeated, it was likely that Sullivan would have to repeat publicly what he had just said.


Sullivan said that he would certainly refuse.


Adams said that his refusal “would be as good for me as the answer itself.”


With that, Sullivan backtracked hastily. He assured Adams that Calhoun had not asked him to pass along the threat, and the president was mollified enough to drop his bullying tone. He observed that if John Calhoun did intend to make his administration unpopular, “I am at least forewarned.”
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Calhoun’s reaction to Clay’s appointment bore out Sullivan’s warning. He called it “the most dangerous stab which the liberty of the country has ever received.” But he was already looking to the next election. “Principles,” he said, “cannot be violated in this country with impunity.”


Given his temperament, Jackson’s response to Clay’s appointment was more volcanic. “So you see,” he shouted, “the Judas of the West has closed the contract and will receive the thirty pieces of silver!” And he demanded to know, “Was there ever witness to such a barefaced corruption in any country before?”


The Senate approved all of Adams’s other cabinet nominations unanimously but confirmed Clay only by twenty-seven to fourteen, with Andrew Jackson among the opponents. Despite being forewarned, the new president was surprised by the size of the negative vote. At least, Adams said, he could now be sure that hostile votes came from men carrying “the banners of General Jackson.”


Adams had often suspected cabals against him but seldom with more justice. After Jackson calmed down, he had written to his former political manager in Tennessee to suggest a newspaper campaign throughout the state to draw public attention to the corruption of the Clay appointment.


Adams entered office opposed to nepotism, but his youngest son, John, needed a job. Already in the lower half of his class at Harvard, John had been expelled for joining a campus protest against the treatment of a popular teacher. When Harvard’s president declined to reinstate his son, John Quincy Adams refused to attend the graduation ceremonies and then appointed the young man as his private secretary.


One of the first papers awaiting Adams was a document concerning the Indian tribes of Georgia. Monroe had used his final presidential message to address the issue of tribal lands that had become attractive to white settlers. To remove the Indians “by force, even with a view to their own security and happiness would be revolting to humanity and utterly unjustified,” Monroe wrote. But the outgoing president also noted that “between the limits of our present States and Territories and the Rocky Mountains and Mexico there is a vast territory, to which they might be invited with inducements which might be successful.”


The Treaty of Indian Springs had just passed the Senate by a vote of thirty-eight to four. It was now up to Adams to judge whether moving the Indians under that treaty should be considered inducement or force.
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Major Ridge



2 · Major Ridge (1825)


President Adams already knew the recent tangled history of the Cherokee Nation from his years in the State Department. Now, however, his conscientious nature required that he immerse himself in the background of a people far removed from his own New England upbringing.


Putting the Treaty of Indian Springs into its context meant understanding that it was the sort of pact that Tecumseh, the legendary Shawnee chief, had given his life to resisting. Many Indians had agreed with him that they were hastening their own destruction by selling their territory to the U.S. federal government. By the early 1800s, the Choctaw tribe lived in a swath of land from the Tombigbee River in northeastern Mississippi to the Mississippi River, and the Chickasaws held the land north of them. Creek territory spread from eastern Georgia to central Alabama. The Cherokees claimed the valleys of Georgia, Tennessee, and the Carolinas, ringed by mountain ridges bright with azaleas and rhododendrons.


Shortly before the War of 1812, Tecumseh had gone south to recruit followers among tribes that were already trying to stop further sale of their land. In one case, the Cherokees turned to blood law— a death sentence imposed on any man who sold their communal land without the consent of the full Cherokee Nation.


When a tribe gave that consent, however, radical changes uprooted a way of life that dated to long before Hernando de Soto arrived from Spain in 1540. To adopt the white man’s culture required Indians to abandon centuries of hunting and turn instead to cultivating individual farms and to opening private stores.


For Cherokee women who had farmed together on common fields in the center of their village, the new parceling of land into separate plots threatened their shared values and easy hospitality, while their husbands deplored the decline of such traditional male skills as archery. But many Indians accepted the argument that their new life promised greater comfort and—more important—less hostility from white settlers.


For the time being, a worrisome contradiction was ignored: Tribes were being encouraged to become dependent on farming the land even as the federal government was urging them to sell it.


The Cherokees may have signed away their first parcel of land in 1721, when the governor of South Carolina negotiated a trade treaty with chiefs from thirty-seven towns throughout Cherokee country. But change was occurring in other ways. When Cherokee shamans could not protect the tribe against a 1738 smallpox epidemic, the tribe was cut to seventeen thousand, and shamans lost much of their hold over the survivors.


William Fyffe, a white South Carolinian traveling among the tribe in 1761, set down his impressions: The Cherokees were straight-limbed and taller than whites. Fyffe considered them to be amiable enough but indolent after the hunting season had ended. He also noted that the men “have no hair on their chin or lips, and both sexes shave it off their privities.”


Fyffe found the Cherokees taciturn in public assemblies, and he heard them mock the Europeans for being so quick to offer an opinion. They paid great deference to the judgment of their elders, but if they got hold of enough rum, they might stay drunk for a week.


As warriors, their strengths were vigilance, hardiness, and a keen sense for tracking their enemies. Going to battle, they marched from the village in their finest attire before accepting their oldest clothes from their squaws—“a blanket and arse clout”—for the fighting itself. Afterward, they returned to the village to mourn the dead and rejoice over their success.


Fyffe passed on rumors from their white adversaries about the way Cherokees treated the men they took prisoner. They did not mistreat them during the march home, he wrote, but once they arrived in their village, their friends “who came out to congratulate them think they show their love by beating & bruising the prisoners.”


After that, prisoners were distributed as slaves to the relatives of braves killed in battle. Families that thirsted for more revenge could condemn the prisoner to death at the stake in a scene Fyffe described as more horrid than an auto-da-fé.


But to be fair-minded, Fyffe added that one must consider Europe and the way that poor wretches “should be so barbarously murder’d because they’re born Jews.”


In the decades before the Revolutionary War, British traders had won the chiefs away from their original French trading partners and persuaded them to back Great Britain against America. During the war itself, a revolutionary soldier in the Smoky Mountains named John Sevier successfully led American forces against the Cherokees and their British allies; Sevier later became Tennessee’s first governor.


Two years after the American victory in 1783, the Cherokees concluded a pact with the fledgling United States. Even as they were signing, however, their chiefs protested that three thousand white settlers had already encroached on their land, for which they were receiving no compensation. In place of money, the United States agreed to extend to the Cherokees the protection of the federal government.


Within four years, America’s secretary of war was complaining that Southern white homesteaders had disregarded the government promises. George Washington, newly elected as president, reported that five hundred white families were living on land that rightfully belonged to the Cherokees.


Washington said he hoped to civilize the Indians and prepare them for full citizenship; but he wondered whether Indians could ever coexist with the white settlers and land speculators who were already pushing westward. He predicted a clash between the Indians and “a few avaricious men” that could result “in a great deal of bloodshed.” And, Washington asked, “For what?”


In 1792, Washington issued a proclamation offering a reward of five hundred dollars for the capture of any of the “lawless and wicked persons” who had recently destroyed a Cherokee town and killed several Indians. He denounced the crime because it “not only violates the rights of humanity, but also endangers the public peace.”


Washington’s successors considered keeping the peace their highest goal. But they also wanted to be seen as both law-abiding and compassionate. Long before he became president, Thomas Jefferson had tried to allay the misgivings of Europeans about his nation’s Indian policy. To one friend, he wrote in 1786, “It may be regarded as certain that not one foot of land will be taken from the Indians without their own consent. The sacredness of their rights is felt in America as much as in Europe.”


Fifteen years later, Jefferson’s position had changed: Tribes that would not adapt to the white man’s ways must be either enticed or driven to move as far west as the Rocky Mountains, and he hatched a plan that confirmed his opponents’ view of him as sly and underhanded. “We shall push our trading houses,” Jefferson suggested, and watch happily as the most influential chieftains run up large debts. “When these debts get beyond what the individual can pay,” Indians will be willing to settle their obligation by ceding lands to the administration in Washington.


“If the United States could be creditor to enough Indians,” Jefferson continued, their tribal lands would gradually shrink, and they would either agree to become American citizens or move past the Mississippi River. The trading marts Jefferson envisioned did become a feature of federal Indian policy, but the result was too slow for impatient white settlers.


To speed the process during Jefferson’s first term, the state of Georgia tried a more direct approach with the Compact of 1802. Georgia turned over to the federal government its western territory—rich farmland that would become Alabama and Mississippi. In return, the Jefferson administration would pay off the speculators who were occupying that land under charters awarded by corrupt state legislators. The federal government also agreed to buy up all Creek and Cherokee land within the redrawn Georgia state lines. That purchase would take place as soon as reasonable and peaceful terms could be reached with the tribes.


Before signing the Compact on April 26, 1802, Jefferson did not consult with the Indians. And because the treaty’s terms were not immediately enforced, their legality went untested.


A Cherokee named simply Ridge found himself torn between endorsing the white man’s treaties and enforcing his tribe’s blood law. Ridge’s grandfather had been a Highland Scot, a trader who returned to Europe and left behind a Cherokee wife and daughter. Raised as a Cherokee in eastern Tennessee, Ridge had laughed in disbelief when he heard that his grandfather had often spoken to God as though he were talking to a personal guardian. Cherokees knew the Great Spirit was nothing like that.


The Europeans who followed William Fyffe to Cherokee country agreed with him that they were an amiable and well-proportioned people. They found Cherokee women, with their olive skin and small hands and feet, remarkably attractive. Records indicated that as far back as 1690, a white Virginia trader named Alexander Dougherty had taken a Cherokee bride.


Europeans commented on the Cherokee habit of not looking directly into the eyes of another person and of speaking so softly they often had to repeat what they had said. To the white man’s ear, everyday Cherokee speech could sound like singing. When they got hold of liquor, the men might drink too much, but they forgave one another any offense committed while drunk, except murder.


Unsympathetic white observers regarded one habit as particularly “savage.” The Cherokees had no fixed time for meals. They ate only when they were hungry.
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Ridge’s English name had come from the neighboring mountains. In Cherokee, he was Nun-na-dihi—He Who Slays the Enemy in the Path. Throughout his teens, he had sometimes joined in terrorizing white settlers on their neighboring farms, but by his twenties, he had settled down and courted Sehoya, a good-looking girl of mixed blood often called Susanna Wickett. With Ridge’s imposing height and heavy features, he commanded an easy respect within the Cherokee council. His frown could be intimidating, but Susanna saw a softer side.


The couple was married at the council house in Pine Log village, attended by their families and the local shaman. The service was simple. Susanna took Ridge’s ceremonial blanket from his hand and clasped it to her own. At that, the town chieftain stepped forward to say, “The blankets joined,” and Ridge had taken a wife.


As his hair turned white, Ridge became a dominant voice on the local council, and he could expand his modest holdings. He continued to hunt for animal hides while Susanna worked at a loom sent by the federal government. When the cloth produced by the village women proved profitable, Ridge bought a few slaves so he could harvest even more cotton for their weaving.


Raw cotton had become a prized commodity and one more reason for white settlers to covet Indian land. Farmers were turning their tobacco fields over to the far more lucrative crop with the white flowers that dropped as cotton bolls. In a good year, a five-hundred-pound bale could fetch $145, and Georgia’s expanding crop made the state the world’s largest cotton producer. Men were calling it, with due respect, “King Cotton.”


Susanna gave birth to four children who survived; the third child, Walter, was born weak-minded. At about the time that she gave birth to a son and named him John, another boy was born to Ridge’s shy brother—a religious convert who had shortened his surname from Oo-watie to Watie and taken David as his Christian name. David Watie christened his boy “Buck.” In 1806, Buck Watie was joined by a brother, called in Cherokee Ta-Ker-Taw-Ker. Since that name translated to “Stand firm,” he became Stand Watie.


Ridge and Susanna also had two daughters, Nancy and Sarah, and as their names suggested, Ridge had grown increasingly comfortable in white society. He bought a buggy for his horses and built a smoke house for hams and a cellar for cider.


Then, in 1807, a grasping chief named Doublehead was discovered to be taking bribes and selling off Cherokee land without tribal approval. Ridge already disliked him because of a raid that Doublehead once led against a small white settlement at Cavitts Station, a few miles west of Knoxville. Doublehead had promised to spare the post if the three men living there surrendered. When they did, he went back on his word and ordered the slaughter of everyone, including thirteen women and children. Sickened, Ridge had turned away from the scene. Now he agreed to join a group of young Cherokee leaders who were determined to punish Doublehead for betraying the tribe.


One night as Doublehead was sitting drunk in a tavern, Ridge approached him and blew out the candle on his table. In the darkness, Ridge shot him through the jaw below his ear.


After he had slipped away, Ridge learned that his bullet had not been fatal. With an accomplice, Alexander Saunders, he returned and tracked Doublehead to his hiding place. In the struggle that followed, Saunders drove his tomahawk so far into Doublehead’s head that he had to brace his foot against the dying man’s chest to pull it out.


Ridge confronted the crowd that had gathered and explained why Doublehead had to die. No one was arrested for the murder.


But the following year, Cherokees became increasingly divided between those who wanted to sell more tribal land and those who insisted on staying on it. Some Indians had been accepting Jefferson’s offer to exchange their holdings for land from the Louisiana Purchase, and they were establishing a Cherokee Nation West in what would become Arkansas.


When Ridge’s Cherokee council debated whether the entire tribe should join the move, he gave a powerful speech against the migration: “I scorn this movement of a few men to unsettle the nation and trifle with our attachment to the land of our forefathers.”


Ridge then joined a delegation that headed for Washington City to lay the matter before Jefferson in the final months of his presidency. Riding through South Carolina and Virginia, they reached the city in time to see slaves constructing the U.S. Capitol.


Receiving them courteously, Jefferson endorsed the idea of separating those chiefs who favored “agriculture and civilization” from those who resisted the change. Tribes that did not want to assimilate should migrate west to the Arkansas River, the president said. That way they could avoid further contact with white people. But Ridge had already shed blood to stop the selling of ancestral land through rogue treaties. Back home again, his strenuous opposition helped to quash sentiment for the move.


Ridge’s defense of his Indian heritage did not mean a break with European culture. As an observer, he had joined the nearby Creeks when Tecumseh, the Shawnee chieftain, came south to urge them to spurn the white man’s civilization. Give up the plows and the looms, Tecumseh exhorted them, even the use of tables and the adoption of cats as house pets. Become true Indians again and prepare to fight to defend your land.


Observers said that after the speech Ridge faced down Tecumseh and warned him that if he tried to spread his message among the Cherokees, Ridge would kill him.


But many younger Creeks had been impressed by Tecumseh. Called Red Sticks, they began to raid white communities, and in the War of 1812 they took the side of Great Britain in hopes that the British might protect them from the constant encroachment of American settlers.


Ridge remained loyal to the United States. He volunteered his Cherokee warriors to the Tennessee militia led by Andrew Jackson. At first, the administration of James Madison, Jefferson’s successor as president, had declined his offer in order to avoid warfare among the nation’s tribes. But as the Creek threat grew, Madison’s War Office reversed its policy and welcomed Ridge and his volunteers. Setting off for battle, the Cherokees stuck two white feathers in their headbands to distinguish them from the Creeks they would be fighting.


By the time Ridge joined the war, the army of William Henry Harrison had killed Tecumseh in fighting at the Thames River in Michigan. His dream of tribal unity died with him. Tecumseh was survived by his younger brother, Tenskawatawa, an unstable mystic called the Prophet, but he had already been discredited for predicting an Indian victory before the Shawnee defeat at Tippecanoe. With Tecumseh gone, the Prophet fled to Canada.


Before their first battle, Cherokee recruits gathered at a site called Turkey Town on the Coosa River in upper Alabama to hear an inspirational talk from Colonel Return Jonathan Meigs. Born in Connecticut, Meigs was a longtime federal Indian agent who had aggressively pushed the U.S. policy of acquiring Indian land by any means. Meigs had bribed every chief he found receptive, including Doublehead. Only a few leaders like Ridge rejected his cash.


Cherokees called Meigs “White Eagle” for his thatch of white hair, and they had heard the romantic legend that Meigs’s given names had come from his grandmother’s call to her suitor after they quarreled and he stomped away: “Return, Jonathan.”


The Cherokees gave Meigs credit for rousting white squatters on Indian land and for dealing firmly with James Vann, a wealthy mixed-blood brute who got drunk regularly and threatened his neighbors. Meigs showed the same spirit when the first white Moravian missionaries were granted permission to live within Cherokee territory. The Northerners saw their role as converting Indians and not merely teaching their heathen youths. But Meigs said he would evict them if they did not raise their enlistment of Cherokee students.


In 1809, Meigs had overseen a meticulous census, showing that 12,395 Cherokees lived in Cherokee Nation, along with 314 whites and 535 Negro slaves. Their switch from hunting to farming meant replacing their traditional slaves—Indians from conquered tribes— with black slaves to work their plantations. Missionaries who arrived from New England were often appalled to find Cherokees buying and selling Negro families. But like their white competitors, the chiefs claimed the economy left them no choice.


Besides, they said, slaves preferred life among the Indians to serving white masters.


As Ridge’s Cherokee recruits faced their first battle, Colonel Meigs promised food, weapons, and, if necessary, medical treatment. In return, he said, “it will be expected that you will be obedient to every order and regulation” of the federal government. Meigs would permit the Cherokees to take slaves but demanded that they treat their Creek prisoners humanely.


Acting on that policy, Ridge celebrated an early skirmish by sending to his home several Negroes who had been Creek slaves. The men would work in his cotton fields; a young Creek girl would serve in his household.


Rallying at Horseshoe Bend on the Tallapoosa River for the decisive battle of the Creek War, Ridge was joined by John Ross, a young man who considered himself a Cherokee although he was pale-skinned, blue-eyed, and seven-eighths white. Also on hand were David Crockett, a militia volunteer, and Sam Houston, a white youth besotted with the Cherokee way of life. When the battle ended in violent hand-to-hand fighting, Jackson’s officers credited Ridge with killing six Creeks.


Soon afterward, Ridge was granted a personal meeting with Jackson, who promoted him on the spot from being an unofficial militia lieutenant. Ridge proudly adopted his new rank as his first name and, for the rest of his life, became Major Ridge.


Despite the triumph, Ridge and his Cherokees returned home to find only desolation. As they rode to battle, Jackson’s white militia had swept through the Indian towns, stealing horses, slaughtering cattle, and stealing whatever they could carry off.


In the aftermath of Horseshoe Bend, some Creeks escaped to the south, but otherwise Jackson had crushed their nation and put an end to Indian defiance. To vanquish the holdouts, Jackson risked Washington’s censure by pursuing them into Florida, and Major Ridge joined his expedition briefly.


Back in Tennessee, Jackson drafted treaties that were not generous in victory. Over the next months, he used his new prestige to impose pacts that not only confiscated land from Creeks who had fought against him but also seized millions of acres from those Creeks who had remained loyal to the United States. When Colonel Meigs testified to the plundering of Cherokee towns by white militia, Jackson branded the charges “one complete tissue of groundless falsehood.”


Jackson’s treaty of 1814 claimed half of the Creek Nation for the federal government—23 million acres of valuable cotton land across Georgia and southern Alabama. As a concession, his agreement called for friendly Creeks to be paid for their property, estimated to be worth $195,417.90. By the time John Quincy Adams was sworn in as president, Congress had appropriated $85,000.


Three years after the start of the War of 1812, a peace treaty specifically pardoned the western tribes that had fought for the British. Given that promising development, Ridge returned to Washington as a Cherokee delegate pressing claims for the damage to tribal property. The tribe also instructed him to negotiate a good price for a tract of land that the Madison administration wanted the Cherokees to cede to South Carolina.


Meeting with the chiefs, President Madison offered polite reassurances about the future, but his negotiators’ sharp bargaining led the Cherokees to accept only $25,000 for their losses in the Creek War and another $5,000 for the South Carolina land.


Even that sop infuriated Andrew Jackson. Major Ridge was already marking new boundaries in the disputed territory when Jackson’s explosive protests against any modification of his treaties compelled Madison to reopen negotiations.


Ridge boycotted the subsequent meeting with Jackson, but the fifteen chiefs and warriors who attended gave way to Jackson’s passion—and his bribes. They signed away a disputed 1.3 million acres south of the Tennessee River for an immediate $5,000, plus $60,000 to be paid over ten years.


Jackson argued that he was giving realistic support to the Indians who had fought at his side. As he pondered their future, Jackson ended a statement to the House of Representatives early in 1818 by saying that either “those sons of the forest should be moralized or exterminated.” Jackson knew which choice he preferred: “Humanity would rejoice at the former, but shrink with horror from the latter.”


To accomplish that better way, Jackson repeated the proposal of most white politicians before him. He called for a civilizing process that would expose Indian children to the primer and the hoe. “And they will naturally, in time, take hold of the plow; and, as their minds become enlightened and expand, the Bible will be their book, and they will grow in habits of morality and industry, leave the chase to those whose minds are less cultivated, and become useful members of society.”


Over the next years, Jackson inveigled more land concessions from the Cherokees and from remnants of the Chickasaw tribe in eastern Tennessee. Throughout a succession of treaties and land sales, Ridge continued to challenge Jackson and his allies but with little success. In 1819, the struggle to maintain their territory caused the Cherokee Council to revoke the citizenship of any Indian who accepted a reservation off their traditional land. It was a harsh penalty, but it did not discourage one band of Cherokees, who severed their ties with the council and settled along the Oconaluftee River in North Carolina.


The next year, the Choctaws of Mississippi balked at giving up five million acres of cotton land along the western border of the state. At a meeting, Jackson treated them to a virtuoso performance. He extolled the Arkansas property they would be getting in return: “A country of tall trees, many water courses, rich lands and high grass abounding in game of all kinds—buffalo, bear, elk, deer, antelope, beaver and turkeys. . .”


Pushmataha, a revered Choctaw chief, had fought with Jackson against the Creeks and again at New Orleans. But he had also seen this promised land. At fifty-six, Pushmataha was three years older than Jackson, although he began by saying that in the general’s presence, he “always felt myself a mere boy.” Yet he was compelled to report that “the grass is everywhere very short, and for the game there is not plenty, except buffalo and deer.” Honey and fruit were rare, and many white men were already living on the land.


Despite that testimony, Jackson carried the day with more promises and finally with the threat that if the Choctaw refused, their nation “will be destroyed.” On October 18, 1820, the Treaty of Doak’s Stand was signed. In Mississippi, a state for only the past three years, jubilant citizens showed their gratitude by naming their capital Jacksonville.


By the end of his negotiations, Jackson had provided white settlers with some fifty million acres that had recently belonged to the Indians. In the process, he confirmed George Washington’s prediction about the avarice of speculators, and Jackson himself proved adept at snapping up potentially valuable land.


In his dealings, Jackson was aided by John Coffee, an able commander at both Horseshoe Bend and New Orleans. Coffee was also Jackson’s nephew by marriage, and Jackson contrived to get him an appointment as a government surveyor. Coffee made both of them rich by buying land cheap and splitting the bribes he received from other speculators with clerks in the federal Land Office. In two highly lucrative deals, Jackson bought hundreds of acres with no competitive bidding, and Coffee paid $4.75 an acre when the market price was upward of $40 an acre.
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Increasingly disillusioned with the white man’s leaders, Major Ridge continued to share their faith in education, and he sent his children and his nephew, Buck, to study with a Moravian missionary couple. But John and Anna Gambold could not convert Ridge himself to Christianity. He retained his belief in the Immortals, those spirits that intervened to help the Cherokees in their darkest hour, and he trusted to the Little People, no higher than his knee, who had their own magical powers.


And yet Brother John and Sister Anna impressed Ridge enough that he confessed to them his feelings of remorse for the murder he had committed. “I’ve resolved never to do such a thing again,” he assured the missionaries. “Unless the Council orders me to rid the world of a bad man, as the case was with Doublehead.”


When Ridge hired a white tutor and took his children to study at home, the Gambolds were not entirely sorry to see young John leave. “Because for all his skill for learning,” they noted, “he is real proud to be a savage.”


Publishing a report from Cherokee country, the Boston Record gave its readers a taste of what missionaries were confronting when they went south. The story included dialogue that took place between a Northern clergyman and a Cherokee woman, “very decent in her appearance,” who had come to his mission for the first time.


Asked if she had many thoughts about God, the Great Spirit, the woman replied, “I do not think much about him.”


Did she regard herself as a sinner? “No.”


Where would her spirit be when her body died? “I do not know it would be anywhere.”


“In short,” the clergyman noted, “she appeared to have thought very little on these most important subjects.”


It required a lengthy conversation, he added, “before she said she believed she was a sinner.”
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Although Major Ridge was impervious to Christian preaching, he wanted his children to have the education that the Gambolds offered. His oldest daughter, Nancy, was gone—married to an Indian, then dying in childbirth. And Ridge’s choice as schoolmaster turned out to drink heavily, and he left after three months. To teach John, now fifteen, what he would require to lead the Cherokee Nation, Ridge packed him off to the Foreign Mission School in Cornwall, Connecticut.


Since the Creek War, a remnant of the Creeks had been quarreling with the Cherokees over that perennial sticking point—the selling of tribal land. By the early 1820s, the state of Georgia was demanding that the federal government enforce the agreement of 1802 that eliminated all Indian claims within its state boundaries.


U.S. Chief Justice John Marshall supported the state’s argument by ruling in 1823 that the United States had adopted a British law that favored the Georgians. Marshall held that the state owned the territory by “right of discovery.” The Indians merely lived on it by a lesser “right of occupancy.” Marshall’s opinion endorsed the state’s claim that Indians were simply Georgia’s “dependent tenants.”


The setback required the Cherokees to devise a new strategy. They would now be dealing with an Indian agent named Joseph McMinn, who had been appointed after Colonel Meigs caught cold and died earlier in the year, and McMinn was arriving to negotiate a new treaty.


The Cherokees’ final judgment on Meigs had been tempered by a proposal he had once floated for resolving the constant tension between Indians and whites. The Cherokees “should begin to fight their own battles of life,” Meigs wrote, and give up the government support that only made them more dependent. He estimated that the tribe possessed ten million acres of land in Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee. Since their population numbered about two thousand families, they could flourish on 640 acres per family.


Because that distribution would require only 1,280,000 acres, it would leave 8 million acres to be sold. The proceeds could be spent on housing, fencing, and clearing land to make individual properties profitable. At that point, the Cherokees “should be vested with the rights, privileges and immunities of citizens” of the three states in which they lived.


Meigs’s proposal was never considered seriously in Washington.


Joseph McMinn was a different sort of agent. As governor of Tennessee, he had joined with Jackson in imposing punitive treaties after the Creek War. He had regularly inflamed white settlers with reports of threats against his own life and once succeeded in forcing the government to send troops to intimidate a Cherokee Council meeting. Now McMinn could expect to be supported in these latest negotiations by officials from Georgia and by U.S. commissioners from Washington.


The session began amicably until the Georgians announced that they intended to enforce the commitments from two decades earlier. At that, Major Ridge and his chiefs held firm against any concessions. The Georgians coaxed and threatened, but even with their offer of cash bribes they did not prevail.


The stalemate was broken only when General William McIntosh appeared at the bargaining table. Half of McIntosh’s ancestors were Creek, but on his mother’s side he was a cousin of Georgia’s governor George Michael Troup. McIntosh had fought along with Jackson against the dissident members of his tribe and had gone on to win his high rank by fighting the Seminoles in Florida. Despite his Indian ancestry, McIntosh was committed to the U.S. position on the new treaty.


Moving among the adamant Cherokees, McIntosh warned them that the white man’s lust for Indian lands was insatiable. “By and by, he will take them and the little band of people, poor and despised, will be left to wander without homes and be beaten like dogs,” McIntosh predicted. Better to sell now, move to new territory, “and learn to live like the white man.”


When that argument was not persuasive, McIntosh reverted to the seduction of cash. On October, 21, 1823, he dictated a letter that his son wrote for him, promising two thousand dollars to young John Ross, as an emerging Cherokee leader. McIntosh said he could offer the same amount to the Cherokee Council clerk. A third man, who had served for many years as Colonel Meigs’s interpreter, could expect three thousand.


Nor was that all. Any friend whom Ross could convert to the Georgians’ position “shall receive the same amount.” Georgia’s agents had set aside twelve thousand dollars for bribes, and Ross could divide the rest among his friends. McIntosh assured Ross that “nobody shall know it.”


Ross was amazed by the brazenness of McIntosh’s approach. He asked Major Ridge and another respected Cherokee to confirm with McIntosh that the U.S. commissioners knew of the offer. McIntosh not only assured Ridge on that point but boasted of money he had already pocketed from previous treaties.


Ridge and the others agreed that the entire council must hear of McIntosh’s corruption. He enjoyed high standing among the Creeks, but after they had exposed him even the venerable chief called Path-finder—who outranked them all—would not rise in his defense.


The Cherokees invited McIntosh to a joint meeting of the two tribes. When he showed up, they ushered him in with the usual courtesy, but once they were seated, John Ross brandished McIntosh’s letter. He said it would speak for itself and that “the author has mistaken my character and my sense of honor.”


The council clerk read the letter in English and translated its meaning. After he finished, Pathfinder rose in the silence and asked sadly for McIntosh’s response. When McIntosh stumbled over his explanation, Pathfinder said, “Set him aside.”


Major Ridge then recounted the history of his military campaigns with McIntosh. But now, he concluded, “I cast him behind my back.” Ridge added that he did not consider the entire Creek tribe disgraced by McIntosh’s actions.


With emotions running high, the meeting broke up, and McIntosh rode off furiously. One of the U.S. commissioners objected to the way the Cherokees had treated the Creek chief. He warned that his federal delegation might not be coming back since the U.S. president would “have to learn his children better manners.”


Had McIntosh understood John Ross’s character, he would not have tried to compromise his loyalty to the tribe. His family traced their bloodline to a Scot, William Shorey, and his full-blooded Cherokee wife, Ghigooie. Shorey had first come to America in the mid-1700s and become fluent in the Cherokee language. He died in 1762, on a return voyage from England, where he had served as interpreter for a Cherokee delegation in London. He left behind a daughter—John Ross’s grandmother—who married a Highland Scot named John McDonald.


A slick operator, McDonald played the British, Americans, and Spaniards against one another as he built a booming trade on Cherokee land near what became Chattanooga. His daughter Mollie married Daniel Ross and bore him nine children; John was the third child and oldest son.


Like the young Sam Houston, who preferred Indian society to living with his white family, John Ross became entirely assimilated into Cherokee life. He never forgot his humiliation during a green corn dance when his mother dressed him as a little white gentleman. The next day, he insisted on wearing an Indian outfit.


But Ross’s father imported a white schoolmaster for the education of John and his brother, Lewis, and when they were old enough, he shipped them to an academy in Kingston, Tennessee. On graduating, John and Lewis Ross joined a son of R. J. Meigs in opening their own trading post. John strengthened his ties with the tribe by marrying Quatie, a full-blooded Cherokee.


Although Ross had fought for Jackson at Horseshoe Bend, he had come to see the wisdom in Tecumseh’s attempt to unite tribes from across the country. Joining with other men of mixed blood, Ross founded a select group within the Cherokee Council called the National Committee and in 1819 became its president.


Ross’s alliance with Major Ridge—and, in time, with Ridge’s son and nephew—seemed unshakable.
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The break with McIntosh had alerted other Cherokees to the need for a fresh diplomatic mission to Washington. On January 5, 1824, John Calhoun, President Monroe’s secretary of war, escorted Ridge and the other delegates into the whitewashed executive mansion to meet with Monroe and Secretary of State John Quincy Adams. Dry and precise in his own language, Adams was struck by Major Ridge’s florid oratory and his frequent references to the Great Spirit.


When the ceremonial visit ended, Calhoun led the Indians back to his office for the negotiations he intended to oversee. Along with his reputation for brilliance, Calhoun was known for imposing his will on fellow politicians. He had joined with Henry Clay in 1812 as one of the congressional War Hawks who pumped up support for a second war with Great Britain. But now, as he explored the position of the Cherokees, he found that they matched him in determination. They would give up no more land.


“Sir,” the Indian delegation wrote to Calhoun in English, “we beg leave to remind you that the Cherokees are not foreigners but the original inhabitants of the United States.” They assured Calhoun that neither the offer of twice as much territory west of the Mississippi nor all of the money in the U.S. Treasury would induce them to sell their native land.


Calhoun found himself caught between the unyielding chiefs and Georgia’s indignant representatives, who had objected even to Calhoun’s referring to the Cherokee delegates as “gentlemen.” Addressing the Georgia legislature, Governor Troup had attacked the Cherokee Council as “an independent government of a semibarbarous people” and predicted open warfare if the current situation, “a state of things so unnatural and fruitful of evil,” were allowed to continue.


In a letter to President Monroe, Georgia’s officials underlined the governor’s threat: The federal government must teach the Indians, “these misguided men,” that there was “no alternative between their removal beyond the limits of the State of Georgia and their extinction.”


To Secretary Adams, that intemperate language fell just short of accusing the United States of fraud and of blaming Calhoun for the Cherokees’ obstinacy. But Major Ridge took the bombast in stride: “It is a very hot talk—I suppose it was intended for the people at home.”


In the White House, Monroe held firm against the Georgians’ onslaught. Reviewing the history of the last quarter-century, he concluded that the Indians’ title to land was not affected by whatever Georgia might claim and that the United States had no obligation to remove the Indians by force. But Monroe also shared the sentiments of the presidents who preceded him—the tribes should move west voluntarily.


Georgians were suggesting that white men had written the Cherokee statements for them, but when the Indians restated their position and appealed to the fairness of the American people, Adams was impressed by their command of English. “They write their own state papers,” he observed, “and reason as logically as most white diplomats.”


Adams also noted that the Indians’ clothes and manners compared favorably with those of anyone in Washington. “They dress like ourselves,” he wrote in his diary, except for one “young and very handsome man” who always wore an ornamental scarf. In a gesture of hospitality, Louisa Adams invited the Cherokees to her Tuesday evening receptions, and they were asked to White House soirees.


But despite the Indians’ social success, Congress voted funds for sending another commission to Georgia to explore further ways of obtaining the disputed land. Calhoun was feeling swamped by the time-consuming controversy and began to look for bureaucratic relief.


White-haired and affable, Thomas Loraine McKenney had once been superintendent of Indian trade and had envisioned a day when Indians and white men could live in peace. But first, he had written, his countrymen must change their preconceptions. That would mean “Indians be looked upon as human beings, having bodies and souls like ours.”


To John Jacob Astor—reputed to be the richest man in America—McKenney’s approach was heresy. He particularly resented McKenney’s support for frontier factories that would lessen a tribe’s dependence on Astor’s American Fur Company.


Astor had an ally in Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton, who denounced McKenney for fraud and mismanagement. In 1822, Congress abolished McKenney’s job, clearing the way for Astor’s fur company to dominate western trade. Without a salary, McKenney was financially strapped during the time he campaigned for Calhoun in the 1824 elections. In return, Calhoun used his position as secretary of war to open a new Bureau of Indian Affairs and appointed McKenney to head it. The bureau had a staff of two clerks and a messenger.


In an effort to persuade official Washington to see the chieftains as he did, McKenney commissioned a leading New England artist to produce portraits of them in full tribal regalia whenever they visited the capital. To pay for each painting, McKennedy scraped together the twenty-dollar commission.


At home, the tribes found that they had not seen the last of General McIntosh. Although the Creeks had stripped him of all authority, he met secretly with the U.S. commissioners on February 12, 1825, at Indian Springs, Georgia. During that meeting, McIntosh accepted a lavish bribe of land on the Chattahoochee river from U.S. Commissioners Duncan G. Campbell and James Meriwether. In return, McIntosh convinced a few Indians still loyal to him to join in signing away the remaining Creek land in Georgia, along with several million acres in Alabama. McIntosh’s allies represented only eight of the forty-six towns covered by the treaty.


The pact at Indian Springs also granted the fervent wish of white Georgians by compelling the Creeks to move west of the Mississippi.


McIntosh did not sign blindly. A fellow chief said to him, “My friend, you are about to sell your country. I now warn you of your danger.”


McIntosh reported the chief’s threat to the federal commissioners. He reminded them that his tribe’s blood law could mean that he might pay for his signature with his life.
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John Quincy Adams



3 · John Quincy Adams (1825–27)


President Adams first suspected that the Treaty of Indian Springs was fraudulent because of complaints from Indian Agent Colonel John Crowell, who pointed out that General McIntosh was not authorized to deal on behalf of the Creeks. Crowell also noted that Campbell and Meriwether, who claimed to have negotiated with the full Creek Council, were both Georgians.


The treaty’s terms were simple: “The Creek nation” would surrender all of its land in Georgia in return for equal acreage west of the Mississippi, plus a bonus of $400,000 and certain annuities. The agreement went on to reward the citizens of Georgia beyond that gift of Indian land: The U.S. Congress would pay $109,000 to reimburse them for the loss of ninety-two slaves who had escaped to Florida.


The treaty gave the Creeks a year and a half to evacuate and stipulated that no survey of their land would be allowed before September 1, 1826. A provision also promised that the federal government would protect “against the encroachments, hostilities and impositions of the whites.”


Despite Crowell’s objections, the treaty awaiting Adams’s signature had been approved overwhelmingly by the U.S. Senate after a minimum of discussion.


In Georgia, however, his white constituents were pressing Governor Troup not to wait eighteen months to enforce the treaty. Troup shared both their impatience and their antagonism to the federal government. His dedication to the cause of states’ rights harked back to his earliest days in politics.



OEBPS/images/img_P256.jpg









OEBPS/images/img_pxii.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
andthe

Andres Jackion

of Tears
Cieil War

A.J Langguth






OEBPS/images/img_pvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439193273.jpg
DRIVEN
WEST

ANDREW JACKSON
AND THE TRAIL OF TEARS
TO THE CIVIL WAR






OEBPS/images/fflap.jpg
By the acclaimed author of the classic Patriots
and Union 1812, this major work of narrative
history portrays four of the most turbulent
decades in the growth of the American nation.
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After the War of 1812, President Andrew Jackson and
his successors led the country to its manifest destiny
across the continent. But that expansion unleashed new
regional hostilities that led inexorably to Civil War. The
earliest victims were the Cherokees and other tribes of
the southeast who had lived and prospered for centuries
on land that became Alabama, Mississippi, and Georgia.
Jackson, who had first gained fame as an Indian
fighter, decreed that the Cherokees be forcibly removed
from their rich cotton fields to make way for an
exploding white population. His policy set off angry
debates in Congress and protests from such celebrated

Northern writers as Ralph Waldo Emerson. Southern
slave owners saw that defense of the Cherokees as linked
to a growing abolitionist movement. They understood
that the protests would not end with protecting a few
Indian tribes.

Langguth tells the dramatic story of the desperate
fate of the Cherokees as they were driven out of
Georgia at bayonet point by U.S. Army forces led by
General Winfield Scott. At the center of the story are
the American statesmen of the day—Henry Clay, John
Quincy Adams, Jobn C. Calhoun—and those Cherokee
leaders who tried to save their people—Major Ridge,
Jobn Ridge, Elias Boudinot, and John Ross.

Driven¥est presents wrenching firsthand accounts of
the forced march actoss the Mississippi along a path of
misery and death that the Cherokees called the Trail of
Tears. Survivors reached the distant Oklahoma territory
that Jackson had marked out for them, only to find that
the bloodiest days of their ordeal still awaited them.
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