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For Bill and Suzanne






Bear me out in it, thou great democratic God!… Thou who didst pick up Andrew Jackson from the pebbles; who didst hurl him upon a war-horse; who didst thunder him higher than a throne!

Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, or, The Whale, 1851








Introduction: The Populist Persuasion


It was the People’s day, and the People’s President and the People would rule. God grant that one day or other, the People do not pull down all rule and rulers.

Washingtonian Margaret Bayard Smith on Jackson’s first inauguration, 1829



Andrew Jackson, the first president to be born in a log cabin, to live beyond the Appalachians, and to rule, so he swore, in the name of the people, refuses to fade away. Controversial in his own day, he remains unrepentant. Some identify him as the common man’s crusader in chief, a defender of farmers and wage earners who, with a single lethal veto, is said to have saved the republic from a rapacious Money Power by quashing a government-chartered national bank catering to economic elites.1 Others are far less willing to accept as a hero a slaveholder, an architect of Indian removal, and a critic of abolitionism. The epithets “racist,” “white nationalist,” and “ethnic cleansing,” rather, now vie with the Bank War and the Battle of New Orleans in reckoning with Jackson’s fluctuating reputation. On one point, however, all sides can perhaps agree—Old Hickory, the first president to come from neither Virginia nor Massachusetts, broke up the long train of coastal executive aristocrats, embodying in his improbable ascent the promise of western frontier peoples negotiating a natal age of expanding political participation.

More precisely, Jackson, a cotton nabob, master to hundreds of enslaved people in multiple states, in fact straddled two sections. As the country’s fifth southern president he aligned as well with the interests of an entrenched squirearchy, having sought entry into its environs from an early age. The orphan of impoverished Scots-Irish immigrants, Jackson strove to ape the gentry and become a gentleman among Tennessee’s self-anointed blue bloods. Along the way this parvenu acquired a plantation, bought and sold slaves, engaged in land speculations, and bred racehorses. He pushed for military appointment, fought in class-affirming duels, and more generally adopted a distinctly southern notion of honor that elevated landed nobility above mere citizens.

Two reflections of an aged Jackson by British women—the visiting writer Harriet Martineau and the expat actress Fanny Kemble—offer contrasting but retrospectively revealing judgments. The former depicted the General as fundamentally ill-informed and uneducated, a poorly postured eminence betrayed by a trace of depression:


Jackson is extremely tall and thin, with a slight stoop, betokening more weakness than naturally belongs to his years. He has a profusion of stiff gray hair, which gives to his appearance whatever there is of formidable in it. His countenance bears commonly an expression of melancholy gravity; though, when roused, the fire of passion flashes from his eyes, and his whole person looks then formidable enough. His mode of speech is slow and quiet, and his phraseology sufficiently betokens that his time has not been passed among books.2



Kemble, by contrast, more amiably emphasized the courtly, martial side of her subject, whom she described as


very tall and thin, but erect and dignified in his carriage—a good specimen of a fine old well-battered soldier.… His manners are perfectly simple and quiet, therefore very good.… Of his measures I know nothing; but firmness, determination, decision, I respect above all things: and if the old General is, as they say, very obstinate, why obstinacy is so far more estimable than weakness, especially in a ruler, that I think he sins on the right side of the question.3



Jackson, of course, cultivated both impressions. While Martineau stressed the unlettered side of her subject, Kemble, once described by the writer Henry James as having “seen everyone and known everyone… in two hemispheres,” noted a natural patriarch, an air still more abundantly asserted by a cotton oligarchy committed to the appearance of chivalry in the practice of slavery.4

Martineau’s musing further underscores the surprising corporal frailty that trailed Jackson through most of his life. The general’s cadaverous physique idled in pain and discomfort; his many ink-stained letters are filled with references to internal afflictions, ailing teeth, and weak lungs. Scarcely a hypochondriac, Jackson paid with his body for the chain of military campaigns—from the American Revolution to the War of 1812 to the subduing of the southern Indians—and ritual affairs of honor that secured his redoubtable reputation. He suffered from dysentery, dyspepsia, and bronchiectasis, contracted chronic diarrhea, battled pulmonary infection and malaria, and may have carried intestinal parasites. His body lodged two bullets, one from a duel and the other received in a brawl, thus creating cavities prone to infection; the lead from these missiles leached steadily over the years into his system. Jackson bore the aches and inconveniences of these several infirmities for much of his life, and one cannot help but wonder if they exacerbated an already ingrained tendency toward cross and quick-tempered responses.

This splenetic cast of mood and attitude, “formidable” in Martineau’s rendering and “very obstinate” in Kemble’s, is perhaps Jackson’s defining emotional attribute. He could be a singularly devout and fierce hater, inspiring in turn the devout and fierce hatred of others. A series of pre-presidential episodes—ordering the deaths of deserting militiamen, killing a Tennessee dandy in a duel, and overseeing the executions of two British subjects while commanding a U.S. army sweeping illegally through Spanish Florida in pursuit of Seminoles—prefaced a sequence of equally astonishing presidential actions. These included the violent removal of Indian peoples from their ancestral homes, asserting his right to enforce or ignore Supreme Court decisions, and firing off more executive vetoes than all of his predecessors combined. Cocksure in the extreme, Jackson found both essence and consequence trafficking in a world of enemies—made, cultivated, and over the years assiduously accumulated. This congenital unquiet helps to place a couple of other antecedents in context, for Old Hickory is also the first executive to be targeted by a would-be assassin and the sole occupant of that high office to suffer a senatorial censure.

Drawn to these and other rare episodes of presidential Sturm und Drang, we too casually discount Jackson’s real skills as a statesman. More polished and lawyerly than what the secondary literature suggests, he often read the public far better than Congress did. None of his vetoes were overridden; an unprecedented third term was his for the asking. As if caught between two worlds, a number of Washingtonians were surprised upon first encountering the legendary general, expecting something of a savage from the wild backwoods. A bemused Jackson—like a wry coonskin cap–wearing Benjamin Franklin playing the rustic in Paris—enjoyed the juxtaposition. An underrated politician, he knew well the length and limits of his personal popularity, courted easily the sudden electoral prominence of western constituencies, and managed to combine an aristocratic persona with a less posh public face.

Taken altogether, balancing Jackson’s legacy is a problematic exercise, complicated by contradictions. Is he the era’s greatest democrat or its elected autocrat? Should he be remembered primarily for the Bank War—the fight against economic privilege—or for his efforts extending white privilege (and slavery) into the Gulf Coast states? And to what extent, if any, should Jackson be evaluated within the conditions of our concerns as opposed to the cultural context that shaped his own? “At one time in the history of the United States,” a biographer accurately enough reminds us, “Andrew Jackson… was honored above all other living men.” It is also true, however, that many of his contemporaries thought the General petty, narrow, and excessively partisan to the prejudices of agrarian and frontier communities. The perceptive French political thinker Alexis de Tocqueville captured some of this criticism in the first volume of his important study Democracy in America (1835), when noting that “Jackson is the spokesman of provincial jealousies; it was decentralizing passions… that brought him to sovereign power.” Tocqueville further recognized the reciprocal relationship that linked the seventh president to his supporters—“he yields to its intensions, desires, and half-revealed instincts, or rather he anticipates and forestalls them.” On the other side of the social divide, so the Frenchman insisted, “all the enlightened classes are opposed to General Jackson.”5

Despite these still extant interpretive differences, a shared consensus exists among historians that Jackson, as much as any president, imposed his priorities upon the nation. This makes him an especially relevant figure to revisit today when many people, perhaps not so far removed from Tocqueville’s position, see populism as a challenge to liberal democracy. It is often asserted that an organized populist persuasion, as opposed to a mere expression or attitude of the same, first found traction in America during the late nineteenth century, and that the People’s Party (circa 1890–1910)—southern and western defenders of agrarianism, railroad regulation, and monetary reform—advanced its most coherent ideological vision.6 Its champion, three-time Democratic nominee for the presidency William Jennings Bryan (aka the Great Commoner), anticipated, so the narrative goes, future adherents of an anti-elite, culturally conservative, and blue-collar political faith. These included Louisiana senator Huey Long (Depression-era author of a notional Share Our Wealth program), Joseph McCarthy (suspicious of academics and Hollywood types during the Red Scare of the 1950s), and the segregationist Alabama governor George Wallace (a stalwart defender of white rights during the civil rights sixties).

In our own time, populism has entered the mainstream, personified in self-described democratic socialist Bernie Sanders’s Bryan-like anger at Wall Street and former president Donald Trump’s provocative appeals to working-class voters. But Jackson, the product of an earlier vox populi upheaval, predated all of these pols. He energized a mass movement aimed against an eastern ruling regime, he claimed to speak (so he said in one state paper) for the nation’s “farmers, mechanics, and laborers,” and he frankly distrusted experts, preferring his informal Kitchen Cabinet of advisors to administration officials.7 Not above demonizing—this long list included bankers and abolitionists as well as political opponents—he ruled by agitating, confronting, and dividing. One might argue that Jackson, a political celebrity around which a remarkable cult of personality developed, stands as the country’s original anti-establishment president.

The script being written today, that economic inequality, liberal elitism, and demographic change in America and elsewhere have encouraged a backlash reflected in the rise of charismatic strongman leadership, is one that applies to Jackson as well. Importantly his several resentments—against the monetary dominance of the National Bank, against a political system that routinely returned quasi aristocrats to the presidency, and against a Supreme Court that disagreed with him on the Indian removal question—were matched by much of the culture. Each antagonist embodied the prerogative of an establishment institution that in practice ministered primarily to an Atlantic Seaboard society even as the Ohio and Mississippi valleys were rapidly growing. These waxing regions, only just coming into their own, were soon to shake the electoral landscape. In the 1828 presidential contest every trans-Appalachian state went for the victorious Jackson over the Harvard-educated incumbent John Quincy Adams of Massachusetts.

In Jackson’s relationship to the electorate we again see a number of precedents—the nation’s first populist president, the first executive to be selected (in the wake of suffrage extensions in state constitutions) by the franchise of white men from all classes, and the first to practice a politics of resentment against an entrenched gentry. A modern iteration of this latter element might be observed in Ronald Reagan’s famous 1981 inaugural address attack on Washington politics—“government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem. From time to time, we’ve been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people.” More recently, in a 2019 rally, Trump told a Grand Rapids, Michigan, crowd, in reference to his critics, “They say they’re the elite… [but] we got more money, we got more brains, we got better houses and apartments… you’re the elite, we’re the elite.”8 All three of these men, over a span touching three separate centuries, either stated or suggested a return to a polity or an economy premised on popular control.

I hope in this biography to produce a portrait of Jackson that illuminates many of the early republic’s questions and controversies. For to trace this polemical general’s days is to reckon with the issues of race and revolution, populism and sharpening partisanship that tremored through the young nation during its formative decades and touch us still. Caught by the 1820s in the throes of twin market and transportation revolutions that overturned older notions of community and economy, much of the country seemed eager to experiment with a new political order.9 Jackson mastered this raucous realignment, feeding off its energy and opportunities. In the process he became the defining figure of his era, variously a hero, a sometime scoundrel, and, to his enemies, a second Caesar. His ability to address both the aspirations and estrangements of emerging constituencies outside the orbit of the eastern mainstream profoundly reconfigured the nation’s electoral map. These advancing groups, exemplars of popular politics, seemed prepared in their plainspoken devotion to make him the man-on-horseback idol of their adulation.






Part I MAN ON THE MAKE



I well recollect when I was left an orphan.

Andrew Jackson, 1830
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In youth, the southern-born Jackson resettled across the Appalachians, part of a larger western migration that would one day reshape the map of American politics.








1 Ulster to America


Andrew Jackson’s ancestors were part of a long Scottish migration to northern Ireland initiated by a string of English kings and queens in the company of a prolonged Tudor conquest. By the seventeenth century these established Ulster plantations mirrored a broader Elizabethan exodus to assorted Atlantic World entrepôts, including the distant forests and fisheries of North America. Many of those who came to Ulster were poverty-mired Scottish Lowlanders driven by the timeless search for better opportunities overseas. “Amongst these, Divine Providence sent over some worthy persons for birth, education and parts,” wrote one contemporary observer, “yet the most part were such as either poverty, scandalous lives, or, at the best, adventurous seeking of better accommodation, set forward that way.”1 Having made their migrations across the narrow North Channel, Jackson’s people, now Ulster Scots, lived in County Antrim, perhaps in or at least near the vicinity of Carrickfergus, one of Ireland’s oldest towns and about a dozen miles north of Belfast, then a city of some few thousand. Briefly in the 1690s, the satirist, poet, and cleric Jonathan Swift, author of Gulliver’s Travels, lived in neighboring Kilroot.

Jackson family lore insists that the future president’s paternal grandfather, a linen-weaver of some means named Hugh Jackson, served during the Seven Years’ War as a company officer at the 1760 Battle of Carrickfergus Castle, an imposing twelfth-century Norman structure situated on a rocky promontory. There, a detail of Ulster men, their ammunition spent, surrendered to a French raiding party of some several hundred led by the notorious privateer François Thurot—who was killed shortly afterward while contesting a stronger British squadron near the Mull of Galloway.

Jackson’s maternal side, the Hutchinsons, also resided in County Antrim, where, in about 1737, his mother, Elizabeth (Betty), was born. Little is known of her early years except that in the winter of 1759, in a modest parish church, she married Andrew Jackson Sr., thought to be the same age. Family lore maintains that Jackson, unlike his father, “was very poor” while the Hutchinsons were considered more “thrifty, industrious and capable.” Occupying a point on the Irish Enlightenment’s outer edge, Carrickfergus, older than Belfast and still somewhat medieval in outlook, long retained a reputation for countering English Anglo-Saxonism’s cold arithmetic interest in economic and imperial advancement with a Celtic superiority in matters of imagination, wonder, and folklore. “When Andrew Jackson, the elder, tilled his few hired acres,” wrote one nineteenth-century historian, the people of County Antrim “still believed in witches, fairies, brownies, wraiths, evil eyes, charms, and warning spirits. They had only just done trying people for witchcraft.”2

In 1765 Betty and Andrew Jackson were living in a thatched cottage on a small farm near Castlereagh with their two young sons Hugh and Robert; rising rents and tithes had recently aroused organized resistance by the Hearts of Oak, a regional protest movement made up largely of farmers and weavers in counties Armagh, Londonderry, Fermanagh, and Tyrone. Abandoning their tired lands that year, the Jacksons uprooted and, from Carrickfergus, sailed to America, almost certainly influenced by the earlier migration of Betty’s sisters, four of whom, between 1763 and 1766, settled just east of Appalachia along the hazy blue border separating North and South Carolina. Three of the sisters are said to have arrived unmarried but, soon after docking in Philadelphia, acquired northern Irish husbands, perhaps in Pennsylvania, possibly in Virginia, or perchance elsewhere on the primeval route down the mountains.3

Though sizable, the Scots-Irish advance into the South Carolina backwoods lagged far behind the contemporaneous (1760–1774) importation into Charleston of some forty-two thousand Africans. On the eve of the American Revolution, blacks constituted a striking 60 percent of the colony’s population.4 Years earlier, a 1731 law had taxed the introduction of newly enslaved people into South Carolina—and used a portion of the funds to encourage, through such emoluments as tools, rations, and rent-reduced lands, the relocation of Europeans. With such inducements did the colony exhibit certain racial fears that informed its course and character over time. Its Anglo founders felt vulnerable to the threat of Spanish invasion from the south, to attack from Native Americans (the recent Cherokee War, 1758–1761, fresh in memory), and to the perpetual possibility of slave insurrection (the 1739 Stono Rebellion constituting the largest ever uprising among black captives in the British mainland colonies). The settlement in which Andrew Jackson would spend his formative years, in other words, idled apprehensively, alive to the suggestion of conspiracy and willing to spill blood to quell its enemies.

The Jacksons were part of a significant circa 1760s exodus out of northern Ireland; one estimate claims that as many as twenty thousand Ulsterites left the province during this crucial decade. In fair weather these voyages might take seven or eight weeks and be attended by a host of discomforts and privations associated with eighteenth-century ocean travel. Just where the Jacksons made landfall is still something of a mystery. The General’s first biographers, John Reid and John Henry Eaton, both associates of their subject and perhaps deferring to his supposition, insisted that the family arrived in Charleston. In the 1930s, however, the historian Marquis James dissented, writing, “Had the Jacksons landed at Charleston at any time between 1761 and 1775 their debarkation would have been noted in the records of His Majesty’s Council for South Carolina, which are intact in the original manuscript in the office of the Historical Commission of South Carolina at Columbia.” James thought Philadelphia, a principal designation of Scots-Irish settlers, a far likelier guess.5 But in 2001 biographer Hendrik Booraem argued otherwise:


James’s reasoning no longer seems as good as it once did. Part of his argument was that the Crawfords [the family of one of Betty Jackson’s sisters] resided in Pennsylvania before coming to the Waxhaws [a region on the North and South Carolina border], and that Andrew and Betty Jackson probably came with them; but… current understanding of the Crawfords’ migration suggests that they… could as easily have come [from Ireland to America] via Charleston as via Pennsylvania. James’s other point, that the Jacksons’ and Crawfords’ names would have appeared in Council Records if they had entered through Charleston, is based on a misunderstanding. The Council Records list only immigrants who were applying for bounty land; those who intended to buy their own would not have registered with the Council. Accordingly, I have accepted the Reid version.6



In a 2017 communication to the author, Booraem added: “My thinking was that Andrew and Betty Jackson knew where they were going, because other kinfolk had arrived in Carolina before them, so it made more sense for them to go directly to Charleston and skip the long overland trek from Philadelphia; and the colony of South Carolina had the welcome mat out for Irish settlers at that time, because they were trying to build up the population of the backcountry.” Booraem does allow, however, that “there is no hard evidence where the Jacksons landed in America.”7

With more certainty we know that the family settled in the Waxhaws region, named after a meandering tributary creek of the Catawba River once home to the Waxhaw tribe, who were defeated in 1716 by the Catawba, who were themselves devastated by smallpox in 1759. Down to perhaps a few hundred, they remained in the area during Jackson’s youth, “harmless and friendly,” reduced to vying for a living in the woven basket and trinket trades.8 Betty and Andrew moved onto a large allotment of land, perhaps as much as two hundred acres, adjoining Twelve Mile Creek and in the vicinity of Betty’s sisters and their families. The farm, only indifferently surveyed, sat about four miles from the nearest post road; its remoteness proposed an availability born of thin, unpromising soil. It is possible that the Jacksons, at this time apparently without a deed, squatted on the land, a by no means uncommon occurrence. In any case, Betty, Andrew, and their two boys, survivors of the long journey from Ulster to America, set about building a new life.

    In the late winter of 1767, the Jacksons appeared to be making progress; the family ate garden crops grown in fields laboriously claimed from the forest, and they sheltered in a small log cabin. Then suddenly, perhaps in early March, Andrew Jackson Sr. died. Legend suggests that he collapsed while attempting to maneuver a particularly heavy log, though it seems just as likely that the incident implicated a broader exhaustion from which his broken body, engaged in constant labor, failed to recover. He took to bed, never to rise again. Conveyed by a primitive wagon to the Old Waxhaw Presbyterian Church Cemetery, he received burial; the Daughters of the American Revolution erected a marker in 1931. Part product and part victim of an unforgiving colonial frontier, the senior Jackson later became a small but central piece in the elaborate lore of his rising son. “It is a delightful reflection to the emigrant from the European monarchies,” wrote a florid biographer, “that, like the father of Andrew Jackson, he may, under the institutions whose protection he seeks, give a chief magistrate to a great nation, and live in history more honoured than the fathers of kings.”9

The elder Andrew, whether more honored or not, never saw his third, last, and namesake son, born March 15, 1767. Newly widowed, Betty and her boys eventually stayed with the family of Betty’s sister Jane Crawford. The McCamies, the family of yet another Hutchinson sister, Peggy, and her husband, George, were only about a mile away—but in a different colony. Jackson believed that he was born at the Crawford homestead in South Carolina, though there is an oral tradition passed down by Jackson’s cousin Sarah Leslie, who insisted that she attended the delivery at the McCamies’ in North Carolina. To this day both states claim Jackson’s nativity in statues and markers. Though the evidence remains inconclusive, those in the Palmetto State point with pride to an 1824 communication in which Jackson wrote: “I was born in So Carolina, as I have been told, at the plantation whereon James Crawford lived about one mile from the Carolina road.” Jackson’s will left a legatee “the large silver vase presented to me by the ladies of Charleston, South Carolina, my native State.”10

Over the next fourteen years, young Andrew lived at the Crawfords’ with his mother. As a poor relation Betty took up many of the household chores and, along with caring for her sons, looked over no fewer than eight Crawford children. She eventually sent her eldest, Hugh (Huey), to live with the childless McCamies; the evidence places him under ten at the time. A strong, portly, and pious woman, Betty wanted her youngest boy educated and groomed to become a Presbyterian minister. If not quite cut out for the cloth, Jackson seemed nevertheless eager to keep this maternal presence nearby throughout his life. His wife, Rachel, also a strong, portly, and pious woman, inclined in her later decades to a dry and partial Presbyterianism. In such echoes and linkages it is perhaps permissible to surmise that more than any Jackson, Crawford, or McCamie man, Betty proved to be Andrew’s most important influence. Her strong sense of honor apparently anticipated his own. “One of the last injunctions given me by her,” he told a friend, “was never to institute a suit for assault and battery, or for defamation [as the defamed should defend their own rights]; never to wound the feelings of others, nor suffer my own to be outraged; these were her words of admonition to me; I remember them well, and have never failed to respect them.”11 Possibly in such stern maternal instruction lie the seeds of several duels and lesser dustups.

Described by one contemporary as “mischievous” and prone to pranks, Jackson enjoyed in youth physical activity, competition, and self-assertion. “He was exceedingly fond of running foot-races, of leaping the bar, and jumping; and in such sports he was excelled by no one of his years,” wrote biographer James Parton, who interviewed many of Jackson’s Waxhaws neighbors:


To younger boys, who never questioned his mastery, he was a generous protector; there was nothing he would not do to defend them. His equals and superiors found him self-willed, somewhat overbearing, easily offended, very irascible, and, upon the whole, “difficult to get along with.” One of them said, many years after, in the heat of controversy, that of all the boys he had ever known, Andrew Jackson was the only bully who was not also a coward.12



Unlike his brothers, who attended common schools, Jackson, presumably earmarked for some distant Presbyterian pulpit, received more formal training. Later in life, when contesting for political power, he heard repeatedly dismissive references to his shaky education. One 1824 newspaper, touting the supposed virtues of a John Quincy Adams–Andrew Jackson presidential ticket, played upon the conjectured contrasts in the men, asking readers to imagine a perfect pairing of:


John Quincy Adams,

Who can write,

And Andrew Jackson,

Who can fight.13



Certainly Jackson’s rickety syntax (when compared to previous presidents’, not to the average American’s) gives some surface credibility to this claim, but on the whole it is a false lead. As an adult Jackson read with interest a good number of newspapers, journals, letters, and law books; he left behind a sizable library and maintained an extensive correspondence. But it is true, and particularly in youth, that he valued the outdoor life—hunting and riding—and likely found few bookish models among his many cousins. Nothing if not resourceful, Jackson always read enough to get by, trusting his instincts above all else.

And yet because of Betty’s expectation that her youngest enter the ministry, she and the Crawfords set aside money for Jackson to attend local academies. In these frontier establishments, run by Dr. William Humphries and James White Stephenson, the boy acquired the rudiments of a formal education, learning his letters and how to read. Engaged in practical training, he never developed an interest in either literature or poetry, and with the possible exception of The Vicar of Wakefield—a hugely popular moral tale written in the early 1760s by Oliver Goldsmith and featuring comedy, satire, and sentimentalism—novels meant little to Jackson. It is perhaps enough to say that his mind worked quickly, intuitively, and fluently. Singled out by Betty for an education denied his brothers, Jackson possibly evinced a conspicuous mental spark, a persuasive tongue (the sermonizer’s imperative instrument), or a spontaneous intelligence. He may have simply struck his mother as special.

Considering Betty’s strong presence in her youngest son’s life, it would be easy if imprecise to disregard her absent husband’s influence. From testimony we know that the junior Andrew, something of a rowdy and a ruffian, could be bossy, oppressive, and high-handed. He exhibited further a tremendous confidence that often bordered on conceit. Bearing in mind his secondary status living in the Crawford household, his lack of a strong paternal figure, and his lowly rank among a scrum of older brothers and cousins, it is possible that the fatherless Jackson dealt with insecurity by both asserting and overasserting himself. He soon learned that a strong personality brought him attention and recognition; he seemed to relish opportunities to compete and proclaim his strength. “I could throw him three times out of four,” one classmate reported, “but he would never stay throwed. He was dead game, even then, and never would give up.”14






2 Forged in War


Nothing quite impacted Jackson like the American Revolution. It destroyed his patriot family, left him an orphan, and shifted his loyalties decisively and forever from clan to country. Just sixteen when the war concluded, Jackson saw service as a courier in the militia, attended to troops at the Battle of Hanging Rock fought in the chaotic South Carolina interior, and was later captured and held prisoner. He remains the only POW to become president. From these several and traumatic experiences he developed an abiding hate for Great Britain and, more generally, the hereditary underpinnings of monarchical civilization. This hostility Jackson never relinquished, casting peerage as the eternal enemy of the people, a resilient adversary that he recognized in subsequent struggles including the Bank War, in which he denounced the offending national depository as “a dangerous aristocratic influence.”1 For Jackson, that is to say, the Revolution never really ended. Long after independence, it continued to frame his way of reckoning with the world, offering a constant and convenient ideological rival to rail against.

To suggest that Jackson’s Anglophobia commenced with the Revolution, however, underestimates the potent weight of history. The Scots and Irish shared a long chronicle of opposition to English domination registered in centuries of rebellions, border skirmishes, and wars for independence. Presumably the Jackson and Hutchinson families identified with this legacy, having just a decade earlier abandoned Ulster, whose gentry charged high rents for land upon which peasants eked out a bare existence. Reid and Eaton, privy to Jackson’s reminiscences, wrote that Betty’s “opposition to British tyranny” and rule of the wellborn, quite completely biased her boys. “Often would she spend the winter’s night, in recounting to them the sufferings of their grandfather, at the siege of Carrickfergus, and the oppression exercised by the nobility of Ireland, over the laboring poor.”2

Beyond these familiar fireside recitations, Jackson saw more immediate models of martial repute in the activities of the popular Waxhaws militia. Aside from supplementing the regular army, the local guards in the South Carolina upcountry constituted one of the few opportunities for social advancement. Militiamen paraded, carried or wore weapons, exchanged gossip, and were a center of community pride. The more ambitious might compete for rank, give speeches, and maneuver for recognition; the possibility of battle-born glory always lingered lightly in the background. The reputation of the militia grew during the Revolution as Minutemen—famously mustered to meet the British at Lexington and Concord, Bunker Hill, and in Saratoga’s thick forests—captured the public’s imagination. For a boy in the remote Waxhaws, such storied soldiery must have conjured the very epitome of honor, ambition, and bravery.

In the Revolution’s early years, however, the uplanders did little but drill. Not until 1780, following generally unsuccessful British campaigns in New England, New York, and the mid-Atlantic, did the war come to the Waxhaws. Adopting a southern strategy designed to take advantage of the section’s presumably large loyalist population, London’s imperial policy makers concentrated on capturing shoreline cities. In December 1778 a British army of some three thousand under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Archibald Campbell, a veteran of the Seven Years’ War, seized weakly defended Savannah and looked next to Charleston, which it failed to subdue that spring. In connection with this campaign, Jackson’s eldest brother, Hugh, perhaps sixteen, died from heat exhaustion and fatigue following the Battle of Stono Ferry, fought just west of South Carolina’s coveted capital city. Come winter General Sir Henry Clinton and his second in command, Charles (the Earl) Cornwallis, accompanied a large force consisting of fourteen thousand troops and sailors aboard ninety warships, to Savannah. From there, their army advanced on ill-prepared Charleston, which, after a six-week siege, capitulated in May 1780. This proved to be Britain’s greatest victory of the war.

The capture of South Carolina’s oldest and largest city opened the state to a long season of savage violence. Redcoats and local Tories penetrated the interior, and in the spring of 1780 the predacious Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, “rather below the middle height, and with a face almost femininely beautiful,” so one Virginia newspaper said, led a mainly loyalist force into the Waxhaws, where, on May 29, near Lancaster, it defeated a Continental Army force led by Colonel Abraham Buford.3 Patriot soldiers accused the charging dragoons of ignoring a white flag and attacking the surrendering Americans. This Battle of the Waxhaws, known also and notoriously as the Waxhaw Massacre or Tarleton’s Quarter, resulted in more than three hundred Americans killed, wounded, or captured and served as an appalling preface for the fighting that followed. During the entire independence movement, more combat action took place in South Carolina than in any other colony; the deadly patriot versus loyalist dimension made this desperate struggle a civil as well as a revolutionary war.

Directly after the Tarleton massacre, the people of the Waxhaws were expected to offer up a loyalty oath on pain of seeing their farms and fields wasted. This condition, combined with the humiliating mid-August defeat of a large American force at the Battle of Camden some thirty miles east of present-day Columbia, sent a shock of fear (and a flood of wounded soldiers) through patriot settlements in the suddenly war-torn upcountry. Betty Jackson and her two surviving sons fled to the north, joined by the Crawfords and many of their frightened neighbors. Throughout the summer this refugee community moved back and forth, evading British soldiers and loyalists while foraging in the picked-over wilderness. Tarleton himself passed through the Waxhaws on his way to negotiate for the neighboring Catawba people’s assistance; Jackson, hiding with a cousin, saw the prettily put together officer in his “breeches of white linen” and polished russet leather boots ride by—“I could have shot him,” he later recalled.4

If this sounds suspiciously like the vague boast of a boy, it should be noted that earlier that summer Jackson had experienced a battle—his “first field.” Only thirteen and perhaps operating in the capacity of a messenger, he accompanied a force led by Colonel William Richardson Davie (later to serve as a delegate to the Constitutional Convention) and charged with harassing British outposts in the area. On August 6, Davie’s militia, as part of a larger force operating under General Thomas Sumter (a South Carolina planter whose name later adorned the famous sea fort in Charleston), attacked one such station at Hanging Rock, south of Heath Springs. The assault initially succeeded—casualties were inflicted, horses and weapons were captured—before loose discipline and British reinforcements turned the tide. As a disappointed Davie later wrote, “A retreat was by this time absolutely necessary—The commissary stores were taken in the center encampment, and numbers of the men were already inebriated, the greatest part were loaded with plunder and those in a condition to fight had exhausted their ammunition.”5

Briefly sojourning in the Waxhaws following the Battle of Hanging Rock, Jackson soon bolted before the pending threat of Cornwallis’s roaming army. Yet again he traveled north, this time to Charlotte, where he stayed for a few months with distant kin. By February he had returned home to be with his mother and brother Robert. Not long after, a cavalry regiment commanded by the Boston-born Tory John Coffin arrived in the Waxhaws to assist local loyalists, only to be opposed by several dozen armed and mounted patriots including Andrew and Robert. In one attack Coffin’s invading light dragoons scattered this resistance, taking a handful of prisoners, though Jackson fled into a neighboring swamp. Later that day Jackson and Robert, who had made a separate escape, were reunited and after an evening hiding in the wilderness made their way to a Crawford relative’s house where, desperately hungry, they scoured for food. A Tory neighbor, discovering their horses and muskets, reported their presence to nearby British soldiers, who promptly took the boys prisoner.

The house now filled with Redcoats, and one of the haughty officers ordered young Andy to clean his mud-crusted jackboots. What transpired became, in years to come, a crucial part of the Jackson legend. As Reid and Eaton related the story:


This order [Andy] positively and peremptorily refused to obey; alleging that he looked for such treatment as a prisoner of war had a right to expect. Incensed at his refusal, the officer aimed a blow at his head with a drawn sword, which would, very probably, have terminated his existence, had he not parried its effects by throwing up his left hand, on which he received a severe wound.6



Approached retrospectively the episode appears, considering its principal, uncannily anticipatory. Jackson exhibited a characteristic stubbornness in facing the officer down, he managed to evade what could easily have been a very serious if not fatal injury, and he now carried with him physically—and psychically—wounds dispensed by an enemy. This small contest in the Waxhaws would be replayed many times over in succeeding years as Jackson confronted any number of nemeses—on dueling grounds, at New Orleans, in Congress, and so on. Even in his early teens he gave every indication for those willing to notice of communicating a rigid, formidable, and oddly indestructible quality.

Andy and Robert accompanied some dozen prisoners to Camden, a forty-mile march without provisions. There they were incarcerated with more than two hundred men and, as Jackson later recalled, “treated badly & inhumanly.” The injured youths (Robert too having received a head wound from the enraged British officer who had assaulted his brother, and for the same transgression) were given no medical care, their shoes and jackets were taken, and they sat in a cramped jail where smallpox circulated. “Many fell victims to it,” Jackson later related. “I frequently heard them groaning in the agonies of death and no regard was paid to them.” Seeking her sons, Betty arrived in Camden and, arranging their inclusion in a prisoner exchange, took them home. “Having only two horses in our company when we left Camden,” Jackson remembered, “and my brother, on account of weakness caused by a severe bowel complaint and the wound he had received… being obliged to be held on the horse, and my mother riding the other, I was compelled to walk the whole way. The distance to the nearest house to Camden where we stopped that night was forty five miles and… I had to trudge along barefooted.”7

The journey proved too much for the weakened Robert, who died shortly after arriving home. Jackson, worn to the bone, fell ill but recovered; soon after, Betty accompanied a couple of Waxhaws women to Charleston, where they nursed prisoners, including two Crawford nephews, held on ships in the harbor. There, she contracted typhus (colloquially called ship fever) and subsequently, that autumn of 1781, died. All of Jackson’s immediate family were now gone. Betty’s clothes, apparently the only things in her possession, were sent to her only surviving son; she was buried just outside of Charleston, in an unmarked grave. Many years later James H. Witherspoon, a Waxhaws man distantly related to Jackson through marriage, wrote to the now famous general, the Hero of New Orleans, after interviewing one Agnes Barton, a Charlestonian who reported that her carpenter husband and two other men had carried out the interment. After more than forty years, she could no longer recollect the burial site’s location. Finding his mother’s remains, Jackson replied to Witherspoon, “would be great satisfaction, that I might collect her bones,” though he seemed to hold no real hope for their recovery; in fact they have never been located.8

Betty died just as the military phase of the American Revolution closed with Cornwallis’s conclusive October surrender to French and Continental forces at Yorktown, Virginia. Considering the fate of so many in the upland, mere survival undoubtedly constituted Jackson’s greatest accomplishment during these dangerous years. Only entering his teens, he had already witnessed arson, killings, and outright butchery. In the Waxhaws “the laws were literally silent, and there were no courts to protect property or punish crime. Men hunted each other like beasts of prey,” while the unspoken motives of revenge issued “in cruelties to the living and indignities to the dead.”9 The War of Independence further imbued in Jackson a deep nationalism; with his closest kin now gone, the country became, in a sense, a kind of surrogate to which he swore an undying allegiance. When he believed the republic endangered—by British soldiers at New Orleans, by a too powerful National Bank in Philadelphia, or by South Carolinians eager to nullify federal law—he acted decisively to end their threats.

But these lines of identification formed over time, and a callow Jackson carried more immediate concerns. Filled with ambition he moved forward, in search of a profession, in search of himself.






3 But a Raw Lad


Following Betty’s abrupt death, a shaken Jackson, still recuperating from illness, lived briefly at the home of his uncle Thomas Crawford. No firm evidence identifies the reasons why he soon broke from his kin, though a combination of shock, resentment, and perhaps some simmering rage appears to be the principal source of his suffering. Several decades later, for the edification of an interviewer, Jackson recalled his explosive, unyielding conduct during this difficult period. “Captain Galbraith in charge of Comissary Stores, ammunition &c. for the American Army, was then staying with my Uncle,” he reported,


and being of a very proud and haughty disposition, for some reason, I forget now what, he threatened to chastise me. I immediately answered, that “I had arrived at the age to know my rights, and although weak and feeble from disease, I had courage to defend them, and if he attempted anything of that kind I would almost assuredly Send him to the other world.”1



Perhaps no more than fifteen, but certain of himself, Jackson apparently refused to make amends for his threat and, for this or possibly other reasons, not long after quit the Crawfords—upon whose initiative it is unclear—to board with yet another if more distant blood connection, a Mr. Joseph White, and his family. Within three years he would leave the Waxhaws, never to return. Over the ensuing decades one Crawford cousin or another attempted to rekindle relations with their by-now famous relation, but Jackson, offering only a chilly politeness in return, seemed determined to leave behind his unhappy past.

Possibly he resented occupying among the Crawfords the unwanted position of laboring apprentice. Even at an early age he seemed to believe himself destined for some impending prominence. Though Betty’s wish for her youngest to enter the learned clergy never materialized, the boy nevertheless sought a station above the common. There is a story that when the Crawfords were building a new house to replace the burned-out structure left behind by the British, Jackson, expected to contribute, grew frustrated. While sweating over the arduous process of converting rounded logs into flat lumber, he is reported to have flung “down his axe and swore that he was never made to hew logs.”2 Not long after he moved on to the Whites, where, under the auspices of Joseph White’s son, he began, with little interest, to learn the saddler’s trade. He later remembered this brief interlude for a biographer’s aide in detached terms: “I remained there about six months, assisted him as much as the fever and ague with which I was then afflicted would allow me.” With what the aide took to be “considerable humor,” Jackson, the most celebrated man of his era, concluded with a wink, “I think I would have made a pretty good saddler.”3

Taking destiny into his own hands, Jackson enrolled in 1782 in the New Acquisition, a primitive school run by one Robert McCulloch; there, he sampled Shakespeare and the Greek historian Plutarch among a “desultory course of studies.” Though this decision exhibited both ambition and maturity, it also encumbered the impatient and perhaps bored teen with an education of mere rules and recitations. The following year, the year the Treaty of Paris formally ended the American Revolution, he received a modest inheritance from his paternal Irish grandfather, Hugh. The sum, meant for Betty, came to between three and four hundred pounds sterling, and a more conservative soul might have invested it in land or perhaps a business. But Jackson soon took off for the distant delights of Charleston, recently evacuated by the British. During its occupation (1780–1782) many of its prominent citizens had retreated to the Waxhaws, offering the locals a fugitive glimpse of urban sophistication. No doubt Jackson coveted their manners, refinement, and affluence. For when he arrived in this city of fifteen thousand, long the center of the southern colonies’ Atlantic trade, he seemed intent to mimic the master class. While strolling its environs, he spent freely on clothing, bought a gold watch and pistols, and purchased a fine horse—a de rigueur sign of respectability among young southern white men. He soon ran through his inheritance, owing a landlord and unable to pay his debts. In some desperation he wagered his recent equine acquisition against $200 in a tavern crap game and by the merest chance won. “My calculation,” so he later observed, “was that, if a loser in the game, I would give the landlord my saddle and bridle, as far as they would go toward the payment of his bill, ask a credit for the balance, and walk away from the city; but being successful, I had new spirits infused into me, left the table, and from that moment to the present time I have never thrown dice for a wager.”4

Jackson likely learned several lessons in Charleston. He knew that he wished to live as a gentleman, that such a vocation required resources beyond the reach of an artisan or a farmer, and that he had foolishly thrown money away. He soon returned home, perhaps the small object of quiet ridicule for his imprudence; this episode almost certainly factored into the apparent ease with which he later left the Waxhaws. Many years after, in 1817, he sent Andrew Jackson—Jack—Donelson, both a nephew and one of his several wards, to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point with the following paternal advice: “My Dear Andrew, you are now entered on the theatre of the world amonghst stranger, where it behoves you to be guarded at all points.… You must recollect, how many snares will be laid for the inexperienced youth to draw him into disapation, vice & folly, against these snares I wish to guard you.”5

The Charleston misstep may have caused Jackson a bit of embarrassment, but his brush with the city’s comparative cosmopolitanism clarified a desire to advance beyond the backwoods. He returned to McCulloch’s school and, with a smattering of literacy, soon began to offer instruction himself in the Waxhaws; the work may have disciplined his thinking and steadied his finances, though it held no intrinsic interest for the clearly aspiring Jackson. Accordingly, he removed in December 1784 to Salisbury, North Carolina (seat of rural Rowan County, forty miles northeast of Charlotte); eager to assume the status of a gentleman, he chose to study law, the proven path in the Revolutionary era for young men on the make.

Intensely self-conscious, Jackson, all of seventeen, brought to his new surroundings a bit of Charleston. A handmade long coat accentuated his lean frame, complementing a pewter-buttoned waistcoat, buckskin breeches, and silk stockings. He certainly looked the part of a grandee-lawyer and had reason to anticipate a rapid professional ascent. The region’s surplus of attorneys had thinned considerably due to the war and its attendant exodus of educated Tories. For reasons unclear, Jackson soon abandoned Salisbury and rode west seventy-five miles to Morganton, expecting to read law with Colonel Waightstill Avery, trained at Yale College and currently serving in the North Carolina House of Commons. But this request, so Avery’s son later recalled, could not be accommodated:


He came to Morganton, with a view to study law with my father, prompted by the fact that my father had at that time the best law library in western North Carolina. The country was new. My father’s improvements were of the log-cabin order, and want of house-room rendered it inconvenient to receive the young man into his family as a boarder, though he was desirous to do so.6



Rebuffed, Jackson returned to Salisbury, where its local eminence, Spruce Macay, Rowan County state’s attorney and later a judge, agreed to take him on.

Quartering at the Rowan House tavern, an ancient ramshackle structure featuring several large fireplaces, a primitive un-ceilinged roof, and a landlord’s special punch concoction, Jackson proceeded to study law and raise hell. Parton visited Salisbury in the 1850s and interviewed a number of elders who claimed some knowledge of their famous former neighbor. “Salisbury [is replete] with traditions respecting the residence there of Andrew Jackson as a student of law,” he wrote. “Their general tenor may be expressed in the language of the first old resident of the town, to whom I applied for information: ‘Andrew Jackson was the most roaring, rollicking, game-cocking, horse-racing, card-playing, mischievous fellow, that ever lived in Salisbury.’ ” Educationally, these reports continue, “he did not trouble the law-books much,” while vocationally he dallied “more in the stable than in the office”; a natural leader, he soon came to “the head of all the rowdies hereabouts.” Jackson and his friends stole signposts, hid outhouses, and “occasionally indulged in a downright drunken debauch.” He never repeated in Salisbury, however, his graver Charleston transgressions. Still under twenty, he enjoyed himself, possessing a certain enveloping charisma that others enjoyed as well. He delighted in hunting, riding, and cockfighting and was, so an enslaved man remembered, “very fond of the ladies.” Though sometimes violent—once he and a small celebrating party destroyed a tavern—and occasionally cruel—he callously invited “two women of ill-repute” (a mother and her daughter) to a Christmas ball “to see,” so he said, “what would come of it”—Jackson seemed more generally in control of his emotions. Salisbury lore remembers him as essentially a conventional young man, spirited, highly sociable, and eager for amusement. With hindsight, Jackson described himself during these fitful years as admittedly rough, if well intentioned: “I was but a raw lad then, but I did my best.”7

Physically, Jackson now possessed a long, thin face resting below a high forehead crowned by abundant sandy-red hair that ashened with age and bristled up. Hardly handsome, he exhibited a remarkably slender build, carrying some 140 pounds on a bony frame slightly exceeding six feet. His eyes were a deep blue and mesmeric, and typically conveyed his emotions. He moved with a concentrated grace.

Perhaps having learned all he could from Macay, Jackson left this mentor in late 1786 to complete his studies with Colonel John Stokes, a Revolutionary War veteran who had lost a hand at the Battle of the Waxhaws; in its vacant place he wore a prominent silver knob, an effective instrument to bang upon jury boxes. Approximately a year later, after passing an examination administered by two judges of the state’s Superior Court of Law and Equity, Jackson won the right to practice law in North Carolina. For three years, the period of his legal apprenticeship, it appears that he kept afloat financially principally as a sportsman, carefully betting on cards, cockfights, and horse races. He seemed to have no other means of income other than a parental inheritance of two hundred acres in Mecklenburg managed by a Crawford relative, but that could hardly account for his liberal spending. He attended dancing school, managed to keep himself in room and board, and, so one Salisbury resident remembered, made an effort to look like “one of the genteel young men of the place.”8

In November 1787, only two months after receiving admission to the North Carolina bar, Jackson, along with a group of friends—all attorneys—was arrested in Rowan County, on the vague complaint of trespassing, and charged with damages coming to £500, about $18,000 in current dollars. With no official record of what transpired, it seems almost certain that the case was settled out of court. More prosaically, Jackson began collecting licenses in early 1788 to practice in several central North Carolina counties. This pregnant period in the young esquire’s life overlapped almost precisely the many and identical months devoted to the drafting and ratification of the U.S. Constitution. For Jackson, it might be said that both career and country were born together. He rode hundreds of miles during this time, a distinctly endeavoring young man on an extended rural circuit in search of work and eager to earn a reputation, though still uncertain of his future.






4 Western Apprentice


While Jackson read law in Salisbury, a small body of settlers led by the frontiersman John Sevier—“a pioneer,” so a biographer has written, “of the most aggressive type”—founded the extra-legal State of Franklin in 1784.1 Nestled in what is today eastern Tennessee, this presumably autonomous territory actually belonged to North Carolina; in effect Sevier’s group casually engaged in a secession movement. The State of Franklin (also known as the Free Republic of Franklin or the State of Frankland) never earned admittance into the Union, of course, and existed a mere four years before an unamused North Carolina reasserted control over the region.2 In early 1788 John McNairy, Jackson’s slightly older friend, mentor, and fellow Macay student, won appointment to serve as Superior Court judge in what was then called the Western District of North Carolina—approximately half of present-day Tennessee. He offered Jackson the post of district attorney, and Jackson, his east-of-the-Appalachians ambitions at bay, promptly agreed. Representing the legal arm of the state in this rising West, he possibly guessed, could make a man for life. Accordingly, Jackson and McNairy joined a party at Morganton that spring and proceeded across the green mountains into a young country.

The group stopped at Jonesborough, Franklin’s provisional capital and a modest settlement consisting of several dozen cabins. Nashville, their destination and the principal city of the Mero District (a corruption of “Esteban Rodríguez Miró y Sabater,” the Colonial Spanish governor of Louisiana), lay nearly three hundred miles away through thick forest. The suggestion of an Acadian paradise just beyond the high hills had long enticed pioneers, promising an extraordinary abundance of game and crops. “The fertility of the soil and goodness of the range almost surpass belief,” one Virginia advertisement fairly rhapsodized in 1775, “and it is at present well stored with buffalo, elk, deer, bear, beaver, &c., and the rivers abound with fish of various kinds. Vast crowds of people are daily flocking to it, and many gentlemen of the first rank and character have bargained for lands in it.”3

This pleasing notion of the petty potentate claiming his share in a freshly white West must have held immense appeal to Jackson. For the vocation that called to him most clearly was that of gentleman. In the country’s older settlements and states, that coveted designation often extended through pedigree, though in the new communities across the mountains a bit of acting and attitude could be opportunely invoked. To adopt the pose, impression, and trappings of a gentleman in a still crude and fluid society proposed a kind of audacious improvisation. Certainly Jackson, his education spotty, his lineage undistinguished, could make no claim of gentry status other than the one he fashioned for himself. With some knowledge of the saddler’s business, he frequented racetracks in Jonesborough, perhaps exhibiting his learning as a kind of currency; he also took possession of Nancy, a young enslaved woman maybe in her late teens, given to Jackson for legal services rendered. Over the next eight years he acquired at least fourteen other men and women—George, Molly, Aaron, Peg, Roele, Hannah, Bet, Betty, Hanna, Tom, Mary, Swaney, Charles, and Suck—who worked the properties he acquired in the Cumberland Settlements. In all, Jackson owned slaves for the final fifty-seven years of his life, forming but a single link in a new post-Revolutionary, post-Appalachian plantocracy—and Nancy, in turn, anticipated the coming armies of enslaved who seeded, harvested, and ginned their plundered agricultural wealth.

A gentleman further retained the privilege of challenging another gentleman to an affair of honor. This Jackson did soon after arriving in Jonesborough when embarrassed in a district court case by a more learned attorney, Waightstill Avery—the very man who nearly four years earlier had declined to offer Jackson legal instruction. Avery’s son later described the events leading up to their duel:


In the trial of a suit one afternoon, General Jackson and my father were opposing counsel. The General always espoused the cause of his client warmly, and seemed to make it his own. On this occasion, the cause was going against him, and he became irritable. My father rather exultingly ridiculed some legal position taken by Jackson; using, as he afterwards admitted, language more sarcastic than was called for. It stung Jackson, who snatched up a pen, and on the blank leaf of a law book wrote a peremptory challenge, which he delivered there and then.4



Avery, possibly disinclined to take the confrontation seriously, ignored the note. But the following day Jackson, in a second communication, made that method all but impossible:


When amans feelings & charector are injured the ought to Seek aspeedy redress; you recd. a few lines from me yesterday & undoubtedly you understand me. My charector you have Injured; and further you have Insulted me in the presence of a court and a larg audianc I therefore call upon you as a gentleman to give me Satisfaction for the Same; and I further call upon you to give me an answer immediately without Equivocation and I hope you can do without dinner untill the business done; for it is consistant with the charector of agentleman when he Injures aman to make aspedy reparation; therefore I hope you will not fail in meeting me this day.5



In effect, Jackson informed both Avery and the whole of Jonesborough that he too was due respect and honor. Avery’s son observed further the sudden weight the summons carried: “My father was no duelist; in fact, he was opposed to the principle, but, with his antecedents, in that age and country, to have declined would have been to have lost caste.” Naturally the senior Avery “promptly accepted” the challenge.6

Having secured a second, John Adair, later to represent Kentucky in both the House and Senate, Avery agreed to meet Jackson the next evening. At the appointed hour, just north of Jonesborough, on measured ground, the two men aimed and fired—innocently into a darkening summer sky. Their differences having been carefully ironed out by dutiful handlers, Jackson’s honor was restored (or perhaps recognized for the first time), while Avery managed to extricate himself from the surprising anger of a much younger man. The duel terminated with a ready handshake and friendly words. Had Jackson killed Avery, it might have injured equally his future prospects. A Revolutionary War veteran, a well-liked lawyer in western Carolina, and, as noted, a seasoned member of the North Carolina General Assembly, Avery enjoyed a modest if real prestige.7 Jackson, by contrast, lacked a strong patron at this time, and had he, at a careless twenty-one, actually plugged the forty-seven-year-old Avery, he might have courted powerful enemies. Not for the first time did he engage in a reckless action, and not for the last time did he emerge from a rash course with his reputation strengthened.



Several weeks after the Avery duel Jackson and McNairy, along with an assemblage of some sixty families, left Jonesborough on a recently blazed stump-strewn trace, bound for Nashville. Riding a “fine young stallion,” Jackson relied on “a stout pack-mare” to carry “my personal effects,” including books and blankets, tea and tobacco. Aside from three pistols, he also possessed a new rifle made in Charlotte.8 Thinly populated with colonizers, the area between the Cumberland Settlements and the Appalachians proved a formidable, even dangerous trek. Traveling this route a few years later, in 1797, the English astronomer Francis Baily wrote:


The whole of that distance is scarcely better than a wilderness… for the houses are so far apart from each other, that you seldom see more than two or three in a day. I was determined also in starting so soon, by the idea that I should meet with a plantation on the road, where I should find a pasture, and where I should accordingly stop and refresh my horses; for there is no part of these new settlements but you may take this liberty, if you pay them well for it; the idea of their being hospitable and doing a kindness to strangers for nothing, is false. This hospitality is only shown to neighbors, &c, where they expect it will be repaid by the same return, and arises from a want of inns on the road, where travellers may call and do as they please.9



Though largely devoid of white settlements, the region teemed with Cherokee. One night Jackson and the colonizing group were nearly attacked by neighboring Indians. Legend has it that Jackson, alerted by the ubiquitous hooting of nocturnal “owls,” convinced the company to abandon its camp before daybreak and press on to Nashville. Early that morning a luckless hunting party, said to have occupied their freshly abandoned site, suffered a deadly assault. Thus did Jackson’s reputation as a frontier leader take root; though neither guide nor commander of the company, he somewhat imperiously assumed responsibility for its safety and demanded to be at its center.

In thinking about the growing importance of western constituencies in the politics of the early republic, the pilgrimage made by settlers from coastal enclaves into the interior deserves a brief word. For many, this journey (or the remote memory passed down by parents) constituted a common existential experience, traversing the mountains, fearful of roaming wolf packs, and always mindful of Indian populations. In making their exoduses, these people thus adopted an identity sacred to their own.

Jackson’s band reached Nashville in late October 1788, though the young district attorney’s plans were impermanent. Making a “merely experimental move,” he wished before committing himself to be certain of “the advantages that might be disclosed.” He soon discovered that Nashville, founded less than a decade earlier and home to fewer than three hundred colonizers, a couple of taverns, and a courthouse, offered sufficient opportunity for a young man on the make. The Treaty of Hopewell, conducted just three years earlier between the old Confederation Congress and a Cherokee delegation, recognized a boundary of American settlement lying mainly in the present-day Mid-Cumberland Region, with Nashville its mini metropole. A nineteenth-century source describes the area as “a gently undulating and most fertile country; a land of hard wood, with the beautiful river Cumberland winding through the midst thereof.”10


[image: Image]
In 1788 a twenty-one-year-old Jackson, alive to the political and economic opportunities of the rising West, crossed from North Carolina into the “Tennessee Country.”



Though conflict with the area’s Indians continued, so did the steady migration of pioneers from the East. By remaining in this region, Jackson casually adopted the adversaries of his handpicked home. In the Carolinas the Catawba were a peaceful people—the last warfare in the Waxhaws between Native and Euro Americans occurred prior to Jackson’s birth. But in the Cumberland Settlements the Cherokee threat, provoked by Anglo encroachments on their lands, remained real and Jackson, assuming the attitude of a westerner, enlarged his list of enemies to include the region’s Indians as well as the Spanish colonial regime to the south.11

There is, beyond the possibility of professional advancement, yet another compelling reason why Jackson decided to stay in the Cumberland Valley—Rachel Donelson Robards. Among the area’s first white settlers, the Donelsons had migrated from Virginia in 1780; Rachel, the eighth of the family’s eleven children, turned thirteen at the time. Five years later, with Nashville’s meager corn reserves drained by a difficult winter and a sudden influx of pioneers, the Donelsons moved north to Kentucky. They subsequently returned, but Rachel, married in 1787 to Captain Lewis Robards, a land speculator living in Harrodsburg, remained.

The same age as Jackson, Rachel grew up in rural Pittsylvania County, Virginia. Her father, Colonel John Donelson, a member of the House of Burgesses (1769–1774), had taken Rachel to visit the homes of both Washington, whom he had served under during the Revolution, and Jefferson. Though lacking a formal education, she proved otherwise proficient, mastering a number of textile arts, including sewing, spinning, weaving, and embroidery. She liked to play musical instruments, enjoyed horseback riding, and later developed a strong religious streak. Rachel had long black hair, dark eyes, and a permanently tanned complexion—opposite the period’s more coveted pale-skinned standard. Contemporaries described her as “bright-eyed” and “sprightly” as well as “stout” and “robust.”12

Not long before Jackson’s arrival in Nashville, Rachel’s mother, Rachel Stokely Donelson, was widowed, the colonel having been shot and killed, it is unclear by whom, along the banks of the Barren River while conducting a survey. Seeking protection, she opened her blockhouse to boarders, including Jackson and John Overton, a Virginian eager to establish a legal career in the West. The two men became close and in coming years Overton served Jackson as a loyal friend and advisor.

Rachel and Lewis, their marriage having deteriorated in Kentucky, also lived with Mrs. Donelson. Robards had grown uneasy in Harrodsburg at what he regarded as his wife’s too intimate conversations with a certain Mr. Short and insisted, in a letter to his mother-in-law, that she retrieve her daughter. One of Rachel’s brothers went to Kentucky and promptly brought her home, though Robards returned for her not long after, then decided instead to stay. A playful, flirtatious young woman, Rachel enjoyed attention, and this Jackson, the new boarder, supplied aplenty. They seemed to have had an immediate and mutual rapport, and there are several stories as to how their illicit courtship tempestuously progressed. One insists that Robards accused Jackson of undue intimacy with his wife, another that Jackson threatened Robards with a knife, and still another that Jackson assured Robards of his wife’s loyalty and (on Overton’s advice) moved out.13 All we know for certain is that Jackson left the Donelson blockhouse, decamping for Mansker’s Station, one of several small, fortified settlements in Middle Tennessee. But the drama in the Robards’ marriage persisted, or perhaps Lewis Robards simply realized that he had lost his wife. Not long after Jackson’s removal the captain returned to Kentucky, alone.



Professionally, Jackson’s nascent career took off in Nashville. With both a license to practice law and the added sinecure of public prosecutor, he occupied a unique position in the Mero District. Creditors and merchants immediately sought his services to pursue litigation against debtors, which he did energetically, issuing in but a single month more than five dozen writs. In contrast to his later and sharp criticisms of the country’s creditors during the Bank War, Jackson proved a willing agent of the district’s emerging financial class, aggressively pursuing defaulters. More broadly, he handled a variety of cases ranging from land and merchandise sales to prosecuting violent behavior—mainly assault and battery. The following citations from the West Tennessee court records offer a few examples of the rustic legal arena in which Jackson operated: “John Rains is fined five shillings, paper money, for profane swearing”; “John Barrow… Sayeth, [Humphry] Hogan threatened he will kill [John] Kitts’ hogs, if he did not keep them from his door, and also whip himself”; “in an affray… between Wm. Pillows and Abram Denton, in fighting, the said Pillows bit off the upper eend of Denton’s right ear.” Considering that more than three thousand Tennesseans were black, many of them chattel, it is unsurprising that Jackson processed slave sales. “Andrew Jackson, Esq.,” one extract notes, “proved a bill of sale from Hugh McGary to Gasper Mansker, for a negro man.”14

In the early summer of 1789, only a few months after arriving in Nashville, Jackson got his first taste of Indian fighting. Two years earlier General James Robertson, a Virginia-born explorer and onetime companion of the iconic frontiersman Daniel Boone, had led some 130 men against a contingent of Creek and Cherokee supplied by French traders at Muscle Shoals in present-day northwestern Alabama. Confiscating guns, ammunition, and other goods, Robertson’s victorious troops proceeded on to Nashville, only to attract retribution as several of the area’s primitive military stations were attacked. Jackson arrived in the Cumberland Settlements during this active and ongoing phase of frontier warfare. Following a daytime assault by Indians on a nearby fort, a Captain Sampson Williams raised a small company of twenty men—including a conscripted Jackson—and pursued the enemy. As one early nineteenth-century history of the District of East Tennessee notes, “They overtook the Indians at Duck river, killed one, wounded several others, and drove them across the river, taking from them sixteen guns, nineteen shot-pouches, and a quantity of baggage, clothing, &c.”15 The surprised natives had failed to fire a shot, and Jackson, a mere private, could now make some slender claim to having a hand in securing the Cumberland Settlements.

His education in the ways of the backwoods, its careful compromise among competing Native, Anglo, and European powers, had only just begun.






5 The Conspiracy Game


To the south of the Cumberland Settlements lay the old Spanish Main’s sprawling coastal colony. Americans above the thirty-first parallel (the northern boundary of current-day Tangipahoa Parish, Louisiana) were unable, without Spanish approval, to market their produce in New Orleans or to use its coveted port for purposes of export. These western farmers fumed at their government’s inability to negotiate access to the Gulf, along with its failure to provide protection from the area’s Creek Indians. Without such admittance to markets or a secure border, the region’s prospects remained uncertain. Thomas Jefferson, a great advocate of agrarian interests, referred a little worrisomely in correspondence about this time to “the unsettled state of our dispute with Spain.”1 Thus commenced, in the republic’s early years, a steady stream of rumors, schemes, and connivances known collectively as the Spanish Conspiracy, an exercise in enticement designed by a diminishing Spanish empire to coax trans-Appalachian Americans into separating from the East and offering their loyalty to the Madrid government—in effect, to create an improbable buffer between the Anglo and Iberian powers.

The extent and seriousness of the conspiracy remains a matter of some conjecture. Several of Tennessee’s early leaders, including James Robertson, John Sevier, and the surveyor-cum-military-colonel Anthony Bledsoe listened patiently to Spanish promises—but to what end? Perhaps they sought, in the spirit of a less than candid negotiation, entrée to the Mississippi or a lessening of Creek assaults on white settlements, without actually giving their loyalty and service to the Spanish Crown. Or possibly they hoped to pressure North Carolina, its focus Atlantic-facing, into rescinding control of the Cumberland Settlements and thus making themselves sovereigns of a new state—this last eventuality coming, of course, to pass.

Jackson’s October 1788 arrival in Nashville anticipated by a few weeks a change in Spanish policy. That December officials in Madrid, eager to draw increased immigration into the empire’s sparsely populated Louisiana and West Florida frontiers, offered a financial incentive to Americans in the region: for a 15 percent tax, they would now be allowed to ply the Mississippi to New Orleans; and those who pledged loyalty to the Crown would further receive land grants, commercial concessions, and the right to practice (in private) their Protestant faith. Jackson, eager to operate a trade enterprise, first visited Natchez in early 1789 and found himself sorely tempted to offer up an oath. Through sheer energy and bravado, he quickly acquainted himself with the community’s commercial elites, promising—and actually beginning to ship—coffee, sugar, and pork from Nashville. He understood that in order to continue, he would have to sign an affidavit attesting to his allegiance. This he did (along with more than a dozen other men) in Natchez on July 15, 1789. The pledge stated in part: “They would defend it [Spain] and help it with all their might, will, and power, especially obligating them to take up Arms against any Enemy that attempt to attack this Province.”2

The impact of Jackson’s oath—presumably a pragmatic, dissembling gesture and nothing more—proved to be nil. North Carolina’s surrender of its former western territories later that same year put an end to many of the Cumberland Settlements’ concerns, and within a few years Pinckney’s Treaty (1795) both guaranteed the United States navigation rights on the Mississippi and prevented Spain from supplying arms to the Chickasaw and Choctaw nations. Jackson’s pledge, in any case, was not uncommon. One historian has estimated that “between ten thousand and twenty thousand Anglo-Americans took the Spanish option in the twenty years after the [Revolution].”3

In the spring of 1790, the U.S. Congress organized what it called the Southwest Territory—present-day Tennessee. President Washington appointed William Blount its first governor. A generation older than Jackson, Blount hailed from a prominent colonial family, had sat in the Continental Congress, and served on North Carolina’s delegation at the Constitutional Convention. Sensible of appearance, he impressed Nashvillians with “the well-cut coat, the lace, the buckled shoes, the polished phrase and manner.” Temperamentally reserved, even secretive, he tended to offer assurances rather than promises. From the territory’s capital in Knoxville, Blount, holding large appointment powers, began to build a political dynasty, and emerged as the region’s dominant figure. As a frontier politico he had no peer, and ambitious men, eager for advancement, were suddenly dependent upon him. It is unclear how Jackson came to have an audience with the governor in February 1791, though his friendship with Justice McNairy, a Blount protégé, may have proven decisive. At that meeting the governor promptly made Jackson attorney general of the Mero District; approximately a year and a half later he named him “judge advocate for the Davidson County cavalry regiment.” This last move facilitated Jackson’s relationship with Tennessee’s militia, a tie of immense personal importance that lasted into the War of 1812 and laid the foundation for his national reputation.4

While Blount himself engaged extravagantly in land speculation (upward of 2.5 million acres), he was obliged to see that illegal squatters in Cherokee territory, as defined by the recently signed Treaty of Holston, were removed, and this task fell upon Jackson. “It will be the Duty of the Attorney of the District Mr. Jackson,” Blount wrote General Robertson in January 1792, “to prosecute on Information in all such cases and I have no doubt but that he will readily do it.”5 In fact he did so energetically. When the balance of power later made it possible for the United States to engage in systematic Indian removal, Jackson, of course, played a critical role in this process. In his youth, however, when taking direction from a federal government then preoccupied with the Ohio Indian Wars (1785–1795) and eager for peace on its southern frontier, he promptly organized the expulsion of white settlers encroaching on Cherokee territory.

As in other parts of America, the acquisition of land in Tennessee led to the acquisition of enslaved men and women. Indeed, it is possible that the Spanish Conspiracy appealed to a certain class of white settlers concerned that the U.S. government might act as an agent of abolitionism in the Old Southwest. It should be remembered that the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 had recently prohibited slavery’s extension into present-day Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin, and this important compact may have impacted how some southerners reckoned their allegiances. One eighteenth-century observer of migration into the Illinois country noted that with such restrictions to slavery in place, enslavers “have gone to the Spanish side,” crossing the Mississippi and extending their loyalty to the viceroyalty of New Spain.6

This noxious combination of land fever and slavery quickly became a part of Jackson’s conventional equipment. It informed his economic prospects, public attitudes, and sense of identity. Only in his early twenties, but able through effort and connections to claim increasingly the status of a frontier gentleman, he proposed to keep this studied momentum moving. With success beginning to settle in, he now sought a wife.






6 Marriage(s)


When Lewis Robards returned to Kentucky without Rachel, he incautiously reduced their relationship to that of a mensa et thoro, which meant, in the day’s Latin legalese, no longer sharing a bed or meals. Typically applied by courts in cases of extreme cruelty or desertion, it denotes a de facto separation between parties without actually dissolving the marital bond. Though Robards appeared to have abandoned the marriage, neither the circumstances of his departure from the Donelson blockhouse nor Jackson’s role as an admirer (or more) of Rachel are clear. Gone for more than a year, Robards, rumor had it in the fall of 1790, planned to return to Tennessee and claim his wife. Presumably due to this report, Rachel decided to exchange Nashville for friends in Natchez. The journey south may have offered her a pretext for publicly breaking the relationship and assuming, in a fluid frontier environment, an implied single status—though in fact she remained legally espoused.

There is further the possibility that Rachel and Jackson, both twenty-three and very much in love at this point, determined to wed no matter the consequences. If so, they may have come to an understanding that, after joining her on the journey to Natchez as a guardian, he might then cleanly and quietly assume the role of bridegroom. This trip, in other words, conceivably constituted an elaborate elopement. Propriety demanded that Jackson maintain a polite distance, and so Colonel Robert Start, a friend of Rachel’s mother, became the official escort, with Jackson tagging along to provide security while the trio moved through Indian country. The younger man’s appearance, however, offered every indication of an impending marriage. Would her brothers have allowed this gentleman to assume such a trip otherwise? Did they believe that Robards had obtained a divorce? And if so, how would they have come upon such a fiction? It seems possible, rather, that the interested parties may have brashly gambled on forcing a humiliated husband into giving up his wife.

And so they did—though not in the way that either intended. That December, while Rachel lived in Natchez with two families and Jackson returned to Tennessee, Robards petitioned the Virginia Legislature (Kentucky being more than a year away from statehood) for an enabling act that would allow him to seek a divorce in the District of Kentucky’s Supreme Court. He accused Rachel of desertion and of living in adultery with Jackson. The act put into play the possibility of a trial which promised to shame his wife. The writ reads in part:


A jury shall be summoned, who shall be sworn well and truly to inquire into the allegations contained in the declaration.… And if the jury… shall find in substance, that the defendant hath deserted the plaintiff, and that she hath lived in adultery with another man since such desertion, the said verdict shall be recorded, and THEREUPON, the marriage between the said Lewis Robards and Rachel shall be totally dissolved.1



But for reasons known only to himself, Robards, despite winning the writ, took no action. He remained a married man.

Word drifted back to Nashville, however, stating otherwise. Several months later—the documentation is sketchy but probably in the summer of 1791—Jackson returned to Natchez and married Rachel. Perhaps. No record, license, or certificate corroborates this story, and it seems unlikely that a priest (only Catholic Church–conducted marriages were legal in Spanish Natchez) would have consented to solemnize the union of a divorced woman. It is possible that Rachel and Andrew married in a Protestant ceremony (illegal in Natchez, but certainly licit in Tennessee), though even so an attendant, all-encompassing difficulty persisted—Rachel remained married to Robards.

That fall, after a brief stay at Bayou Pierre, the couple returned to Nashville, where they lived as a married couple. Two more years passed before Robards sought a divorce decree, which he received in September 1793; it stated plainly: “Rachel Robards, hath deserted the plaintiff, Lewis Robards, and hath, and doth, still live in adultery with another man.”2 Presumably the arrival of this news came as a rude surprise to Rachel and Jackson. Interestingly, they did nothing immediately to amend the situation. Found by law to have engaged in an adulterous relationship (if not a bigamous one as well), they seemed to have slipped into a brief and possibly embarrassed period of resentful inaction. Finally unable to evade any longer the implications of a Kentucky County court’s decision, they were married or remarried in January 1794.

One way to understand Jackson’s unconventional courtship of Rachel is to see it as part of a broader personal approach by which he reckoned with the world. Over a long public service career he was occasionally accused of skirting legal niceties in the name of expediency. While president he controversially removed federal deposits from the country’s National Bank (thus earning a Senate censure for “assum[ing] upon himself authority and power not conferred by the constitution”), and in another episode he tacitly supported southern postmasters who, in direct opposition to postal law, refused to deliver abolitionist materials.3 Jackson, and indeed much of the political movement he headed, believed the country too confined by treaties and technicalities, the kind of formalities and piddling points that easterners presumably used to maintain hegemony over westerners. In a similar vein, he believed his marriage to Rachel legal in the only sense meaningful to him, showing little concern for the lack of a contract. In both contexts, in and out of power, he demonstrated a tendency for the intuitive, the immediate, and the practical. This attitude no doubt reveals something about his personality and temperament, though it is almost certainly indicative as well of the frontier’s mounting pressure upon older American institutions, practices, and protocols.



In Nashville, Jackson and Rachel occupied a cabin for four years (1792–1796) alongside the Cumberland River in present-day Hadley’s Bend. They called their farm Poplar Grove. After leaving this property, they resided for eight years at nearby Hunter’s Hill, in a frame plantation home sitting on some 640 largely uncultivated acres, before a poor financial investment forced them to take a smaller plot on adjacent land. Theirs is often considered a special bond, the triumph of love over both Lewis Robards and legal impediments. No doubt such obstacles excited a young Jackson’s appreciation of valor and vindication. For in making Rachel’s honor an issue, he quite conspicuously advertised his own. He aspired at an early age to the station of a gentleman, and a spouse complemented this end, offering the young squire the kind of secure home life he had scarcely experienced in the Waxhaws. Possibly he required little more from her. They were often separated by duty and distance, and his conjugal communications frequently indulged in formulaic (if finely recited) promises to remain forever at her side. One such letter reads in part:


Tho I am absent My heart rests with you. With what pleasing hopes I view the future period when I shall be restored to your arms there to spend My days in Domestic Sweetness with you the Dear Companion of my life, never to be separated from you again during this Transitory and fluctuating life. I mean to retire from the Buss [business] of publick life, and Spend My Time with you alone in Sweet Retirement, which is My only ambition and ultimate wish.4



Only twenty-nine when he wrote these sentimental words, Jackson retained at the time a thick portfolio of “publick life” ambitions only to grow in coming years. What is more, he certainly never offered to any observer at any time—correctly laced correspondence aside—the mild face of a retiring type.

On the tangential question of whether Jackson’s passions strayed during his marriage, scholars have come up empty. No messy carnal conflicts, no paternity suits, and no confirmed rumors of fathering children with slaves have surfaced. He seemed, rather, cool, even diffident on the question of sex. Uninterested in proving himself with women, he equated manhood with compeer competition, in law, politics, and social positioning. In at least one consociate sense this conformed to a broader pattern in presidential convention—the republican refusal to pass the crown and scepter on to a son. Of the first five presidents only one, John Adams, had male heirs known to voters (the paternity of Sally Hemings’s offspring secreted), the eldest of whom, John Quincy Adams, became, to the concern of those dreading precedent, a kind of John II.






7 Nashville Nabob


Jackson’s early years in the Cumberland Settlements overlapped the final stage of Chickamauga resistance to white encroachments on their lands. Once part of the Cherokee Nation, the Chickamauga seceded during the Revolution when most of the Cherokee, defeated in the Carolinas by American militia sometimes supplemented by neighboring Catawba, made peace with the patriots in 1777. The unreconciled, under the leadership of the war chief Dragging Canoe, organized themselves as Chickamauga (or Lower) Cherokee and established a presence principally in eastern Tennessee. Treaties between the Cherokee and the United States at Hopewell (1785) and Holston (1791) were designed to define boundaries between Anglos and natives but failed to keep settlers from pushing deeper into the West. Thereupon, sporadic frontier warfare intensified as the Chickamauga, allied with neighboring Creeks, carried off a series of raids along the Cumberland River.

Much to Jackson’s disgust, the U.S. Government wished to pursue a cautious policy on its southern border. All but defensive operations were expressly forbidden. But in the late summer of 1794, responding to rumors that small groups of Creeks were about to attack squatters, the old Indian fighter General James Robertson, under his own authority, sent a combined force of regular army, Mero District militia, and Kentucky volunteers to the Five Lower Towns, the Chickamauga’s main area of settlement just west of Chattanooga. There, they killed approximately seventy natives and destroyed the villages of Nickajack Town and Running Water Town. This Nickajack Expedition, which continued into the fall, resulted in several treaties favorable to the Americans. Doubtless Jackson approved of such a course. In May he had complained of the Chickamauga to one Knoxville man:


I fear that their Peace Talks are only Delusions; and in order to put us of[f] our Guard; why Treat with them does not Experience teach us that Treaties answer no other Purpose than opening an Easy door for the Indians to pass [through to] Butcher our Citizens; what [motives Cong]ress are governed by with Res[pect to its] pacific Disposition towards [them I] know not.1



It appeared that the government knew not either. Though congressional pressure led to Robertson’s resignation (so flagrantly did he ignore his orders), the administration failed to appoint a successor and the controversial general remained in place, suggesting that after all the War Department, led by the rotund Bostonian Henry Knox, quietly accepted his actions.

The campaign against the Chickamauga encouraged Blount to demand Tennessee’s statehood. As a territory it remained under Congress’s authority, though admission into the Union promised a greater independence in treating its Indian trouble. The region, despite white concerns for security, continued to attract settlers in abundance—its population trebled in the 1790s, from 35,000 to about 105,000—and Blount moved in 1795 to alter its status, a novel operation in the young country. The once independent Vermont Republic had entered the Union in 1791 and Kentucky, formerly a part of Virginia, which consented to its separation, did so the following year. Now Tennessee proposed to become the first territory to achieve this feat.

In late December a convention met in Knoxville to discuss the path to statehood; Blount chaired the assemblage and Jackson served as a Davidson County (Nashville) delegate; he also sat on a select committee that prepared a preliminary constitution. In early February the convention unanimously accepted the committee’s draft, which it subsequently forwarded to Philadelphia to be acted on by the U.S. Congress. Commensurate with his colleagues, Jackson favored universal suffrage for all free men in Tennessee, including blacks, but thought office holders should possess property—at least two hundred acres of land for legislators and five hundred acres for governors. He believed the document popular in Tennessee, writing Blount shortly after the convention convened, “The people Generally approve of the Constitution.”2

Beyond drafting a structure of laws, the delegates also made several high-level appointments. The powerful east Tennessee political leader John Sevier was designated governor while Blount and William Cocke, a pioneer lawyer and statesman, were selected to serve in the U.S. Senate. Upon arriving in Philadelphia, however, they were refused seats. Tennessee’s actions came as a surprise to more than a few annoyed congressmen who briefly blocked its efforts. Some contended that only the federal government could trigger the machinery of statehood; others quibbled that Tennessee’s constitution lacked polish. More significantly, that autumn’s presidential election—pitting the flinty New England Federalist John Adams against the Virginia Republican Thomas Jefferson—promised to be tight, and Tennessee, if in the Union, could conceivably swing the election toward the Republicans, whose southern, agrarian, pro-slavery profile it emulated. Naturally Jeffersonians championed Tennessee’s cause and, with a majority in the House, produced a majority in its favor. Every Federalist but three opposed the measure.
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