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Praise for


In Defense of Andrew Jackson


“Most discussion of Andrew Jackson falls into predictable ruts, defaulting automatically to clichés that reflect more on our own time than his. Whether America is entering another ‘Jacksonian’ period depends upon understanding the first one more clearly, and we have Bradley Birzer to thank for taking up a spirited defense of this complicated man and his legacy.”


—Steven F. Hayward, author of The Age of Reagan: The Conservative Counterrevolution 1980–1989


“Liberal revisionists have pounded Andrew Jackson down to the point where Democrats are ashamed to admit he founded their party. In Defense of Andrew Jackson sets the story straight on America’s first populist president.”


—James S. Robbins, author of Erasing America: Losing Our Future by Destroying Our Past


“As a man and military hero, Andrew Jackson is as American as they come. But in this timely biography, Bradley Birzer has managed to peel back layers of cliché and reveal our seventh president as a more complex human being than current textbooks allow. His book pulls off an estimable feat. It holds in dynamic tension Jackson’s largely misunderstood Indian policies, his warm personal relations with Native Americans, his rough-hewn southernness, his love for the Union, his frontier populism, and his indelible stamp on the Romantic Age. Readers will come away from Birzer’s subtle arguments better equipped to spot the use and abuse of history.”


—Gleaves Whitney, director of Grand Valley State University’s Hauenstein Center for Presidential Studies


“I’m not an Andrew Jackson fan, but I’m definitely a Bradley Birzer fan. His case for Old Hickory is as strong as any I’ve seen and deserves to be reckoned with.”


—Thomas E. Woods Jr., author of The Politically Incorrect Guide® to American History
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Foreword


I believe a biographer needs to see the world through the eyes of his or her subject. Though I’ve regularly taught college courses on the Jacksonian period of American history, 1807 to 1848, for two decades, I initially had reservations about throwing myself into the life, mind, and heart of Andrew Jackson. How could I—a central Kansas native and rather mild-mannered academic of German-Russian ancestry—understand this passionate and violent man of Scotch-Irish ancestry? Born exactly two hundred years before my own birth, Jackson seemed irreversibly removed from anything within my immediate experience, especially in his roles as a duelist, general, and U.S. president.


In the end, Jackson made bridging the gap between our worlds easy because whatever his faults—and there were many—he was nothing if not brutally honest about himself and his ideas. Endowed with a nearly supernatural will power and a conviction that could move mountains, Jackson considered it a virtue to be as consistent as possible, even in his violence. Throughout my research, I found evidence of his impressive dedication to this virtue, especially when examining Jackson’s reveling in love, life, and his beliefs.


Still, I could never have written this book without the aid and encouragement of several friends. It was John J. Miller of National Review who recommended me as a potential author to the brilliant Harry Crocker, vice president and executive editor of Regnery Publishing. John has been a great ally and friend for more than a decade, and I consider him to be one of the finest writers of our era. My department chair and close friend, Mark Kalthoff, responded with immense enthusiasm when I mentioned the project to him. As is typical, we joked a bit before jumping into a serious historical conversation about Jackson and his era. Equally enthusiastic was another colleague and close friend, Paul Moreno, who immediately offered to read every word of the manuscript.


Science-fiction master Kevin J. Anderson told me that a writer should never turn down a challenge or a request—so when this one came along, I jumped at the chance. I wrote most of this book nearly 10,000 feet above sea level in a part of the country that would not officially become part of the United States until three years after President Jackson’s death. Still, I think he would have approved of what I wrote.


Dan McCarthy, as always, offered me a number of insights on the Old Republicans and Larry White’s excellent lectures on Jacksonian economics, which I attended in the early 1990s. Those lectures helped shape this book and still inform my view of the world.


I would also like to thank a number of other folks who provided encouragement and aid in one way or another: Winston Elliott, Gleaves Whitney, and Stephen Klugewicz at the Imaginative Conservative; Tom Woods at Liberty Classroom; Johnny Burtka and Bob Merry at the American Conservative; Tad Wert and Steve Babb, each from Tennessee; Kevin McCormick; Steve Horwitz; Sarah Skwire; my student research assistants, Scott Lowery and Hannah Socolofsky; Alex Novak, associate publisher of Regnery History; and Elizabeth Steger, my project editor at Regnery Publishing.


Two English, progressive rockers, Greg Spawton of Big Big Train and Robin Armstrong of Cosmograf, provided the soundtrack for the writing of this book. Most assuredly, President Jackson would not have approved of their contribution to it.


My greatest thanks, however, goes to my wife, Dedra McDonald Birzer, the wisest and most beautiful person I know. We spent countless hours during the composition of this book talking about history, biography, republicanism, heroism, integrity, character, grammar, style. . .and just about everything imaginable under the Colorado sun. Our kids—Nathaniel, Gretchen, Maria Grace, Harry, John Augustine, and Veronica Rose—gave us the space to talk, think, and write. John (age nine) even went so far as to write his own book, modeled after this one, chapter by chapter. Though instead of a biography of Andrew Jackson, he wrote a Tolkienian story about elves and faeries off on wacky and fascinating adventures. Jackson, of course, would not have approved.


Note on Sources


Throughout my research for this book, I have relied heavily on Jackson’s writings. Jackson was an honest person, but he was a notoriously terrible speller. I have quoted him verbatim, misspellings and all. Whenever possible, I have followed the letters as printed in the Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, published by the Carnegie Institute of Washington, and The Papers of Andrew Jackson, published by the University of Tennessee Press. I have also leaned heavily on newspaper accounts, particularly those available at https://newspaperarchive.com, which were an indispensable resource. During my research, I was constantly surprised by how obsessed the London papers were with Jackson. The English view of Jackson would make a great and entertaining book, but it is beyond the scope of this one. Still, I have tried to incorporate the London papers wherever possible.


For readers who want to learn more about Jackson’s life, The Papers of Andrew Jackson is an excellent, multi-volume source with helpful notes. Not only are the volumes of the highest quality in terms of publishing, print, and paper, I also found the editors’ notes, annotations, interpretations, and marginalia to be of the highest order. Frankly, these volumes tell the story of Jackson’s life far better than any biography yet written.


Note on Topics


In my professional career, I have had the great privilege of writing about men I admire, sometimes to the point of error: J. R. R. Tolkien; Charles Carroll of Carrollton; Christopher Dawson; Neil Peart; Russell Kirk; and, currently (after Jackson), Robert Nisbet. Of these subjects, I believe I could understand and explain the views of all but Charles Carroll because, as much as I love the man, Carroll’s aristocratic intellect and temperament make him inaccessible to me.


This book is as much a biographical essay as it is a biography. Though brief, it was modeled after two of my favorite biographical essays, Russell Kirk’s John Randolph of Roanoke: A Study in American Politics (1951) and Richard Brookhiser’s Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington (1997). Like Brookhiser and Kirk, I have done my best to get to know my subject—which was relatively easy because Andrew Jackson was so frank—and to reintroduce him to a new generation of readers. If Jackson read this account, I do not think he would challenge me to a duel—and once you read about him, you will realize that this might be the highest praise a biographer can earn.


My account of Andrew Jackson might not be the man in detail, but I hope that in its own way it offers the man in full.


Bradley J. Birzer


South Park, Colorado


May 11, 2018





Chapter One


Andrew Jackson and His Meaning to America


Washington, D.C., had never seen anything like it: close to 30,000 adorers of the president-elect poured into the area on the days preceding the inauguration, filling up every hotel and, seemingly, every nook and cranny of that swampy city. They “crowded” not only D.C. but also Arlington, Georgetown, and Alexandria with “carriages of every description, from the splendid Barronet and coach, down to wagons and carts, filled with women and children, some in finery, some in rags.”1 Everywhere, Jackson supporters glowed with enthusiasm. “Strange faces filled every public place, and every face seemed to bear defiance on its brow,” one witness remembered.2 Most had come from the West and the South, all eager to see Jackson, “the Servant” in the “presence of his Sovereign, the People.”3


Jackson was a westerner, a war hero, an Indian fighter, a self-made man, a plain-spoken republican, and, unlike his six predecessors—four from the Virginia and two from the Massachusetts elite—not classically educated. In some ways, he was the first truly American president—not shaped by British manners and mores but something unique to this continent.


The weather rose to the occasion. Inauguration day, March 4, 1829, had started out “damp and cold” before becoming a “delightful and balmy day, with a clear sunshine and a soft southwest wind.”4 As the people approached the White House to witness the momentous event, they filled the streets and greenways and stood on every balcony, portico, and terrace.5 They had been streaming into Washington for days, much to the delight and horror of many observers. As one not wholly unsympathetic senator noted, here was a manifestation of the god “De[i]mos” in all of his majesty and terror.6


While gratified by the crowd’s enthusiasm, General Andrew Jackson felt a tinge of melancholy. His beloved wife Rachel had passed away suddenly, only four months earlier. She had died knowing that her husband had been elected president. But for Jackson, he had lost his closest adviser and confidante, one who had been with him through his more than thirty years of public service.7


Wearing a suit of unadorned black cloth, still in mourning for Rachel, General Andrew Jackson walked from Brown’s Hotel to Gadsby’s Hotel, where he was honored by a group of Revolutionary War veterans. He looked old and tired—his friends said he had aged twenty years in the last four months—and his journey from The Hermitage in Tennessee to Washington both inspired and exhausted him. Everywhere he stopped on that journey, which he had started in January, he heard proclamations of “Hurrah for Jackson.” Every Ohioan, it was claimed, had shown up in Cincinnati to see the president-elect and so allegedly had every Pennsylvanian as he passed through Pittsburgh.8


William Polk, the leader of the veterans gathered at Gadsby’s, offered his praise of the soon-to-be president. “We have entire confidence that the exercise of the same transcendent virtues [that were to be found in George Washington], will, under God, preserve inviolate our liberties, independence and union, during your administration,” Polk proclaimed, and, “like your first predecessor, may you add a civic monument to your martial glory; and like his, may they be imperishable.”9 Jackson, himself a veteran of the Revolutionary War, responded that on his inauguration day, he could think of no better companions than those who had fought under Washington.


At eleven that morning, officers who had served under him at the 1815 Battle of New Orleans saluted Jackson in a similar ceremony. These men escorted President-elect Jackson to the Senate. He entered that chamber at 11:30 a.m., joined by U.S. congressmen, delegates, and ambassadors from foreign countries, and spectators fortunate enough to arrive in time to crowd into the room. Many of his admirers noted how republican Jackson looked in his plain clothes, standing straight, “crowned” by his dignified grey hair, while the foreigners looked buffoonish in their capes and official regalia. “Where lives the American who does not rejoice in the contrast,” asked the United States Telegraph.10 The whole event of the inaugural put the Europeans to shame, Washington resident Margaret Bayard Smith thought. “Even Europeans might have acknowledged that a free people, collected in their might, silent and tranquil, restrained solely by moral power without a shadow around of military force, was majesty, rising to sublimity, and far surpassing the majesty of Kings and Princes, surrounded with armies and glittering in gold.”11 Americans were keen to distinguish their manners and institutions from those of Europe. They believed America harkened back to democratic Greece and republican Rome while also establishing a model for the future of the world. John Adams voiced a common sentiment when he wrote in 1765, “I always consider the settlement of America with reverence and wonder, as the opening of a grand scene and design in Providence for the illumination of the ignorant, and the emancipation of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth.”12


At high noon on inauguration day, cannons boomed across the D.C. skies, and Andrew Jackson walked out of the Capitol Rotunda and onto the platform where he was to speak. The 30,000 witnesses cheered so loudly that all other noise was drowned out.13 Even throughout the wild applause, though, some telling sentences could be distinguished. “There is the old man and his gray hair.” “There is the old veteran.” “There is Jackson.”14 Then a deep and utter silence swept the mass of spectators as Jackson made a motion to indicate the beginning of his speech. The Tennessean bowed to the people, acknowledging them as the true source of sovereignty. His address, which was strong on principles if short on specifics, will never be remembered as one of the great presidential speeches, but it was revealing of the man.


Jackson thanked the American people for electing him their president and promised to uphold the Constitution, to approve public works only if they were constitutionally acceptable, to limit government spending and extinguish the national debt, to give preference to the militia rather than to a standing army, and to follow a “just and liberal policy” toward the American Indians. Perhaps most importantly, Jackson promised reform as an essential part of his first administration.15 Reform, he said, “will require, particularly, the correction of those abusers” who have used “patronage” to put power in “unfaithful or incompetent hands.”16 The need to reform a corrupt federal government had been a consistent, and popular, theme of Jackson’s campaign.


When he concluded his remarks, Jackson turned to the chief justice of the Supreme Court, John Marshall, and his attendants. One extended a Bible, and Jackson took the oath of office. Then Jackson took the Bible, kissed it, and bowed once more to “the people,” who erupted into deafening cheers and applause.


Of that day, Margaret Bayard, one of the most important observers of Washington happenings in the first half of the nineteenth century, noted, “It was not a thing of detail [or] of a succession of small incidents. No, it was one grand whole, an imposing and majestic spectacle and to a reflective mind one of moral sublimity.” Absent of any class, racial, or educational distinctions, 30,000 Americans surrounded the Capitol. Before actually catching sight of Andrew Jackson, they were “silent, orderly, and tranquil” with their eyes fixed on the front of the Capitol.17 But then, almost as soon as Jackson finished his speech, the crowd turned into a mob, rushing to shake Jackson’s hand and congratulate him. In doing so, Bayard wrote, they “nearly pressed him to death,” and he was almost “suffocated and torn to pieces by the people.” What degeneration, she gasped. “The Majesty of the People had disappeared, and a rabble, a mob, of boys, negros, women, children, scrambling, fighting, romping. What a pity what a pity! No arrangements had been made no police officers placed on duty and the whole house had been inundated by the rabble.”18 Another witness thought the entire scene was reminiscent of the German invasion of the Roman Empire, a “tumultuous tide.”19 Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story stood near Jackson. He wrote to his wife, “After the ceremony was over, the President went to the palace to receive company, and there he was visited by immense crowds of all sorts of people, from the highest and most polished down to the most vulgar and gross in the nation. I never saw such a mixture. The reign of ‘King Mob’ seemed triumphant.”20 Ever since, “King Mob” has become shorthand for the mood of Jackson’s inauguration.


The raucous crowd followed Jackson, who was mounted on a white horse, all the way to the White House and kept celebrating even after Jackson quietly escaped back to his hotel to be alone with his thoughts. At the White House, the mob’s muddy boots trampled the satin furniture, crowds knocked over huge barrels of orange punch and other refreshments, and, in desperation to clear the building, the serving staff moved the food and drink to the outside lawn.21


Congressmen and bureaucrats, upstanding or corrupt, all wondered what Jackson’s election, a veritable democratic revolution, portended. Would the charismatic general and newly elected president overturn the Constitution, as some feared he would as the leader of a frontier mob, or would he fulfill it, as he, the good republican, had promised?


    


The key words of the Jacksonian era were “progress,” “destiny,” and “individualism”—a word that came into common usage in 1827. And what individuals they had then—not just remnants of the founders like John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe—but what we might think of as the “new” Americans: John Quincy Adams, John C. Calhoun, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Catharine Beecher, James Fenimore Cooper, Lucretia Mott, Frederick Douglass, Washington Irving, John Ross, Edgar Allen Poe, Susan B. Anthony, Moses Austin, Samuel Morse, Denmark Vesey, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Francis Asbury, David Walker, John Taylor of Caroline, Daniel Webster, Cyrus McCormick, Brigham Young, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Black Hawk, Margaret Fuller, Henry David Thoreau, Henry Clay, Joseph Smith, John Deere, John C. Frémont, Winfield Scott, Elizabeth Ann Seton, Amos Kendall, Davy Crockett, Nat Turner, Herman Melville, Martin Van Buren, Tecumseh, Nicholas Biddle, Jim Bridger, Francis Scott Key, Charles Grandison Finney, Robert Owen, Jedediah Smith, Sojourner Truth, Tenskwatawa (the Shawnee Prophet), Sam Houston, John Randolph of Roanoke, Daniel Boone, William Barret Travis, Lewis Cass, and Lyman Beecher to name just a few.


The new Americans, especially those on the frontier, were self-reliant, restless, violent, suspicious of community, and optimistic about the future, as witnessed by their truly astounding birth rates—a woman living on the frontier might easily give birth to a dozen live children. One congressman remarked of this procreative vigor:


I invite you to go to the west, and visit one of our log cabins, and number its inmates. There you will find a strong, stout youth of eighteen, with his Better Half, just commencing the first struggles of independent life. Thirty years from that time, visit them again; and instead of two, you will find in that same family twenty-two. That is what I call the American Multiplication Table.


The American Multiplication Table demonstrated that Americans—with their open spaces and ever-expanding frontier, their productive farms, and their need for labor (and love for children)—out-procreated every people in the world, past or present.22


Alexis de Tocqueville astutely observed that Americans, as individualists, create their own communities through their families. “Individualism,” he wrote, “is a considered and peaceful sentiment that disposes each citizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and to withdraw to the side with his family and his friends; so that, after thus creating a small society for his own use, he willingly abandons the large society to itself.”23


America’s population grew dramatically between 1775 and 1846, and very little of it came from immigration.24 Immigrants, to be sure, arrived on American soil, but the last great migration of free peoples—the Scotch-Irish—had tailed off around 1775. The next great migration of free peoples—the Irish, Germans, and Scandinavians—would not begin until 1846. When he was secretary of state, John Quincy Adams captured the American mood when he noted, “The American Republic invites nobody to come. We will keep out nobody. Arrivals will suffer no disadvantages as aliens. But they can expect no advantages either. Native-born and foreign-born face equal opportunities. What happens to them depends entirely on their individual ability and exertions and on good fortune.” With the important exception of the Chinese Exclusion Act in the early 1880s and an informal agreement with the Japanese in 1905, there were no limits on who could take up residence in the United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Larger immigration restrictions did not begin until 1921 and 1924. They were revised during the Great Society of President Lyndon Johnson and then altered again after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. But for most of America’s early history, this was a land of open borders. American settlers also considered other borders open borders, spilling over into territory claimed by Spain or France or Mexico or Indians. Jackson was the American settlers’ champion.


Though Andrew and Rachel Jackson had no children of their own,25 the seventh president’s most ardent supporters were men who led the big families on the frontier.26 He understood their “rugged individualism,” their need for land, their battles with the Indians, and their resentment of and frustration with the eastern establishment in Washington they considered snobbish and corrupt. For these people, the violent, honest, mercurial Scotch-Irish frontiersman was their warrior, philosopher, and knight, a real-life Natty Bumppo.


For much of the nineteenth century, Jackson stood as the great symbol of American democratic achievement—a man who came from the common people and represented them in the White House. The Democratic Party treasured its heritage as the party of Jefferson and Jackson. Republicans, too, could cheer Jackson as the patriot who preserved the Union when South Carolina nullified a federal law in the 1830s. What if the mighty and honest Andrew Jackson, rather than the effete and deceptive James Buchanan, had been president when South Carolina again threatened to secede in December 1860? Almost certainly, the Civil War would have been prevented or, at the very least, postponed.27


Jackson was a giant American hero, celebrated in books throughout the nineteenth century. The two most important were written by James Parton and William Graham Sumner. To Parton, Jackson “was the most American of Americans—an embodied Declaration-of-Independence—the Fourth-of-July incarnate!”28 Parton’s sentiments were shared by most Americans at the time, whatever their personal political views.


But there were always skeptics, too. Prominent among them was William Graham Sumner (1840–1910). A professor of sociology at Yale, the most potent classical liberal of his day, and an anti-imperialist, Sumner approved of Jackson’s limited government philosophy while still finding much to dislike in Jackson, the uncouth and bloody Celt from the backwoods. And it was this criticism that gained traction among some American intellectuals in the twentieth century.


The greatest American, conservative philosopher of the first half of the twentieth century, for instance, Harvard’s Irving Babbitt, viewed Jackson as a symbol of all that was wrong with the republic. “The ‘quality’ in the older sense of the word suffered its first decisive defeat in 1829 when Washington was invaded by the hungry hordes of Andrew Jackson,” Babbitt lamented. “The imperialism latent in this type of democracy appears in the Jacksonian maxim: ‘To the victors belong the spoils.’ ” Babbitt’s most famous student, T. S. Eliot, a New Englander raised in St. Louis who became a British national in the 1920s, echoed his teacher when he claimed that America had fallen when John Quincy Adams left the White House in 1829. There had only been six legitimate presidents in the United States, Eliot thought. Number seven could claim nothing—at least nothing good. Indeed, Eliot went so far as to call Jackson “abominable.”29


But while some conservatives rejected Jackson, New Deal liberals, in one of the stranger twists of American intellectual history, rushed to embrace him, even though Jackson was an economic libertarian who would have found the New Deal unsound and dangerous to constitutional liberty. In 1945, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who later became John F. Kennedy’s court historian, published his most important and influential book The Age of Jackson, which became the touchstone of mainstream and liberal interpretations of President Jackson for the next two decades. Schlesinger used Jackson to justify a strong executive representing the will of the people, making him a sort of early precursor of Franklin Roosevelt.


In the 1960s, though, views of Jackson changed again—or there became two violently contrasting views. Academic Marxists regarded Jackson as a symbol of bloodthirsty capitalism and imperialism and his treatment of the American Indians as an example of hateful white supremacy. The mainstream view was maintained by the most important Jackson scholar of the twentieth century, Robert V. Remini, who praised Jackson as the president of the common man and a hero, even if an imperfect one.


Jackson found another champion in Paul Johnson, an English popular historian, public intellectual, and conservative journalist. Johnson’s magisterial 1991 book, The Birth of the Modern, singles out Jackson’s stunning victory at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815 as the beginning of the modern world and, ironically, the start of “the special relationship” between the United States and Britain in which the British Empire finally began to respect its former colonies. Jackson ushered in the democratic age because, as Johnson wrote, he “was instinctively a democrat. . . . He thought the people were instinctively right and moral, and Big Government, of the kind he could see growing up in Washington, instinctively immoral. His task was to liberate and represent that huge, most popular force by appealing to it over the oligarchic heads of the ruling elite. Here was a winning strategy, provided the suffrage was wide enough.” As Jackson himself said, “The great constitutional corrective in the hands of the people against the usurpation of power, or corruption by their agents, is the right of suffrage; and this when used with calmness and deliberation will prove strong enough—it will perpetuate their liberties and rights.”30 Here again was Jackson as the great democrat. But a different view was in the ascendant—one that saw Jackson’s flaws as far greater than his virtues.


In 2007, famed historian Daniel Walker Howe won the Pulitzer Prize for his book What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815–1848, (Volume 5 in the multi-volume Oxford History of the United States), in which he took Andrew Jackson, the Jacksonians, and the Democratic Party to task. Tellingly, Howe dedicates his work to the “Spirit of John Quincy Adams,” the last gentleman, at least in the nineteenth century, to sit in the Oval Office. Howe casts Andrew Jackson as the man most responsible for destroying the founders’ vision of a virtuous republic. “Despite his bow, Jackson brought to his task a temperament suited to leadership rather than deference,” Howe explains. “Although he invoked a democratic ideology, the new president had profoundly authoritarian instincts. Tall, ramrod straight, with piercing eyes and an air of command, the hero of New Orleans was not a man to be crossed.”31 Or, as Henry Clay said at the time, fully understanding the democratic mass appeal of the militaristic demagogue, “Beware how you give a fatal sanction, in this infant period of our republic, scarcely yet two score years old, to military insubordination [referring to Jackson’s alleged insubordination in Florida, which he invaded without explicit orders to do so and de facto took the territory for the United States]. Remember that Greece had her Alexander, Rome her Caesar, England her Cromwell, France her Bonaparte.”32


Howe argues that nothing mattered more to Jackson and his supporters than the forced removal of the Indians. “Seeking the fundamental impulse behind Jacksonian Democracy, historians have variously pointed to free enterprise, manhood suffrage, the labor movement, and resistance to the market economy. But in its origins, Jacksonian Democracy. . . . as not primarily about any of these, though it came to intersect with all of them in due course. In the first place, it was about the extension of white supremacy across the North American continent. . . . And a statistical analysis of congressional behavior has found that. . . .voting on Indian affairs proved to the most consistent predictor of partisan affiliation.”33 Ultimately, Howe concludes, “White supremacy, resolute and explicit, constituted an essential component of what contemporaries called ‘The Democracy’—that is, the Democratic Party.”34
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