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Introduction

Zion Church, the largest black church in Charleston, South Carolina, was packed for a political meeting on the afternoon of May 12, 1865. Most of the five thousand people present had started their lives enslaved and gained their freedom only a few weeks earlier, when the Union army finally arrived in town. The main topic for this meeting, as the last rebel die-hards fought the last battles of the Civil War, was reconstruction—the process of forming new state governments in the South, and whether blacks as well as whites would participate in this process. The afternoon’s first speaker, a white Union general, said that blacks had earned the right to vote through their service during the war. The remarks of the second speaker, a black army major, were interrupted by the arrival of the chief justice of the United States.1

The black crowd stood and cheered, and the military band played “Hail to the Chief,” as Chief Justice Salmon Portland Chase walked down the aisle and up to the platform. “More than anyone else, he looked the great man,” one of his friends recalled: six feet tall, solid, strong, clean shaven, nearing sixty. The crowd cheered Chase not because of his work on the Supreme Court (he had been chief justice only for a few months) or because of his work as Treasury secretary during the Civil War (although some called him “Old Greenbacks” for his role in creating the new green paper currency). No: the black Charleston crowd cheered because Chase was known as a lawyer who had defended fugitive slaves and a leader who, in his various government roles, had always argued against slavery and in favor of black rights.2

Chase did not disappoint his audience. He said that their future was at last largely in their own hands. “Let the soldier fight well, let the preacher preach well, let the carpenter shove his plane with all his might, and the planter put in and gather in as much corn or cotton as he can.… Act thus, and I have no fears for your future.” He told them that he had been speaking for black voting rights for twenty years, since a similar speech in Cincinnati, Ohio, but he cautioned that mere speeches did not have much effect, for in spite of his efforts, blacks still could not vote in Ohio. Chase had been pressing the new president, Andrew Johnson, to insist on black voting in the reconstruction process, and he believed that the president might well follow this course. If there was a delay, however, Chase advised the blacks of Charleston that they should “go to work and show that the United States government was mistaken in making the delay. If you show that, the mistake will be corrected.” When he finished, the crowd cheered Chase nine times.3

Who was Chase, chief justice at this critical, fluid moment in American history? How did his views change from his youth, when he wrote that “little cause exists for that sickly sympathy which many at the North feel or affect to feel with the fancied suffering of the slave,” to his mature years, when he became a leading antislavery agitator? Why did the Republican Party, the party which Chase had done more than any other man to create, choose Abraham Lincoln rather than Chase as its presidential candidate in 1860? Why did Lincoln select his rival Chase for the vital task of managing the federal finances during the Civil War and then, near the end of the war, make him chief justice of the United States? And why was the chief justice touring the South in the last days of the Civil War and giving what many would view as a controversial, political speech?4

Born in rural New Hampshire in 1808, Chase spent some of his youth in southern Ohio before returning east to attend Dartmouth College. After graduation, he lived four years in the nation’s capital, Washington, DC, teaching school and reading law. He moved to Cincinnati to start his legal career, where he married the first of three wives, all of whom died young. He was elected to the city council as a member of the Whig Party in 1840, but a year later, disgusted by the subservience of the two main political parties, the Whigs and the Democrats, to the slave states and the slave masters, Chase left the Whigs and joined the tiny Liberty Party.

Chase’s course, in the 1840s and early 1850s, was very different from that of Lincoln, another midwestern lawyer active in politics. While Chase was busy building and leading antislavery parties, Lincoln remained a loyal Whig, perhaps holding antislavery opinions but rarely expressing them in speeches. In the 1844 presidential election, Lincoln gave speeches for his Kentucky hero, the senator and slaveholder Henry Clay. Chase worked this year for the Liberty Party, publishing a “Liberty Man’s Creed,” in which he declared that the party was simply carrying out the dreams of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, to end slavery through peaceful political processes.

A year later, Chase received a silver pitcher from the free blacks of Cincinnati to thank him for his legal work representing those accused of being fugitive slaves. In a speech that would often be quoted against him, Chase urged the state to amend its constitution so that blacks would have the right to vote. “True democracy makes no enquiry about the color of the skin, or the place of nativity, or any other similar circumstance,” he said. Lincoln, in the course of his long legal career, never represented a fugitive slave; he once served as lawyer for a master in an attempt to keep a black woman and her children in slavery in the free state of Illinois. Chase represented alleged fugitives so often that he was known as the “attorney general for runaway negroes.”5

In 1848, near the end of his single term in Congress, Lincoln campaigned for the Whig presidential candidate, Zachary Taylor, another southern slaveowner. Chase was the key leader that year in forming the Free Soil Party, a combination of the Liberty Party with antislavery elements of the Whig and Democratic Parties. After the Free Soil national convention, of which he was the presiding officer, Chase campaigned relentlessly for the Free Soil Party, helping it secure almost 15 percent of the votes in the northern states. Early in the next year, an even split between the two major parties in the Ohio legislature allowed the Free Soil Party, through a coalition with the Democrats, to send Chase to Washington as one of the state’s two federal senators.

The major speeches of Chase’s six years in the US Senate were speeches against slavery, notably against the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which he denounced for opening the immense northern part of the Louisiana Territory to slavery, and thereby violating the Missouri Compromise. Chase helped start the fire and fan the flames of northern outrage against the Nebraska bill, and from this conflagration would emerge a new political party, the Republican Party, committed to Chase’s brand of political antislavery. It was only at this stage, in the midst of the furor against the Nebraska bill, that Lincoln started to give speeches against the extension of slavery, although he remained a Whig until early 1856.

Meanwhile, in 1855, the Republicans of Ohio nominated and then elected Chase as the first Republican governor of a major state. He served two terms, each of two years, working to protect black rights and to strengthen education. “No safer or more remunerative investment of revenue is made by the state than in the instruction of her youth,” he declared. In 1858 some national Republican leaders favored Stephen Douglas, the Democrat, over Abraham Lincoln, the Republican, in the Illinois senate race, hoping that Douglas would divide the Democratic Party. Chase was one of the few out-of-state leaders who supported Lincoln, speaking in Chicago and elsewhere in that memorable campaign. But even though Chase and Lincoln were now in the same party, they did not yet agree on black rights. Chase would never have said (as Lincoln did in the course of this campaign) that he was not “in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races” and that he was not “in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people.”6

Chase was a leading candidate for the 1860 Republican nomination, but it was Lincoln who received the nomination at the Chicago convention, in part because he was seen as less radical on the slavery issue than Chase or his former Senate colleague, William Henry Seward. Chase was understandably disappointed, but he overcame his chagrin and campaigned widely and effectively for Lincoln, speaking in the East, in New Hampshire and New York, and in the West, in Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan, and even in the slave state of Kentucky. The next year, as some of the Southern states seceded, and as civil war approached, Lincoln offered Chase the second most prestigious position in his Cabinet, as secretary of the Treasury. Chase accepted, starting work in March 1861.

Chase managed, in his three years at the head of the Treasury, to raise the hundreds of millions of dollars necessary to enable the Union to win the Civil War, in part through direct appeals to the public to invest in government bonds. He also used the wartime crisis to create a national bank system and a single national currency. Before the war, American currency was a confusing mix of foreign and domestic coins and more than ten thousand different types of banknotes—difficult to value and easy to counterfeit. After the war, currency consisted of coins minted by the federal government and notes printed and backed by the federal government. Before the war, there were no national banks, only a host of almost two thousand state banks, ranging from the large and stable to the small or spurious. After the war, under legislation devised and pushed through Congress by Chase, there was a strong system of national banks.7

Chase did not forget the slaves or former slaves during the Civil War. No other member of the Lincoln Cabinet was in such close touch with the army officers, government officials, and private volunteers working to help the blacks who fled from slavery to freedom. Chase pressed Lincoln to emancipate the slaves, he favored enlisting black volunteers into the army, and he urged Lincoln to insist that Southern blacks have the right to vote. He was Lincoln’s one serious rival within the Republican Party for the 1864 presidential nomination, something that now seems odd and outrageous but seemed less so at the time, when presidents generally served a single term and were often succeeded by their senior Cabinet officers. Chase pulled out of the race in February but continued his Treasury work until June, and then campaigned for Lincoln’s reelection in the fall. When Chief Justice Roger Taney, whose most famous opinion was that blacks could never be citizens, died in October, Lincoln considered many men before naming Chase, whose views on civil rights were almost the complete opposite of Taney’s, as the nation’s next chief justice.

Chase remained deeply concerned about blacks and black rights while on the Supreme Court. Within weeks of becoming chief justice, he organized the admission of the first black member of the bar of the court. On the eve of Lincoln’s second inauguration, in March 1865, the nation’s foremost black leader, Frederick Douglass, called for tea at the home of his friend Chase, whom he had known since “early antislavery days.” A few weeks later, just before Lincoln’s assassination, Chase wrote the president two long letters, urging him to speak out for black voting rights. Chase was not satisfied with Lincoln’s approach, giving voting rights only to a few intelligent blacks or former soldiers; Chase wrote the president that he was now “convinced that universal suffrage is demanded by sound policy and impartial justice alike.”8

On the morning that Lincoln died of his bullet wounds, April 15, it was Chase who administered the oath of office to the new president, Andrew Johnson. Both in person and by letter, while he was on the southern tour that took him to Charleston, Chase pressed Johnson to adopt the approach he called “universal suffrage and universal amnesty,” linking suffrage for blacks with amnesty for former rebels. After encouraging Chase for a while, Johnson rejected that approach and allowed whites to control the first phase of reconstruction. But by the time Chase died in 1873 at the age of sixty-five, black men had the right to vote throughout the United States, and there was a black member of the Senate and several black members of the House of Representatives. Much work remained, but Chase could take considerable pride in what he and his colleagues had accomplished in ending slavery and securing black rights.9

Millions of Americans see Chase’s name every day—the Chase National Bank was named for him by friends not long after his death—but they know little about his life and work. If Americans know anything about Chase and slavery, they do not know how his views evolved over time; how he gradually became one of slavery’s most vocal and successful opponents. If Americans know anything about Chase’s relations with Lincoln, they know that he was Lincoln’s rival but not that Lincoln could never have become president without the vital work that Chase had done in the two preceding decades—forming and building antislavery political parties—nor the way in which the sixteenth president respected and relied upon Chase. The purpose of this book is to tell Chase’s story, from birth to death, for a new generation of Americans.






CHAPTER 1 “He Called Me Yankee”
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Salmon Portland Chase never liked his name. In his early twenties, Chase wrote to a college classmate that he was thinking of changing his “awkward, fishy name” to something more impressive, like Spencer Payne Cheyce. Five years later, he had another idea: Samuel Paca Chase, taking the names of one of the early justices of the Supreme Court, Samuel Chase, whom Chase believed was a distant relation, and William Paca, another signatory of the Declaration of Independence, apparently simply because his last name started with P. During the Civil War, when an admirer wrote that he was thinking of naming his son Salmon Portland, Chase replied that he “had the misfortune to be born about a year after my uncle Salmon Chase died at Portland; and to have a sort of monument to his memory made of me by giving me the name of Salmon Portland.” His uncle “was an excellent man and Portland a very respectable city; but somehow I never liked the name derived from them.” Chase urged the father to think of “the feelings of your boy, fifteen years hence or twenty,” and to find a better name.1

Cornish, New Hampshire, where Chase was born on January 13, 1808, was a town of about sixteen hundred people, on the edge of the Connecticut River, among green hills and fertile farmland. Chase’s great-grandfather Samuel and his family were the first to settle in Cornish, just before the American Revolution. Samuel’s family was large, and his children had large families, so that according to one local history, Chase was for many years the most common surname in the town. By 1808, a number of these men had left Cornish and distinguished themselves elsewhere. One of Chase’s uncles, Dudley, was the Speaker of the House in Vermont; he would go on to serve as federal senator. Another uncle, Philander, was the first Episcopal minister in New Orleans; he would go on to become the first Episcopal bishop of Ohio and then Illinois, as well as the founder of Kenyon College. Yet another uncle, Baruch, was a leading lawyer in Hopkinton, New Hampshire. All of these Chase men were graduates of Dartmouth College, located in Hanover, New Hampshire, about twenty miles north of Cornish, also on the Connecticut River. Chase’s father, Ithamer, did not attend college; some sources say that he stayed home to run the farm while his brothers went to school. “An upright Christian man,” as his son recalled him, Ithamer served as a member of the state legislature and as justice of the peace.2

The parents of Chase’s mother, Jannette Ralston Chase, moved from Scotland to New England just before the American Revolution. Chase’s grandfather Alexander Ralston, according to a local history, owned not only the Ralston Tavern in the center of Keene, New Hampshire, about fifty miles south of Cornish, but also “several farms and much other real estate”—so much so that, in some years, Ralston “was the largest taxpayer in the town.” Chase’s parents married in Keene in 1792, settled in Cornish, and soon had a large family: Salmon was the seventh of eleven children. He started attending school in Cornish, but in late 1815 or early 1816 the family moved to Keene, where his father started a glass factory with two partners. This proved precisely the wrong time for the farmer to enter the glass business, because the end of the War of 1812 brought imports of cheaper, better British glass. Moreover, the worldwide bitter cold weather of 1816—the result of the eruption of Mount Tambora in what is now Indonesia—depressed the New England economy. There was deep snow on the ground in New England through June, so that crops froze and failed throughout the region.3

Perhaps because of these stresses, perhaps because of genetic factors, Ithamer Chase suffered a stroke in the summer of 1817. A few days later, the father of the nine-year-old boy was dead at age fifty-four. Salmon Chase wrote later that “they called it the numb palsy. No remedies availed. He lingered some days, and then we were called into his room. Father was dying. How still the room was, except the heavy breathing and the ominous rattle. He could not speak to us, and we stood mute and sobbing. Soon all was over. We had no father.… The light was gone out from our home.”4

Ithamer Chase left behind not only ten children—one had died as an infant—but also substantial debts. The family moved to less expensive quarters, and several of the older children moved out; the second son, Dudley, went to sea and died of disease in the Caribbean. Salmon Chase, who had studied up to this point at home and in local schools, spent several months, perhaps a whole school year, at a school in Windsor, Vermont. The school was run by Josiah Dunham, a former newspaper editor for the Federalist Party, the party of John Adams and Alexander Hamilton and the opponents of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Chase remembered finding and reading the back issues of Dunham’s paper, “fiercely Federal in sentiment” and harshly critical of President James Madison. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century New England was the stronghold of the waning Federalist Party, and although Chase never called himself a Federalist, he imbibed some Federalist ideas—especially about banks and commerce—that never left him.5



In early 1820, when he was twelve, Chase learned that he would be leaving New England for Ohio, to live and study there with his uncle Bishop Philander Chase. Young Chase was thrilled, not because he was especially religious, but because Ohio was the heart of the West. As people flooded into Ohio from the East, the population soared: from 230,000 in 1810, to 580,000 in 1820, to almost 940,000 in 1830. Land was cheap—under the Land Act of 1820, one could purchase eighty acres from the federal government for only $100—and thousands were moving to Ohio, buying up land, clearing forests, plowing fields, forming farms, building new communities. Chase was born in New England, and would spend many years in Washington, but the West would be his real home.6

On the first leg of his first trip to Ohio, Chase was with his oldest brother, Alexander, and Henry Schoolcraft, later a famous scholar of Native Americans, who were on their way to join an official expedition exploring the Great Lakes. When they reached Buffalo, the three travelers had to wait for Lake Erie to melt before they could continue. Their vessel, the Walk-in-the-Water, the first steamboat on the Great Lakes and one of the first steamboats in the world, used both a steam engine and sails to travel from Buffalo to Detroit in less than three days, stopping along the way at Erie, Cleveland, and Sandusky. “The accommodations of the boat were all that could be wished,” Schoolcraft wrote in his account of the expedition, “and nothing occurred to interrupt the delight which a passage at this season affords.” Thus did Chase experience for the first time the transportation revolution, one in which he would play a minor supporting role as lawyer and legislator. Over the course of his lifetime, better roads, along with steamboats and railroads, would shorten journeys from months and weeks into days and hours.7

Young Chase disembarked from the Walk-in-the-Water in Cleveland, while his brother and Schoolcraft continued on to Detroit. Cleveland at this time was just a village of five hundred people, among them a friend of the bishop’s who had agreed to host the boy. Chase recalled that he “spent several days—perhaps a couple of weeks—at his house on the west bank of the Cuyahoga [River], amusing myself by going down to the ferry and playing ferryman, taking passengers to and from the Cleveland or eastern side, and sometimes paddling down toward the lake till the waves rolling in rocked my canoe.” Eventually Chase set out to cover the last hundred miles of his journey, south and west to Worthington, Ohio, traveling in the company of two priests, heading to an Episcopal convention. Chase remembered that “great forests stretched across the state” and that the road was so poor they sometimes lost their way in the woods.8

With its schools and small-scale factories, its village green and churches, including the Episcopal church of which Chase’s uncle was the rector, Worthington was a bit of New England, transplanted to rural central Ohio. Worthington had tried and failed to become the state capital, losing out to nearby Columbus, where the legislature had started to meet a few years before Chase arrived in Worthington.9

Born in 1775, Philander Chase had already lived a remarkable life by the time his nephew Salmon came to live with him. As a student at Dartmouth, after reading an Episcopal prayer book, Philander left the Congregational Church, which was so pervasive and powerful in New England, to join the far weaker Episcopal Church. He was ordained an Episcopal priest in 1799 and converted his family, among others; Salmon recalled worshipping as a boy at Trinity Episcopal Church in Cornish. After appointments in New York, Philander Chase was assigned in 1805 to the new territory of Louisiana, where he organized the first Episcopal church in New Orleans. After five years there and five years as the rector of a parish in Hartford, Connecticut, he went to Ohio, organizing the handful of Episcopal congregations there into a diocese, of which he was ordained the first bishop in 1819. The Episcopal Church in Ohio was small and struggling, so, to make ends meet, Bishop Chase ran a farm near Worthington and served as the president of the Worthington Academy, also known as Worthington Seminary. The bishop’s family consisted of his second wife, Sophia, their two children, and a son by his first marriage, Philander Jr., a minister who did much of the teaching at the seminary.10
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Bishop Philander Chase, the uncle with whom Chase lived as a boy in Ohio, and whom he later recalled as “tyrannical.”



Bishop Philander Chase was an intelligent, diligent, difficult, disputatious man. The Episcopal church in Worthington was founded and, for many years, headed by Deacon James Kilbourn, who also served the community in various other capacities, including as land agent and member of Congress. In 1820, the year in which Salmon arrived in Worthington, Bishop Chase filed canon law charges against Kilbourn. We do not know the details, only that the bishop charged the deacon with improper and immoral conduct. Rather than face trial—in a church court that would no doubt be dominated by friends of the bishop—Kilbourn resigned his ministry.11

A few years later, after founding and presiding over Kenyon College, Philander Chase resigned after a bitter dispute with the trustees. Salmon Chase was not especially surprised, writing to a cousin that the bishop was “never qualified for the government of young men.” Chase explained that “for founding a college, for encountering and overcoming obstacles where everything depends upon energy and impulse, he is admirably qualified—but in duties which demand mildness, patience, and forbearance he will always be wanting.” Later still, when Chase recalled his years with the bishop, he was even more pointed: his uncle was “quite tyrannical.”12

If the uncle was difficult, the nephew was not easy, either. Chase would later remember how one of his older schoolmates in Worthington called him a Yankee, “which with them was a reproachful epithet.” Chase replied, “Tom, if you call me Yankee again, I’ll kick you.” The boy insisted that Chase was indeed a Yankee, and Chase immediately kicked him. Tom ran off to the bishop, who summoned his nephew, and asked why he had kicked his classmate. “Because he called me Yankee,” Chase replied. “Well,” said Philander, “are you not a Yankee? I am, and I regard it as a credit and not a reproach.” All right, said Chase, but he would not have the boys insult him with the term. Chase “knew by the look of the old gentleman that my case was won; and, sure enough, I was let off with a very slight reprimand.”13

Chase did not enjoy his two years in Worthington: “There were some pleasant rambles, some pleasant incidents, some pleasant associates, but the disagreeable largely predominated. I used to count the days and wish that I could get home or go somewhere else and get a living by work.” He spent more time working on the farm than he spent at school: milking and tending cows, chopping wood and building fires, sowing and tending and harvesting crops. He did well in his first school year, meriting a prominent place in the graduation ceremony and delivering a short speech in Greek in which he compared the apostles John and Paul. For much of Chase’s second school year, however, the school was for some unclear reason not in session. Chase recalled that “my scholarship, such as it was, grew rusty.”14



In the summer of 1822 the trustees of Cincinnati College offered Bishop Chase a position as its president, at a salary of $1,800 a year plus moving expenses. His duties, they assured him, would be light. The bishop explained to Philander Jr. that he was inclined to take the post for the sake of his wife. “To have removed her from New York to the woods and thus buried her alive has always stung my conscience with a kind of remorse,” he admitted. In Cincinnati, “she will find those who resemble the elegant society to which she has been accustomed. Here her pure mind will not be so frequently disturbed by the viperlike hissing of envy or the toadlike croaking of malice and atheism.” After moving his family to Cincinnati in the fall (over what he termed “indescribably bad roads”), the bishop reported that he had placed Salmon in the freshman class at the college. “I know he is too young: but what could we do? Except for his disposition of becoming too well acquainted with the city, which I will repress or break his pate, he would do well enough.” Indeed, that very evening, the bishop lamented, young Salmon was out in the city, absent without leave.15

Cincinnati, which would be Chase’s home for the next year, and to which he would return and live most of his life, was an amazing place in the early part of the nineteenth century. The population was surging: from 2,500 in 1810, to about 10,000 in 1820, to almost 25,000 by 1830. Steamboats were central to this growth, moving people and goods up and down the Ohio River, while the engine and steamboat factories provided work for hundreds of Cincinnatians. Other factories made furniture, cloth, clothing, glassware, and other goods. Cincinnati was the hub of a large, rich agricultural area, in both Ohio and Kentucky, and the center of the American pork trade. Frances Trollope, the British writer who lived in Cincinnati in the latter part of the 1820s, described how a walk was spoiled when “the brook we had to cross [was] red with the stream from a nearby pig slaughter-house, while our noses… were greeted by odors that I will not describe, and which I heartily hope my readers cannot imagine.”16

Cincinnati was the first place where Chase lived among African Americans. His part of New England was almost entirely white, with only eight hundred blacks in New Hampshire and nine hundred in Vermont, according to the 1820 census. In contrast, Ohio was home to almost five thousand blacks, of whom about a thousand lived in and around Cincinnati. Most of these African Americans were former slaves, living in shacks, speaking poor English, working as laborers. As a legal matter, some of the city’s blacks were still slaves, for they were fugitives subject to recapture by agents for their masters, and all free blacks feared being kidnapped and claimed as fugitives. As a practical matter, however, such captures were not that common in Cincinnati at this time, and the black community there was making modest progress in the years following Chase’s arrival. Foreign visitors almost invariably contrasted the free state of Ohio with the slave state of Kentucky, just across the Ohio River. Alexis de Tocqueville, the French traveler and author, whom Chase would meet a few years later in Cincinnati, wrote that on the Ohio side of the river, “everything is activity, industry,” while on the Kentucky side, “you think yourself on the other side of the world; the enterprising spirit is gone.”17

By December 1822, the bishop could write to his son that “Salmon has done wonders.” The boy was spending almost all his time with his tutor, and he would soon take “an examination which will entitle him to a place among the Sophomores.” Chase probably did not have to work too hard to gain a place in the sophomore class at the age of fifteen, for he recalled later that it “was not a study-loving set of boys who resorted to Cincinnati College at that time.” If Bishop Chase had remained there for two or three more years, Salmon Chase would be known as a graduate of Cincinnati College, now the University of Cincinnati, rather than of Dartmouth.18

In the summer of 1823, however, Bishop Chase, frustrated that he did not have enough priests to serve the “fainting, famishing, dying” congregations of Ohio, and exasperated at the failure of the eastern bishops to respond to his letters, decided that he would set out for England, to raise funds there for a new Episcopal college in Ohio. At first, the plan was for Salmon to remain in Cincinnati under the care of a minister, but then it was decided that the boy would accompany Uncle Philander and his family as far as upstate New York. The Chase family set out by wagon in early August, with the bishop holding the reins, and Salmon probably walking ahead. It took them more than a month to make their way to Kingston, New York, where the bishop planned to place his wife and children with her family while he was abroad. Here Salmon and Philander Chase parted ways, with the bishop heading south to New York City to board his boat for England, and the boy taking the steamboat north to Albany, New York, then walking east over the hills of Vermont to New Hampshire. He would never forget, he wrote later, “the sensations with which I saw the Monadnock Mountain lift up his crest towards the sky after so long an absence. He stood there like a sublime friend to welcome me home while yet afar off. I was greatly fatigued when I arrived thus near to my home and was still some ten miles off, and it was near night. I had a dollar or two left, and I hired a man to take me with his wagon the remaining distance and before bedtime had received again the welcoming embraces of my mother and my sisters.”19



Chase must have written letters to his family during the three years that he spent in Ohio, but none have survived. The first letters that we have from Salmon Chase date from late 1823 and early 1824, after his return from Ohio, while he was studying to prepare for college and also teaching school to help pay his college expenses. Chase did not much like teaching, writing a few years later about the difficulties of trying to instruct “forty noisy dirty ragged young idiots.” In another letter, he said he would “sooner undertake to teach the wild Indians than again undertake to instruct the savages of our enlightened land.” Yet like many other educated but impecunious young men at this time, Chase had no choice; teaching school was the best way for him to earn money.20

Chase’s tone in these early letters was light. In one, he wrote about a girl in town who was “one of the best, not to say the very best young lady that you ever saw, the very vision of perfection, language would fail to express her numerous excellences. So I must leave your own imagination to supply all deficiencies.” In another, he wrote that among ladies of the town, “there’s one always sails with all her streamers flying and under a full press of sails, another but scarce moves along, while a very, very few keep the mean path… never attempting to lift themselves to the stars and never sinking into the mud and filth of this nether world.” In July 1824 he wrote that, although he probably could enter Dartmouth in the junior class and thus complete college in two years, he thought it would be better to have an additional year of college. His mother must have informed him that there was no money, for the next month, he took and passed the examination to become a junior. “My examination was by no means a severe one,” he wrote his sister, “and consequently I bore it very well.”21



Dartmouth College, when Chase arrived on the Hanover campus in the fall of 1824, had only a few faculty members and about 150 students. Chase was only sixteen, but he was not the youngest student on campus; there were boys of fourteen as well as men in their twenties. Some of the students were well prepared, having attended prestigious private schools, and others, like Chase, less well prepared, having studied here and there. The curriculum included Latin, Greek, literature, history, geography, theology, and mathematics. In theory, the students rose each day at five, attended daily chapel services, and prepared their lessons. Most of them, like Chase, lived in small groups, renting rooms and arranging for meals from local families.22

Dartmouth College had just survived an attempt by the New Hampshire Legislature to repeal the college’s charter and turn the school into a public university. From the perspective of the Chase family, and others close to the college, the legislature might as well have closed the school’s doors: a public university would be nothing like their small, serious school. In early 1819 the Supreme Court, in a strong opinion by Chief Justice John Marshall, decided that the state legislature had violated the federal constitutional prohibition against “impairing the obligation of contracts” when it passed laws that abrogated the original charter of the college. Every Dartmouth student knows today that this was the case in which, near the end of his oral argument to the court, Daniel Webster declared that Dartmouth was “a small college” and “yet there are those who love it.” Webster’s famous words did not appear in print, however, until much later, so it is unlikely that Chase knew about them. What he would have known, from family and friends, was that their beloved college had escaped only because of a great lawyer and a great chief justice.23
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Dartmouth College, where Chase was a student from 1824 through 1826, and to which he returned often in later life.



Chase’s letters from Dartmouth provide a wonderful window into the college and his character. A few weeks after he arrived, answering a question about the local women, he wrote, “I have not seen a single fair face since I have been here near enough to distinguish form and features.” As to his studies, Chase admitted, “I love not conic sections so well as I ought,” but he believed that “I shall bend my mind to them sufficiently to get them and get them well too.” The junior class was “far from being contemptible either as to numbers or talents, and one would need considerable exertion to keep a middling rank.” Their first examinations were approaching, and some of his classmates were studying “as if their lives depended upon their appointments,” by which he meant their grades. Chase hints here at what he would later admit: that he did not work too hard at Dartmouth.24

The presidential election of 1824 was approaching, a confused five-way contest that would ultimately be resolved in the House of Representatives. John Quincy Adams, son of the young nation’s second chief executive, John Adams, prevailed over General Andrew Jackson through what Jacksonians denounced as a “corrupt bargain” between Henry Clay and Adams, making Adams president and Clay the secretary of state. Chase probably favored Adams, the candidate from New England, but he did not write about the election, at least not in the letters that remain. In March 1825 he reported that the college had placed lighted candles in all the windows, “a grand illumination… in honor of the president’s inauguration.” In the summer of that same year, writing to his sister, Chase said that their cousin Joseph Denison now had his college degree and that he longed to have his own. Then Chase turned around and mocked college by quoting the Scottish poet Robert Burns: “A set of dull conceited hashes, confuse their brains in college classes; they gang in stirks [go in as young cattle] and come out asses.”25

Friendships, above all, are what come through in Chase’s college letters. In one letter, he noted that his friend “old Bison” had “fallen in love for the ninety-ninth time,” this time to a woman from Hartford. “But as he is a sworn squire of dames, I suppose that his present will last no longer than his former flames.” Chase added that their friend George Punchard, later a leading minister, “has grown fat and hearty as a buck.” Some of the friendships that Chase formed at Dartmouth would last the rest of his life: Charles Cleveland, a member of the class of 1827, became a noted classics scholar, one of Chase’s constant correspondents, and (through Chase’s influence as Treasury secretary) the American consul in Wales. Chase had at least two female friends: he wrote letters during and just after his college years to Adeline and Lauretta Hitchcock, two sisters from Keene, where Chase was spending some of his college vacations.26

In the spring of 1826, Chase’s senior year, there was an intense religious revival in Hanover. Before this, his Christianity had been the calm, rational religion of an educated Episcopal bishop. In his first letter about the revival, Chase wrote that he was “not taught to believe much in the efficacy of such things,” by which he probably meant that his uncle did not believe in revivals. Now, however, like so many other Americans in the early nineteenth century, Chase was swept up in an exciting and emotional Christianity, in a religion that threatened damnation and promised salvation. Writing to a college classmate who was away from school, Chase reported that “compared to last fall, the college seems very sober this spring, I assure you. In the chapel this evening, you might have heard a pin drop, so attentive and silent were the students.” In another letter, he noted the leading role of women of Hanover in the revival, saying that “the revival commenced among the young ladies, all of whom without exception have become seriously disposed.”27

Chase wrote several letters about the revival, including one to the Hitchcock sisters in which he explained that he had completely changed his view about The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Edward Gibbon. He had been reading and enjoying the six-volume work before the revival but now denounced it as “poisonous”—probably because the author attributed the decline of Rome to the rise of Christianity. Gibbon, he claimed, “would I fear have made me an infidel had it not been that, during the revival which has commenced here, it has pleased God of his infinite mercy to bring me as I would humbly hope to the foot of the cross.” Another Dartmouth student, writing at this same time, described the revival as “powerful, astonishing, glorious,” and listed Chase as one of the student leaders who had knelt to “lift their supplications, humble, fervent, and earnest.” Another Dartmouth student, less enthused, recalled years later that “all wholesome discipline was abandoned” and that “in the end, all the functions of college life were suspended for one week by a decree of the faculty.”28

Writing to Denison in June, Chase exhorted his cousin to lead a more religious life. “How important it is that we grow in grace day by day and that we do not suffer ourselves to be led back into the world by any of the numerous temptations which daily beset us.” He urged Denison to use his influence to convert people. “Let your friends and acquaintances see that you are anxious for their eternal welfare and exhort them in the spirit of Christian love to flee from the wrath to come.” Chase reported that there was a revival in a nearby town, and “glorious days seem to be near the Church of Christ. Christians are losing many old prejudices which formerly were wont to divide them from each other.” He hoped that soon all Christians would “be of one heart and one mind” striving to “do most to build up the kingdom of the Redeemer.” Chase would remain religious throughout his life, but he was never quite as religious as he was during this first flush of enthusiasm.29

Chase graduated from Dartmouth in August 1826, eighth out of his class of thirty-seven. His class rank was just high enough to entitle him to membership in the Phi Beta Kappa Society. After graduation, Chase spent some time in Hopkinton, New Hampshire, staying with his sister, Abigail Colby, and talking with the local Episcopal priest, a distant relative, about his future. Chase recalled later, “I had not relinquished the idea of being a minister; but greatly doubted whether I had any right to assume so sacred an office.” The eighteen-year-old was more inclined to become a lawyer, following the advice of his brother Alexander, eleven years his senior, who wrote him that “if you feel an ambition to be extensively useful to your species by being advanced to rule over them, and be known and distinguished as a man both at home and abroad,” then he should “become an honest and conscientious and moral lawyer.”30

In November, armed with not much more than a couple of letters of introduction, Chase set out from New Hampshire, hoping to find a teaching position somewhere near Philadelphia or Baltimore. Chase did not want to teach for the rest of his life—he still viewed teaching as tedious—but he was realistic enough to know that teaching was how he would earn his living while he prepared for another profession. Finding nothing much in the middle states, Chase went on to Washington, DC, where he knew that he could at least call upon his uncle Dudley Chase, about to start his second term in the Senate.31

Salmon Chase was already an unusual young man when he left New England and arrived in the nation’s capital. More than six feet tall, with thick brown hair and large, expressive brown eyes, he made a favorable first impression. In an era when few attended and fewer graduated from college, Chase was an honors graduate of one of the nation’s best colleges. He was a serious, sober, eloquent young man, eager to see the world and to make his mark upon it. First, however, Chase would have to find some kind of work in Washington.






CHAPTER 2 “Metropolis of the Nation”
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A few days after arriving in Washington in December 1826, Chase wrote a long letter to the Hitchcock sisters in New Hampshire. “You will be somewhat surprised,” he started, “to learn that I have taken up my residence in the metropolis of the nation.” He described Washington in almost breathless terms. The Capitol, where Chase would spend so much of his life, first as senator and then as chief justice, was a “most magnificent building,” and he especially admired its four immense historical paintings—scenes from the American Revolution—in the Rotunda. Chase had not only visited the White House; he had met the president at a public reception. Although Jackson’s supporters mocked John Quincy Adams as “King John,” Chase had “never met a man whose appearance was in my estimation more unkingly.” The sixth president was “diminutive,” with “blue eyes and a short nose,” and “exceedingly plain in his dress and his manners.”1

As to himself, Chase told the sisters that he hoped to start his own school in January. Writing the next day to a college classmate, Chase was even more positive, saying that school would open on the second Monday of January. An Episcopal priest whom Chase did not name (probably William Hawley, rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church) had promised “to use all his influence in my favor, and his influence is by no means small.” His uncle, Bishop Chase, now back from England, had written to his friend Henry Clay, the secretary of state, about his nephew, who believed that Clay would “befriend me as far as his multiplicity of associations will permit.” In an advertisement for his Select Classical School in a local paper in late December, Chase listed Secretary Clay, Senator Chase, and Reverend Hawley as references. By the middle of January 1827, Chase could write to his college classmate Thomas Sparhawk that he had twenty pupils in his school already, including the children of Clay and Attorney General William Wirt.2

Years later, recalling these first few weeks in Washington, Chase would paint a darker picture, writing that, after his advertisement yielded only one potential student, he went to his uncle Dudley, begging him for a position as a federal clerk. Senator Chase refused, saying that he “once obtained an office for a nephew of mine, and he was ruined by it.” At the time, Chase was deeply disappointed, but, looking back, he was pleased, for if he had obtained a clerkship, “it is almost certain I would have remained a clerk.” The only way Chase obtained pupils was when another schoolteacher, who felt that he had too many students, divided them with Chase, keeping the girls and giving Chase the boys. So it was the serendipitous kindness of a stranger, at least as much as his own credentials, that gave Chase the pupils he needed in order to remain in Washington.3

Chase did not have many friends in the capital during his first few months there. Writing to his friend Hamilton Smith in May 1827, Chase explained that there were distinct tiers of Washington society: a first tier, composed of members of the Cabinet and their families; a second level, “the lawyers physicians divines and gentlemen generally”; a third tier, “the mechanics and artisans”; and below them, “the laborers and slaves.” These “classes are almost as distinct from each other as the castes of the Hindus,” he observed, and “few have a very extensive acquaintance beyond the class to which they belong.” So far, Chase knew only a few members of the first tier of Washington society, men whose sons were among his pupils.4

Religion would always be a central part of Chase’s life, and so, on Sundays, he went to church, often attending churches of different denominations. He recalled later that he became a member of St. John’s Episcopal Church, on the north side of Lafayette Square, and “for a long while was a teacher in the Sunday school.” He formed a friendship with Reverend Henry Van Dyke Johns, the rector of Trinity Episcopal Church, and one Sunday afternoon, they rode to Rock Creek Church, the oldest Episcopal congregation in the district, so that Johns could hold services there. Chase wrote in his diary that the building was “dilapidated” and the congregation “very small,” but “even that rude place might be a fitting temple for the most high, if humble hearts and contrite spirits were met to worship there.” Chase often attended services at the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, describing the pastor, John Nicholson Campbell, as “one of the most popular preachers at Washington.” One Sunday, when bad weather caused other churches to cancel services, Chase went to Ebenezer Methodist, near the Washington Navy Yard. The enthusiastic preacher described in detail the tortures of hell and the pleasures of paradise. The congregation participated fully: “some shouted aloud in anticipation of heaven,” while others “shrieked in dread of hell” and “sobs and groans resounded through the house.” Chase did not mention it in his diary, but this was an interracial congregation, of which there were many before the Civil War.5

Chase was in many ways like John Quincy Adams: sober, serious, self-critical. In his diary, at the age of twenty-five, Adams wrote that he was “not satisfied with the manner in which I employ my time. It is calculated to keep me forever fixed in that state of useless and disgraceful insignificancy which has been my lot for some years past.” Chase wrote in his diary in almost identical terms at about the same age. “The night has seldom found me much advanced beyond the station I occupied in the morning, and the end of the year has at length come round and finds me almost in the very spot I was in at its commencement. I have learned little and forgotten much and ready to conclude of the future from the past I almost despair of ever making any figure in the world.” The two men came from such similar Puritan backgrounds that they echoed each other.6

Chase and Adams had another similarity: they lacked the common touch. In late 1827, at a banquet in Baltimore, celebrating the anniversary of a victory over the British in the War of 1812, Adams offered a curious toast, thoroughly confusing his listeners. The toast, Chase wrote to a friend, was “another proof if any were wanting of the saying great men are not always wise. The president made an effort at easy dignity and failed most completely.” In another letter, after meeting Adams at a reception, Chase described him as “cold and reserved” and “peculiarly unfortunate in his demeanor.” One of Chase’s clerks would later recall that he never heard Chase “make a joke or tell a story. He never indulged in light or trifling conversation. He did not possess in the slightest degree the charming quality of humor.”7



It was not until November 1827, almost a year after he arrived in Washington, that Chase mentioned for the first time that he was studying law with William Wirt, whom he described as “one who wins the affections and prepossesses the judgment almost instantaneously.” Originally from Maryland, the son of immigrants, Wirt had lived as a young lawyer in Virginia, where he became a protégé of Thomas Jefferson. In 1807 President Jefferson asked Wirt to serve as the lead prosecutor in the treason trial of Aaron Burr—the former vice president who was accused of attempting an armed rebellion in the Southwest. President Madison made Wirt the district attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia in 1816, and, the following year, President Monroe appointed him attorney general. John Quincy Adams, when he became president in 1825, retained many of Monroe’s appointees, including Wirt, who would serve until 1829, the longest tenure of any attorney general. But being attorney general was not a full-time job in the early nineteenth century, so Wirt tutored law students such as Chase. He also had an active private law practice, which often kept him away from Washington for weeks.8
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William Wirt, attorney general for Presidents James Monroe and John Quincy Adams, and Chase’s friend and legal mentor in Washington.



Chase spent more time with the Wirt family than with Wirt himself. The lady of the house, Elizabeth Gamble Wirt, was from a leading Richmond family and was then working on the book for which she would become famous: Flora’s Dictionary, listing more than two hundred flowers and explaining their meaning in the language of love. Chase described Mrs. Wirt as “a very interesting and agreeable woman, though somewhat inclined like most of her sex to remember the faults of the absent.” There were ten children, including two boys in Chase’s school, and two girls, Elizabeth and Catherine, about the same age as Chase. Elizabeth was a “modest girl,” Chase wrote, “with a richly cultivated mind and a most amiable disposition. Her sisters, four in number, do not equal her as to sweetness of temper but all are uncommonly intelligent.” A few weeks later, Chase wrote to another friend that “there are two unmarried daughters who are old enough to go into society, both possessing highly cultivated minds, fine taste, and elegant manners.” At least at first, it seems that Chase did not have a strong favorite among the two sisters; he liked them both and indeed penned a poem to praise them both. He shared the poem with several friends and was annoyed when it made its way into the papers.9

In the spring of 1828 Chase wrote a friend that he had spent three of the past seven evenings with the Wirt family, listening to the sisters play music and enjoying their educated conversation. In another letter, he described them as “highly amiable and lovely girls, as artless and frank as if they had been born and educated in the western forests, yet uniting to this lovely simplicity elegance of manners, refinement of taste, strength of mind, and a cultivated intellect. They share largely in that vivacity and openness which distinguishes Southern manners, while they exhibit not a little less that elegance and cultivation of mind which mark more frequently the character of the Northern lady.” Contradicting his earlier description of Washington society as divided into rigid castes, Chase described the Wirt circle as including men of “all professions, the lawyer, the physician, the minister of peace, and the man of war; and of all ranks, the judge, the advocate, the poor student.” Chase was distressed to hear in June that the two Wirt sisters had (in his words) “mortgaged their fair hands to two young officers in the army.” Chase’s information was not quite correct: Liz Wirt had received a proposal from Edward Hazzard, one of the army engineers working on the first stages of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, but she had not accepted. As she explained in a letter to her father, “you are my beau ideal, and I don’t think I can have anything to say to any beau who does not bear at least some faint resemblance to you.”10
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Elizabeth Gamble Wirt, author and wife of William Wirt. It appears that there are no surviving portraits of the Wirt sisters, so this portrait of their mother, made in about 1810, is our best approximation of the Wirt sisters when Chase knew them.



In July William Wirt invited Chase to join him, his two daughters, and their teenage brother William on a trip to New England, where they would place the boy in a boarding school. Wirt promised Chase that the two of them would work on Chase’s legal preparation along the way, but the young man declined the invitation, writing to a friend that he would “keep close to my books while he is gone and astonish him by my acquisitions when he returns.” Perhaps Chase did not join the Wirt vacation because he did not want to spend weeks in close contact with the sisters when he could not hope to marry either of them. The problem was not only Hazzard and the other army officer; the key problem was his own poverty. When a friend teased him about his “Dulcinea”—the beautiful product of the imagination of Don Quixote in the novel by Cervantes—Chase wrote that he had “no such attachment” but that if he allowed himself “to think of these things, I know no one to whom I would sooner offer heart and hand. But I hold it the merest folly in a young man, not possessed of an independent fortune, who is pursuing the study of law or medicine, to clog his free steps by incumbrances like these.” In another letter, Chase explained that he would “deem a young man guilty of gross infatuation who could permit himself to fix his affections, even were he sure they would be reciprocated, upon one educated as they have been in the bosom of affluence, accustomed to every indulgence, unused to the smallest degree of self-denial, and consequently utterly unfitted for the duties of a poor man’s wife, unless he had more certain and assured prospects of professional success than I can anticipate.”11

While the two older Wirt sisters were away in New England, Chase offered to teach their younger sisters Latin. Mrs. Wirt was not happy, writing to her husband that Chase had “overrated their capacity and his love of truth and blunt sincerity induced him to let them understand as much, which has so discouraged them, that they are quite heartsick about it.” She added that Chase “has not the wit to discover that he is in fact a hard task Master—and not the gentle and encouraging friend that they had a right to expect.” A few weeks later, she was pleased to report that the girls were now taking dancing lessons, and that this had provided an excuse to terminate their Latin lessons with Chase. Not long after Wirt returned to Washington, Latin again caused tension: Wirt wrote Chase a long, harsh letter claiming that his sons (after months under Chase’s instruction) now pronounced Latin improperly. We do not have Chase’s response, but it seems that he both defended himself and explained his own poor Latin training. Wirt sent back an apologetic letter, and the case was closed.12

Wirt guided Chase in his legal studies, but, perhaps more important, the two talked about literature, politics, and history—and especially Thomas Jefferson. For Wirt, Jefferson was not a remote ancient figure but a friend, mentor, and client, one who had died only a few months before Wirt first met Chase. After the deaths of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, on July 4, 1826, the citizens of Washington asked Wirt to deliver a funeral oration, soon printed as a pamphlet. Adams and Jefferson, Wirt declared, were “apostles of human liberty,” sent to lift Man “to the station for which God had formed him, and to put to flight those idiot superstitions with which tyrants had contrived to enthrall his reason and his liberty.” Wirt also shared with Chase lesser details, such as that “Mr. Jefferson was only sixteen when he began to keep regular files of newspapers” thus making himself “master of all that was passing in his own age.” Chase would keep just such newspaper scrapbooks later in his life. As a boy, Chase probably heard harsh words about Jefferson, for Jefferson and his successor, Madison, were not popular in New England. But after his time with Wirt, Chase revered Jefferson.13

Chase learned about the ways of Washington by attending debates in Congress, by reading the papers, by talking about politics with friends. The main issue on the agenda of Congress in early 1828 was the tariff; Northerners wanted a high tariff to protect their industries from imports; Southerners wanted a low tariff because they imported many goods and thus paid the tariff. After Congress enacted a new, higher tariff in May, there were protests in Southern states, especially South Carolina, where people compared the “tyrannical” new tariff with the British tax laws that led to the American Revolution, and some even suggested that the state should secede from the Union.14

By this point, Chase had abandoned all thoughts of becoming a minister; he wanted to be a lawyer and a political leader, like his role models William Wirt and Daniel Webster. He had not abandoned, however, his Puritan religious intensity. Urging his friend Sparhawk to study harder, Chase wrote, “I regard this world not as a place of leisure—not as a place for selfish exertion, but as a vast theater upon which each man has a part allotted to him to perform and duties to discharge which connect him closely with his fellowman. I confess I desire to be distinguished, but I desire more to be useful, and were the choice of exalted honor and undying fame or extensive and humble usefulness offered to me, I do not think I should hesitate a moment in my choice of the latter.” Chase continued: “I do not regard myself as at liberty to make any disposition of my time that may suit my inclination but esteem it as a sacred trust committed to me by my God every moment of which ought to be devoted to a diligent preparation to discharge any duties which He may call upon me to perform.”15

The Wirts, like most leading families in Washington, owned slaves. There were more than six thousand slaves in the District of Columbia at this time, in a total population of about forty thousand. Living and working in this society, it is not surprising that Chase sometimes sounded like a Southerner when talking about slaves. “The truth is,” he wrote his friend Smith, “that little cause exists for that sickly sympathy which many at the North feel or affect to feel with the fancied suffering of the slave. The master has a far more just claim upon our commiseration, for it is a truth that the people of the South live in continual apprehension of an insurrection among their slaves.” In another letter to Smith, Chase mocked a scheme to colonize former slaves on the Pacific coast. The distance and difficulties were too great, and besides, he wrote, “the climate is not congenial to the negroes,” so that they would “long remain in a weak and helpless condition.” Agreeing with those who favored African colonization, Chase wrote that “Africa is their home; they are more willing to go there; and are sure if industrious, when they arrive, of a competence.” And yet Chase also recounted to Smith a conversation with a slave boy about colonization, in which the boy said he did not want to leave “all he holds dear. He feels in all its force that amor patria which makes the Greenlander prefer the rough and bleak land which God hath given him to the fairest portion of the earth. America is as much the home of the negro whose fathers’ fathers have lived here and died as it is of the American white man, whose foot not many centuries ago had never pressed the soil which he now so proudly claims as his own peculiar inheritance.” It is hard to imagine a young Southerner acknowledging in this way that blacks have as much right to America as whites. Perhaps the best way to describe Chase’s views on slavery at this point is that they were not well formed; he had not thought much about slavery, he did not write much about it in his letters, and he was not yet writing essays and briefs on slavery and related issues.16

Later in his life, when Chase wrote about these early Washington years, he did not recall that he had laughed at the “fancied suffering of the slave.” What he remembered instead was that, at the request of some leading Quakers, he drafted a petition to Congress seeking the abolition of slavery within the District of Columbia. “The existence among us of a distinct class of people, who, by their condition as slaves, are deprived of almost every incentive to virtue and industry, and shut out from many of the sources of light and knowledge, has an evident tendency to corrupt the morals of the people and to damp the spirit of enterprise, by accustoming the rising generation to look with contempt upon the honest laborer, and to depend for support too much upon the labor of others.” There is no way of knowing whether Chase agreed with these arguments or simply devised them as a lawyer for his clients, but it is perhaps indicative that he did not sign the petition.17



The year in which Chase got to know the Wirts, 1828, was also the year of the bitter election between John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. Chase was strongly in favor of the incumbent and opposed to Jackson. He wrote that he feared that “the Jackson men will gain the day. It has been truly said that they have the huzza boys with them and unfortunately they are a majority in this land of equal rights and unequal sense.” Chase added that he hoped that recent reports about “the private and public character of Gen. Jackson will awaken the people to a sense of their danger.” Adams supporters called Jackson a murderer, for the way in which he had summarily executed military prisoners, and a bigamist, for the way in which he had married his wife while she was still legally married to another man. In another letter, Chase wrote that “among all the political men in the United States, the most morally pure, the most politically upright and consistent are the president and his Cabinet.” Chase believed that Jackson would not have many votes north of the Potomac River, except perhaps in New York.18

Chase was right in thinking that Jackson would not win many votes in New England, but he received some votes even there, and he carried almost every state outside of New England. As the results trickled into Washington in early November 1828, Chase predicted disaster. “If I do not mistake the signs of the times,” he wrote to Thomas Sparhawk, “you and I will live to see this Union dissolved, and I do not know that New England has much reason to deprecate such an event.” The “signs of the times” that Chase thought were “fearful omens” included “the proceedings at the South during the last summer” (the protests against the 1828 tariff), “the measures adopted as preparatory by the South Carolina delegation in Congress last winter” (their preparations for secession because of the tariff), and “the recent election of an ignoramus, a rash, violent military chief to the highest civil office.”19

Writing his cousin Joseph Denison a few days later, Chase said that the election of “a man whose every act proclaims his unfitness to rule a free people, conclusively evinces that the day is past when New England’s voice was heard with deference. We are henceforth a proscribed people—cut off from the race of honor and doomed to be hewers of wood and drawers of water for the people of the South and West.” Perhaps, Chase mused, New England would be better off as an independent nation. “Having immense internal resources, strong in mutual attachments, united by the ties of similar religious and civil institutions, and more than all mighty through the virtue and intelligence of the people, what has New England to dread or rather what has she not to hope from a dissolution of the Union?” Chase was fortunate that these were private letters, not public statements, for they would surely have been quoted back against him later, when he and others opposed Southern secession.20

On January 1, 1829, Chase was among those at the annual White House reception, the last that would be held under President Adams. Chase noted in his diary, the first diary entry that survives, that “the lady who leaned upon my arm was one of the most brilliant in the room, and I shone a little by reflected light. She was elegantly attired in a Scottish dress of the most tasteful description.” The young lady, whom Chase did not name, was Elizabeth Wirt, who wrote to her father that she wished he could have seen her in her Scottish costume. “Everybody said they had never seen me wear anything half so becoming, and even Mr. Chase observed that it was the prettiest dress in the room. I held his arm all the time.” Hazzard had by this time written to the Wirts to say that he would no longer court Elizabeth because she seemed not to care for him. Elizabeth was not sorry to part with him, writing to her father that he “has more feeling than sense. I should get tired of him as a companion, for he has few resources of conversation.”21

A few days later, Chase marked his twenty-first birthday. Quoting Macbeth’s grim speech, Chase wrote in his diary that “tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow creeps in this petty pace from day to day.” Unlike Macbeth, however, Chase did not despair. “Even now there is time if I will but resolve and resolutely act to do much. Knowledge may yet be gained and golden reputation. I may yet enjoy the consciousness of having lived not in vain. Future scenes of triumph may yet be mine.” Many would later call Chase ambitious, and comments like this show that he was: he hoped to work hard, to do well, and to make his mark on the world.22

Chase learned from his law books but learned more important lessons by watching lawyers at work. On February 14, for example, Chase watched in awe as Daniel Webster argued an interstate property dispute in the United States Supreme Court. “He states his case with great clearness and draws inference with exceeding sagacity. His language is rich and copious; his manner dignified and impressive; his voice deep and sonorous; his sentiments high and often sublime.” In its ruling a few days later, the Supreme Court agreed with Webster, declaring that “fundamental maxims of a free government seem to require that the rights of personal liberty and private property should be held sacred.” Years later, when he was chief justice, Chase would quote this language in one of his own opinions, on the constitutionality of the notes issued by the federal government during the Civil War.23
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Daniel Webster, the famed lawyer, orator, and senator. Chase heard Webster speak both in court and in the Congress, and recalled his kindness following Webster’s death.



The first few months of 1829 were hard for Chase, for he knew that the new president would not keep Wirt as attorney general, and that the Wirt family would leave Washington soon after the inauguration. On inauguration day, March 4, Chase noted in his diary that Wirt and the other members of the Adams Cabinet were invited but did not attend, for they did not wish “to hear themselves abused by insinuation.” After delivering his inaugural address, which, according to Chase, nobody in the audience could hear, Jackson mounted his horse and rode to the President’s House, followed by the crowd. “The people rushed into the building,” Chase wrote. “They swarmed in every room. They pried into every corner. Those who entered first into the building were obliged to find their way out through the windows, for to return through the doors was almost an impossibility.” Jackson had to spend the night in a hotel “so that the ravages of the mob might be repaired, and the building prepared once more for his habitation.” On April 8 Chase recorded that “the loveliest part of Mr. Wirt’s family left Washington for Richmond,” where the sisters would visit relatives before moving to Baltimore. A week later, Chase wrote that the “remainder of Mr. Wirt’s family left Washington today.” At the end of the month, he wrote Sparhawk that “this administration was appropriately denominated some weeks since as ‘the millennium of minnows.’ It is so truly. From all quarters have applicants for office been flocking, of all kinds and conditions.”24

Sparhawk had apparently teased him about Liz Wirt, because Chase responded that he wished he could “cherish the anticipations to which you obviously allude.” But he could not. “If I were a little more advanced in the world, even one short year, it might be. But ignorant as I am of my future destinies, uncertain even as to the place where my lot may be cast, I feel it would be unjust to her to attempt to win her affections.” And yet, he added, “so strangely inconsistent is man with himself, I always forget all this when in her presence, and half of my thoughts are employed upon this very subject, and though conviction constantly extinguishes the taper of Hope, yet it is constantly relumed in my brain.”25

Wirt was not the only man to lose his post when Jackson took over from Adams, for Jackson was the first president to make a clean sweep of the executive branch, removing essentially all his predecessors’ appointees. There were no civil service protections at the time, so Jackson removed not merely Cabinet members but also minor clerks. Chase was appalled by the new chief executive’s course. “He speaks of the subordinate officers of the Government as his slaves. ‘My clerks must do this, my clerks must do that.’ If anyone has happened to incur his displeasure, ‘Let him be removed.’ If a head of a Department remonstrates, ‘You, Sir, hold your office at my will.’ ” In another letter, Chase fumed that “good men are displaced to make room for others of more questionable character. Experience is sent to beg, and inexperience is elevated to power and place and trust. Learning gives way to ignorance, and it is curious to remark that the head of the nation is the most ignorant man in the Cabinet, and from him downward, influence is in direct proportion to narrowness of soul.”26

Probably through his friend Reverend John Nicholson Campbell, Chase was invited to give an oration on July 4, 1829, at the Presbyterian church. The event was rained out, so Chase did not give the speech, but he printed a version in a newspaper, and it shows better than any other source we have his political and constitutional views at this time. Chase started with an attack on what he called “extreme democracy”: the increasing tendency of voters not merely to elect men to represent them, but to instruct their representatives in detail on how they should vote on the issues. Chase was equally opposed to the way in which the electoral college had changed since the first presidential elections. Those elected to the college were now committed to vote for a particular candidate, such as Adams or Jackson; they were no longer free, when they gathered in their state-by-state meetings, to discuss the candidates and to vote their consciences. After quoting Alexander Hamilton, who praised the way in which the members of the electoral college would gather and deliberate, Chase denounced the new system as a perversion of the Constitution.27

More generally, Chase was troubled by the emergence of strong political parties. “Young as I am,” he wrote, “I have witnessed the partial career of one who, by the magic influence of party names, controlled a state more absolutely than if a scepter were in his hand.… He was the high priest of a party, and the excommunications of the Vatican, in the plenitude of papal dominion, were not more dreaded than his.” Chase did not mention his name, but he was writing about Martin Van Buren, known already as the Little Magician, whose faction of the Democratic Party dominated New York politics and who now had national power as Jackson’s secretary of state.28

Chase feared that at some point, Congress, “regardless of everything but sectional and individual interest,” might enact “partial and oppressive legislation” so severe that it would divide the Union. Again, although he did not mention the tariff, Chase surely had the strong Southern opposition to the 1828 tariff in mind. In an eerie preview of what the Southern states would say in 1861 as they seceded, Chase sketched what one state might say to the others as it seceded from the Union. “We have implored your forbearance, and you have multiplied your exactions; we have remonstrated with you as brethren, and you have spurned us as slaves. Henceforth we are separate and forever. If you attempt to force us into submission, we are prepared to resist. If your armies are sent hither, we are ready to meet them. And upon the graves of our fathers every man of us will perish before we return to a connection which we abhor.”29

Chase discussed westward expansion and education, and especially the need to extend education to remote western regions. “No people can be truly free,” he wrote, “unless they are exempt from the debasing influence of ignorance and vice. Upon the knowledge and integrity of the people rests the whole fabric of self-government.” Chase knew, from his time in Ohio, and from the newspapers, that people were moving west. “The day is not very distant when on the shores of the mighty Ohio, and on the shores of the mightier Mississippi, and far beyond where, as yet, the foot of the pioneer hunter has alone trodden, there will be congregated a mass of human beings, far outnumbering the whole of our Atlantic population.” Chase viewed this expansion with mixed emotions, because people were moving west more rapidly than civilizing institutions, such as schools and churches. Chase called upon westerners to strengthen their civic institutions, and he called upon all Americans to work for individual and national self-improvement. In this way, he concluded, “our beloved country” would become “more great, more glorious, more virtuous, and more free,” and its anniversary would be celebrated “to the thousandth and ten thousandth generation.”30



At about this same time, summer of 1829, Chase received another invitation: to deliver a master’s oration at the Dartmouth commencement. All graduates of the college were entitled at this time to receive a master’s degree three years after the bachelor’s degree, without any further course work, but the faculty would select one or two each year to represent the group with a master’s oration. Chase accepted the honor and fixed as his topic “The Relative Importance of the Western States in the American Union.” He left Washington at the end of July and spent several happy days in Baltimore with the Wirt family. “In the evening, I walked with Elizabeth and the younger girls” to see the imposing column for the city’s nearly complete monument to Washington. Chase, however, “thought little of the Monument… or of anything but the noble creature at my side.” When they returned to the Wirt house that evening, “the younger members of the family surrounded me. Rosa and Ellen had chairs before me… young Agnes, a lovely girl of fourteen, threw herself carelessly on the floor. To be in the midst of such a circle and to be conscious that I shared in the affections of that circle was an exquisite delight.”31

After a pleasant trip up the Chesapeake Bay, Chase took a carriage through New Jersey, complaining in his diary that “the Jersey roads are certainly the worst in the nation.” By the time he reached Boston, he was quite ill, but he continued by stage to Hopkinton, New Hampshire, where his mother was then living. “Here I remained sick nearly a fortnight and, of course, did not deliver my master’s oration.” On the way home from New England, he was able to pass another few days with the Wirt family in Baltimore, spending an hour with Elizabeth alone. Chase returned to Washington in early September feeling much like “a dog that is dragged back to a chain from which he has been temporarily freed.”32

As he struggled through dense legal texts to prepare for the bar exam, Chase dreamed of a simpler and fairer legal system. He wrote to Sparhawk that he would “desire to see all the dark and circuitous bypaths which conduct to the sanctuary of justice converted into a broad and beaten highway. I would be glad to see the sun of jurisprudence shining with unclouded effulgence upon all, the rich and the poor, the learned and the ignorant, not hidden by clouds or obscured by a disastrous eclipse as it now is.” Chase was also, as he studied for the bar, considering where he would live and work as a young lawyer. He was inclined to Baltimore, where he could spend time with the Wirt family and other friends, but there was a problem: under the local rules, he could not practice in the civil courts until after he had lived in Maryland for three years. So Chase was also looking at other possibilities, including Louisiana, Ohio, and New York.33

Chase confessed later that he barely passed the bar. “I had not been a diligent student and knew very little law. I had read a good many pages but had not read very thoroughly.” He was examined in open court by the venerable William Cranch, who had already served for decades as the chief judge of the United States Circuit Court of the District of Columbia. Chase wrote that Cranch “knew me and knew my circumstances. I had been in the habit of going up and playing chess with him, and he always beat me.” When the judge indicated that he thought Chase should study for another year, the young man pleaded that he had already made his arrangements to go west and practice there. Cranch relented and instructed the clerk to swear Chase in as a member of the bar.34

Chase passed the bar in December, but did not leave Washington until February 1830, in part to allow time for the smooth transfer of his school to his college classmate Hamilton Smith. In late December Chase went to see the first few miles of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, the first major rail line in the United States. He marveled at how the smooth rails and iron wheels reduced friction “almost to nothing” and raved about the railroad’s “incalculable importance” because it “makes Cincinnati and Baltimore neighboring cities and renders every kind of communication between them as easy as it is now between Baltimore and New York. It will open to the West a market for their produce and facilitate the introduction of the manufactures of the East.” Chase was right in his predictions, although it would take longer than he hoped for the railroad to cross the Allegheny Mountains; the line would not reach the Ohio River until 1853.35

On the first day of the new year, “while all the world” went to the president’s mansion to “pay their respects to General Jackson,” Chase visited with other friends. A few days later, however, Chase and a friend went to another White House reception, where Chase met Jackson. Chase shook hands with the president, but he was not much impressed. “General Jackson is not a man of the mind. In his manners, he is graceful and agreeable, and much excels his predecessor in the art of winning golden opinions from all sorts of men.” Chase was even more hostile toward Martin Van Buren, describing him as “cold, selfish, intriguing, base, and faithless,” and praying that Van Buren would “never reach the gold round to which he so ardently aspires”—meaning the presidency. Chase hoped that the next president would be Henry Clay but for some reason did not use his time in Washington to get to know Clay better. Chase noted in his diary that he attended a reception at Clay’s house only after declining several earlier invitations, and that he stayed there for only a half hour, “glad to escape the scene of ceremonious frivolity.”36



In January 1830 Chase received a letter in which Liz Wirt revealed how far she was from the stereotype of the shallow Southern woman. She started by complimenting a recent article in a local weekly paper, the American Spectator and Washington City Chronicle, which she assumed was from Chase’s pen. She wished that she had his pen at her command, for she would like to call upon “the Ladies” to “unite immediately in putting down the use of all strong drink at their parties—to exclude from their invitations all who are not satisfied with the lemonade and wine that is offered to them but call for brandy.” (Chase agreed; he did not drink much himself, and he was soon active in the temperance movement.) She would also “object to ladies waltzing with gentlemen but allow them to do so with each other—as there is an almost irresistible association in the music and grace and movement of the waltz.” Instead of all this, Liz Wirt suggested “that the young people form a literary association, to meet periodically at each other’s houses and to spend one hour in reading some literary work… after which, they should pass the remainder of the evening in conversation and music, to the exclusion of dancing.”37

Chase took Liz Wirt’s letter and (with minor edits) published it in the newspaper as “An Address of a Lady to Her Peers.” In a draft letter to Elizabeth, he wrote that she would “see with what promptitude I have obeyed your commands.” Then he continued with a personal plea: “You must long since have discovered that my affection for one member of your family far transcends the limits of ordinary friendship, and, therefore, I may speak of it to you without reserve.” His strong feelings for her, and his doubts about “my future prospects in life,” had combined to prevent him from speaking; they had “produced a constraint which perhaps has been construed into coldness and a silence which may have been construed as neglect.” Chase had hoped, during his most recent visit to Baltimore, to speak with Liz alone, in order to “put an end” to this “alternation between life and death,” but there was “no favorable opportunity.” Now he asked her to “solve the doubt for me. May I hope? Or may I not?” Chase added in a postscript that he was not sure where he would start his legal career: perhaps in Cincinnati, perhaps in western New York.38

This was Chase’s draft, now in the Chase Papers at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. The final version of the letter is not among the Wirt Papers at the Maryland Historical Society, but it seems that it was not as ardent as the draft. Liz Wirt responded that she had not yet seen the issue of the newspaper with the address to the ladies. She did not answer Chase’s question about marriage (assuming that the question survived in the final letter), but she suggested that she cared for Chase. “You do me but justice in believing that I cannot be indifferent to anything that relates to your happiness and prosperity—far from it—I take a most sincere and lively interest in all that concerns you.” She was “not competent to advise or to decide between the North or the West,” but she feared that if Chase went to Cincinnati, “we should lose you forever.” Upstate New York did not seem that far to Liz Wirt; she and her father and sister had spent time there during their New England tour. But Cincinnati, she wrote, was so far that it was like the “country from whose bourn no traveler returns.”39

If Chase replied to Elizabeth’s letter, his response has not survived. In a way, he answered her by moving to Cincinnati, the place where she believed he would be lost to her. Chase believed that he would have more opportunity in Cincinnati, a rapidly expending city, than in a more settled place such as Baltimore or upstate New York. He explained in a letter to his friend Charles Cleveland, “I would rather be first in Cincinnati than first in Baltimore, twenty years hence. And as I have been first at school and college (except at Dartmouth, where I was an idle goose), I shall strive to be first wherever I may be.”40

Chase’s interest in Elizabeth Wirt did not prevent him seeing other young women in the weeks before he left Washington. He visited the home of Samuel Ingham, secretary of the Treasury, and spent time there with Mary Maxcy, daughter of a senior Treasury official, writing in his diary that “her face is not one which a sculptor would choose for a model; yet it is beautiful in feature and still more beautiful in expression.” Chase was “very nearly falling in love with this lady,” and indeed he wrote some poetry for her, but she had one critical flaw: “She is disinclined to religion and its duties; I value them more than any earthly possession.”41

On another page of his diary, Chase described a visit to northern Virginia with his friend Thomas Swann, another of Wirt’s law students, and a future mayor of Baltimore. While there, they met two “agreeable, intelligent young ladies who had read much” and “made subtle distinctions with a skill worthy of old Aristotle.” Chase wrote that “I don’t like argumentative ladies. They have no right to encroach upon our privileges.” He was not entirely serious here; he did like learned women, such as the Wirt sisters, but he also had a sense of male privilege.42

Chase also used his last weeks in Washington to attend debates in Congress and arguments in the Supreme Court. Chase was in the Senate chamber for what one scholar has called “the greatest debate in the history of the Senate,” between Daniel Webster and Robert Hayne of South Carolina, in which Webster declared for “Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable!” Chase was also in the basement of the Capitol, in the courtroom of the Supreme Court, to hear Webster argue a case against Wirt. Chase thought Wirt had the better of the argument because of his careful preparation. “No part of the cause had been unseen,” he enthused to his friend Cleveland. “No corner or nook which was not to him a familiar haunt.” It was, Chase concluded, well worth one’s time “to listen to the utterance of such men.”43

Just before leaving for the West, Chase went to Baltimore to see the Wirt family one more time. “It was not as it was wont to be,” Chase wrote in his diary. When he called at the Wirt house, “some of the family were sick, others did not appear, and they who did seemed changed. Perhaps it was but the picturing of my fancy, but I fear not.” The next morning, “coming out of church, I met one of the young ladies. I had not seen her the preceding day and perhaps my own manner was somewhat affected by the reception I had met. She accused me of coldness. I defended myself as well as I could and went home with her. I called again the next day and bade them farewell.” After moving to Cincinnati, it seems, Chase did not write to Elizabeth, and she did not write to him. When he learned in 1831 that she had married Louis Goldsborough, a young naval officer, Chase wrote to a friend that “had circumstances been different, I would have shivered a lance for the prize. But who can control his destiny?”44






CHAPTER 3 “First in Cincinnati”
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When Chase departed from Washington in early March 1830, he planned to make a tour “of the whole West and Southwest,” especially Louisiana, and then “fix myself where circumstances might seem most favorable.” When he reached Cincinnati, however, after ten difficult days on the road, Chase learned that his proposed business in Louisiana was “in such a state as to render that journey inexpedient at least for the present.” So Cincinnati would be “the future scene of my professional labors, and here if anywhere must I build up my reputation.” He was encouraged by what he saw of the local legal profession, for the “lawyers here are far from being a very talented or highly educated body of men.” There were exceptions, but Chase was sure that with hard work, he would succeed.1

Cincinnati had changed dramatically in the seven years since Chase had seen the city. The population had doubled from twelve thousand to more than twenty-four thousand, although the Cincinnati American, when it published the census figures in the summer of 1830, estimated that the true number was about twenty-eight thousand. Chase wrote to an eastern friend that the city’s population was composed “almost wholly of young people. A grey head is a rare sight, though there is a goodly number of grandfathers and grandmothers among us, for marriage is not put off here so long as it is now in New England.” In a newspaper essay, intended for an eastern audience, Chase described the steamboats on the Ohio River as “stately structures” well suited for “the river they rush along and the mighty territory whose productions they carry to a distant market.” Not far from the busy riverfront were the factories, “the steam mill, and the cotton factories, and the sawmill factories, and others that we have not room to enumerate.” These workplaces, Chase wrote, were “the principal source of the wealth and prosperity of our city,” for “it is labor that gives value to everything.”2

At first, Chase did not much share in the prosperity of Cincinnati. Because the county court was not in session when he arrived, he could not be admitted to the bar until June, so he worked as a clerk in the office of a more senior lawyer. Even after becoming a bar member, Chase did not open his own law office until September. He wrote to his brother that month that he wished he could describe “a long list of suits in court, and crowding clients, and other agreeable things of that nature”—but he could not. “You must remember that I have had an office only from the beginning of the month, and that here—where the members of the bar are so numerous, and business generally has formed a channel for itself—it is idle for a young man to expect much business at the start.” A few months later, he confessed to a friend that he had “little professional business—very little.” And a few months thereafter, seeking yet another loan from a friend, Chase wrote that the “law is but a barren field. It yields little reward to the arduous tillage. Or possibly I should say that the harvest is slow of growth and only ripened by a succession of summers.”3

Chase did not waste time, however. He worked his way through legal books, such as a three-volume treatise on the law of evidence, and more general books, such as a history of the United States. He spearheaded the formation in late 1830 of the Cincinnati Lyceum, a group of about a hundred men that met once a week for public lectures. Starting in New England, lyceums were forming at this time in many American cities and towns, for reasons that Chase set out in an essay in the Cincinnati American: “Knowledge, like light, spreads itself far and wide. A beacon’s radiance reaches far but the illumination of a single powerful intellect reaches farther.” A lyceum would rely not upon one powerful intellect but on many speakers and would benefit not only those who attended the lectures but also all those with whom they shared the knowledge they gained. Although the members of the Cincinnati Lyceum were men, ladies were welcome to attend the lectures, and many did, for there is a letter to the editor complaining that their bonnets made it hard for people to see the speaker. During the first winter of the lyceum, Chase gave several lectures himself, including one in December on the life of the English lawyer and reformer Henry Brougham, and one in March about the effects of mechanization on society. Chase revised these two lectures and published them as essays in the North American Review, the leading intellectual periodical of the nation.4

Chase opened the Brougham essay with five paragraphs in praise of biography. “History seldom condescends to the teaching of individuals,” he wrote, “and when she does, instructs rather in the arts of war than in the works of peace,” with a focus on wars and battles. Biography “teaches by better examples than these,” and “she deems it no unworthy task to tell with what self-sacrificing spirit philanthropists have labored on through difficulty, and discouragement, and opposition, to give some effect to some grand scheme of benevolence, in many instances dying without one glimpse of the glorious triumph which was destined to crown their exertions.” Biography “helps us to a better understanding of the way in which the great machine of society works. Thoughts and feelings are the prime forces that act upon it, the thoughts and feelings of individual men.” Because sometimes one person, whether through chance or force of character, is in a position to control “the destinies of whole nations,” in order to understand history we must understand “individual character and conduct.”5

Chase praised especially Brougham’s efforts to improve education, to spread knowledge, and to end slavery. He quoted from a recent speech in which Brougham insisted that there was “a law above all the enactments of human codes,” a law “written by the finger of God on the heart of man,” and this law rejected the idea that “man can hold property in man.” There was a link, Chase wrote, between Brougham’s work for education and his work against slavery. “His great principle seems to be, let an enslaved nation be enlightened, and there is no power on earth that can detain it from freedom; let a free people be enlightened, and there is no power on earth that can reduce it to bondage.” These were notable comments from a man who would devote his life to antislavery, and they suggest Chase was changing his mind about slavery. Aside from this one essay, however, there is nothing to show that he did anything for slaves or antislavery during his first five years in Cincinnati.6

Chase liked his second essay, about the effects of machinery on society, even better than his first. He commenced by setting out the arguments of those who feared that the increased use of machines, such as those being invented and improved to process cotton, would increase poverty and widen the gap between rich and poor. Drawing on the Scottish economist Adam Smith, and on his own experiences in the United States, Chase disagreed, seeing the Industrial Revolution as a source of not only wealth but also widely shared wealth. He admitted that new machines would sometimes end old jobs, but he saw this as a temporary phenomenon to be cured by new jobs in new industries. Chase looked forward to railways “stretching over mountains and plains, linking together and making near neighbors of distant territories.” He was especially excited about the intellectual and social effects of the printing press and related systems: “Knowledge is widely diffused through all classes of society and is yet to be diffused far more widely. An unprecedented demand for useful information is everywhere made. Through the instrumentality of the press, and the modern engines of swift conveyance, sympathies are established between individuals, who entertain similar sentiments, though residing in opposite hemispheres.” Again, Chase would himself participate in this process: through newspaper articles, pamphlets, speeches, and letters, working to establish sympathies for antislavery.7



Indeed, Chase was already involved in the process of diffusing knowledge through one particular paper, the Cincinnati American. Because he had so little legal work, Chase wrote to an eastern friend in early 1831, he was “living on ink” by writing articles for the newspaper, in which he had a “pecuniary interest.” Among the Chase Papers at the Library of Congress, in Washington, DC, is a scrapbook with dozens of articles clipped from the Cincinnati American from this period. Some articles were surely written by Chase, for they are signed S.P.C., and other unsigned articles were probably his work, for they are in his style and in his scrapbook. In June 1831 the publishers announced that the Cincinnati American would be edited for a while by an editor pro tempore. Although the paper did not name the temporary editor, in all likelihood, it was Chase.8

Several of his contributions to the Cincinnati American are interesting in light of his later life. In an article about the Supreme Court, the future chief justice declared that of all “the admirable institutions of our country, none affords more signal proofs of the wonderful wisdom, virtue, and foresight of the framers of the Constitution than the Supreme Court. None has more effectually answered to its designed end; none has been more cautiously restrained within its assigned limits; and none has more eminently contributed to the welfare, tranquility, and happiness of the whole country.” Among the justices, Chase praised especially John Marshall and Joseph Story. The nation was blessed, he wrote, to have Marshall as its chief justice, a man whose decisions “by their wisdom, their justice, and their explicitness, commend themselves equally to the understanding, the conscience, and the heart of all her citizens.” Chase was writing at a time when many Jacksonians believed that the Marshall Court had not kept within its “assigned limits”; that by invalidating state statutes under the federal Constitution, the court was improperly interfering with state governments. Congress had considered bills to make the Senate the ultimate arbiter of constitutional questions, or to require that the court have a supermajority to invalidate a state law, or to prevent the court from reviewing the decisions of state supreme courts. In early 1831 more than fifty Jacksonian members of the House voted to repeal the main provision used by the court to review state court decisions. The bill did not pass, but in praising the Supreme Court, Chase was taking a controversial position: he was defending an institution under attack.9

The future Treasury secretary also wrote five articles about banks and currency. American currency at this time was a confusing mixture of coins, mostly imported, and banknotes, issued by banks chartered by the state legislatures. In theory, banknotes were redeemable at the head office of each bank for specie—that is, for gold or silver coins. In the first article in this series, Chase noted some of the problems of this system: the value of banknotes varied with the distance and strength of banks, so that a $5 note from one bank might be worth far less than a $5 note from another; as such, it was difficult for people to know how to value banknotes, especially those from small or distant banks. Furthermore, banks often failed, and the many different banknotes were also easily forged. Chase also decried the way in which governments sometimes “debased” their currency by adding other metals to supposed gold and silver coins. “Suppose the government to make a law requiring all citizens to receive debased coinage at its nominal amount—that which is called a dollar being in fact so debased as to be worth only [part] of a dollar, what it be but to take from the pocket of every creditor in the community one dollar out of every ten, and make a payment of it to his debtor?… He who had bought could satisfy the law by paying nine-tenths of the purchase money, and he who wished to buy would be obliged to pay a nominal price one-tenth higher, than before the debasement of the currency.” In Chase’s view, this would be “intolerable.”10

In his 1831 essays, Chase praised the Second Bank of the United States, the sole national bank at the time. Chase wrote that it played an “indispensable” role for the federal government: holding all the government’s deposits, paying all the government’s bills, and helping the government market its debt. The bank was also critical in limiting the state banks; the bank did not have a formal regulatory role, but its purchases of state banknotes, and demands upon these banks to redeem these notes for specie, served as a brake on unsafe banks. Noting that President Jackson opposed the Second Bank of the United States and questioned its constitutionality, Chase predicted rightly that the president would veto legislation to extend the bank’s charter.11

The Cincinnati American and Chase opposed Jackson on other issues as well. When Jackson vetoed the bill to provide federal funds for a new road between Maysville, Kentucky, and the Ohio River, claiming that the federal government could not support local construction projects, the American, in an article signed C, mocked the president’s reasons as “political humbug.” Like most men in the West, Chase supported roads and canals, and saw no constitutional reason why the federal government could not support them as well. In a private letter attacking the Maysville road veto, Chase denounced Jackson as a dictator like Napoleon I. Indeed, Chase thought that the late French emperor was better than Jackson, for Napoleon “had a soul capable of magnificent designs,” whereas Jackson was “weak, credulous, vindictive, and narrow-minded.” Jackson strongly supported Indian removal—forcing the eastern natives to leave their lands and to move west of the Mississippi. When Congress passed and Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, Chase wrote that he hoped that the Indians were not “deprived of one jot or tittle of their just rights.” If he were an Indian, Chase continued, “I would stand out to the bitter end—and appeal to God and Nature and Humanity for defense against the most enormous oppression that blots the record of Time.”12



It seems that Chase’s work for the Cincinnati American ended in the summer of 1831, perhaps because the publisher hired a permanent editor, or perhaps because Chase was leaving for a trip east. Why he left Cincinnati for two full months is puzzling, because after his return, he complained that his absence had prevented him from obtaining clients for the winter court session. Chase’s first stop was White Sulphur Springs, Virginia, where he spent a few days with William Wirt and his family. White Sulphur Springs was at this time the leading resort in the South—the place to which elite Southerners and a handful of Northerners repaired for weeks of relaxing and socializing. Henry Clay, William Wirt, and Senator John Tyler of Virginia, a future president, all visited the Springs, as did many other leaders whose names are no longer known. Unfortunately, we do not have a letter or diary entry from Chase describing his own impressions of the Springs.13

Armed with letters of introduction from Wirt, including one to Daniel Webster calling Chase “one of the finest intellectual specimens of your own intellectual country,” the twenty-three-year-old went to Boston. He recalled later that he received a “kind reception” there and “felt myself quite a character.” Chase also spent time in New Hampshire, where his aging mother was living with Chase’s older sister Abigail Chase Colby and her husband, Dr. Isaac Colby Jr. As it turned out, this would be the last time that Chase would see his mother alive; Jannette Chase would die the next spring, unable to fulfill her dream of moving west with the Colby family. Chase also visited New York City, Baltimore, and Washington before returning to Cincinnati in early November.14

Chase was somewhere in the eastern states, perhaps in Baltimore, when the Anti-Masonic Party gathered there in September 1831 for its national convention, generally viewed as the first national nominating convention in American history. Many early American leaders were members of the Masonic order, a secretive fraternal organization. In the fall of 1826 an upstate New York Mason, William Morgan, announced plans to publish a book exposing the secrets of the Masons. Morgan was arrested on trumped-up charges, then seized from jail by a group of men and never seen alive again. When Masons impeded the investigation and prosecution of those involved in Morgan’s abduction and presumed murder, outrage against the order turned first into a movement and then into a political party in upstate New York and New England.15

Anti-Masons achieved considerable success in local and state elections in several states; for example, William Henry Seward, who would serve with Chase in the Lincoln Cabinet, was elected to the New York State Senate in 1830 as an Anti-Mason. A year later, he and other Anti-Masons were hoping to broaden their party and become the main anti-Jackson party in the next presidential election. But there were other anti-Jacksonians, the National Republicans, the heirs of the Adams party, many of whom wanted to see Henry Clay nominated and elected president. Before the Anti-Masons nominated Chase’s mentor Wirt for president, Chase would have agreed with the National Republicans and not the Anti-Masons. His father had been a Mason, and Chase recalled later that he “always supposed the order did a great deal of good in their way.” After the Wirt nomination, however, Chase had more mixed emotions.16

Wirt himself had mixed emotions, explaining in a long letter to Chase that he had not sought the nomination. “I am perfectly aware, with you, that I have none of the captivating arts and manners of professional seekers of popularity. I do not desire them. I shall not change my manners; they are a part of my nature.” He would be happy if the people would “take me as I am,” but if not, “they will only leave me where I have always preferred to be, enjoying the independence of private life.” Fortunately for the shy Wirt, presidential candidates were not yet expected to campaign, so he did not have to travel the country giving speeches and shaking hands.17

In December the National Republican Party met in Baltimore and nominated Henry Clay for president. Chase was disappointed; he had hoped the National Republicans would follow the lead of the Anti-Masons and unite all the anti-Jackson forces behind a single coalition candidate: William Wirt. He wrote a friend that “if when Mr. Wirt was nominated, there had been a frank surrender of prejudices, and a ready and general consolidation upon him, I have no doubt that Jackson could have been defeated.” Rather unrealistically, Chase suggested that Clay should have stepped aside for Wirt and that the “only effect” of the Clay nomination was “to strengthen Jackson and make the assurance of his reelection doubly sure.”18

At about this same time, late 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville and his friend and traveling companion Gustave de Beaumont arrived in Cincinnati in the course of their long tour of the United States. Tocqueville was not yet the most famous foreign observer of American life. In fact, he was not famous at all; just a young French traveler asking question after question. Chase was one of the half dozen people whom Tocqueville interviewed in Cincinnati; it seems that they were introduced by Chase’s friend Timothy Walker. Chase told Tocqueville that he believed that “we have taken democracy here about as far as it can go.” The system of “universal suffrage” (essentially all white males were entitled to vote in Ohio) had in Chase’s view produced “some quite poor choices, especially in the cities.” The most recent members of Congress from Cincinnati, he contended, “were absolutely unworthy of the choice.” Chase was especially troubled by the way in which the Ohio legislature selected judges for seven-year terms; he would have preferred a state parallel to the federal system, with judges appointed by the president, confirmed by the Senate, and then serving until resignation or death. “In America, judges are supposed to maintain a balance among all parties, and their special role is to counter the enthusiasms and errors of democracy. If they are merely an emanation of democracy and dependent on it for their future, they cannot enjoy the necessary independence.”19
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Alexis de Tocqueville. The intrepid, inquisitive French traveler interviewed Chase in Cincinnati in late 1831.



After Tocqueville and Beaumont left Cincinnati, Chase wrote to a friend that he feared the French travelers did not understand how and why Cincinnati had grown so rapidly. The French travelers appreciated the site of Cincinnati, Chase believed, but not the “moral and intellectual advantages of the place—its churches and free schools; its exemption from the curse of slavery and the certainty felt by the parent that his child, however poor, would here be instructed in the elements of knowledge and the principles of duty.” When Chase argued that “these contributed more to the prosperity of Cincinnati than all physical circumstances, they seemed at a loss how to understand me.” The letters of Tocqueville and Beaumont, however, show that they understood quite well. Beaumont contrasted the free state of Ohio with the slave state of Kentucky: “the two states enjoy absolutely identical material advantages,” but “Ohio enjoys a prosperity to which Kentucky does not even come close.” Tocqueville wrote home from Cincinnati that “everything that is good and bad about American society stands out here with such relief that it is like reading a book with large letters intended to teach children how to read.”20

In the spring of 1832 Chase formed a legal partnership with two other young lawyers from the East: Timothy Walker and Edward King, son of Rufus King, federal senator and founding father. Isaac Jewett, who worked for Chase, Walker, and King as a law clerk, wrote home to Boston that Chase had “literary merit” and “great promise,” but Jewett considered Walker as the one destined to become the “lion of the West.” Chase himself also saw Walker as a rival, writing that he was “at present” working with Walker, but “it cannot always be so.” It seems the law firm did not have much legal work, because Chase and Walker worked on the side this year to start the Western Quarterly Review, a new periodical modeled on the leading Southern literary journal, the Southern Review. They drafted a prospectus, sent copies to newspapers and potential authors, and offered to pay authors $3 per printed page, a high rate that one newspaper editor mocked, saying the review would never sell enough copies to pay this much. Among the potential authors whom Chase contacted were William Wirt and Daniel Webster. All of them liked the idea of a new journal, but none of them agreed to write, so the project soon folded.21

In June 1832 Chase’s brother-in-law Dr. Isaac Colby, sister Abigail Chase Colby, and younger sister, Helen Chase, arrived in Cincinnati and rented a house. Chase, who had been living in rented rooms, now moved in with the Colbys, where, in his words, he was “far more comfortably situated.” Another family that would prove important in Chase’s life arrived in the fall: that of Reverend Lyman Beecher, a leading Presbyterian minister and a founder of the American Temperance Society. Several of Beecher’s thirteen children would become even more famous, including the author Harriet Beecher Stowe. Within a few weeks of the Beechers’ arrival in Cincinnati, Chase was attending Beecher’s church and praising his sermons in the pages of his diary. It seems almost certain that Chase met the younger Beechers, including Harriet, twenty-one at the time. In a brief biography of Chase, she would later write that his “fine person, his vigorous energetic appearance, and the record of talent and scholarship that he brought with him” secured him “the patronage of the best families” in Cincinnati.22

Chase followed national politics closely, and the threats of South Carolina to secede in response to the high tariffs of 1832 appalled him. In an article for the Illinois Monthly Magazine, signed only with the initial C, Chase urged the South to wait and see how the tariffs would work in practice. Only if Southerners “become thoroughly convinced that their fathers and our fathers erred in their efforts to establish and consolidate the Union; that those were vain efforts to change the principles of repulsion, which the very nature of things has planted between the North and the South, into principles of attraction and cohesion; when they are fully satisfied by the clearest reasons and most certain facts, that the great experiment has resulted in nothing but ruin to the South, and unnatural prosperity to other sections”—only then, Chase wrote, should they consider cutting “the cord which binds them to their brethren.” Chase went further, asking how the national government should respond if South Carolina purported to withdraw from the Union. Should the national government “yield everything without a struggle, and withdraw its custom-house, its courts, and its officers from her territory? We think otherwise. A state is no more at liberty to recede from a contract than an individual. If an individual refuses to comply with the terms of his contract, he must be compelled by force.” If South Carolina used force, then the other states would have to “subdue force by force. South Carolina cannot be permitted to withdraw in peace.” Chase did not explain why his views on secession had changed, from his private letters a few years earlier, in which he mused about the possibility that New England would withdraw after the election of Jackson, to this public condemnation of the possible secession of South Carolina. But Chase now accepted the argument of Webster: that secession would lead to civil war. Or, as Jackson would put it a few months later in response to South Carolina’s threats of secession and civil war, “disunion by armed force is treason.”23

As the election of 1832 approached, Chase wrote a friend that although he personally preferred Wirt, the main task was to defeat Jackson, and, for that reason, he would “vote for Mr. Clay and use all my little influence to advance his cause.” The president had recently vetoed the bill to extend the charter of the Bank of the United States, and Chase believed that opposition to the veto would help Clay’s chances; that Clay would prevail over Jackson in both Ohio and Indiana. “Everything is at stake,” Chase insisted. “Jackson is plainly endeavoring to set himself above the law and the Constitution. If he should be reelected, all is lost.” In that scenario, Chase continued, the only solution would be impeachment, “and who shall impeach? A venal Congress?”24

In spite of the efforts of Chase and others, Jackson won the fall election in a landslide, carrying sixteen out of the twenty-two states, and even winning in some New England states. Why, Chase asked in the aftermath, “why could not Mr. Clay and his friends see, a year ago, that the salvation of the country was put in jeopardy by his continuance in the field?” Even if all the votes for Clay, Wirt, and other opposition candidates were combined, however, Jackson would have won.25

The 1832 election more or less coincided with the arrival of cholera in Cincinnati. Chase’s friend Jewett, in an October letter home, reported that the disease was killing twenty to thirty people per day, in all parts of the city and all classes of society—often killing people within a few hours of their first symptoms. “The theater is closed. The magistrate’s offices are no longer open. Several hotels have ceased to entertain gourmands. The markets are ill-supplied.” More than five thousand people had fled the city, and legal business was at a standstill. A few weeks later, Chase wrote in similar terms, saying that more than five hundred people had already died. Chase himself was sick in November, although he insisted to his correspondent that it was only a “bilious fever” and that he was on the mend. In December, however, Chase was again sick, and, for a few days, he was near death. He wrote in his diary in January 1833 that he thanked God for his recovery; that on his deathbed, he had reviewed his life. “And I resolved, if I should recover, to try to do more for God than I had before done—to live a more godly life.”26



Chase started in late 1832 a major research and writing project: to gather, organize, and annotate all the statutes of Ohio. Up until then, the statutes were scattered in chronological volumes, many of which were rare; for instance, there was only one remaining copy of the territorial laws for 1792. There was no easy way to find statutes by subject or to determine whether a statute had been revised or repealed. Chase hoped to help other lawyers find statutes more easily, but he also wanted to make a profit; he entered into a contract with a publisher. Chase’s three volumes, published over three years, presented the statutes in date order but added indices and notes, so that it became possible to find all statutes about voting procedures, for example, and to learn that one act had been revised by another. Chase decided to include, in the first volume, what he called a preliminary sketch of the history of Ohio. In a letter to his friend Cleveland, he wrote that he was finding the task almost impossible because there were almost no reliable histories from which to work. “I know I shall fall far short of my conception of what such a thing should be.”27

Chase’s forty-page historical essay is interesting both for what it says and what it does not say. Unlike his private letter, in which he sided with the Indians against Jackson, in this public history Chase was much more hostile to the natives, referring once to “murderous invasions of the savages.” He summarized and praised the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, especially the provision banning slavery in the Northwest Territory, which ensured that Ohio was a free state. In describing the 1802 state constitution, Chase noted that the powers of the governor (which he would himself exercise in the late 1850s) were “very limited.” Chase approved of the way in which the Ohio constitution denied the governor a veto over legislation, calling the veto an “anomaly in republican government.” In his private remarks to Tocqueville, Chase had criticized excessive democracy; now, in this public history, he praised “universal suffrage” in Ohio, saying that the “unlimited extension of the elective franchise, so far from producing any evil, has ever constituted a safe and sufficient check upon injurious legislation.” Chase overlooked how the state constitution denied the right to vote to blacks, although blacks voted at this time in several states, and he did not mention that women could not vote in Ohio, although they had enjoyed this right in New Jersey until 1807.28

Chase summarized in his history many of the statutes passed by the first few state legislatures, but he did not mention the Ohio Black Laws, which he would later oppose and help to repeal in 1849. Under the first of these so-called Black Laws, passed in 1804, no “black or mulatto person” could move to Ohio without a court certificate proving that he or she was free, and nobody in Ohio could hire a black or mulatto person who did not have such a certificate. Under an 1807 law, no “negro or mulatto person” could move into Ohio without filing, within two months of arrival, a bond signed by two men promising to pay up to $500 “for the good behavior of such negro or mulatto.” It seems that the immigration provisions of these two laws were rarely enforced, for the state’s black population grew rapidly. Another section of the 1807 statute, however, was generally enforced: a provision that prohibited blacks from testifying in civil or criminal cases involving whites. This meant that if a white person committed a crime against a black, he could not be prosecuted if the only witnesses were the victim or other blacks. Finally, although Ohio already had a system of public schools, one that Chase praised in his history, blacks were generally excluded from attending them. Chase noted the exclusion without comment or criticism. In short, if he had tackled this project ten or twenty years later, when his views on slavery had changed, Chase would have written quite a different history of Ohio.29

When the first volume was published in 1833, Chase sent copies to friends and leaders, including James Kent, former chancellor of New York, and a leading scholar of American law. In his cover letter to Kent, Chase explained that he hoped, with his preface, not only to sketch the history of the state but also “to inculcate national ideas and national sentiments.” Kent responded with praise for Chase’s “great work,” saying that it “does credit to your enterprise, industry, and accuracy.” Justice Joseph Story thanked Chase in similar terms and “wished with all my heart that other states would follow your example.” Unfortunately, from Chase’s perspective, the book did not sell well. The state agreed to purchase only 150 copies, fewer than he had expected, and a fire burned several hundred copies of the second volume. In total, Chase received about $1,000 for all his work on three volumes, or about $30,000 in today’s money.30



In late 1832, at about the same time that he started work on his statute publication project, Chase started doing legal work for the Second Bank of the United States as the junior partner of Daniel Caswell. Although Jackson had vetoed the bill to extend the bank’s charter, the federal charter still had more than three years to run, and, after that, the bank would continue for a while under a Pennsylvania charter. At first, Chase shared the bank’s legal work with Caswell, whom he described to a friend as “one of our ablest lawyers,” but in early 1834 Caswell decided to move to Indiana and sold his share of the business to Chase.31

Our main sources of information about Chase’s work for the Bank of United States are about twenty letters he wrote to Timothy Kirby, agent of the bank in Cincinnati, and to Herman Cope, third assistant cashier of the bank, based in Philadelphia. Many of these were opinion letters, for which Chase researched and answered a legal question raised by bank officials. For example, in one missive, Chase advised Cope about improvements made by a tenant on a factory site owned by the bank; in Chase’s view, the bank could retain the improvements or dictate terms for their removal. In another letter, he explained why he did not think that the Ohio courts would grant an injunction (sought by some bank officials) against a tenant cutting down trees on a farm. Other letters summarize the status of the dozens of cases that Chase was handling for the bank in the courts of Ohio.32

Chase’s other clients at this time included Lafayette Bank of Cincinnati, authorized by the state legislature in early 1834 and organized later in the year, with Chase serving both as lawyer and one of the first directors. Again, our information about Chase’s work for Lafayette Bank is limited, consisting mainly of diary entries noting that he attended meetings of its directors. There are a few more revealing items, however. In February 1836 Chase spoke with a couple of investors about “the investment of a hundred thousand dollars surplus capital belonging to the Lafayette Bank.” One of those with whom he spoke was Josiah Lawrence, president of Lafayette Bank, who “declined on the ground that, being president of the bank, it might be said he had improperly used its funds.” There is also a letter, almost illegible, from Lawrence to Chase, discussing tensions between the directors of the bank, all based in Ohio, and the shareholders, many of them in New York. What is clear, even from these limited sources, is that Chase’s role with Lafayette Bank was quite different from his role with the Bank of the United States. He was not just an outside lawyer for the Lafayette Bank but rather part of the management team.33



Chase was busy not only with his statutes project and with his work for bank clients, but also with civic and religious work. He was the founder and for ten years the president of the Young Men’s Bible Society of Cincinnati, an affiliate of the American Bible Society, the purpose of which was to print and distribute the Bible as widely and cheaply as possible. The annual reports of the national society show that the Cincinnati affiliate, under Chase, was especially successful. “In addition to the supply of their own city,” the Cincinnati group provided Bibles to “steamboats, to German immigrants, and to the destitute generally in Hamilton County,” the county of which Cincinnati was the principal city. Chase was also active in the American Sunday School Union, noting in his diary that Sunday school instruction was necessary for “diffusing religious knowledge and creating a taste for general information.” In his first government position, he served as a school inspector for the city of Cincinnati, the start of a lifelong interest in public education. He was a leader of the Young Men’s Temperance Society of Cincinnati, lamenting in a speech to that group that there were more than two hundred “tippling shops” in the city. Addressing the Agricultural Society of Hamilton County, Chase sounded very much like Thomas Jefferson, praising the many small independent farms and urging farmers not to neglect their general education, since farmers were the majority of America’s voters. When a Young Men’s Colonization Society for Hamilton County was formed, its leaders invited Chase to speak about whether “the voluntary colonization of the blacks to the coast of Africa is a powerful work of extending civilization and Christianity to that great, but as yet, barbarous continent.” The colonization speech, if Chase gave one, does not survive.34

When the Whig Party was formed, in 1834 and 1835, to oppose Andrew Jackson and promote internal improvements, young men like Chase were its leaders in Cincinnati. They achieved their first success in the fall election of 1834, replacing a Jacksonian with a Whig as Hamilton County’s representative in Congress. A few weeks later, while in Columbus on bank business, Chase joined with many members of the legislature in a public letter supporting Justice John McLean as the Whig candidate for president. Justice McLean already had a long record of public service, including as the innovative postmaster general in the administrations of James Monroe and John Quincy Adams. In February 1835 Chase continued his McLean campaign, writing to Samuel Vinton, an Ohio Whig in Congress, to urge that the Whigs in Washington nominate McLean. Chase explained that he and others in Cincinnati favored McLean over the other Ohio candidate, General William Henry Harrison, because McLean’s election would put an end to “military rule.” Neither Chase, nor McLean, nor others, seemed to view his position on the Supreme Court as precluding him from becoming a presidential candidate, and Chase himself, thirty years later, felt free to seek the presidency while serving as chief justice. In the end, the efforts of Chase and others for McLean came to naught, for the justice firmly withdrew his name from consideration in late summer 1835.35



Chase’s diary entries for his first few years in Cincinnati mention various young women, none of them apparently serious romances. Chase later recalled that, when he first met his first wife, Catherine Jane Garniss, in the fall of 1831, her “appearance did not please me” and that he thought her “an affected and shallow girl.” Nor did Chase like her father, John Garniss, noting in his diary that he “heard as usual not a little slander” during one conversation with him. Chase did not spend much time with Catherine until early 1833, when the severe illness of Chase’s brother-in-law Dr. Colby forced Chase to move out of the Colby home and into a boardinghouse, where, by chance, the Garniss family also lived. Now Chase started to call upon Catherine Garniss from time to time. On the first of May 1833, for example, the two of them went together to hear speeches by the students at a local school for young women. “We came home under a broiling sun and agreed upon a ride in the evening and by moonlight.” Chase closed his diary entry for the day with a hint of humor as well as New England austerity: “Must think more and eat less, tomorrow.”36

Chase’s diary is far from complete for these years, so we do not know when and how he proposed. Nor do we have any diary or letters from Catherine that would give her side of the story. One of Catherine’s friends recalled much later that she first described him as “uncouth” with an “unmanageable mouth” but that she hoped to “polish him up a little.” Evidently she succeeded in these efforts, for on March 4, 1834, in the parlor of the Garniss home, Reverend Lyman Beecher married Salmon Chase and Catherine Garniss. Chase was twenty-six, and his wife was twenty-two.37

At first, the couple lived in a boardinghouse along with Chase’s sister Helen, but, after a while, they moved in with Catherine’s parents. Chase was happy. In the summer of 1835 he wrote to his closest friend, Charles Cleveland, head of a young ladies’ school near Philadelphia, that he wished Charles could know his wife. “I think her a paragon of perfection. She seems to me not so pretty indeed as when we were first married but tenfold more lovely and tenfold dearer.” Chase had hoped “to visit the East this summer, but my wife’s health is delicate, and I cannot leave her.”38
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Charles Dexter Cleveland, Chase’s lifelong friend, who grieved with Chase after the death of each of his three wives.



Catherine Chase’s health was “delicate” because she was expecting a child, a daughter Catherine Amelia, born on November 16, 1835. For a few days, Chase’s wife was unwell, and he thought about postponing a business trip to Philadelphia, but she urged him to go, telling him that it would improve his reputation. Chase left Cincinnati on about November 21 and received, while he was away, a few reports about his wife’s health. On his return trip, on Sunday, December 6, he received three letters at Wheeling, at the time in western Virginia, now in the state of West Virginia. The first letter reported that his wife’s health was improving; the second reported a “sudden and alarming” change for the worse; and the third, dated December 2, said that his wife had died. Chase hastened home, praying that the letter was wrong, but when he reached the Garniss house, the “black crape on the door announced that death was within.”39

For weeks, Chase was overcome with grief. He visited Catherine’s grave every day of December. On Christmas morning he awoke with only one thought: “my wife—my dear wife—gone—never to return.” The next day, he went to his office and spent an hour or two “in fruitless attempts to prepare an argument” in a banking case in the United States Supreme Court. On Sunday, December 27, he wrote Charles Cleveland that “what grieves me most is that I was not, while my dear wife lived, so faithful with her on the subject of religion as I should have been, and I have now no certain assurance that she died in the faith.” He wished that he had not “contented myself with a few conversations on the subject of religion, with a few recommendations of religious books, with faint prayers,” so that “she might have been before her death enrolled among the professed followers of the Lamb.” Two days later, he noted that “the nurse came downstairs with my dear little motherless child,” and that he was thankful for the nurse and for his daughter’s good health. On the last day of the year, Chase recorded all the changes 1835 had brought: the birth of his child, the death of his wife, the publication of the third and final volume of his book. His wife had joked that she would keep the book “for her oldest son. Alas she never saw the final volume.”40






CHAPTER 4 “Some Great Scheme”


[image: ] 1836–41 [image: ]

In the latter part of the 1830s and the first years of the 1840s, Chase went from a rank-and-file Whig, with no strong views on slavery; to a prominent local Whig, with definite antislavery views; to a Liberty Party leader who denounced the Whig Party as subservient to the slaveholders. Chase’s legal work also changed during these years, as he started to represent fugitive slaves and abolitionists in court cases. He continued to handle commercial cases for banks and other clients, but the cases for which he became known were those in which he worked without pay for black defendants. The story of this transition tells us much not only about Salmon P. Chase but also about the emergence of antislavery politics in America.

First, however, a word about words. Although Chase was often called an abolitionist, and although he had many friends among the abolitionists, he said consistently that he was not an abolitionist, but merely an antislavery man. For Chase, an “abolitionist” was someone like William Lloyd Garrison, the Boston editor who demanded the immediate liberation of all America’s slaves, and who famously declared, in the first issue of his paper The Liberator, that on the subject of slavery he did not “wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation.” Because he viewed the Constitution as sanctioning and supporting slavery, Garrison denounced the document as a “covenant with death and an agreement with hell.” Garrison generally did not vote and did not endorse political candidates in his paper, viewing it as pointless. For Garrison, abolition was a moral crusade, not a mere political position. Chase agreed with Garrison that slavery was evil but disagreed about almost everything else, beginning with the Constitution, which he regarded as the great charter of freedom. As Chase read it, the Constitution at most tolerated slavery as an exception, in the slave states, but established freedom as the general national rule. Chase believed that the federal government could not emancipate slaves in the slave states—that was an issue for the states—but the federal government should not impose or assist slavery, either. So, for example, Congress should end slavery in the District of Columbia and repeal the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793—the federal law that allowed masters to capture slaves who escaped from a slave state to a free state. The best way to achieve change, he believed, was through politics, by building a broad antislavery political party. He hoped and expected that, once an antislavery party took control of the national government, the states would change their own laws and that slavery would end, though he was vague about how this would occur. But the first task was to wrest control of the federal government from the Southern slave owners.1

These were not yet Chase’s views in 1836, when he was simply a standard Whig. Indeed, although this was a presidential year, the young man paid little attention to politics; he struggled to do his legal work through his grief. In January he spent three days in court as one of the prosecutors—states and counties often hired private lawyers to serve as temporary prosecutors—in a high-profile murder trial. Chase’s hour-plus closing speech was “listened to with great attention by a crowded audience.” One of the defense lawyers, a senior member of the local bar, was, in Chase’s view, “very verbose” and “very repetitionary,” speaking more than five hours. Even in the midst of a murder trial, Chase missed his wife. “How much do I regret that I cannot tell her of my speech and impart to her all my feelings?” he wrote in his diary. Near the end of the defense speech, Chase left the courthouse and went to his wife’s grave site, where he prayed for “strength and patience.”2

Three months later, in April, Chase wrote Charles Cleveland that “the calamity, which has fallen upon me, was so severe, so overwhelming, so unexpected, that I have hardly yet recovered from it sufficiently to perform any duty, which the exigency of the immediate occasion does not imperiously require.” He prayed that the death of his wife would “lead me to look less to earth as a permanent abode and more to that world of bliss and glory whither I humbly hope my dear wife has gone before me. Still, however, I cannot but feel the difference between the world with her and the world without her.” Chase described his late wife as almost a saint. “She was universally beloved by her acquaintances, for she never permitted herself to indulge a wish which would involve the slightest inconvenience to another.”3

In the summer of 1836 Chase was wrenched from his private grief, and from his quiet legal practice, by riots in Cincinnati. The principal target of the rioters’ wrath was James Birney, who had owned slaves in Kentucky and Alabama, then freed them and converted to the cause of abolition. Birney moved to Cincinnati in 1835 and started a weekly antislavery newspaper, the Philanthropist. Chase probably met Birney through his brother-in-law Isaac Colby, an abolitionist friend of Birney’s. Most whites in Cincinnati opposed Birney, claiming that his presence and his paper hurt the city’s connections with the South. In late July, after a mass meeting attended by many of the city’s leaders, including some of Chase’s clients, a formal letter was presented to Birney, demanding that he cease publication. Birney refused.4

On the night of July 30 an anti-abolition mob attacked the office of Birney’s printer, destroying the press, then attacked other offices and houses, including Colby’s office. Chase recalled that his sister Abigail Colby, terrified, fled from her home to his. After attacking abolitionists, the mob attacked blacks and black residences, dispersing after midnight only when the mayor, who had been a silent spectator during the destruction, told them that “we have done enough for one night.” On the next night, a riotous mob gathered outside a hotel where they believed that Birney was hiding. Chase recalled that he “stood in the doorway and told them, calmly but resolutely, that no one could pass.” Although the news accounts of this second night do not name Chase, they confirm his recollection that a mob gathered and then dispersed at the hotel.5

Chase and a few friends published a call for an August 2 meeting of all those in the city who opposed mob violence. But when he and his colleagues arrived at the appointed time and place they found a meeting already in progress under the firm control of the anti-abolitionists. Chase and his friends did not try to wrest control of the meeting, which passed modest resolutions condemning violence. In a long public letter to the Cincinnati Gazette, however, Chase responded to the claim that he had said that he would pay $10,000 to support an abolitionist press. What he actually said, Chase wrote, was that he would pay almost any amount rather “than see an abolitionist press put down by a mob.” He explained that “much as I have deprecated the course of the abolitionists, I regard all the consequences of their publications as evils comparatively light when compared with the evils produced by the prevalence of mob spirit.”6

Both the printer of the Philanthropist and the leaders of the Ohio Anti-Slavery Society hired Chase to represent them, in separate civil cases, against some prominent members of the anti-abolition mobs. Chase explained in a letter to his friend Cleveland that the defendants were so angry at the abolitionists that they would probably regard even the lawyers like Chase “as personal enemies.” He was prepared to lose some of his legal business, however, because “a man must perform his duty and leave consequences to Him, who requires the duty.” The cases would take some time in the courts, but eventually Chase would win verdicts for his clients in both cases against the rioters.7



On March 10, 1837, James Birney arrived at Chase’s office with an urgent, difficult legal problem. The Birney family housekeeper, Matilda Lawrence, had been arrested as a fugitive slave. Matilda was about twenty years old, “of striking beauty and engaging manners,” according to one account, the slave and probably the daughter of her master, Larkin Lawrence. Indeed, during a trip to New York City, Lawrence had passed Matilda off as his daughter, and she begged him for her freedom, a request he refused. As they headed back to Missouri, the steamboat tied up at the wharf in Cincinnati, and Matilda simply walked into the city. Soon thereafter, she started working for the Birney family.8

Lawrence sent an agent, John Riley, to Cincinnati to find and return Matilda, and she was now in the county jail. Birney shared with Chase the paperwork for the case to date: Riley’s affidavit, the magistrate’s order authorizing her arrest, and the order committing her to prison. In the affidavit, Riley stated that he was the agent of Larkin Lawrence, that Matilda was Lawrence’s slave, and that she escaped in February 1836 and was hiding in Cincinnati. The magistrate simply repeated and relied upon Riley’s claims, although he added one detail, referring to Matilda as a “colored girl.” On this thin basis, she now faced life as a slave.9

Chase agreed at once to take the case. Using the ancient English procedure for challenging illegal detentions, Chase applied for and obtained a writ of habeas corpus, a court order directing the sheriff to bring Matilda to court, and for both sides to appear in court, the next morning. Chase and Birney (formerly a lawyer in Alabama) then worked into the night to prepare Chase’s argument. The next morning, Chase and his junior partner were in the courtroom of Judge David Kirkpatrick Este, the presiding judge of Hamilton County. Matilda sat in the prisoner’s dock. Riley was represented by three lawyers, including a former Jacksonian member of Congress, Robert Lytle, and the county prosecutor Nathaniel Read. All three of Riley’s lawyers had been leaders in the anti-abolition movement a few months earlier. Three strong men also accompanied Riley, to take Matilda away if, as expected, the judge ruled in their favor. William Henry Harrison, clerk of this court and future president of the United States, was probably in the courtroom as well.10
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Chase’s argument in the Matilda case, in pamphlet form, was an early and influential argument that the Constitution did not authorize fugitive slave legislation.



At the outset of his argument, Chase noted the intense community interest on both sides of the case. “I feel the responsibility which rests upon me as an advocate; I perceive the responsibility which rests upon the court; not to the community alone, not alone to the humble individual who sues for protection here, but to conscience and to God.” If the court ruled erroneously that Matilda was a slave, it would “consign to human bondage a human being, rightfully free;” if the court erred in the other direction, it would only “deprive a master of the services of a single individual, legally a slave.”11

Chase then argued that slavery was “admitted, on all hands, to be contrary to natural right.” Chase cited not only Somerset v. Stewart, the famous English case declaring that England was free soil, but also two recent Southern cases. Slavery “can have no existence beyond the territorial limits of the state which sanctions it.” Matilda was now in Ohio, “by whose fundamental law slavery is positively and forever interdicted.” The question was thus whether there was some exception to these general rules under which Matilda was still legally a slave.12

Reviewing the affidavit and the magistrate’s orders, Chase insisted that they were not a sufficient basis for Matilda’s arrest and detention. The Fugitive Slave Clause of the Constitution provided that “no person held to service or labor in one state, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in consequence of any law or regulation thereof, be discharged from such service or labor, but shall be delivered up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may be due.” Nothing in Riley’s affidavit suggested that Matilda had escaped from a slave state into a free state, so there was no proof that she was a person covered by this clause of the Constitution. The magistrate’s orders were based on the affidavit and equally invalid, unless Matilda’s status as a “colored girl” was sufficient to justify detention. “If so, if color be sufficient cause of imprisonment, let us know the exact shade. Who in the courthouse is guilty? Who innocent?” Chase did not ask the judge to look at Matilda, and those in the courtroom who were more or less as dark, but his point was made.13

Those involved in Matilda’s arrest and detention, Chase continued, had failed to follow the procedure set out in the Fugitive Slave Act, which allowed a master or his agent to “seize or arrest such fugitive from labor” and take the fugitive before a federal or state court judge or magistrate to prove his status. This was not what Lawrence or his agent had done; they had relied upon state officers to arrest and detain Matilda, acting, Chase said, without any basis in state or federal law. Moreover, he continued, there were questions about the constitutionality of the Fugitive Slave Act itself.14

At this, according to the report of the case, Robert Lytle jumped up and demanded to know “whether they would, at this late day, permit any discussion as to the constitutionality of the act of Congress, and urged that such discussion was irrelevant to the case before the court.” Judge Este responded that he was “disposed to hear counsel with patience,” that he was not inclined to “prescribe to counsel what course of argument should be pursued.” Chase resumed, with some heat, “The constitutionality of the act of Congress is not relevant to this case! What then are we discussing? Is it not the validity of the magistrate’s commitment?” The magistrate had no power to commit Matilda to prison “unless derived from the act of Congress, and the act of Congress can confer no power at all, if unconstitutional.”15

The Constitution, Chase said, both creates the national government, giving it certain limited powers, and forms a compact among the states, binding them in certain respects. The Fugitive Slave Clause was a compact among the states, not a grant of power to the federal government, for it did not mention the federal government and did not grant Congress any powers. Chase noted that the Fugitive Slave Clause was not part of Article I, the principal source of the powers of Congress, but rather was in Article IV, along with the Full Faith and Credit Clause, another compact between the states, but one with a sentence giving Congress implementing authority. The Fugitive Slave Clause had no such language granting power to Congress. Chase asked the court to consider whether those who drafted and ratified the Constitution would have wanted to create a system in which “any person can be dragged, by any other person who chooses to set up a claim against him as a fugitive servant, to undergo trial for his personal liberty”—a trial in which mere local magistrates would decide whether a person was free or slave, without the possibility of any effective appeal.16

Chase also argued that the Fugitive Slave Act was contrary to the Fourth and Fifth Amendments, which protected against “unreasonable searches and seizures” and promised that “no man shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law.” In practice, there was not much process under the Fugitive Slave Act; the master or his agent seized the supposed slave, presented a flimsy affidavit to the magistrate, and then transported the person into a slave state. “Can we wonder that, upon pretense of seizing fugitives from labor, under the provisions of this act, unprincipled persons have kidnapped free persons and transported them out of this state, and sold them into slavery? Is not this inhuman and infamous practice the natural and inevitable consequence of this act? And can such an act consist with that security from unreasonable seizure, which the Constitution solemnly guarantees to the people? I think not.”17

Chase then turned to the Northwest Ordinance, which “lies at the foundation of all our institutions” in Ohio, and which prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory and the states formed from it. The ordinance provided that its terms should be treated as “a compact between the original states and the people and states in the territory, and forever remain unalterable, unless by common consent.” The prohibition on slavery in Ohio, therefore, was “impressed on the soil itself” and could not be varied by state or federal law. Chase did not explain as well as he should have why this mattered; he should have argued that by bringing Matilda to Ohio, her master had freed her.18

We do not have the arguments of Riley’s lawyers because Chase and Birney, when they printed a pamphlet about the case, omitted them. Judge Este ruled that Matilda was a fugitive slave. Riley and his men took Matilda from the courtroom to a boat bound for the South, and we do not know her history after that. Chase was right about the Constitution: the Fugitive Slave Clause was a compact rather than a grant of power to Congress, and the Fugitive Slave Act violated other provisions in the Constitution, such as the right to trial by jury. As a tactical matter, however, Chase’s decision to spend his time on the Constitution, rather than on the facts, was a mistake. It was not likely that a local judge in Cincinnati would find that the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 was contrary to the Constitution, but he might well rule that there was inadequate proof that a particular person was a fugitive slave.19

Chase was also the key lawyer in the second phase of the Matilda case, the state’s criminal prosecution of Birney for violating state law by harboring a fugitive slave. Chase and Birney lost in the lower court, but they appealed to the state supreme court, where Chase’s arguments were better than his original Matilda argument. He focused on the question of whether Matilda was a fugitive slave under the Constitution or the Ohio statute. “Was she held in service in one state, and did she escape into another state? Plainly not. At the time she left the individual who claimed to be her master, she was within the territorial limits of Ohio [on a boat tied to the Ohio shore] by the consent of that individual. If she had ever been a slave, she ceased to be such at the moment that she was brought by Lawrence within these limits.” When Matilda walked off the boat and into the town, it “was in no just sense of that term an escape” but instead the “first exercise of that freedom which the Constitution of Ohio would confer upon her.”20

This line of argument proved far more practical, for Chase and others, than attacks upon the constitutionality of the fugitive slave laws. The state supreme court found there was no proof that Birney knew Matilda was a fugitive slave at the time that he hired her. The court thus reversed Birney’s conviction without reaching Chase’s constitutional arguments, saying they were “of a character too important in their bearing upon the whole country to be adjudicated upon without necessity.”21

Chase did not give up on his constitutional argument. In an 1838 essay in the Cincinnati Gazette, under a classical pen name, Marcellus, he commented on the failure of the Ohio legislature to provide for trial by jury for those accused of being fugitive slaves. Insisting again that he was “not an abolitionist,” Chase extended and improved upon the arguments that he had made in the Matilda case about why the Fugitive Slave Act was contrary to the Constitution. He noted that other states, including New York and Massachusetts, had passed laws to provide jury trials for those in Matilda’s situation, and he urged Ohio to follow their example. The Fugitive Slave Act, because it was unconstitutional, was “no obstacle to legislation on the same subject by a state legislature; much less does it excuse a state legislature from its first and highest duty to the people—that of securing to every member of the community the complete enjoyment of his natural and social rights.”22

Chase’s argument in the Matilda case was (in the words of two leading historians) the “first major abolitionist challenge to fugitive recaptures.” His Matilda pamphlet was the first step on the road that led to his becoming known as “attorney general for the fugitive slaves.” After the Matilda case, he started to receive letters from the South asking for his help in finding good homes in Cincinnati for freed slaves, and letters from the North asking for advice on questions about alleged fugitive slaves. His Matilda argument was also an important first step toward his political antislavery position: that the federal government had no role in slavery, even with respect to fugitive slaves, and that slavery was merely a “local institution” of the slave states. But the Matilda argument was not, as some have suggested, the Rubicon in Chase’s life, after which he was completely committed to antislavery. It was a single case, albeit an important one, in the midst of a busy legal career. Chase was still a Whig in politics, not the antislavery agitator he would become.23



As a director of the Lafayette Bank, Chase had an inside view of the most serious financial crisis of the first half of the century: the Panic of 1837. Like other Whigs, Chase deplored President Jackson’s decision in 1833 to withdraw federal funds from the Bank of the United States and place them in various “pet banks” favored by Democrats. Chase also disapproved of Jackson’s specie circular, an 1836 order requiring settlers to pay for federal lands in specie (gold or silver) rather than with bank bills, as had been customary. Historians and economists are still debating whether and to what extent these policies caused the financial crisis. But there is no debate over a few key facts. On May 10, 1837, all the banks in New York City suspended specie payments—that is, they announced they would no longer pay in specie to those presenting their banknotes for redemption. Such suspensions were not uncommon in the nineteenth century and often not that dire: the banks were still open for business, and their depositors were not wiped out; they simply could not withdraw specie from their bank accounts for the time of the suspension. The suspension of specie payments in New York in 1837, however, was soon followed in Cincinnati and elsewhere, leading to a nationwide economic depression. Railroads suspended construction; factories closed their doors; workers lost their jobs.24

In the midst of this downturn, in the fall of 1837, Chase went east, stopping first in Richmond, Virginia, where he visited the widow of his mentor William Wirt, who had died a few years before. Upon reaching Baltimore a few days later, Chase wrote a warm letter to Mrs. Wirt, saying that he was sending her the finest cheese that Baltimore had to offer and urging her to visit him in Cincinnati, “the beautiful city by the beautiful river.” From Baltimore, Chase went to Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and New England.25

Each party in the 1838 Ohio election blamed the other for the deep economic downturn. Democrats demanded, among other things, that Ohio follow the example of Massachusetts and enact bank regulations. After the Democrats prevailed, the legislature passed a banking law imposing capital requirements, creating a board of three bank commissioners, and requiring that the commissioners visit every bank in the state at least once every year. The bank commissioners were authorized to inspect the books and records of the banks and to “make such other inquiries as may be necessary to ascertain the actual condition of the said institutions and their ability to fulfill all the engagements made by them.”26

This language, which sounds pretty standard in the twenty-first century, was radical in the 1830s, when only a few states had rudimentary bank regulations. One Whig paper claimed that the only reason the Democrats formed the bank board was “to create three fat offices, to be filled by some of their cormorant partisans, that thus the party may have three stout electioneers constantly perambulating the state at the expense of the people!” In May 1839, when the bank commissioners arrived in Cincinnati, the Cincinnati Advertiser, a Democratic paper, reported that Lafayette Bank had tried and failed to obtain a court injunction to prevent them from carrying out their inspection. “On the policy, propriety, or necessity of the application for such an injunction, we make no comment; our readers can draw their own conclusions and act accordingly.” The Advertiser was suggesting that the Lafayette Bank had something to hide; that customers should withdraw their funds.27

The Cincinnati Gazette, a Whig paper, immediately defended the Lafayette Bank, most of whose directors were Whigs. The Gazette reported that the judges could not rule on the requested injunction because they were shareholders in another bank that would be affected by whatever they decided. After another attack in the Advertiser, the editor of the Gazette spoke with “the best source of information—Mr. Chase, the counsellor alleged to have prepared the motion. His information corresponds with that received from the judge. Notice of the motion was given; the bill and exhibits were prepared. These were handed to the judges, for perusal out of court, a common practice, adopted to save taking up time in reading them to the court. Mr. Hatch, one of the commissioners, conversed with the judges and expressed his wish that the case should be acted upon. But the court declined to act, as I have stated. No motion was made in court, no opinion was expressed or intimated by the judges. Such are stated by Mr. Chase, the counsel, to be the facts.” It seems that Chase’s argument was that the bank commissioners were seeking customer records that were not covered by even the broad language of the new statute.28



By the end of 1838, the Chase household consisted of himself, his little daughter Catherine, his sister Helen, then in her early twenties, and two nieces, Eliza Whipple and Jenny Skinner, not yet twenty. Late this year or early in the next year, Chase met through his nieces the young woman who would become his second wife: Eliza or Lizzie Smith, daughter of a local merchant. Helen later recalled Lizzie Smith as “the loveliest, most fascinating, graceful person I ever knew.” We do not know much more about her: only one of her letters survives, and (unlike with his first wife) Chase did not write about this courtship.29

A few days before the date set for the wedding, September 26, 1839, Chase received an angry letter from John Garniss, the father of his first wife. Garniss was annoyed that Chase had not told him about his plans to marry again, and, above all, Garniss did not want his granddaughter to participate in the wedding ceremony. “I beg in the name of my dear child that her child may not be an actor in this pageant.” Chase wrote later that his daughter Catherine, not quite four at the time, “was ardently attached” to Eliza, “whose gentle and winning endearments had gained her heart even before I was married to her.” So it seems likely that little Catherine was among those who attended this double wedding, for Chase’s sister Helen married on the same day to a young Episcopal minister. Chase was thirty-one years old; his bride, only seventeen. Eliza Chase moved into the house with her new husband, her new stepdaughter, and (it seems) her friends the two Chase nieces.30

Only a few months later, however, on February 6, 1840, little Catherine died of scarlet fever. “I have lost my only child, my sweet little Kate,” Chase wrote to his friend Cleveland. Since his daughter had reached the age of four and survived the most serious childhood diseases, measles and whooping cough, Chase had expected that she would live to adulthood, to become his “own counsellor and friend.” Now she was gone, and Chase could only hope that “this bereavement may be sanctified to me and mine—that our hearts may be fixed on heavenly things—and that our spirits may be purified from the defilements of the world.” With his wife in 1835, his sister in 1838, his daughter in 1840, and others to follow—death was a constant part of Chase’s life.31

His grief was softened by the arrival of a new daughter, formally named Catharine Jane Chase, but known informally as Kate, born in August 1840. Chase wrote to Cleveland that he was thankful that both his wife and child were healthy. Eliza was “an invaluable treasure and support, combining in a wonderful degree the warm affections and simple confidence of youth, with the mature judgment of far riper years.” Moreover, he continued, “we are one in the most important respect—one in a common dependence on the Savior and in a common hope of the eternal life.” Many of Chase’s diary entries from this period are religious. At the end of one month, for example, he noted, “This is the last weekday of a month by no means adequately improved. How little have I done for the Savior or for souls! With only two or three have I conversed on religious subjects at all.” He was trying to memorize the longest psalm in the Bible, the 119th Psalm, and meant “to continue to do so until I can repeat it with facility from beginning to end.” He was also teaching Sunday school, noting that he should “pay more attention” to the speeches he prepared for these classes to “try to make them more interesting and instructive.”32

Chase’s diary also shows how much time he spent on bank work in late 1840 and early 1841. Most days, he spent about an hour at the offices of Lafayette Bank, in the elegant new building on Third Street that it shared with the Franklin Bank. Chase served not only on the board of directors but also on the executive committee and the exchange committee—the latter of which was charged with deciding whether to accept, and at what rate, the banknotes of other banks. The multiplicity of banks, the paucity of information about their finances, and the prevalence of counterfeit banknotes all made such decisions a difficult part of every banker’s daily life. Chase also continued to do some legal work for the Bank of the United States, now in the process of winding down its operations. In early 1841, however, he parted ways with the bank because of a fee dispute. “I feel quite confident,” Chase wrote to Kirby, “that I can make as much money if not more if left at liberty to act for clients who will not now employ me because I represent the bank, than with the arrangement proposed.” A financial summary shows that Chase owed the bank more than $2,000 in late 1839, in the depths of the financial crisis, but that he had almost canceled this debt through his legal work for the bank by early 1841, often earning several hundred dollars in a single month of work.33



In March 1840 the Whigs in the First Ward of Cincinnati nominated Chase as one of their candidates for city council. Each ward, at this time, elected three members to the council, which totaled twenty-one members. Chase and other Whigs prevailed in the April election, with each of the First Ward Whig candidates receiving about four hundred votes, and the three Democrats, about two hundred votes apiece. The Cincinnati City Council met once a week, and Chase was almost always at the meetings. For Chase, still quite committed to temperance, this was the main issue facing the council. There were hundreds of taverns and coffeehouses selling alcohol, and the city council was licensing yet more, in part because the license fees provided a significant source of city income.34
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William Henry Harrison, neighbor and friend of Chase in Cincinnati.



By this time, Chase had overcome his aversion to military candidates for political office and supported General William Henry Harrison, the Whig candidate for president. Chase knew Harrison personally. He lived on a farm in North Bend, about ten miles outside of Cincinnati; he served for a while as clerk of one of the city courts; and he attended and addressed a meeting of Chase’s chapter of the Young Men’s Bible Society. In May 1840 one of Chase’s college classmates, Albert Hoit, came to Cincinnati in order to paint Harrison’s portrait and asked Chase to introduce him to Harrison. Taking his wife and niece along, Chase went with Hoit to North Bend to call upon the general. Harrison was most affable, insisting that they all stay for dinner, even stoking up the fire himself. Harrison agreed to sit for a portrait by Hoit and, when the painting was done, Chase deemed it “a fine likeness.” A few weeks later, Chase and Harrison met by chance on the street in Cincinnati, and Harrison asked whether Chase knew Gamaliel Bailey, who had taken over as the editor of the Philanthropist after James Birney moved to New York. When Chase replied that he knew Bailey well, Harrison asked Chase to see Bailey about an article in the Philanthropist charging Harrison with talking out of both sides of his mouth about slavery. Chase discussed the matter with Bailey, but without much effect; before long, Bailey was urging his readers to vote for neither of the two major party candidates, which he saw as subservient to the South, but to support instead the candidate of the new Liberty Party, Chase’s friend and former client Birney.35
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Gamaliel Bailey, editor first of the Philanthropist in Cincinnati and then the National Era in Washington, DC.



The 1840 campaign was among the most intense in American history, with Whigs using as their symbols the log cabin and the cider jug, because a Democratic editor had unwisely said that Harrison would be content to retire to his log cabin where he could drink hard cider. Whigs claimed that the Democratic candidate, incumbent president Martin Van Buren, lived in luxury at the presidential mansion, unlike the modest Harrison, who had once lived in a log cabin. Democrats could have turned around this argument, pointing out that Harrison’s father was a wealthy Virginia planter and that the general’s current home was no log cabin, but for some reason did not.36

Chase was more worried than excited by the contest between Harrison and Van Buren. In a letter to his friend Cleveland, he wrote that he was “disgusted with party strife and am greatly chagrined on seeing the means to which both parties resort to gain their ends.” He believed that Van Buren and the Democrats were corrupt, and that Harrison was “animated by a sincere and elevated patriotism.” But Chase was concerned about “the results of this excited contest upon the religious and moral character of the country” and lamented that the Whig songs and slogans, celebrating Harrison and his supposed love of hard cider, were “calculated to promote intemperance.” Moreover (and here he sounded like Bailey), “the complete subservience which both parties have manifested to the South upon the great, and, in my judgment, vital question of slavery” made him almost “inclined to withdraw from the contest in despair.” Chase was not yet “willing to take part in the third party movement,” regarding it as “premature,” but he hoped that “before a next presidential election, antislavery feeling will be too widely diffused to permit a repetition of the scenes of 1840.”37

In the end, William Henry Harrison carried nineteen states and 234 electoral votes; Martin Van Buren, only seven states and 60 electoral votes. Harrison and Van Buren each received more than a million votes, while Birney polled only 6,225 votes. In many states, there was not a single vote for Birney, because the Liberty Party was not organized enough to print and distribute ballots. (In the nineteenth century, ballots were printed by the political parties.) In Ohio, most of Birney’s votes came from the Western Reserve, the northeastern counties of the state, originally claimed by Connecticut and settled largely by immigrants from New England. In the southern counties, including Chase’s own Hamilton County, Birney received only a handful of votes.38



Chase was always a serious reader. In late 1840 and early 1841 he was reading a history of the French Revolution, an account of travels in East Asia, and the French original of Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville. His diary for this winter shows that he also read three books that were important in changing his mind about slavery.39

William Ellery Channing, a leading Unitarian minister and reformer, started his long essay on Emancipation with an account of the British West Indies, five years after the British Parliament abolished slavery there. Channing contrasted the peace and prosperity of the British islands with the brutality of slavery in Spanish Cuba, still importing thousands of slaves from Africa each year. As for the United States, Channing argued that the free states should not interfere with slavery in the slave states but should “free ourselves from all obligation to use the powers of the national or state governments in any manner whatever for the support of slavery.” He urged an amendment to the Constitution repealing the Fugitive Slave Clause but commented perceptively that the provision was “undergoing a silent repeal.” As antislavery sentiment increased in the North, “the difficulty of sending back the fugitives increases.”40

William Jay, lawyer and son of the first chief justice, John Jay, was the author of A View of the Action of the Federal Government, in Behalf of Slavery. Jay detailed not only some familiar ways in which the federal government supported slavery—by the slave trade in the District of Columbia—but also some that were less familiar, such as diplomatic efforts with Britain to secure extradition of fugitive slaves from Canada. In a prescient passage, Jay predicted that Southerners would persist in their efforts to extend slavery, and to create one or more new slaves states, by annexing the Mexican province of Texas to the United States: “It would be folly to suppose that the project of annexation is abandoned by either the South or by Texas; nor does it need the gift of prophesy to foresee that the first favorable opportunity of making war upon Mexico will be readily embraced by the federal government.” Within a few years, Texas would join the Union as a slave state, and war with Mexico would follow.41

Theodore Weld, editor of the Emancipator, an abolitionist paper in New York, argued in The Power of Congress over the District of Columbia that Congress had the authority to abolish slavery in the district. This might seem so obvious that it would not require a fifty-page pamphlet; after all, the Constitution gives to Congress the “power to exercise exclusive legislation, in all cases whatsoever, in said District.” But Southern legislators insisted that Congress had no authority to end slavery there because the District of Columbia was composed of land ceded by Virginia and Maryland, and also that abolition without compensation would be an impermissible taking of private property for public purposes. Weld noted that nothing prohibited Congress from compensating the masters, but he would prefer abolition without compensation, because, in his view, abolition would not involve taking private property; it would be protecting the most basic property right, ensuring that “every man’s right to his own body shall be protected.” Weld also quoted dozens of founders, including George Washington, Jefferson, Madison, and Jay, to prove that the founding generation expected and supported a gradual end for slavery in the United States, including in the district.42

With these authors fresh in mind, Chase spoke about slavery in January 1841 at the Cincinnati courthouse. We do not have Chase’s full speech, only a brief report in the Cincinnati Gazette saying that he “addressed the meeting at considerable length on the power and duty of Congress to prohibit, without further delay, slavery and the slave trade in the District of Columbia; and on the unconstitutionality of the various rules and practices by which Congress had abridged the right of petition on this subject.” (The “rules and practices” in question included the “gag rule,” by which Congress precluded consideration of petitions calling for limiting or abolishing slavery, a rule against which John Quincy Adams, now a member of the House, was fighting.) The editors of the Cincinnati Republican refused to report on the meeting, explaining that “the Constitution was adopted in an honest spirit of compromise and that our Southern brethren are entitled to a peaceful enjoyment of all the rights and privileges secured to them by that sacred instrument.”43

Chase drafted a letter to the paper’s editors, asking them if they could point to “any compromise of the Constitution which the meeting attacked” or “any right or privilege secured by [the Constitution] to the South which the meeting assailed?” He argued that the “Constitution contains no provision which sanctions slaveholding or slave trading in the District of Columbia. On the contrary, the Constitution expressly declares that no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law.” This prohibition applied to all persons, of whatever color, and yet “every person who is brought into the District and held as a slave, and every child born there and held as a slave, is deprived of liberty without any process of law at all.” Chase added that, in his view, the Constitution did not prohibit slavery in the slave states, because the Due Process Clause was a limit only on the federal government, not upon the states. In this, he echoed a unanimous 1833 decision of the Supreme Court, holding that the federal Bill of Rights did not restrict the actions of state governments.44
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Cincinnati as it appeared in the early 1840s, when Chase was a young lawyer there.





At the time of this January 1841 speech, Chase still considered himself a loyal Whig. Between the election in November and the inauguration in March, he wrote several letters about appointments in the new Whig administration, including a February letter to president-elect Harrison. After suggesting three men for patronage positions, Chase turned “with extreme reluctance” to address a policy point. He had heard that Harrison, in his inaugural address, would argue that Congress should not abolish slavery in the District of Columbia. Knowing that he could not persuade Harrison to advocate freeing the slaves there, Chase urged a more plausible course: silence. “I would most respectfully suggest whether every allusion to the topic of slavery had not better be avoided,” he wrote. “It is not a subject on which Congress will be at all likely to act during your presidency, while it is a subject which cannot be touched without grievously offending one side or the other and producing a schism which may be attended with fatal consequences.” Chase closed with the prayer “that the latter part of your illustrious career may correspond with its commencement and its course thus far, and that the confiding acclaims which greet your accession to the presidency may be changed into grateful benedictions when you retire from it.”45

On March 4, 1841, the day on which Harrison was inaugurated in Washington, Chase was on the Ohio River. Eliza Chase was bound for New Orleans with her baby, Kate, and her sister Frances. Chase joined them as far as a few hours south of Louisville, Kentucky, for the day was “very pleasant,” as was the company. “Nothing marred our enjoyment,” he wrote in his diary, “but a cold which the baby had taken the first night on board.” After telling the captain and doctor to take “especial care of my wife and little one,” Chase disembarked from the southbound steamship and boarded one heading north. When the boat stopped in Louisville, he purchased a fictional account by the British writer Harriet Martineau of the black revolution in Haiti, which he read all the way back to Cincinnati, for the book “interested me greatly.”46

Chase was also reading about temperance in early 1841, including Dr. Ralph Barnes Grindrod’s five-hundred-page Bacchus: An Essay on the Nature, Causes, Effects, and Cure of Intemperance, which presented the emerging medical evidence about how alcohol entered the bloodstream and the brain, concluding that alcohol was a “positive and effectual poison.” In the most controversial section of the book, Grindrod argued that, because devout Jews avoided alcohol during Passover, the “wine” shared at the Last Supper was probably more like grape juice. Chase told his diary that he was “fully persuaded that no alcoholic wine was used at Institution of Lord’s Supper and that the use of such ought to be discontinued everywhere.” After opposing particular licenses at earlier meetings, Chase declared at the March 15 council meeting that he would “vote for no more licenses to sell intoxicating drinks whether to taverns or other houses.” Such positions would earn him praise in the Philanthropist and the votes of temperance men, but would lose him votes among the increasing immigrant population, mainly German, in the council elections set for Monday, April 5. This election would turn, one paper predicted, “wholly on the license question, without any reference to the two great political parties of the day.”47

The returns were still being counted when, on Thursday, April 8, dreadful news reached Cincinnati: the president, after a short illness, had died five days earlier in Washington. Chase was in court, arguing a case, when the first report of Harrison’s death arrived. At a special city council meeting that afternoon, Chase proposed and the council adopted a resolution lamenting the death of Harrison, “whose simplicity of manner, benevolence of heart, and undeviating integrity of conduct justly and greatly endeared him to all.” Later, Chase attended a meeting to arrange with the various churches that they should all toll their bells in mourning. The next day was Good Friday, so Chase went to Episcopal church for services that were (in his words) “indescribably solemn.” In the afternoon, he attended a meeting to plan the local services for the late president. Someone suggested that Judge Jacob Burnet, an early settler like Harrison, should give the eulogy. “I can’t do it,” said the judge. “He and I were the last of a band of thirty who were associated here forty-five years ago. He is gone, and I am left alone.” There was, Chase noted, hardly a dry eye in the room.48

A few days later, the Cincinnati papers—still full of stories about Harrison’s death and speculation about the new president, John Tyler—reported the results of the city council elections. Most but not quite all of the temperance candidates were defeated. In the First Ward, the three winning candidates each had about 560 votes, while Chase and the other temperance candidates each had only about 350 votes. Those in favor of more taverns had prevailed, the Philanthropist lamented, because the “principal portion of the clergy threw cold-water on the cold-water enterprise,” and the press, “with one or two exceptions, did the same thing.” Chase did not even mention the election in his diary, focusing instead on the death of Harrison and his current court cases.49

In one of these cases, Chase represented yet another fugitive slave, Mary Towns. The case was assigned to Judge Nathaniel Read, one of the lawyers who had represented the slave catcher in the Matilda case, now promoted to the state bench. Chase argued that the Fugitive Slave Act was contrary to the Constitution because it did not provide for trial by jury, but he also presented an affidavit from Towns in which she said she came to Cincinnati ten years earlier under a “written license” from one “who had full authority to give such a license,” and that she “never did escape from Kentucky.” Why the judge accepted the affidavit is mysterious, because under state law, blacks were not allowed to testify. But Read did accept the Towns affidavit and essentially accepted Chase’s argument, finding that the master’s affidavit was “vague” and “did not state that she escaped into this state.” Judge Read declared that Mary Towns was free—an unusual verdict in fugitive slave litigation.50



Chase rejoiced over the Towns case in a letter to his friend Cleveland, writing that the judge ruled that the fugitive slave exception in the Ohio constitution “must be construed strictly” and that “every person not precisely within its terms must be regarded as free.” It was not enough for a master to allege that a slave escaped from his residence in a slave state, for the slave might later have received or purchased freedom before coming to Ohio. “She must have escaped from the state, under the laws of which she was held to service, into this state.” Only four years earlier, when he made similar arguments for Matilda, “they were then treated with ridicule or disregard.” Now they were “recognized as law.” In this same letter, Chase reported that he had given a speech to a recent gathering of those “opposed to the political encroachments of slavery at a village about ten miles from the city.” Chase closed his letter by saying that he intended to leave Cincinnati soon “with my wife and child, neither of whom are very well, and make my way slowly through Virginia to Washington.” From there he would go to Philadelphia, where he hoped to see his friend around the middle of July.51

Chase did not keep a diary for the second half of 1841, or perhaps a volume of the diary is simply lost, so it is hard to trace his movements. We know that he was in Cincinnati, with thousands of others, when the late president’s body arrived there on July 5, 1841. “There was neither bustle nor parade of any kind,” a paper reported, “but the countenance of everyone, as he followed the hearse, bore an impress of deep sorrow.” Chase was also present two days later when the casket was walked slowly through the streets of Cincinnati to the waterfront and placed on a boat to carry it to North Bend, to be buried there. He was still in Cincinnati at the end of July, because he defended a man accused of interfering with an officer who was attempting to arrest a “runaway negro.” But by late August, it seems, Chase was back east, seeing friends and doing business.52

Chase was thus probably out of town when the local Whigs gathered on August 21 to select their candidates for state senator and state representatives. The leading Whig paper of Cincinnati, the Daily Gazette, included Chase in a list of six plausible party nominees for state senator. A few days later, it reported that the convention had nominated Oliver Spencer, a lawyer about Chase’s age, for state senate, without any explanation of why Spencer was chosen over Chase and the others. The Philanthropist claimed that the Whigs passed over Chase, in spite of his “knowledge, integrity, and usefulness,” simply because he was “thoroughly antislavery in his opinions and practices.” According to the Philanthropist, “the Whig convention at Carthage was as much an anti-abolition as antidemocratic convention,” and Chase, after coming in a strong second at a similar convention a year earlier, this year “received only six votes out of 102.” Forty years later, a friend elaborated (or perhaps exaggerated), saying that the Whigs rejected Chase because he was an abolitionist. This defeat (the friend claimed) showed Chase “that there was no place in the Whig Party for him and his principles.” Modern biographers have accepted this, writing that Chase’s defeats in April and August were the reason that he shifted to the Liberty Party.53

Nothing in Chase’s papers, however, suggests that he sought the Whig nomination. On the contrary, there are two long letters to Chase from his Cincinnati friend and law partner Flamen Ball, one in late August and one in early September, neither of which mentions the Whig county convention. In the second letter, Ball described for Chase the terrible antiblack riots in Cincinnati in early September, in which several blacks were killed; Ball could easily have continued to describe how local Whigs had abandoned Chase because of his antislavery views. Moreover, there was ample room in the Northern Whig party for antislavery Whigs. For example, Ohio congressman Joshua Reed Giddings was both an opponent of slavery and a staunch Whig during the 1840s. William Henry Seward, governor of New York from 1839 through 1842, was another leading antislavery Whig. So Chase could have opposed slavery and defended fugitive slaves in court cases, and not only remained a Whig but also probably achieved success as a Whig. Why did he leave one of the two dominant political parties and join the apparently pointless Liberty Party?54

The best answer to this question, and it is only a partial answer, is from Chase’s own writings from this period. He became convinced that the Whig Party, like the Democratic Party, could not oppose slavery as a party because it was subservient to the South. He was also deeply troubled by the role of Whig leaders in the antiblack riots in Cincinnati, both in 1836 and again in 1841. William Harrison’s death, which made John Tyler the tenth president, was another reason that Chase changed parties. Now there was no local friend in the White House, but a total stranger. Now, instead of Harrison, who had pledged to secure a federal charter for a new national bank, there was Tyler, who vetoed bills to create a new national bank. Now, instead of a president who Chase expected would be neutral on slavery, the new president was yet another Southern slave owner.55

In a revealing letter, Chase wrote his friend Charles Cleveland in October 1841 that after the recent riots, Cincinnati had “a most unenviable distinction for lawless violence.” What especially angered him was the role of city leaders who condoned or only feebly condemned the violence. Chase insisted that he was not an abolitionist, but he had decided to join the antislavery movement. He now viewed slavery “as an influence perverting our government from its true scope and end, as an institution strictly local, but now escaped from its proper limits and threatening to overshadow and nullify whatever is most valuable in our political system.” Antislavery, Chase wrote, “aims at a complete deliverance of the government of the nation from all connection with and all responsibility for slavery.” Political antislavery, at least Chase’s version of antislavery, would concede that the Southern states were free to maintain slavery within their borders if they wished, but antislavery would “examine fully the merits and demerits of the system of slavery itself.” Once slavery was “agitated as a political question, great light must be thrown upon it.” Chase was well aware that political antislavery would be “unpopular” at first, but he had faith that it would “gain friends constantly.”56

Chase’s conversion to the antislavery cause was a gradual one and, like many conversions, not easily explained. Part of the process was intellectual: reading William Jay and others persuaded him that the antislavery interpretation of the Constitution was correct. Part of the process was personal: getting to know Isaac Colby and other abolitionists persuaded Chase that they were not raving lunatics but serious, sober, righteous men. Chase was also getting to know, after the Matilda case, individual black people, both his clients and community leaders. Surely this helped to change his views on black slavery. And part of the process was spiritual: Chase came to see slavery as contrary to the central commandments of Christianity, to love God and love our neighbor.57



Whatever the conversion process, it is clear that by December 1841, Chase was committed to the antislavery cause. He placed a small advertisement in the Philanthropist urging all the “friends of liberty” in Ohio to attend an end-of-the year state convention in Columbus. When the two hundred delegates gathered, they adopted an address, drafted by Chase, which provides the best early statement of his antislavery views. He started by emphasizing that he and his colleagues had not separated “from the parties with which we have heretofore acted without reluctance and a struggle. Many of us have, until quite lately, indulged the idea that this separation was not absolutely necessary.” They had hoped that one or both of the main political parties would begin to oppose slavery and seek to deliver “the people of this country from the manifold evils they suffer in consequence of the ascendency of slaveholding influence, in all the departments of our national government.” But such hopes had been “repeatedly disappointed” and were now “finally relinquished.”58

Chase quoted Thomas Jefferson, who declared in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal,” and he quoted from Madison, whose notes of the 1787 Constitutional Convention, kept private while those who participated in the convention were alive, were first published in 1840. In a key passage, Madison stated that the Philadelphia delegates “thought it wrong to admit in the Constitution the idea that there could be property in man.” All the Liberty Party wanted, Chase wrote, was to follow through on the vision of these fathers of the nation. “Their creed is our creed,” he declared. “Their faith is our faith.” The Constitution they drafted and ratified “designates all the inhabitants of the states as persons and nowhere recognizes the idea that men can be the subjects of property.” The Constitution “found slavery and left it a state institution,” dependent upon the slave laws of the slave states; the Constitution gave slavery “no national character, no national existence.” Chase’s reading of the Constitution was thus quite different from that of not only the Southern slave owners but also the Northern abolitionists, both of whom agreed that the Constitution sanctioned and protected slavery.59

Chase insisted that the Liberty Party was not seeking to interfere with slavery in the slave states. This was a crucial concept, not only in the Liberty Party but also later in the Free Soil and Republican Parties. The Liberty Party “would not interfere with the restoration of fugitives from service, on claim of the party to whom their services may be due,” but would insist that this constitutional clause applied only “to cases of escape from the state under the laws of which the service may be claimed to be due into another state.” As we shall see, Chase’s position on the fugitive slave problem would change over time; he would soon argue that there was no constitutional basis for a federal fugitive slave law. What the Liberty Party wanted, Chase wrote in all capitals, was “the absolute and unqualified divorce of the government from slavery.” He did not spell out in this address what such a “divorce” would mean in practice, but, at a minimum, he had in mind abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia and preventing its spread to other federal territories.60

Chase closed by placing himself and his colleagues under the “banner of constitutional liberty.” In a hint of what would become the 1848 slogan of the Free Soil Party, he wrote in 1841 that the Liberty Party would inscribe on its banner “Liberty, Equal Rights, Protection to Free Labor, General Education, Public Economy.” The party would rally under this flag “with firm resolution never to abandon the contest, never to relax our exertions, until our great object shall be happily accomplished. Last year, the Liberty Party counted her voters by the thousands; this year, she counted them by tens of thousands; next year, she hopes to count them by hundreds of thousands.” A decade earlier, in his essay on Henry Brougham, Chase had imagined a reformer, completely committed to a cause, working “through difficulty, and discouragement, and opposition to give effect to some great scheme of benevolence.” At the time, Chase himself had no such cause to which he was committed. But in 1841 he found his great cause, his life’s work: political antislavery. Now he would face years of difficulty, discouragement, and opposition.61






CHAPTER 5 “To Limit and Localize… Slavery”
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As soon as he joined the Liberty Party, Chase set out to change it. He saw three related tasks. First, Chase wanted to distinguish the Liberty Party, a political party, from abolitionism, a moral movement. Second, he hoped to broaden the party, to persuade antislavery Whigs and Democrats to join, and to extend the party into border slave states such as Kentucky. Third, Chase tried to reverse a decision made in early 1841: that James Birney should be the party’s presidential candidate again in 1844. He wanted someone more popular than Birney, someone more political, someone who could attract more than just abolitionists.1

One of the first letters Chase wrote after joining the party was to Joshua Leavitt, an eastern preacher, editor, and party leader. We do not have Chase’s letter, only Leavitt’s icy response, informing him that Birney had been duly named at a national convention called by the national committee, of which Leavitt was a member. As for the word abolitionist, Leavitt wrote that he was proud to be an abolitionist and that he expected “to be one, and to continue my efforts of all sorts, until slavery is actually abolished.” In Leavitt’s view, the term was “so far fixed to us that we have no alternative but to go on and make it respectable.”2

Chase also started to correspond with Joshua Giddings, the antislavery Whig member of Congress from the Western Reserve. Trying to persuade Giddings to leave the Whigs for the Liberty Party, Chase argued that because of the confusion in the Whig Party following Harrison’s death, the Whigs could no longer expect to prevail in state elections. “If we must be in a minority, why not be in a minority of our own—rather than in a minority of men who despise us or affect to do so?” he asked. Chase believed the Liberty Party might “secure the balance of power in the legislatures of the free states” and then “accomplish immense good for the country.” Chase referred here to a key role of state legislatures at this time—selecting federal senators. An even division in a state legislature between the two major parties might give an antislavery party the “balance of power” and thus allow it to select a senator. This is how Chase himself, in a few years’ time, would go to Washington as a federal senator.3
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James Birney, the Liberty Party presidential candidate in 1840, whom Chase wanted to replace with an alternative for 1844.



Treating Giddings as if he were a member of the Liberty Party rather than the rival Whigs, Chase wrote to him in January 1842 that many were unhappy with the nomination of Birney, and raised two possible alternatives: John Quincy Adams and William Henry Seward. Chase did not need to detail for Giddings their antislavery qualifications: how Adams had argued against the “gag rule” that prevented Congress from considering antislavery petitions; how Seward had refused a request from the governor of Virginia for three men who had helped a slave escape, saying that there was no law of New York that recognized that one man could be the property of another. Leavitt might fear “disturbing the present nomination,” but Chase feared that it would be impossible to persuade many people to vote for “one so little known as Mr. Birney is and who has seen so little of public service.”4

Writing Birney directly, Chase expressed similar concerns. The party’s vice presidential candidate, Thomas Morris of Ohio, was honorably prepared to step aside “if any man more likely to strengthen the cause could be selected,” and Chase was sure that Birney had “similar sentiments.” Chase raised with Birney the same two names: Adams and Seward. Birney replied that he did not see how “any abolitionist conversant with our cause could have thought, at this stage of it, of going out of our ranks for candidates for any office. Out of our ranks all public men are of the Whig or Democratic party. How can they be abolitionists?” When Birney shared Chase’s letter with Leavitt, he wrote back to Birney that he was astonished that a “raw recruit” like Chase would write in such terms. In Leavitt’s opinion, Chase seemed to think “that there is very little practical wisdom among those who raised the Liberty Standard while he was worshipping the Log Cabin, and that therefore all that has been done needs undoing that it may be done right.” Leavitt’s irritation is understandable: he was more than a decade older than Chase and had devoted years to the abolitionist cause. Perhaps more remarkable is that, over time, Leavitt came to work with and listen to the brash young western lawyer.5

Chase was not easily discouraged. He wrote to Lewis Tappan, the New York merchant, publisher, and abolitionist, including a copy of the Ohio liberty address, and raised the possibility of Seward as a presidential candidate. Tappan approved of Chase’s speech and agreed with him on the need to broaden the antislavery party, replying to Chase, “If we could get half a dozen first-rate men into Congress—men of mind, courage, and eloquence—we could do more good than to elect an antislavery governor of a great state.” He promised to speak with Seward and then shared the New York governor’s response with Chase: Seward did not see how he could accept a Liberty nomination without seeming to oppose the “generous and patriotic [Whig] party” of which he was a member. A few months later, Chase wrote Tappan again to ask a slightly different question: whether Seward could be persuaded to “become the candidate for the presidency of a party based on the principles set forth in the Ohio liberty address?” Chase believed that “with Seward as our champion, and constitutional liberty and free labor as our watchwords, we could carry several states in 1844, and a majority at the next subsequent election.” But, he continued, “if the Liberty Party perseveres in its present courses as adopted in some states, with Mr. Birney as a candidate, it will, I fear, become extinct.” Chase was already thinking about the possibility of a new party, broader than the Liberty Party, with someone like Seward as its candidate.6
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Lewis Tappan, New York financier and philanthropist, with whom Chase worked in the early Liberty Party.



Chase also pursued Adams, asking the former president through Giddings for his views on slavery in the District of Columbia (probably hoping to publish the response in the Philanthropist). Adams received this letter, for it is among his papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society, but it seems that he did not reply. So Chase wrote again to Tappan, sending along a proposed joint letter to Adams. “We are among those who earnestly hope that you will permit yourself to be named as the candidate of the friends of Free Labor, Liberty, and the Constitution for the highest national office.” Since the only copy of this letter is the draft, in the Chase Papers, it seems that Tappan did not sign and send the letter on to Adams.7



Through these and other letters, Chase formed alliances and friendships that would in many cases last for decades. For example, he started a correspondence in early 1842 with Cassius Marcellus Clay, a cousin of Henry Clay’s and the leading antislavery Whig in Kentucky. Chase urged the former Whig congressman to start an antislavery party in his state, but Clay responded that it was impossible: he would be denounced as an abolitionist and lose all his political sway. Nevertheless, Clay would become Chase’s principal point of contact in Kentucky and vice versa; for example, in one letter, Clay asked Chase to find him a white nurse “capable of controlling five children.”8


[image: Image]
Cassius Marcellus Clay, leader of the Kentucky antislavery movement and friend of Chase.
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Thaddeus Stevens, antislavery lawyer from Pennsylvania, leader of the radical Republicans, and one of the House managers in the impeachment of Andrew Johnson.



Chase also wrote for the first time in 1842 to Thaddeus Stevens, then an obscure lawyer in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Chase complained to him about the way in which some eastern leaders were confusing abolitionism with antislavery: “Abolition seeks to abolish slavery everywhere. The means which it employs correspond with the object to be effected—they are of a moral nature—argument, persuasion, remonstrance, and the like. The Liberty Party seeks to abolish slavery wherever it exists within the reach of the constitutional action of Congress… and to deliver the government from the control of the Slave Power.” Chase and Stevens would work closely together during the Civil War, when Stevens, by then a congressman, chaired the House Ways and Means Committee. At about the same time, Chase wrote his first letter to Gerrit Smith, an upstate New York philanthropist and abolitionist, “for the purpose acquainting you with the views and purposes of the Liberty men in this quarter.” Chase and Smith would often disagree, but they were in constant correspondence until near the end of Chase’s life, with about fifty letters from Chase to Smith in various archives. It was also in this period that Chase started to write to Charles Sumner, a Harvard Law School lecturer and Boston lawyer. Sumner was more of an intellectual than a politician: fluent in five modern languages, a deep reader and frequent traveler. The correspondence would turn into a close friendship, with Chase and Sumner each destined to play a major role in the Civil War and Reconstruction.9
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Charles Sumner, the Massachusetts antislavery leader with whom Chase started to correspond in the early 1840s, and who would remain his friend until Chase’s death in 1873.



Chase’s political work was not limited to writing letters. Among the Chase Papers at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania is a handwritten 1842 list of the men in Hamilton County who had pledged to vote for Leicester King, the Liberty Party candidate for governor that year. It seems likely that Chase secured some of these names through face-to-face meetings. He also spoke at Liberty rallies in the spring and summer. In Ohio’s October election, King received about five thousand votes, more than five times as many as Birney’s total two years earlier.10

Chase’s personal life in these years was difficult. In May 1842 he and his wife, Eliza, welcomed a daughter, Lizzie, but they mourned and buried the little girl in August. A second daughter, also called Lizzie, was born the next year. Even more difficult for Chase, he learned in September 1842 that Eliza had tuberculosis in both lungs. “The treatment in this case seems to me to be very simple,” the Chase family doctor wrote: “plain nutritious diet; daily exercise in the open air; sponging the chest every morning with tepid water; gradually allowing it to become cooler.” But the physician’s confident tone could not hide the terrible truth. Tuberculosis, also known as consumption, was the leading cause of death among American adults. The disease seemed to strike the young more often than the old, and women more frequently than men, so much so that women lived shorter lives than men. Eliza would have known that the disease was not romantic or poetic, that it was dreadful and relentless, for two of her sisters had just died of consumption. Both she and Chase would have known at once that she would probably die herself within a few years.11

There was also a significant change in Chase’s professional life at the end of 1842: he resigned or was removed as a director of Lafayette Bank. He did not explain his departure at the time, at least not in any surviving letter, and offered a questionable one later. “As a director of the Lafayette Bank,” Chase wrote in 1853, “I was an earnest and constant advocate of resumption [of specie payments], and I had the satisfaction of seeing that institution among the first to resume. My ideas on this subject, however, were not popular among the stockholders or the directors of other banks, and finally I and the other directors who insisted that the bank should be conducted on specie principles were turned out of office, and I lost its business.” This explanation is odd because it would have been suicidal for Lafayette Bank to resume specie payments while other banks in Cincinnati were not making such payments; the only way to resume was in unison, which is what happened. Moreover, Chase did not lose the legal business of Lafayette Bank; he continued to represent it in court even after he ceased to serve as a director. What seems more likely is that, after Chase left the Whig Party and started to have Democratic ideas about banks, he was no longer welcome on Lafayette’s Whiggish board.12

Chase and his friend Gamaliel Bailey (still editing the Philanthropist) turned their attention in early 1843 to William Jay as a possible presidential candidate, hoping to capitalize not only on Jay’s own “irreproachable character” but also that of his late father. Tappan reported back to Chase that Jay was not interested, saying that he did not think an abolition candidate could obtain a single electoral vote. A few weeks later, Chase wrote to Jay directly, asking if he knew of an antislavery Episcopal minister who might take charge of Chase’s home church, St. Paul’s, in Cincinnati. Jay wrote back that he rejoiced to get such a question; it made him feel that he was not alone in the Episcopal church, and that there were a few others who did not forget “their relationship to the poor slave and their obligation to do justice and love mercy.” And Jay sounded a bit more encouraging about the Liberty Party, writing that the party was doing “more than I formerly anticipated from its efforts.”13

Chase and Bailey arrived in Buffalo in August 1843 for a national Liberty convention without what they wanted most: an alternative to Birney as the party’s presidential candidate. But they achieved success on other fronts, as when the convention adopted a platform that sounded very much like Chase: more political than moral. When he returned to Cincinnati, Chase wrote to Tappan about Birney that “the thing is as it is, and we must make the best of it.” They would not be able to get as many votes for Birney as they would have obtained for Jay, and not nearly as many as Adams would have won, but they “must give him what votes we can” and make a better nomination next time. Half in jest, Chase added that he hoped in 1849 to be able to greet Tappan as secretary of the Treasury.14



In the summer of 1843, in a packed courtroom in Cincinnati, Chase tried what would prove to be one of his most important cases, Jones v. Van Zandt. His client was John Van Zandt, described by the Philanthropist as an “honest, hard-working, benevolent farmer.” The year before, while heading north from Cincinnati in his wagon in the predawn darkness, Van Zandt met nine black people walking on the road in the same direction. He offered them a ride, and one of them, Andrew, took the reins. An hour or two later, two white men stopped Van Zandt, claiming that the blacks were fugitive slaves fleeing from Kentucky. Andrew leapt from the wagon and escaped, but the others were taken back to Kentucky. Their owner there, Wharton Jones, sued Van Zandt in federal circuit court, seeking both the $500 penalty provided by the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act for a person who harbored or concealed a fugitive slave, and damages for the loss of the slaves’ services, especially Andrew.15

The federal circuit courts in the early nineteenth century were staffed by justices of the Supreme Court and district judges, and Chase was probably pleased to learn that the Van Zandt case would be tried by his friend Justice John McLean, sitting as a circuit court judge. After the lawyers for Jones presented their case, Chase asked McLean to “overrule the evidence”—in other words, to direct a verdict for his client. Both sides argued this motion at length, with Chase questioning again the constitutionality of the 1793 act, arguing that Van Zandt had no notice that the black people were fugitive slaves and contending that his client had not harbored or concealed the alleged fugitives; after all, they were not hiding in a house but instead riding with him along the open road. McLean denied Chase’s motion, but Chase renewed his points in his closing. Bailey wrote in his paper that Chase’s three-hour closing speech, “whether viewed as a legal argument or a specimen of oratory, has seldom been equaled.”16
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Justice John McLean, friend and neighbor of Chase in Cincinnati, and perennial presidential candidate.



Chase’s task in the Van Zandt case was made more difficult by the Supreme Court’s recent decision in Prigg v. Pennsylvania. Justice Joseph Story declared in the principal Prigg opinion that the Fugitive Slave Act was “clearly constitutional in all its leading provisions,” except for the part of the act that authorized state magistrates to enforce it. “As to the authority so conferred on state magistrates,” Story wrote, “state magistrates may, if they choose, exercise the authority unless prohibited by state legislation.” Some states would soon follow the suggestion in Story’s final phrase and pass personal liberty laws, prohibiting state officers from helping in the capture and rendition of fugitives. But the phrase was of no use to Chase in the Van Zandt case because Ohio law at this time required state officers to assist in arresting fugitives. In a separate opinion in the Prigg case, McLean agreed with Story about the constitutionality of the 1793 act but dissented on a procedural point. Chase used one bit of McLean’s opinion—in which he said that everyone in a free state was presumptively free—to argue that Van Zandt was entitled to believe that the blacks whom he met, even after midnight, were free men and women. In general, however, Chase disliked and disagreed with Prigg v. Pennsylvania, denouncing it in a private letter as “a decision worthy of the judiciary of Pandemonium”—John Milton’s name for the capital of hell in his epic poem Paradise Lost.17

After the closing arguments, Judge McLean instructed the jury, and they returned a verdict against Van Zandt for $1,200 in damages. Chase moved for a new trial on various grounds, and McLean granted his motion. McLean and his colleague on the Ohio federal circuit, District Judge Humphrey Leavitt, also asked the Supreme Court to consider and decide more than a dozen questions raised in the Van Zandt case. The questions included whether the circumstances of the case (blacks walking north after midnight) were sufficient to put the defendant on notice that these people were fugitive slaves, and whether the 1793 act was consistent with the Northwest Ordinance and the Constitution. Federal law, at this time, allowed circuit judges, when they disagreed, to raise questions for the Supreme Court, more or less forcing the higher court to take up the case and consider the issues.18

Once Chase knew that the Van Zandt case was heading to the Supreme Court, he sought other lawyers to help him, writing to Thaddeus Stevens in Pennsylvania and William Seward in New York. It seems that Stevens did not respond—at least, there is no response in the Chase Papers—but Seward agreed readily. For the next few years, however, there was not much for Chase and Seward to do because the case was far down on the court’s docket. Chase used the case, however, as an excuse for frequent letters to and from McLean, who kept him apprised not only on the status of the case but also on national politics.19



In March 1844 Chase attended what he described as a “great anti-Texas meeting” in Cincinnati. For many people, the main reason to oppose making Texas part of the United States, through annexation, was that there were already about thirty thousand slaves in Texas. If Texas became part of the United States, it would soon become one or more slave states, extending slavery and increasing the power of slave states. Annexation might also lead to war with Mexico, which still viewed Texas as a rebellious province, not an independent nation. The leaders of this Cincinnati meeting were Whigs, but Chase drafted the resolutions, which William Birney, son of the presidential candidate, described to his father as a “signal triumph” for the local Liberty Party. The attendees decided to pose written questions to the presidential candidates about Texas, and Chase also drafted these letters, claiming that the people of Cincinnati were “irreconcilably opposed to any enlargement of the domain of slavery.” A week later, he went to another local mass meeting, this one composed largely of Democrats who supported bringing Texas into the Union as a slave state. At one point, Chase leaped to his feet to oppose the “slavery doctrines” embedded in the resolutions. Bailey reported in the Philanthropist that Chase’s remarks were greeted with applause but were then followed by a rabid speech “in favor of slave owners and slave breeders.”20

Writing to James Birney at this time, Chase agreed with him in opposing the annexation of Texas but disagreed with him about the history of Florida and Louisiana. In a recent public letter, Birney had conceded that the treaties for acquiring those territories had secured the rights of slaveholders to their slave property. Chase responded that the Louisiana Purchase Treaty of 1803 and the Florida Purchase Treaty of 1819 had promised the residents of these new territories freedom, without regard to color. These guarantees meant that both territories, and all states created from them, were free, and that Congress had no right, in the Missouri Compromise of 1820, to consign part of the Louisiana Territory to slavery. (The compromise admitted Missouri as a slave state, Maine as a free state, and excluded slavery from any states formed in the Louisiana Territory north of the southern border of Missouri.) Chase was making a novel and important argument: instead of assuring slaveowners (as he had in the past and would in the future) that the antislavery party would not challenge slavery in the existing slave states, Chase was now saying that slavery was illegal in Florida, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Missouri. He soon renewed this argument in speeches at Liberty rallies, saying that, under the Constitution, slavery “was to be confined to the original states” and that it was not allowed in the Florida or the Louisiana Territory.21

When the Whigs gathered in Baltimore in early May 1844, they nominated their great hero, Henry Clay, for president. At the Democratic convention, later the same month, the delegates deadlocked for days and eventually nominated a dark horse, James Polk, a former representative from and governor of Tennessee. The Democrats also adopted an aggressive platform, calling not only for the annexation of Texas but also for the acquisition of all of the Oregon Country, at the time owned jointly with Great Britain. Chase probably agreed with his friend Bailey, who wrote in the Philanthropist that Polk was a “man of small talents” who secured the nomination only because he was “in favor of the immediate annexation of Texas” and because he had strong support from the slave states. A friend wrote to Chase that many Democrats, after their convention, “seem to have become enlightened and speak out indignantly against the domination of a slaveholding oligarchy.” In an effort to unite the party, Polk promised that, if elected, he would serve only a single term. But many Northern Democrats were not mollified, especially former president Martin Van Buren and other Barnburners, so called because they would supposedly rather burn down the barn than yield.22

Chase planned to continue speaking at Liberty rallies during the summer, but in late June he received an alarming letter from his wife. She was in Cumberland, Maryland, on her way east to see relatives, and reported that she was coughing “incessantly” and unable to sleep at night “on account of my cough.” Leaving his daughters with his sister Alice, and writing to his clients that he would be away for a few weeks, Chase hastened to Maryland, then continued with his wife to New York City. Eliza’s health improved, and she and Chase spent some time in New England. There is no Chase diary for this period, nor are there many letters, so it is not clear whether Chase and his wife were back in Cincinnati when their daughter Lizzie died there in late July 1844 at just eighteen months.23

A week later, a Liberty convention nominated Chase to represent Hamilton County as the member of Congress for its district. It was an honor for a man not yet forty; a recognition that Chase was the leading Liberty man in the county and, indeed, in all of Ohio. Chase declined, though, writing that “considerations of a private nature, which I am not at liberty to disregard, constrain me—and so long as they exist, will constrain me—to decline becoming myself a candidate for any political station.” Chase did not explain further, but he probably did not want to leave his grieving wife for a campaign. Yet Chase did speak at a few Liberty rallies in the fall of 1844 and published in the Philanthropist, bylined S.C., one of his strongest antislavery statements, the “Liberty Man’s Creed.”24

He opened by quoting Jefferson: “I believe all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” He alluded to the Somerset principle: “I believe that slavery is so odious that nothing can uphold it except positive law, and that all such law violates inalienable rights, and ought to be immediately abrogated.” Then, in very short form, he made his argument about the views of the founding generation on slavery: “I believe that the settled policy of the American government, at the time of the adoption of the Constitution, was to limit and localize, not to extend and nationalize slavery.” Turning to the Constitution, he declared: “I believe that the Constitution of the United States confers on Congress no power to establish or uphold slavery anywhere; but, on the contrary, expressly prohibits the general government from depriving any person of liberty except by due process of law.” This implied that “slavery in the District of Columbia and the Territory of Florida, and in all the states created out of any territory of the United States, is anti-constitutional.”25

After regretting the control that the slaveholders had over the federal government because each slave was counted as three-fifths of a person for purposes of allocating seats in Congress, Chase argued that “the offices of government ought to be filled by non-slaveholders” and that the “policy of this government should be directed to the establishment of liberty, the procuring and extension of markets for free labor, and the discontinuance of all forms of oppression.” If Chase really meant that all federal offices, including the minor local offices in the Southern states, should be filled by antislavery men, this was radical indeed. Southern fear of such appointments was a major factor in secession after Abraham Lincoln’s election in 1860.26

Chase’s 1844 creed continued: “I believe that whenever Liberty men shall obtain the control of Congress, all laws for the maintenance of slavery in the District and in Florida, and for the special encouragement of slave labor, will be repealed; and that the coastwise and interstate slave trade will be prohibited.” Chase rarely raised the possibility of prohibiting the interstate slave trade, but such a prohibition would have dealt a death blow to slavery, for masters in the Upper South, who generally had more slaves than they could use on their farms, depended upon selling slaves to the Lower South, where masters needed new slaves.27

“I believe that if Liberty men will do their duty,” Chase continued, “being constant in season and out of season, and always faithful to their nominations, the antislavery strength of the country will be concentrated at the ballot box in less than four years, that a Liberty president and Congress will be elected in 1848, and that the census of 1850 will not include a single slave.” Chase was exaggerating for effect here, suggesting what could be achieved, rather than making a practical political prediction. He concluded: “I believe that the work has to be done, and that it might as well be done in four years as in forty. I believe that I will do my share of it.”28



Voting in the 1844 presidential election started in early November and continued through early December. When the votes were finally counted, Polk had prevailed over Clay in one of the closest contests in American history; a shift of a few thousand votes would have made Clay the next president. The Liberty candidate, Birney, received 62,054 votes, many times more than he had received four years earlier, but fewer than Chase and others had hoped. Some Whigs claimed that Birney had cost Henry Clay the election, because if one added up the votes for Clay and Birney in New York, they exceeded those for Polk in that state, and if Clay had carried New York, along with his other states, he would have prevailed. This was not the way in which Chase and Bailey thought, however. They saw no real difference, on slavery, between the two major parties; the only way forward, in their view, was through the Liberty Party or another antislavery party.29

In a letter to his friend Charles Cleveland in February 1845, Chase lamented the indifference to the plight of the slaves. The slaves “seem to be cut off from the sympathies of mankind,” he observed. “The brazen wall of oppression separates them from the kindly flow of the compassion of human hearts. Our pulpits resound with the evils of Catholicism, the dangers of unbelief, the wants of the heathen. But alas, who cares, or caring, dares to speak, of the multitudes perishing in our very midst?” Chase also commented on the legislation making its way through Congress for the annexation of Texas. “You must know that I never had much objection” to annexing Texas, except on two points: “the assumption of her debt” and the “continuation of slavery being provided against.” As to the first point, Congress had resolved that it would not pay Texas’s debts; as to the second, “we must provide against it at the ballot box!” For a man who, less than a year earlier, had denounced the Texas annexation at public meetings, these were rather remarkable statements. Perhaps Chase realized that annexation was inevitable and wanted to focus his energies elsewhere.30

In early 1845 Chase was involved in a fugitive slave case with an unusual and important aftermath. Samuel Watson, born a slave in Virginia, was sent by his master to Arkansas, where he worked for several years before a new master sent an agent to bring him back to Virginia. On their eastward journey, when the steamboat stopped in Cincinnati, Watson walked off the boat and into the city. He returned to the riverside that evening, where the agent found him “leaning quietly against a post.” Fearing that Watson would leave again, the agent arranged for local officials to arrest him. Chase somehow learned of the arrest and obtained a writ of habeas corpus, setting up a hearing before Judge Nathaniel Read.31
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