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Introduction TWO FUNERALS [image: ] THE PASSING OF AN ERA


On March 27, 1850, as a late-season cold snap encased Washington, D.C., in a sheaf of snow, Senator John C. Calhoun lay abed in his spacious first-floor room a block east of the Capitol, inside Mrs. Hill’s austere-looking but congenial boardinghouse. Wracked by fever and persistent coughing, the famous statesman nevertheless had his attendants prop him up against pillows so he could receive visitors or write letters to family members back home in South Carolina, assuring them that he would soon be fine and that they needn’t rush to Washington. But more and more now he found himself slipping into the restless sleep of a dying man.

He knew he was dying. But he wished to spare his wife, Floride, and other faraway relatives of the spectacle of his deterioration. And he felt no need of spiritual assurance. When Senate chaplain C. M. Butler rushed to Mrs. Hill’s to offer Calhoun a pathway to God, the senator sent him away. “I won’t be told what to think,” he declared to those around him. Religion, he added, was a “subject I’ve thought about all my life.” Indeed, the sixty-eight-year-old senator responded matter-of-factly when a friend, North Carolina representative Abraham Venable, asked what he considered the best time and manner of death. “I have but little concern about either,” he said. “I desire to die in the discharge of my duty; I have an unshaken reliance upon the providence of God.”

By Saturday, March 30, with the snow gone and spring reasserting itself, Calhoun had weakened considerably. Toward evening he managed to sit up for a couple hours and discuss, “with fervent interest,” the country’s state of affairs. Later he asked his secretary, Joseph Scoville, to read from a manuscript he had been preparing, as he felt too “feeble” to read it himself. But soon he waved Scoville off the project. “Very well,” he said. “You can read the rest tomorrow.”

After midnight, Calhoun’s son John, a physician, became concerned about his father’s labored breathing. The elder Calhoun, with his pulse faint and sleep elusive, refused any stimulants and urged John to get some sleep. But within an hour, he called out, “John, come to me. I have no pulse.” When the younger man reached the bedside, Calhoun asked him to lock up his watch and the manuscript.

“I have never had such facility in arranging my thoughts,” he revealed.

“You are overtaxing your mind with thinking,” warned his son.

“I cannot help from thinking about the country.”

After a period of silent reflection, the senator mused: “If I had my health and my strength to give one hour in the Senate, I could do more for my country than at any previous time in my life.”

It wasn’t difficult to foresee what he would do with that hour. For weeks Congress had grappled with the seemingly intractable slavery issue and the specter of a national dissolution over the North-South conflict. Kentucky’s redoubtable Henry Clay, known throughout the land as the Great Pacificator for his striking adroitness in shaping disparate viewpoints into compromise agreements, had returned to the Senate from retirement the previous December to seek a replay of his political wizardry. At stake, many believed, was nothing less than survival of the Union.

Calhoun had entered the fray on March 4 with a Senate speech trotting out his well-known views on the subject. But he could barely climb the stairs and shuffle to his Senate seat, even clutching the sturdy arm of his friend James Hamilton. By the time he got there he was so exhausted that he had to ask Senator James Mason of Virginia to read the address. The central problem facing America, the speech argued, was the “long continued agitation of the slave question on the part of the North.” Calhoun pressed his oft-expressed view that the United States was not a union of citizens but rather a compact of sovereign states whose rights needed protection from the “encroachment and oppression” of any combination of other states or the federal government. He decried the “consolidationist” impulse within the country bent on concentrating power in Washington at the expense of state sovereignty.

Calhoun knew he was on the losing side of the issue, which had in turn sealed his political fate. In explaining to a friend why he had never attained the presidency, he said, “I did not suit the times, nor the times suit me.” It didn’t always seem that way. His was a storied career that, early on, many thought would lead inevitably to the White House: elected to the House in 1810 at twenty-nine; leader of the young firebrands agitating for war with Great Britain; eight years as war secretary under James Monroe; elected vice president under both John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson (themselves bitter rivals); nearly sixteen years in the U.S. Senate; secretary of state under President John Tyler; widely considered among the two or three greatest orators of his generation.

Then there was the magnetic persona—the chiseled face with fervent yellow-brown eyes set into deep sockets and accentuated by coal-black hair; the powerfully crisp and unadorned speech delivered always with syllogistic precision. Brilliant but erratic, mesmerizing but polarizing, impetuous but always courteous, he was the unchallenged leader of his region—and much taken with his own manifest talents. John Tyler called him “the great ‘I am,’ ” and one South Carolina historian observed that he “believed firmly in himself, nor did his greatness ever exceed the estimate he entertained of it.”

On Sunday morning, after his restless night, Calhoun stirred as the dawn’s first light peeked through the window. When son John entered to inquire after his father’s condition, Calhoun replied, “I am perfectly comfortable.” Then he fell silent as the sounds of morning activity outside pierced the room—the singing of birds, the clomping of horses. The room inside was entirely silent save for the increasingly audible and extended breaths of the dying man, fully conscious to the end. The breathing ceased at seven fifteen.

The next day Calhoun’s South Carolina colleague, Andrew Pickens Butler, rose in the Senate to announce the senator’s death “in a very tremulous and sorrowful voice.” He had died, said Butler, from an “affection of the heart” following years of a “pulmonary complaint” that had presaged a “short existence.” Though a congressional memorial service was hastily scheduled for the next day and black crepe began appearing on buildings throughout Washington, Butler took the early occasion to praise his departed colleague. “His private character,” said the senator, “was… the exemplification of truth, justice, temperance, and fidelity to all his engagements.”

Then Henry Clay rose to honor his friend of thirty-eight years, sometimes a political ally but more often an adversary. “No more,” lamented Clay, “shall we be thrilled by that torrent of clear, concise, compact logic.”

Next spoke Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, who rivaled Calhoun as a statesman of rare distinction: four years a congressman from New Hampshire and another four representing a Massachusetts district; nineteen years as a U.S. senator; secretary of state under two presidents (later three); orator of nearly unsurpassed majesty. As a legislator he lacked the sly tactical skill and witty rhetorical flair of Clay or the rocklike conviction and tight argumentation of Calhoun. But no one could challenge Webster’s nuanced mastery of constitutional law or his eloquence in glorifying the hallowed American system. And no one could match his sheer force of presence, with his oval, crag-filled face, piercing dark eyes under dense black brows, and the expressive lips, purposeful gait, and powerful deep voice.

Over the years, however, he had demonstrated a “love of ease and luxury,” as a foreign journalist put it, that led him to accept questionable financial largesse from political supporters anxious for his influence on crucial matters. “If it had been otherwise,” wrote the journalist, Harriet Martineau, “if his moral had equalled his intellectual supremacy…, he would long ago have carried all before him, and been the virtual monarch of the United States.” It wasn’t to be.

Now, on the Senate floor on this April morning of 1850, Webster spoke of Calhoun’s “genius and character, his honor and integrity… and the purity of his exalted patriotism.” These attributes, he added, would remain in the consciousness of his contemporaries until “we ourselves shall go, one after another, in succession, to our graves.”

It was fitting that Webster would note his own mortality. He and Calhoun were born the same year and entered Congress just two years apart. And, like Calhoun, Webster experienced serious health challenges as the 1850s commenced. Indeed, just thirty-one months after Calhoun’s demise and some 420 miles to the north, Daniel Webster would be lying on his own deathbed.

He had resigned his Senate seat in July 1850 to become secretary of state under Millard Fillmore, who succeeded to the presidency that month upon the death of Zachary Taylor. But by 1852 Webster was suffering from a series of unexplained maladies, including severe intestinal discomfort, swelling of his stomach and abdomen, “great pain,” and fatigue. His doctors reported that he had “the aspect of a very sick man,” though they couldn’t precisely identify the problem. By autumn, after his annual sojourn to his expansive estate at Marshfield, some twenty-six miles from Boston on the Massachusetts South Shore, he was often bedridden and sometimes unable to sit up for any appreciable time. “I am in the hands of God,” he told his doctors.

He instructed estate workers to move one of his small sailboats to a nearby lake so he could behold its soothing presence from his sprawling, architecturally eclectic mansion. To enhance the impact, he ordered a flag and lantern to be placed near the top of the mast, with the lantern lit each night. “My light shall burn & my flag shall fly as long as my life lasts,” he said. He also directed estate staff to drive his cattle past the front of the house so he could make a final inspection.

At one point in the fall, as Webster was having his hair washed by his sister-in-law while family members looked on, he picked up an errant strand, contemplated it for a moment, then said in a low voice, “See how the thread of my life is spinning out.” To the assembled he added, “My heart is full, I have many things to say to you all, but I cannot.” Then he lost his composure in a flood of tears. Apparently embarrassed, he vowed, “I will be brave & manly, I will die firm.”

On October 21, he turned his attention to his will. Upon completion of that task, he summoned his children and wife, Caroline, to inquire whether they approved the document. All approved.

“Now raise me up,” he commanded, and upon being propped up in bed, he signed the document in a bold hand, then lay back. “Thank God, for strength to [do] a sensible act,” he declared, then exclaimed, “Oh God! I thank Thee for all Thy mercies.”

Turning to those assembled, he asked, “Have I, on this occasion, said any thing unworthy of Daniel Webster?” All assured him that he had not.

Two days later he summoned his female relatives to his bedside for a final farewell, then his male relatives. Upon completing that task, he mused, “On the 24th of October all that is mortal of Daniel Webster will be no more.”

At one point, in a semiconscious state, he muttered the words “Poet, poetry; Gray, Gray.” From one of those assembled came the first line of Thomas Gray’s famous “Elegy”: “The curfew tolls the knell of parting day.”

“That’s it, that’s it,” the dying man cried.

The poem was retrieved, and several stanzas were read aloud as Webster smiled.

He stirred later when an attending doctor read from the Bible: “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

“Yes!” he declared. “Thy rod, thy staff—but the fact, the fact I want.”

He slipped into a semi-stupor, reviving just a bit at one point to announce, “I still live!”

An hour and a half later, early on the morning of Sunday, October 24, 1852, Daniel Webster, age seventy, died.



Each in turn, the two second-generation giants of American politics received extensive ceremonial outpourings of grief, respect, and adulation (inevitably mixed with a few denunciations). For Calhoun the ceremonies began at noon on Tuesday, April 2, 1850, in the Senate chamber, with its classical white columns and rich red carpets. The normal scattered desks had been replaced with tightly positioned chairs, and the chamber was jammed with members of Congress, cabinet officials, foreign ambassadors, and Supreme Court jurists. President Zachary Taylor was seated behind the rostrum, to the right of the vice president, while the circular gallery above was “filled with ladies,” as Washington’s Weekly Union noted. At twelve thirty, the deceased was brought in, reposed in a temporary metal coffin that was placed directly in front of the vice president’s desk. It was covered with a black velvet pall.

The sermon by Senate chaplain Butler—“brief and impressive,” according to the Charleston Courier—offered appropriate praise for Calhoun’s earthly deeds, while also emphasizing, said the Weekly Union, “the never-to-be-forgotten moral that no qualifications, however eminent, can save man from the power of death.” Afterward, attendees departed the chamber based on a protocol sequence called out by a Senate officer. They moved to carriages positioned to follow the casket to the congressional burial ground. There the deceased senator was to be claimed by a “Committee of Twenty-Five” selected by South Carolina’s governor to escort the body back to Charleston for burial.

Members of the Committee of Twenty-Five arrived in Washington on April 20, and two days later they were waiting at eight o’clock in the morning when Calhoun’s casket arrived by congressional escort at the Capitol. Waiting there also was a large contingent of dignitaries. They formed a long train of carriages to follow the hearse, pulled by twelve black horses, as it moved in slow procession from the Capitol steps, along the south side of Capitol Hill, down Maryland Avenue, and then to a Potomac wharf. There the casket was placed in the upper saloon of the waiting steamer Baltimore, shrouded in “appropriate insignia of the melancholy service she was to perform,” said an official report of the day’s events.

Church bells tolled and solemn music filled the air as the Baltimore pulled away from the dock and steamed downriver. At numerous stops along the nearly six-hundred-mile journey, Baltimore passengers encountered the peel of church bells, the roar of cannons, dirgelike music, flags flying at mid-staff, and buildings covered in black crepe.

In Fredericksburg they stopped for lunch, passing through streets lined with silent mourners. In Virginia’s capital of Richmond, a large crowd gathered as Calhoun’s body was placed for the night in the Capitol. “Virginia will mingle freely her tears with those of Carolina,” said the governor the next morning, in releasing the remains back to the Committee of Twenty-Five. Large crowds formed wherever the coffin went. Similar scenes emerged at Petersburg, Virginia, and Wilmington, North Carolina, before the Baltimore finally entered Charleston Harbor on Thursday morning.

The city was waiting, “clad in habiliments of woe,” said the Charleston Courier, adding that the subsequent procession was “the largest of the kind ever known in our city.” Along the way muffled drums set a solemn cadence as church bells tolled and artillery guns announced their grief. At the Citadel square, in a brief ceremony, Governor Whitemarsh Seabrook received the mortal remains “with the deepest emotions.”

The procession moved on to city hall, where the Calhoun casket, draped in a black velvet pall edged with a heavy silk fringe and enflounced in silver, lay in state for the rest of the day and through the night. There commenced an “incessant stream of visitors,” thousands of citizens from near and far, moving in single file, into the building, past the elaborate catafalque, and back into the street. The Courier observed “young and old, the intellectual and the beautiful, the public dignitary and the private citizen, rich and poor, bond and free, all united in paying a heartfelt tribute of mingled honor and sorrow.” Many of the ladies tossed flowers toward the casket, brightening the room with a multicolored floral carpet.

The next day at dawn the bells resumed their tolling, and at ten the body was borne on a bier by a guard of honor to St. Philip’s Church, where John Wesley had preached and George Washington had worshipped. There a simple ceremony unfolded, with an anthem sung by a full choir, a burial service read by the state’s Episcopal bishop, and a funeral discourse. The body was placed in a temporary vault in the St. Philip’s churchyard, protected by a block of white marble marked by the eloquence of a single word: CALHOUN.



The ceremonies that followed Daniel Webster’s death in 1852 were more confined in time and space. Congress was not in session, and thus no elaborate ceremony ensued at the Capitol. And there was no sojourn of the deceased from city to city for multiple mournful observances. Webster was buried where he died, at his Marshfield estate, following a display of the body under a spreading tree and a simple funeral at the home in which he had lived for twenty years.

But the outpouring was sincere and vast. Spontaneous gatherings materialized throughout the region, at Massachusetts locations such as Groton, Lynn, Leicester, and the Bunker Hill Monument, as well as other locations in the state and beyond. A mass audience appeared at Boston’s famous Faneuil Hall at noon on Wednesday, October 27, at the call of the state’s other great statesman of the time, Edward Everett, a longtime politician, teacher, diplomat, and writer. Everett stated that Webster’s “greatest moment must be found in his works. There he will live and speak to us and our children when brass and marble have crumbled into dust.”

On the day of the funeral, Wednesday, October 27, some ten thousand mourners from all over the Northeast arrived at Marshfield—friends, admirers, dignitaries, neighbors, strangers. The day was clear and crisp, “as if Nature herself were sympathizing with the august occasion,” said the Boston Evening Transcript. Boston and many neighboring cities, meanwhile, seemed almost empty, closed in observance of the occasion and almost thoroughly draped in black.

At nine that morning the Webster casket was taken from the house and placed on a bier on the front lawn, then opened to reveal the senator in silent glory, attired in his signature blue coat with brass buttons. Lines of two were formed for viewing on each side of the casket, and the procession continued for nearly four hours. Then the service commenced, with the Reverend Ebenezer Alden positioned at the front door so he could be heard by the multitudes on the lawn as well as by the dignitaries inside.

An hour later, at the conclusion of the service, a new procession was formed, composed entirely of men moving on foot. It followed the coffin, “at slow and solemn pace,” to the burial site, about a mile away on a low rise. The coffin was then placed in the Webster family vault, where rested Webster’s first wife and two of his children. “The last scene concluded,” reported the Evening Transcript, “the throng of people assembled about the enclosure quietly and sadly dispersed.”



These two deaths marked the end of an era. It was an era defined by issues and clashes in which Calhoun and Webster were almost always on opposing sides, placed there by the regional influences that had shaped their political, social, and cultural sensibilities. Calhoun agitated for war with Britain in 1812; Webster opposed the war (though he never joined others of his region who threatened secession over the issue). Calhoun, though an early protectionist, became a free trader; Webster, though an early free trader, ultimately embraced protectionism. Calhoun advocated the “nullification” right of states to declare federal laws null and void as applied to those states; Webster steadfastly rejected that doctrine. To Calhoun’s view of America as a compact of sovereign states, Webster replied that, no, it was a national confederation of citizens. The two men did join in supporting the Second Bank of the U.S. from attacks by President Andrew Jackson, but only because Calhoun hated Jackson more than he did the bank. And they both opposed the Mexican War of 1846 to 1848, though for different reasons.

These were the political conflicts that roiled the country from James Madison’s presidency to that of James Polk, from around 1812 to 1849. But now these controversies were receding into the background as America struggled increasingly with a single issue containing enough explosive power to rend the nation. Slavery, long a portentous dilemma simmering over the flames of politics, now was erupting into a seemingly hopeless conflagration of civic passions. Calhoun, true to his sectional heritage, had always defended slavery as a fundamental element of the southern way of life. Webster, like most New Englanders, had always abhorred it. Webster never put himself at the vanguard of the antislavery movement, though, and the issue therefore had never created a deep divide between the two men.

But, even before their respective funerals, the nation struggled with slavery in ominous new ways, brought on by recent American territorial acquisitions and polarizing questions over whether those lands would enter the Union as free or slave states. This dawning new era of agitation was evident in a strange episode in the House of Representatives in December 1849, when the chamber failed to elect a Speaker by majority vote. It was evident also a few weeks later with the congressional efforts of Henry Clay and others to fashion a compromise on the issue that, they hoped, might neutralize the passions surrounding it.

Calhoun died in the middle of that compromise initiative, while Webster’s commitment to some compromise elements severely attenuated his political standing in many quarters of the country, including his home state. He escaped the wrath of his constituents only by accepting Fillmore’s offer of the State Department portfolio.

For decades these men had dominated the politics of their respective states. Now they were gone, and South Carolina and Massachusetts, each guided by its own intensifying passions, would map out their paths into the future without these commanding figures leading the way. Those paths, as it turned out, would take the two disparate states to opposite poles of fervor on the issue of slavery in America.
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 1 NEW WORLD BEGINNINGS [image: ] TWO COLONIES, TWO CULTURES


On a June day in 1630, a great English ship called the Arbella completed a two-month journey across the Atlantic Ocean and entered Massachusetts Bay with a contingent of English families and all their worldly possessions. It transported also the farm animals and equipment needed to carve a slice of the New World wilderness into a fledgling society. Thus began a harrowing adventure that would be a milestone in the history of Anglo-Saxon America.

The Arbella was the first of seventeen ships that deposited a thousand or so men, women, and children onto the distant American shore that summer. Nearly two hundred perished during the first winter, and another hundred fled back to England as soon as favorable weather returned. But the human flow that began with the Arbella continued through the 1630s, transporting some twenty-one thousand English folk to the emerging Massachusetts Bay Colony, along with the distinctive mores, folkways, and spiritual sensibilities they carried with them in their minds and hearts.

They were Puritans, as manifest in their austerity of dress, seriousness of manner, and intensity of religion. They acquired these traits and lifestyles from the area where most of them had lived in eastern England, a small enclave of nine counties centered geographically on the market town of Haverhill, near the convergence of Suffolk, Essex, and Cambridge counties. A historian of that region described these people, whether gentle or simple, as “dour, stubborn, fond of argument and litigation, strongly Puritan.”

This East Anglian region generated the English realm’s most concentrated opposition to King Charles I and his increasingly oppressive rule. For more than a decade, known as the “eleven years’ tyranny” (1629 to 1640), Charles sought to govern without Parliament and installed as head of the once-tolerant Anglican Church a severe prelate named William Laud. Laud stamped the realm’s Puritans as subversives, sought to purge them from the established Church, and burdened them with all manner of harassment, fines, and banishment from university and Church vocation. He considered the East Anglians to be the “throbbing heart of heresy in England,” as one historian put it.

This was as intolerable to the Puritans as the economic stagnation and epidemic diseases also ravaging England at the time. In the view of John Winthrop, a leading Puritan lawyer and advocate of the American migration, the lands of England had become “weary of her Inhabitants, so as man which is most precious of all the Creatures, is here more vile and base than the earth they tread upon.” As the migration plan took shape, participants turned for leadership to Winthrop, who proved himself a gifted governor for the transatlantic voyage and later for the Massachusetts challenge. He also sheathed the enterprise in inspiring language, as when, during the passage, he talked of creating a new “Citty upon a Hill” that would become “a story and a byword throughout the world.”

But most Puritans on that voyage held a more rustic sense of their adventure. Religion dominated their lives, and they wanted the freedom to embrace it in their own way. As the noted historian David Hackett Fischer wrote, when they described their motivations for crossing the Atlantic, “religion was mentioned not merely as their leading purpose. It was their only purpose.”

Then, in 1641, a decade after the remarkable Puritan migration began, it ceased, as events in England presaged an end to the king’s “personal government” and his trespasses upon religious freedom—and an end also, eventually, to his life.

By then the colony was in full bloom, spreading across the landscape of New England in the form largely of small, efficiently run farms and tidy villages. Nearly all of the Massachusetts communities were farm towns, and most citizens were yeoman farmers who soon generated agricultural surpluses—in grain, meat, fish, butter, cheese, timber—shipped to markets in Virginia, the West Indies, and Great Britain. A merchant class soon emerged along with a hearty presence of religious leaders. By 1640 the colony boasted some three hundred university-trained clergymen, and the population was doubling every generation, almost entirely from robust internal birth rates. The population reached one hundred thousand by 1700 and more than a million a century later.

These people, as historian Fischer has noted, “became the breeding stock for America’s Yankee population”—nearly all descended, he adds, from those initial twenty-one thousand English migrants. In time, Massachusetts Bay descendants built communities in eastern New Jersey, northern New York, Maine, New Hampshire, Canada, and eventually westward in a band stretching to the Pacific Northwest, where many place-names echoed those of New England cities and towns—Portland, Salem, Albany, Quincy, Everett. The Puritan culture shaped much of the societal ethos of the U.S. northern tier, even as the populace became more secular and the focus shifted from individual salvation to the cause of human betterment.



In April 1670, three decades after the Puritan migration ended, another ship entered another New World harbor a thousand miles to the south. Called the Carolina, it carried ninety-two English emigrants along with fifteen tons of beer, thirty gallons of brandy, fifty-nine bushels of flour, twelve suits of armor, a hundred beds, 1,200 grubbing hoes, and 756 fishhooks. The destination was a place later known as Charleston, in South Carolina, and the aim was to establish a colony dedicated to the creation of wealth.

This wasn’t a crown colony overseen by the king’s ministers, but a proprietary one for which King Charles II granted a huge tract of territory to a group of London investors, who then sought to lure settlers with the promise of land and the dream of prosperity. A few of the early migrants were from the landed gentry, but most were simple folk, including many indentured servants tied to their owners for two to seven years. The proprietors promised 150 acres to free settlers over age sixteen, with another hundred for each able-bodied servant brought along.

People arrived from England, a few from New York, and a growing number began showing up from Barbados and other West Indian islands, where lucrative sugar plantations already had emerged, generating substantial wealth for enterprising Englishmen and their families. Many of the prosperous islanders considered South Carolina an ideal destination for their younger sons, barred from significant inheritance by the prevailing “primogenitor” practice of favoring oldest sons. These were swashbucklers, men of swagger who loved their dogs and horses, fancied tavern life, ate and drank with abandon, and displayed their social position ostentatiously in dress and manner. They came to South Carolina with just two things in mind: to get rich and then to get richer.

Though fervent in their attachment to the Anglican Church, they evinced no particular piety. Though profoundly loyal to the English monarchy and proud of their Cavalier heritage, they harbored little respect for the king’s proprietors back in London, bent on protecting their investment from afar. The independent-minded “Barbadians”—or “Anglicans,” as they later were called—viewed the proprietors as a meddlesome lot impeding their moneymaking efforts.

The Anglican influx included large and small sugar producers, artisans, merchants—and slaves. Slavery had become an integral part of the Caribbean sugar culture, as reflected in its magnitude before and after the introduction of sugarcane. In 1638, before sugar, there were two hundred slaves on Barbados; fourteen years later, there were twenty thousand, more than the white population. When the Anglicans arrived in Carolina, they brought with them their slaves and their slave culture.

They arrived in sufficient numbers to give them dominance over the fledgling governmental structures established for Charleston and the surrounding “low country,” where most of the Anglicans settled into large tracts of land. That precipitated tensions between the self-seeking Anglicans and the London proprietors and also between the Anglicans and other British emigrants, called “dissenters” (mostly Presbyterians of Scottish or Scots-Irish extraction), who esteemed the proprietors and chafed under the emerging Anglican ascendancy.

The issues that emerged among the Anglicans, proprietors, and Presbyterians were real, but religion was not one of them. Always alert to financial opportunities, the Anglicans struck up a lucrative trade with nearby native Indians, which was fine. But then they engaged in an Indian slave trade, which disturbed the proprietors and their dissenter loyalists, who also opposed the Anglican practice of trading with ruthless Caribbean pirates. Tensions eased when the Anglicans turned to cattle and hog farming and then entered a lucrative trade in deerskins, obtained through treaty arrangements with local Indian tribes and sold mostly to avid European buyers.

With the money generated through their high-margin deerskin enterprises, Anglican traders bought more and more low-country land as an extravagant emblem of their success. Then they developed two staple crops—rice and indigo—that would transform their lives and their colony. Rice production shot up sixfold in the first decade of the new century, then tripled in the 1720s. In one three-year period, meanwhile, annual production of indigo, used to make dyes for the burgeoning English textile industry, went from just 17 pounds to 137,000 pounds. Added to this cash infusion was money generated from an expanding production of “naval stores”—tar, pitch, turpentine, masts—sold to the Royal Navy for maintenance of its far-flung warships. In six years, naval store sales increased eightfold.

Soon Charleston was one of the largest cities in America, behind only Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, and probably the richest. The surrounding colony also prospered—“in as thriving circumstances as any colony on the continent of English America,” as one observer of the time noted. Money was changing hands with increasing velocity for all kinds of transactions, and this tidal wave of consumerism and entrepreneurship was generating wealth and creating a nouveau aristocracy of both planters and merchants, who formed a close alliance through extensive business dealings and well-conceived marriages. More than eighty commercial ships a year cleared Charleston Harbor in the early eighteenth century, and nearly five hundred adult males were making money one way or another in the export-import trade.

In short, Carolina was developing into a distinct North American culture. Historian Walter J. Fraser writes that the Southern climate, the evolving agricultural society, the institution of slavery, and the colony’s particular brand of Anglicanism “were shaping in the hearts and minds of Charlestonians a worldview different from that of Bostonians, New Yorkers, and Philadelphians.” Walter Edgar, a leading authority on the region, adds that the “unashamed pursuit of wealth and the open enjoyment of the pleasures it could buy” set South Carolinians apart from other English-speaking colonies. “They may well have been the only colonial society to produce a new cultural identity,” he writes.



Of all the New World colonies established in the seventeenth century, no two were as disparate in outlook, religion, moral precepts, or cultural sensibility as Massachusetts and South Carolina. The two peoples came from different parts of England, departed the motherland for different reasons, pursued different approaches to creating a wilderness society, and embraced far different views of life on earth. Had they remained in England through the 1600s, most of them likely would have been fighting each other in the English Civil War.

The disparity is starkly seen in the regions’ religious attitudes. The Puritans lived under the sway of an austere form of Calvinism that conveyed a strong sense of pervasive human depravity. For them life was a constant strife between good and evil in which most people would falter. That’s why, in their view, Christ died for just a special elect and not for all humanity. Joining the chosen few required an arduous struggle.

These Calvinists also embraced a strong sense of love, based on the idea that mankind was so flawed and tainted that salvation was possible only through the miraculous love and mercy of God. Humans, by extension, must strive to honor this spiritual gift by loving their own fellow men and women in a godly way.

These and other precepts were strongly felt and resolutely observed throughout most of Massachusetts and surrounding areas. As Fischer writes, “The spiritual purposes of the colony were fully shared by most men and women.… Here was a fact of high importance for the history of their region.”

No such ardent religiosity emerged in South Carolina, though Charleston was known as a “city of churches” whose many spires accentuated the urban skyline. The colony’s Calvinists, both Anglican and Presbyterian, focused on the general concepts of salvation and redemption, while avoiding the emotionalism often generated by intricate doctrinal preoccupations. Though the Anglicans held political sway over the low country, they soon were outnumbered by other Calvinist worshippers, including the Presbyterians as well as Congregationalists and a contingent of French Huguenots who arrived beginning around 1680 to escape the latest wave of persecution from the Bourbon monarchy. But not even the Carolina Calvinists embraced Christianity with anything approaching the ardor of Massachusetts Puritans.

Anglican officials at one point passed laws that prohibited non-Anglicans from serving in certain key governmental positions and denoted the Church of England as the colony’s established religion. But this so-called Exclusion Act was often ignored in practice, and despite the establishment legislation no serious efforts were made to convert non-Anglicans to the faith of the low country’s predominant Anglicans. Eventually England’s Queen Anne and the House of Lords disallowed both acts. In any event, those initiatives were efforts at political leverage more than of religious orthodoxy. And, as Walter Edgar points out, Carolinians didn’t go to church to get stirred up; thus the “dominant middle way of the Church of England was well suited to the harmony of the prosperous colony.” Carolinians were happy to live cordially alongside others of different denominational convictions.

A similar casualness guided the Carolinian attitude toward social status. With so much money being made, the prevailing Anglicans didn’t much care how people accumulated their wealth or when they had done so. The newly rich, even those who had obtained wealth through grubby means—by selling captured Indians into bondage, for example, or engaging in the brutal African slave trade—were welcomed into the upper echelons of society so long as they could entertain their well-established neighbors with flair and elegance. And Carolina’s upper crust, whether of the old or new stock, certainly didn’t view their frenzied pursuit of wealth as reflecting moral decline, notwithstanding the hedonism that accompanied the money chase. Indeed, the colony generally abhorred moral snobbery of any sort and observed an attitude of “live and let live.”

Live and let live was certainly not in the thinking of New England Puritans. Their driving civic imperative was protecting the unity and order of society from errant personal behavior such as violating Sabbath laws (including a prohibition on Sunday sex), disturbing the peace, straying from strict sexual norms, and ignoring strictures against idleness, lying, and drunkenness. The Puritans practiced what Fischer calls “institutional savagery” in enforcing individual order. They burned rebellious servants, maimed political dissenters, flogged Quakers, and executed suspected witches. At one point the colony had thirteen designated capital crimes, including blasphemy.

Further, the Puritans wanted a social harmony that they considered impossible in a highly stratified society. They opposed the emergence of an aristocracy of large landowners or the rise of a hugely rich merchant class. By the same token, they didn’t want poor immigrants who, they suspected, couldn’t contribute to the new society. Social distinctions were acknowledged and gently maintained among gentry, yeomen, and laborers, but they existed within a relatively narrow range of social status, generally the middling strata of traditional English society. People of these classes mingled with relative ease in work, play, and worship.

Carolinians, by contrast, believed that the best form of government was an “aristocratic republic” guided by those who had demonstrated their worth through financial success and whose wealth gave them a valuable independence of mind. Notably, the descendants of the early Anglican founders still maintained their social and political dominance up to the American Revolution. There was in the colony, and later the state, an intricately balanced system of power distribution, with nearly universal white manhood suffrage. But the power center remained Charleston and the surrounding low country, and that power distribution was closely guarded and protected by the aristocrats of the bustling port city and, later, the new capital city of Columbia.

Carolinians also welcomed newcomers of different backgrounds more openly than did the Massachusetts Puritans. Though the French Huguenots encountered some social discrimination upon arriving in the mid-seventeenth century, and colonial leaders at one point combined counties to thwart the emergence of a local Huguenot voting majority, the newcomers generally were left alone to pursue their destiny. Many thrived. As one wrote to a London friend, “Carolina is a good country for anyone who is not lazy.”

More numerous were the Scots and Scots-Irish who moved into the South Carolina backcountry beginning around 1750, part of a vast New World migration from the borderlands of northern England, northern Ireland, and the Scottish Highlands. They arrived initially in Pennsylvania beginning in 1717 but soon gravitated south and west, through Virginia and the Carolinas, then into Kentucky and Tennessee. These were rustic folk, largely Presbyterian, mostly from the bottom rungs of Old World wealth and status (though a few hailed from established borderland families). The vast majority were small farmers, farm laborers, and mechanics. They weren’t looking for religious freedom or cities upon hills, but for economic betterment, and they went after it with zeal.

Fully aware of their humble origins, they nevertheless demanded social respect, often with an insolence that startled and irritated those of higher station. Some in South Carolina, upon seeing the Scots’ prideful ways and the frolicsome manner of their womenfolk, took a dim view, complaining that these upstarts seemed to pursue a rather loose backwoods morality. One cleric, perhaps mixing a touch of prurience with his moral outrage, complained of the women’s tight-fitting dresses showing “the roundness of their Breasts and slender Waists” and their short petticoats that tended “to shew the fineness of their Limbs.”

But the backcountry Scotsmen and their women prospered in the western wilderness through hard toil and much resourcefulness. Soon they melded into the prevailing Carolina culture, their story personified by the life and career of John C. Calhoun, whose family arrived in the forbidding backcountry wilderness in 1760 (Calhoun’s grandmother was killed by Cherokee Indians upon arrival) and who became Carolina’s leading politician of all time. Political tensions emerged occasionally between the low-country and backcountry people, but the interaction remained equable and manageable.

As the colonies of Massachusetts and South Carolina became states and moved into the nineteenth century under the auspices of the new American government, major changes washed over both. Massachusetts absorbed two central developments.

One was the emergence of industrial vigor wrought by steam power and the necessity for innovative acuity as a growing population pushed agricultural production to its capacity. The new century witnessed more and more people starting commercial enterprises, creating cottage industries, pursuing investment opportunities, and joining an expanding Boston merchant class. Then in 1812 Francis Cabot Lowell devised a plan to establish a manufacturing plant that could handle all aspects of producing cloth from raw cotton, including spinning, weaving, and fiber processing. By 1822 the company’s sales had shot up to $345,000 from just $3,000 in 1815, and Lowell’s associates were expanding their enterprise into a mammoth complex of manufacturing capacity.

The concept was adapted to other industries, and Massachusetts soon excelled in the manufacture of textiles, leather goods, and numerous other consumer products. By 1860, textile and shoe manufacturers together employed 110,000 workers, about 53 percent of the state’s industrial employment.

Another major change came in the form of new modes of thinking about life in the here and now and in the hereafter. Many of the new industrial workers brought with them a greater diversity of religion, a more secular outlook, greater optimism about humanity, and a reluctance to embrace the conformity of thought and action that New England civic leaders and the clergy had sought to enforce. By this same time, Unitarianism was the predominant religion of Massachusetts, and intellectual leaders, responding to German and English Romanticism, were exploring new and disruptive modes of thought. Transcendentalism, developed and pressed by such powerful Massachusetts figures as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, emerged to further shake up New England sensibilities.

It taught that mankind is essentially pure, but corrupted by societal institutions, including organized religion. Freed of these vulgar influences, the individual would find his way to human goodness and bring about, in alliance with other seekers of virtue, a unity of humankind. At its foundation, this was a far cry from the essential Puritan preoccupation with human depravity and the metaphysical struggle between good and evil. Massachusetts intellectuals and activists were abandoning the idea of providence in favor of the idea of human progress.

And yet some elements of the Puritan ethos survived this profound transformation. Puritanism was fervent, moralistic, universalist, exhortatory; so was the secular humanitarianism of eighteenth-century Massachusetts. Historians Richard D. Brown and Jack Tager write that the state “emerged as a nursery for the missionaries of a hundred causes.” Reform movements sprang up for societal improvement in a host of areas—temperance, women’s rights, education, public health, personal hygiene, prison policy, the care of the physically and mentally impaired. And, of course, the moral imperative of abolishing chattel slavery throughout America. Brown and Tager report that Massachusetts emerged as an acknowledged “hotbed of abolitionism and as the leading opponent of returning fugitive slaves.”

That was not a stance likely to endear Puritan descendants to the folks down in South Carolina, roiled by new challenges and fears even as the aristocracy there generated ever greater wealth and displayed it more and more ostentatiously in Charleston drawing rooms and huge manor houses springing up on low-country plantations. These challenges and fears centered primarily on one thing, the institution of slavery, though Carolinians often were loath to acknowledge as much. But a century and a half of expanding and defending the institution had placed South Carolinians in a precarious existence from which they couldn’t escape. For generations they had pursued their favored business model because it generated the greatest returns: a plantation economy producing staple crops with slave labor for world markets. The more successful they were in pursuing this model, the more slaves they needed.

Financial considerations proved powerful, too. Rice planters figured that a slave would pay for him- or herself in four or five years, then generate an ongoing annual return of between 16 and 25 percent, depending on the price of rice. The greed of slave merchants also figured in the equation: the importation of slaves generated higher profits than any other imports.

Between 1703 and 1708, South Carolina’s white population increased 7 percent, to 4,080, while the slave population increased 37 percent, to 4,100. For the first time, blacks outnumbered whites in the colony. Then, in the 1720s, some ten thousand West Africans arrived, pushing the proportion of blacks in South Carolina past 60 percent (though the backcountry influx of Scots and Scots-Irish put whites back into the majority for a time).

The large numbers of slaves generated anxiety as vague visions of slave rebellions seeped into the consciousness of the planter class. What didn’t seep into their consciousness, it seems, was any sense of just how unnatural it was to hold other human beings in ownership bondage, thus generating a longing for escape and gnawing desires among some for retributive violence. The greed factor was too strong for any such contemplation. Remove slavery from the Carolina business model, and the whole system would come crashing down.

The anxiety over possible slave revolts wasn’t unfounded. In June 1722, South Carolina officials uncovered “a wicked and barbarous plott… to destroy all the white people in the country and then to take the town.” The alleged plotters, led by a freed black man named Denmark Vesey, were dealt with brutally—“burnt… hang’d [or] banish’d,” according to a contemporary report. The town watch in Charleston received extra resources to augment night patrols, and new slave laws were enacted to bolster control over those in bondage.

Two decades later, in 1739, the white population’s worst fears came to pass with the so-called Stono River Rebellion, which began with the killing of store owners about twenty miles southwest of Charleston. The rebels then moved south, killing whites as they proceeded on a route toward Spanish Florida and freedom. Scores of slaves, beckoned by rumor and drum calls, joined the rebellion, swelling the insurgent force to nearly a hundred before a counterforce arrived to suppress the uprising. When it was over, some seventy-five South Carolinians, blacks and whites, had been killed.

The people of South Carolina were in a cyclical trap. To maintain economic growth, they needed to cultivate more and more acreage for their staple crops (including the new money generator of cotton); to do that they needed more slaves; but, as the slave population grew, so did anxieties about the threat of insurrection; as anxieties grew, institutional controls over those in bondage tightened; as they tightened, the prospect of rebellion increased; and the cycle continued. This iron grip was reflected in what happened after efforts by government officials to curtail the influx of slaves by imposing import taxes and quotas. Political pressures always ensued that led to legislative retreat. By 1820, South Carolina’s white population was once again in the minority—and declining quickly relative to the state’s blacks.

Meanwhile, over the decades, various slave rebellions and conspiracies in North America and the West Indies kept alive the sense of vulnerability. Perhaps as alarming as the killings from such insurrections was the fact that two of them, in British Jamaica and French St. Dominique (later Haiti), had led Britain and France to abolish slavery in their territories. Any groundswell of such abolitionist sentiment in America could be a disaster for South Carolina and the rest of the U.S. slave empire.

By the early 1830s many South Carolina leaders felt they could build a protective barrier against federal intrusions with the “nullification” doctrine, giving states the power to negate federal laws within their borders if they considered those laws unconstitutional. The immediate issue was a tariff enacted in 1828—the so-called Tariff of Abominations—that had devastated much of the South Carolina economy. But the tariff issue also was seen by many as a stand-in for slavery, for if southern states could nullify a tariff law they could do it also to any federal encroachments upon southern slavery.

John Calhoun, then vice president under Andrew Jackson, took the lead on the issue with a firm belief that Jackson, a rustic backwoods populist, would go along. Calhoun miscalculated. In a famous toast Jackson made clear he viewed nullification as an assault on the Constitution. He didn’t mince words in backing up his position. “[P]lease give my compliments to my friends in your state,” he told a South Carolina visitor at one point, “and say to them, that if a single drop of blood shall be shed there in opposition to the laws of the United States, I will hang the first man I can lay my hand upon engaged in such treasonable conduct, upon the first tree I can reach.”

With nullification dead, South Carolinians felt more and more vulnerable to Northern agitations against slavery. But they were on the defensive now. “A people owning slaves are mad, or worse than mad,” declared the prominent South Carolina politician, planter, and newspaper publisher Robert Barnwell Rhett, “if they do not hold their destinies in their own hands.” It wasn’t clear, though, that South Carolinians could control their destinies at all. They were reduced to meddling with the post office in efforts to thwart delivery of antislavery propaganda in the state and seeking to ensure that abolitionist petitions sent to Congress were set aside without consideration or discussion. Beyond that, South Carolina politicians and intellectuals became obsessed with crafting elaborate arguments on behalf of human bondage as a positive good, making possible higher levels of civilization—such as, for example, their own.

Much of the swagger was gone now from the descendants of those “Barbadians” who had arrived with such élan nearly two centuries before and set South Carolina upon its historical preoccupation with wealth creation based on human bondage. In the place of the swagger was a growing attitude of defiance.
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 2 CRISIS IN MINIATURE [image: ] THE HOUSE SEIZES UP OVER SLAVERY


When America’s lawmakers filtered into Washington, D.C., in late 1849 for the start of the 31st Congress, nearly everyone knew they faced a maelstrom of political peril. “A crisis in our affairs is rapidly approaching, and great events are near at hand,” warned the city’s leading Democratic newspaper, the Daily Union. It referred to the gathering crisis over whether the emotion-charged institution of slavery would be allowed to spread into the vast new southwestern and coastal territories—designated at the time as New Mexico and California—secured for the United States through President James Polk’s recent bloody and controversial war with Mexico.

Though most citizens cherished Polk’s vision of a transcontinental America, facing two oceans and stitched together by ribbons of railroad track, the growing chasm between the North and South marred that heady concept. Some people desperately seized upon the notion that if the North would just stop its antislavery agitations and the South would cease threatening to leave the Union, some kind of mutual accommodation might be possible. Washington’s National Intelligencer, a Whig newspaper, gave expression to this hopeful concept on Congress’s first day of deliberations.

“Having regarded this topic as one on which… the popular sentiments in the two opposite quarters of the country can never harmonize,” said the paper, “and been entirely convinced that the discussion of so hopeless a matter could do no possible good, we have always, as far as depended upon our voluntary action, kept it out of our columns.” The paper deplored those “partisans” on both sides who had exploited the issue “as a bugbear to frighten weak minds and drive them into the party nets.”

But such well-intentioned attitudes didn’t accurately capture the relentless force of emotion welling up from within the country and distilled now with ever-greater potency in Washington. “Slavery here is the all engrossing theme,” Henry Clay wrote to a friend upon arriving for the new congressional session. “My hopes and my fears alternately prevail as to any satisfactory settlement of the vexed question.” When Daniel Webster arrived, he saw the same thing. “There is so much excitement & inflammation on the subject of Slavery, Dissolution, &,” he observed, “as that it overwhelms, or threatens to overwhelm, all really important measures.”

While discerning political observers understood the depth of the gathering crisis, hardly anyone anticipated just how it would tie the House of Representatives into snarls of dysfunction and confusion as the body sought to organize itself for the new congressional term. For three weeks, the chamber tried and failed to elect a Speaker. Without a Speaker, the House couldn’t function. Without a functioning House, the Senate couldn’t accomplish any serious business. Zachary Taylor, the Mexican War hero who had become president the previous March, couldn’t send up his Annual Message or set the national agenda. Congress couldn’t appropriate money. The government froze. The country looked on in bewilderment bordering on disgust. It was a crisis in miniature reflecting the larger emergency at hand.

During the ordeal, three party candidates vied for the speakership, along with a shifting collection of others who emerged and then faded during the sixty-three ballots that consumed House members through most of December. One of the three was a Boston patrician named Robert C. Winthrop, a direct descendant of that Massachusetts founder John Winthrop. He was a forty-year-old Whig and Webster protégé who had been Speaker in the previous Congress and wanted the job again. Tall, lean, sonorous of tongue, and scholarly in appearance, with a triangular face framed by long sideburns, Winthrop was known for his intellectual bent and high-mindedness. He kept himself “above the tricks of intrigue,” said one Pennsylvania newspaper, which wondered, though, if he wasn’t perhaps “a little too refined and dignified” for the political rough-and-tumble of crisis times. Most Whigs brushed aside such concerns. “The nomination is due to Mr. Winthrop by every consideration of propriety,” argued the New York Courier. “If he fails of an election, no other whig can succeed.”

The party’s House caucus, meeting late into the evening of December 1, selected Winthrop as its candidate in part because Whig leaders thought he could bridge the North-South gap. Though fervent in his antislavery views, in keeping with the prevailing sentiment of his native New England, he nevertheless hewed to a moderate course. As he told colleagues upon looking back on his nearly ten-year congressional career, he always promised that he wouldn’t “agitate the subject of slavery.” He added: “I have adhered to that declaration.… I have sympathized with no fanatics.… I have enlisted in no crusade upon the institutions of the South.”

But this attitude rankled the North’s antislavery forces gaining ground under the Free Soil Party, which had emerged during the previous year’s presidential campaign. These were the people, after all, that Winthrop called fanatics. One abolitionist newspaper dismissed the Massachusetts politician as a “lickspittle of slavery… —a doughface of showy but mediocre ability.” But most caucus members figured that, while Winthrop wouldn’t get the votes of fiery abolitionists such as Ohio’s pietistic Joshua Giddings, he would capture most of his northern Whig brethren. And the attacks from antislavery provocateurs, it was assumed, would help cement southern Whig support.

The Democrats took an opposite tack, choosing a southern slaveholder who was nonetheless deemed acceptable to northern Democrats. He was Georgia’s mountainous Howell Cobb, thirty-four, with thick auburn hair, lively blue eyes, and a hearty laugh. His southern heritage didn’t induce in him the angry proslavery passion increasingly evident in the rhetoric of many southern politicians. Among colleagues he was “a general favorite,” as one historian later reported.

Finally, there was thirty-five-year-old David Wilmot of Pennsylvania—a big fellow, outspoken and impetuous, often slovenly in dress and manner, with a chaw of tobacco ever-present in his mouth. When he set himself upon a course, he did so with fearless grit, as he did in 1846, in the midst of a congressional debate on Polk’s Mexican War, when he attached to a funding bill his famous “proviso” designed to prohibit slavery in any lands acquired from Mexico as a result of the war. Instantly the war debate became intertwined with the slavery issue, which then gained ominous force after the United States actually acquired those vast western tracts. Immediately, southerners chafed at the prospect of being excluded from lands acquired through the expenditure of southern as well as northern blood. Wilmot’s proviso never cleared Congress, but it hovered over official Washington like a dark and menacing thundercloud.

The Pennsylvanian was the chosen speakership candidate of the fledgling Free Soilers, an amalgam of antislavery northerners that included a contingent of New York Democrats, called “Barnburners,” under the leadership of former president Martin Van Buren; the so-called Conscience Whigs of Massachusetts, long animated by the horrors of slavery; strong midwestern abolitionists in the vein of the irascible Giddings; a smattering of Wilmot Proviso Democrats throughout the North; and adherents of the old antislavery Liberty Party. With Van Buren at the head of the ticket in the 1848 presidential canvass, the Free Soilers collected 291,501 votes, compared to 1,361,393 for Taylor and 1,223,460 for Democrat Lewis Cass of Michigan.

The new party also sent thirteen Free Soilers to the U.S. House. And with the major parties at near parity in the chamber—112 Democrats to 105 Whigs—this meant the Free Soilers held the balance of power in the speakership balloting, if they wanted to employ their small but crucial leverage; and if sectional divisions within the Democratic and Whig parties didn’t throw the whole thing into chaos.

Everyone knew the stakes when the House convened for its first session of the new Congress on Monday, December 3. The Speaker held the power to set the agenda for floor action and to appoint all committees—hence the power to control the chamber. That represented a huge advantage in the coming debates and maneuvers over slavery in the territories.

With 111 votes needed for a majority (not all members having yet arrived in Washington), the first-ballot results were: Cobb, 103; Winthrop, ninety-six; Wilmot, eight. Some thirteen votes went to a smattering of other candidates. The chamber moved quickly through three more votes, with largely the same result. The highly partisan Union rejoiced at what appeared to be Cobb’s solid prospects—“decidedly the most favorable,” as the paper said.

But the next day, after the House went through six more votes, Cobb had slipped to ninety-nine tallies, with ninety-seven for Winthrop and nine for Wilmot. On December 5, with the thirteenth ballot, Cobb dropped to ninety-three, with Winthrop ahead at ninety-eight and Wilmot getting no votes at all. The following day, with House members discerning signs of futility, Andrew Johnson of Tennessee offered a resolution: if the next vote didn’t yield a speaker, he suggested, the House should waive the requirement for a majority tally in the following vote and accept a plurality outcome. Johnson, a Democrat, said he would rather have any competent Whig or Democrat in the Speaker’s chair than to have the current embarrassment continue.

North Carolina’s Abraham Venable disagreed. The problem, he said, was that too many members were clinging to candidates who had no chance of victory, thus foreclosing any pathway to a majority conclusion. He said these men would soon learn just how “preposterous” their behavior was when they went home “to settle with their constituents.” The House rejected the Johnson motion and proceeded to the fourteenth ballot, which brought Winthrop up to ninety-nine votes to Cobb’s eighty-nine. The deadlock looked hopeless, as did Cobb’s prospects.

Then on December 9 the Intelligencer reprinted a story from the New York Express that, said the Intelligencer, could “shed light upon the predicament in which the House of Representatives now finds itself.” The Express presented a detailed description of the December 1 Whig caucus that had voted to nominate Winthrop for Speaker. As it turned out, a lot more happened at that closed-door session than any newspapers had revealed. A fiery slavery debate had erupted, and six southern Whigs had stormed out of the caucus. The episode looked like “an evil omen,” the Express reported.

At the center of the controversy was a congressman named Robert A. Toombs, a broad-faced, barrel-chested Georgia planter once described by a contemporary as “the stormy petrel… always intolerant, dogmatic and extreme.” Toombs feared that the Wilmot Proviso would become law for the entire Mexican cession. And it didn’t help that a slavery exclusion had been added to legislation, signed by Polk earlier in the year before his term ended, that established a territorial government in the Oregon region acquired by Polk in 1846 through tough negotiations with Britain.

Toombs’s agitation centered on President Taylor and Toombs’s suspicion, shared by growing numbers of southern politicians, that the president had snookered his native South during the late campaign and now had fallen under the sway of northern abolitionists. Taylor often seemed to be a captive of his own whims and hence wasn’t an easy man to figure out, but Toombs felt he understood the general quite well. He didn’t like what he saw.

Taylor, a rustic-looking, blunt-spoken figure of sixty-five with an air of superiority and a tendency toward peevishness, had served his entire adult life as an army officer. Born into a wealthy family with large landholdings in Virginia and Kentucky, he owned a Louisiana plantation with 145 slaves. Known to his troops as Old Rough and Ready, he had thrived over the years in the military environment. But he was a man of little spark or imagination and showed almost no curiosity about subjects beyond his immediate involvement. In times of peace, he seemed languid, as if merely going through the motions of military life. In war he demonstrated an instinct for action that had served him well in the few combat episodes he had encountered.

Then came the Mexican War, and he quickly became a national luminary based on military victories he engineered in disputed borderlands and on Mexican soil—at Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, Monterrey, and, most stunning of all, Buena Vista. But Taylor’s superiors in Washington came to view his judgment as spotty. After his Monterrey triumph, he allowed Mexican general Pedro de Ampudia to slink off with his seven thousand troops and weapons, including artillery, to fight another day.

Worse, he defiantly ignored orders to encamp his troops at the easily fortified city of Monterrey and instead ventured south toward Buena Vista, where he became highly vulnerable to a much larger force under Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna. The Mexicans nearly crushed Taylor’s army, but through brilliant tactical dexterity he managed to outmaneuver Santa Anna, avoid devastation, and withdraw to safer ground. Though the episode brought widespread adulation from the American people, Taylor’s victory lacked strategic significance and expended substantial American blood to little purpose. The general’s commander in chief, President Polk, wrote to his diary, “The truth is that from the beginning of the War he has been constantly blundering into difficulties, but has fought out of them, but at the cost of many lives.”

Later, in a long and bizarre political flirtation with his country, the now-heralded Taylor suggested he would seek the presidency only if assured he could attain the office “untrammeled with party obligations or interests of any kind”—in other words, through some sort of immaculate ascension. When informed that that wasn’t how American politics worked, he labeled himself a Whig and was instantly embraced by large elements of that party beguiled by his military acclaim and untroubled by his lack of any political identity or civic experience.

Awarded the Whig nomination, he presented himself in fuzzy terms that obscured what he thought about the day’s pressing issues, if indeed he had thought much about them at all. He generally projected two separate personas and outlooks for the country’s two antagonistic sections. Southerners generally took heart in his regional heritage and slave ownership, while many northerners seized upon wispy expressions suggesting he might oppose slavery expansion and wasn’t much of a fan of the presidential veto (and hence, it was surmised, might not veto Wilmot’s proviso should it be enacted).

The finesse worked. Taylor became president. Polk, after spending time with the general on Inauguration Day, wrote to his diary: “Gen’l Taylor is, I have no doubt, a well meaning old man. He is, however, uneducated, exceedingly ignorant of public affairs, and, I should judge, of very ordinary capacity.”

Once elected, Taylor could no longer temporize on the slavery issue, especially after Toombs sought clarity. Upon his arrival in Washington for the 31st Congress, the Georgian went to the White House and put the question directly to Taylor: Would he veto the Wilmot Proviso? Replied the president: “I have given and will give no pledges to either the opponents or supporters of the proviso, but if Congress sees fit to pass it, I will not veto it.”

That’s when Taylor lost Toombs. “My course became instantly fixed,” he later told a friend, adding he dedicated himself immediately to preventing northern Whigs from gaining control of the House and its critical committee assignments. That meant upending Winthrop’s speakership prospects. “I would not hesitate,” he said, “to oppose the proviso even to a dissolution of the Union.”

Accordingly, at that December 1 Whig caucus meeting, Toombs put forth a resolution designed to grab his colleagues’ attention: “Resolved, That Congress ought not to pass any law prohibiting slavery in the territories of California or New Mexico, nor any law abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia.” The Express reported that in the meeting hall “an intense excitement was aroused.”

Edward Stanly of North Carolina promptly opposed the motion, not because he disfavored the intent—he was a southerner, after all—but because this wasn’t the time or place to engage in sectional disputes. He moved to lay the Toombs resolution on the table, essentially killing it. William Duer of New York expressed chagrin that anyone at this Whig assembly would posit “an exclusive slavery test, when the Whig party in the North had disclaimed any such test, and repeatedly declared that it considered [itself] a national, not a sectional party.”

As the debate ensued, it became clear that Toombs had driven a wedge through his own party. Then Toombs’s Georgia colleague, Alexander H. Stephens—small, frail, and often infirm, but a figure of passion and eloquence—widened the rift by declaring slavery in Washington, D.C., to be inviolable. He warned—“not… in threat but in sorrow”—that if those in the country with prevailing numerical power actually abolished slavery there, “the Union must and will be dissolved.”

When the caucus voted to reject Toombs’s resolution, Toombs and Stephens, along with four southern colleagues, walked out. In the subsequent balloting they cast their votes for Meredith Gentry of Tennessee, who couldn’t win. But now it seemed Winthrop couldn’t win, either. Though he held steady in subsequent votes at 102, he still needed a dozen additional votes from Free Soil abolitionists or southern Whigs. But the Free Soilers considered him too soft on the South, and Toombs’s southern Whigs wouldn’t budge.

Meanwhile, Cobb’s vote fell as Democrats began looking for a new candidate who could break the logjam. The four ballots on December 7 saw Cobb down to around sixty-five votes, then plummeting to a mere five on the twenty-eighth ballot. Emery Potter of Ohio became a serious contender with seventy-six votes.

Then a new entry emerged. He was Indiana Democrat William J. Brown, forty-four, who had served a single term in the House before taking a high-level postal job under President Polk. Now he was back in the House and anxious to demonstrate leadership prowess. On December 11, through seven votes, Brown’s tally went from 88 to 109, just five short of a majority.

At that point Winthrop rose to ask his friends to withdraw their support. Nothing could give him greater pain, he said, “than to feel conscious of standing in such an attitude before the House as to interfere with its organization.” Floor chaos ensued as Whigs sought a quick adjournment so they could regroup, while Democrats wanted another vote to put their man Brown over the top. The Whigs prevailed, and the House adjourned “in great confusion.”

The next day Brown’s vote total climbed to 112, just two shy of victory. He seemed unstoppable. But disturbing rumors began filtering through the House floor, and Stanly, the North Carolina Whig, made an oblique reference to them in a feisty floor speech in which he suggested he could look at his party colleagues without blushing, but wasn’t certain the opposition could do the same. This brought to his feet Thomas Bayly, a Virginia Democrat, who objected to the insinuation “that something improper has taken place between the democratic party and the free-soilers.… Sir, it is such an insinuation as the gentleman ought not to make lightly, or to which we ought in silence to submit.”

George Ashmun of Massachusetts interjected: “Has not a correspondence taken place between the member from Indiana [Mr. Brown] and some member of the free-soil party, in which he has pledged himself to constitute the committees in a manner satisfactory to them?”


	
Mr. BAYLY: I know of no such correspondence. Is the gentleman authorized to say that there has been such an one? If so, what is his authority?

	
Mr. ASHMUN: Common rumor.

	
Mr. BAYLY: And does not the gentleman know that common rumor is a common liar? [Turning to Mr. Brown.] Has any such correspondence taken place?

	Mr. BROWN shook his head.

	
Mr. BAYLY, continuing: I am authorized to say that no such correspondence has taken place.



But it had. Wilmot had written Brown on December 10, recounting a conversation in which Brown had promised to constitute the three key committees with jurisdiction over slavery in ways satisfactory to the Free Soilers in exchange for Free Soil votes in the speakership race. Brown’s reply confirmed the deal. When this exchange became public, Brown promptly withdrew from the race.

That left the House further stymied. “Not only are we without a speaker,” declared Albert Gallatin Brown, a Mississippi Democrat, on the floor of the chamber, “but both parties are without a candidate.” He proposed a resolution making Howell Cobb the Speaker based on the Democrats’ majority status in the body. That was quickly rejected, but it unleashed a torrent of political anger and vitriol. It had been almost possible for several days to forget that this wasn’t merely a procedural struggle but rather an effusion of passions over slavery. Richard Meade, a Virginia Democrat, brought the chamber back to reality on December 13.

“We have been acting for eight days a farce,” he declared. The crux of the matter, he added, was a concern that House committees would generate legislation “which will produce discussion and agitation on a question which threatens the peace and integrity of the country.” Everyone knew precisely which question he was talking about. Then Meade issued his own threat against the peace and integrity of the country, based on his fervent anti-Wilmot sentiments. “But, sir,” he intoned, “if the organization of this House is to be followed by the passage of these bills—if these outrages are to be committed upon my people, I trust in God, sir, that my eyes have rested upon the last Speaker of the House of Representatives.”

When New York’s Duer suggested mildly that Meade’s words seemed to stamp him as a “disunionist,” the Virginian erupted in anger.

“It is false,” he yelled.

“You are a liar,” shot back Duer.

These assaults on decorum generated a commotion on the floor so intense that the sergeant at arms had to enter the scene with his mace in order to restore order. Robert Toombs then rose to declare that he himself would gladly accept the disunionist label:


I do not hesitate… to avow before this House and the country, and in the presence of the living God, that if by your legislation you seek to drive us from the territories of California and New Mexico, purchased by the common blood and treasure of the whole people, and to abolish slavery in this District, thereby attempting to fix a national degradation upon half the States of this confederacy, I am for disunion; and if my physical courage be equal to the maintenance of my convictions of right and duty, I will devote all I am and all I have on earth to its consummation.



Edward Baker of Illinois, a Whig and Mexican War veteran, figuratively laughed at such taunts. It was difficult for northerners, he said, to believe their southern brethren were in earnest.

“We will teach you we are in earnest,” retorted Democrat Daniel Wallace of South Carolina.


	
Mr. BAKER: I should be obliged to the gentlemen if they would tell me how this knowledge is to be imparted.

	
Mr. WALLACE: When I said they would teach you, I spoke in the name of the people of the South; and, in my opinion, they will have their rights in spite of the North—and it is that we intend to teach you.

	
Mr. BAKER: Sir, I profess myself still unable to learn, from the gentleman’s explanation, how we are to be taught.… Gentlemen, when you threaten it, we shall doubt—when you protest, we shall disclaim; but no fervid declarations, no fiery appeals to southern feelings, no solemn invocations addressed to the Almighty, (as if, indeed, he were a God of discord,) will make us believe that here in this hall there is one man who chambers in his secret heart a purpose so accursed and so deadly.



Alexander Stephens couldn’t let that go. “I tell you, before that God that rules the universe,” he declared, “that I would rather the southern country, with all her statesmen and all her great spirits, was offered up an honorable sacrifice, than that we should submit for one instant to degradation. [Great applause.]”

And so it went until passions were exhausted for the moment and members finally got back to voting. The results generated no cheer for either party or either region. Fully thirty members received votes, though fourteen got just one and another six received two. Winthrop and Cobb, back in the game, led the pack with fifty-nine and forty votes, respectively. Further balloting offered no sign of any breakthrough.

Members put forth various ideas for breaking the deadlock—lopping off the candidates with the fewest votes after each ballot until a majority emerged; selecting a bipartisan committee to craft some kind of emergency process; reducing the required number of votes for victory, ballot by ballot, from the full majority number; going with a plurality outcome (suggested numerous times). None of these could get majority approval.

By Saturday, December 22, House members had had enough. The previous day’s balloting, the fifty-ninth since December 3, had yielded no hope for any kind of resolution within the foreseeable future. Twenty-one members received votes, which in itself precluded the emergence of any majority resolution. When Tennessee Democrat Frederick Stanton dusted off the hoary notion of going with a plurality, members could no longer resist. Stanton suggested three more ballots under majority rule, but if no one emerged, then the next tally would select a Speaker based merely on who got the most votes, even without a majority.

After much debate and disposition of numerous substitute amendments, the Stanton Resolution passed 113 to 106, and the chamber promptly went through the three majority votes. They revealed that Cobb and Winthrop had shot back up to numbers close to where they had been in the early balloting nearly three weeks before. But neither could get a majority. In the subsequent plurality vote, Cobb received 102 tallies to Winthrop’s 100. The House avidly passed a resolution, 149 to 33, declaring Cobb the speaker.

“The long agony is over,” proclaimed the Union. But it wasn’t over. In order to get a speaker, the House had abandoned its hallowed principle of majority rule, a haunting lapse for many. Beyond that, the extended drama—at various times frustrating, frightening, and farcical—reflected the broader political realities of the nation. America was split down the middle over slavery. The Free Soilers could exercise leverage from their balance-of-power position, but seemed more inclined to indulge their political fervor. And neither of the major parties could span the North-South divide with speaker candidates considered moderate, such as Winthrop and Cobb. The hopes of party elders for solidarity were dashed when a group of southern Whigs and a few southern Democrats shunned party loyalty in favor of regional sensibilities. And so the festering passions on both sides continued to generate tremors in the body politic. The nation, it now seemed clear, was on a path toward catastrophe.
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 3 THE CRUCIBLE OF 1850 [image: ] CURTAIN CALL FOR THE OLD GUARD


On the evening of January 21, 1850, Henry Clay ventured into a torrential Washington rainfall and appeared unannounced at the Louisiana Avenue home of Daniel Webster, a few blocks northwest of the Capitol. The visitor didn’t look well. Aside from being drenched, he appeared weary and coughed incessantly. Although the two powerful Whigs had been friends and rivals (mostly rivals) for nearly four decades, they had hardly spoken with each other for eight years, during Clay’s Washington absence. But now he was back, bent on taming the treacherous slavery issue, once and for all, through a comprehensive compromise.

Webster welcomed his unexpected guest and listened as Clay outlined his legislative plan and entreated his colleague to join the effort. The Massachusetts senator embraced the concept in principle, but said he needed to study the details before committing himself. The two men parted with a handshake on what would become their final collaboration.

Eight days later Clay rose in the Senate to put forth eight resolutions designed to advance “the peace, concord, and harmony of the union of these States” by settling “all existing questions of controversy between them arising out of the institution of slavery, upon a fair, equitable, and just basis.” Thus began an eight-month clamor of intense political contention that produced, in the end, a compromise much along the lines of Clay’s concept. But the drama was fraught with zigs and zags, surprises, and revelations about the state of American politics.

The story comes into focus through the attitudes and ambitions of four central figures. They were President Taylor, slow of thought and politically unschooled, but ironclad in his convictions and intentions; and the so-called Great Triumvirate of Clay, Webster, and Calhoun, battle-scarred old lions of the veld, struggling now to maintain their political might even as the timbre of their roar dissipated.

Taylor knew he had to quell the slavery passions roiling the nation, and he set about to do so in his own way. Characteristically, though, he viewed it narrowly—largely as a product of the incendiary Wilmot Proviso, pushed by aggressive antislavery northerners, but hated and feared by the South. If he could neutralize the proviso, he calculated, he could calm the civic waters. The immediate challenge centered on those vast lands of California and New Mexico, still under military rule because Congress hadn’t managed to determine how their status as free or slave states would be settled. They were ready for an interim territorial status leading to statehood, but as territories they would come under the jurisdiction of Congress, where the slavery deadlock remained intractable.

So Taylor hatched a clever plan. He would have both entities organize themselves for immediate statehood, bypassing the territorial phase and determining their own slavery policy in the process. Then Congress wouldn’t take jurisdiction, and Wilmot’s proviso wouldn’t come up. As it happened, Californians already had moved in that direction and had voted unanimously for a constitutional provision outlawing slavery in their state. New Mexico seemed poised to pursue a similar course. The Taylor Plan, as it became known, made sense for California, which had experienced a massive influx of Americans lured there by the exciting gold discoveries near Sutter’s Mill and because the people there were clamoring for mature governmental structures. Many in Washington, however, didn’t consider New Mexico, sparsely populated and barely organized even as a territory, ready for direct statehood.

But in his annual message to Congress, delivered the previous December, Taylor had recommended congressional approval for both when their statehood applications arrived—and, in the meantime, he wanted no congressional action on the matter. He added that “all causes of uneasiness may be avoided” if lawmakers would stay away from “those exciting topics of a sectional character which have hitherto produced painful apprehensions in the public mind.”

To Henry Clay, this was just the kind of inadequacy he had come to expect from Taylor. Yes, the matter of slavery extension into the Mexican cession required immediate attention, Clay believed, and leaving that vexing question to the people of the new states, known as “popular sovereignty,” was a good idea. But other emotion-laden issues related to slavery also cried out for resolution, and Taylor had glossed over them. Clay advocated a truly comprehensive solution that would pull all the nettlesome issues surrounding slavery together in a way that could garner enough support from enough lawmakers on enough separate issues to bring about a collective accommodation.

By this time Clay had taken on the appearance of an old man, his hair receding and thinning, his face gaunt, his gait slowed. And the persistent cough presaged a possibly more ominous decline. But he remained trim as ever, his posture still ramrod straight, his demeanor always jaunty, his famous drollery at the ready. Now, at the autumn of his career, he seemed determined to produce a supreme achievement to cap his illustrious political résumé. And his love of country no doubt added urgency to the project.

But other human emotions also came into play. Stung in 1848 at being rejected for the presidential nomination of the Whig Party, which he had founded, Clay felt the sting all the more because of his low opinion of Taylor. He viewed the general’s nomination as the triumph of a “mere personal party” over the principled institution of his creation. Later, after Taylor’s presidential victory, Clay feared it would mean “the ruin of the Whigs.” But not if he could prevent that ruin by outmaneuvering a president he considered fuzzy-headed and inept.

And Clay could mobilize throngs of followers. Upon his Washington arrival, he revealed to a friend, he was urged by members of both parties to “calm the raging elements.” Although fear of failure had induced hesitations for a time, he now felt certain that he was the man for the job. After all, with Andrew Jackson’s death some five years earlier, Clay clearly was America’s most popular man, pursued, applauded, and fawned over by throngs of citizens wherever he went. “Much deference and consideration are shown me by even political opponents,” he wrote to a friend after traveling to Washington for the new congressional session. Attending a White House New Year’s party, he found himself, as he boasted to his wife, “an object of as much attraction as the President himself.”

Clay didn’t have much to lose in taking on Taylor, who was friendly enough on the surface but demonstrated no interest whatsoever in Clay’s views on politics or policy. As a Washington player, the Kentuckian couldn’t be shunned by the president any more thoroughly than he already had been.

Daniel Webster found himself in a similar posture. After giving Taylor’s 1848 candidacy merely lukewarm support, he now held little influence over the administration. But his bigger problem was the accretion of influence he was experiencing in his own state.

Webster had gotten himself ill-positioned on the slavery issue. He had always decried the institution, sometimes with passionate eloquence—but always from afar. Like his young protégé, Robert Winthrop, he had never joined the North’s antislavery provocateurs or enlisted in crusades upon southern institutions. He favored noninterference in hopes that the evil institution would wither away on its own. Thus, he was known as a New England “Cotton Whig”—uncomfortable with emotional agitations on the issue and bent on maintaining the lucrative flow of southern cotton to burgeoning Massachusetts textile factories.

This Webster ethos generated increasing scorn from the state’s rising Conscience Whigs, who viewed slavery as a civic evil and considered its eradication a moral imperative. Some even abandoned their Whig heritage to align with the emergent Free Soil Party. These Massachusetts Whigs and their followers had begun to dismiss Webster as “a relic of a bygone era,” as one biographer put it.

They were not entirely wrong. “All this agitation, I think,” Webster wrote to a friend, “will subside, without serious result, but still it is mischievous.” At the start of the 31st Congress, he predicted that emotions would “cool off” and added: “No bones will be broken.” And so it was natural that Webster would sign on to Clay’s grand compromise concept designed to prevent broken bones. He knew his state’s Conscience Whigs wouldn’t like it but considered their antagonism a price worth paying.

As for Calhoun, everyone knew he was dying. Even during the previous congressional session, long before he needed a steady hand just to make his way to his Senate desk for the March 4 reading of his final speech, he had fainted three times in the Senate lobby. “Ah, Mr. Rhett,” he sighed to his South Carolina protégé, Robert Barnwell Rhett, following one of his fainting episodes, “my career is nearly done. The great battle must be fought by you younger men.” But, with his characteristic ingenuity, he had set in motion a series of events designed to help such younger men carry on the fight.

Peering into the future, Calhoun could see that the North was outflanking the South in population, political power, and economic might. Thus the North eventually would abolish slavery and destroy the southern way of life. The South must therefore unite into a tight entity with enough political muscle to force the North to back off, to cease the antislavery agitations and let southerners live their own lives in their own way. No more southern Whigs vs. southern Democrats, but rather a consolidated southern party confident enough and bold enough to force a northern retreat under threat of a Union breakup.

Back in December 1848, Calhoun had called a meeting of southern senators and congressmen in Washington with the aim of producing an address to the people of the South. It would outline the dire threat of northern encroachment and advocate southern coalescence in response. The resulting document, written largely by Calhoun and ready for signatures in January 1849, reiterated his well-worn expressions of protest and defiance. “If you become united, and prove yourselves in earnest,” said the statement, “the North will be brought to a pause…; and that may lead to a change of measures, and the adoption of a course of policy that may quietly and peacefully terminate this long conflict between the two sections.”

However realistic or fanciful this concept may have been, it didn’t resonate much with southern members of Congress. Only 48 of 121 members from Calhoun’s region signed the document, even after it had been toned down through several drafting sessions. And only two of forty-eight southern Whigs signed it, since by this time Zachary Taylor had become president, and southerners expected him to take up their cause. It was a signal defeat for Calhoun.

But these southern politicians in Washington, reluctant to betray their party ties, didn’t reflect the rising tide of alarm back in their states as northern lawmakers seemed to be edging toward sufficient unity of their own to outlaw slavery in Washington, D.C., and perhaps even apply Wilmot to California and New Mexico. Throughout 1849, therefore, a percolation of southern agitation ensued, with numerous states—Virginia, Florida, Missouri, South Carolina—passing resolutions calling for the kind of sectional unity and perhaps even collective action for which Calhoun had been advocating.

It resulted in a large, unofficial, bipartisan conference of southern states at Jackson, Mississippi, in October. The delegates called for a larger and more official convention of all slave states to commence at Nashville, Tennessee, on June 3, 1850. Several southern governments promptly announced they would send delegations, while other states seemed headed in that direction. Southern anxiety increased after Taylor’s declaration to Robert Toombs, on the eve of the new Congress in December, that he would not veto Wilmot if it reached his desk. Further, Taylor had surrounded himself with northern Wilmot men, particularly New York senator William Seward, a forceful and cagey pol with a powerful hatred of slavery. Finally, Taylor had made clear that, as a strong nationalist, he would employ overwhelming force to protect and preserve the Union.

All this proved incendiary throughout the South and boosted the Calhoun outlook in the region. The Charleston Courier’s Washington correspondent quoted Alabama representative Henry Hilliard as declaring that, as the Courier writer put it, “the South is fully resolved to resist any measures that shall exclude her people from residence in the territories acquired from Mexico.” Alabama senator Jeremiah Clemens, considered a measured and moderate southern spokesman, now was predicting that another three weeks of slavery agitation would render it “impossible to save the Union.” He warned: “We do not intend to stand still and have our throats cut.” Northern politicians responded in sorrow. “My soul sickens at the threats to dissolve the Union,” said Delaware’s John M. Clayton, a longtime senator and now Taylor’s secretary of state.



Such was the state of the nation as Clay thrust himself into the fray with his eight resolutions, presented to the Senate on January 29 and outlined in elaborate detail in a two-day floor speech on February 5 to 6. The provisions:

California would join the Union as a free state based on the Californians’ own constitution. Congress would not be involved, and Wilmot would not come into play. For the rest of the Mexican cession, territorial governments would be established, “without the adoption of any restriction or condition on the subject of slavery.” Popular sovereignty would prevail unless the country somehow accepted the southern view that the Constitution prescribed a right for all Americans to enter all U.S. territories with their property (including slaves).

But, said Clay, slavery had been prohibited by Mexican law in the acquired lands, and that law still applied. Further, those lands simply weren’t hospitable to slavery and never would be. “I do believe,” intoned Clay, “that not within one foot of the territory acquired by us from Mexico will slavery ever be planted.” Americans, he said, should bow to the power of the “two truths—one of law and the other of fact.”

Clay next addressed an increasingly fevered boundary dispute between the slave state of Texas and the free territory of New Mexico. Texas, claiming vast lands stretching west into the Mexican cession, threatened military action to assert its claim. Clay largely debunked the Texas demand but proposed that the United States assume a large Texas debt retained when the United States annexed Texas in 1845.

Two of the resolutions dealt with slavery and the slave trade in Washington, D.C. Since the capital rested on territory donated to the Union by Maryland, a slave state, it would be “inexpedient,” argued Clay, for Congress to abolish slavery there without that state’s consent. But, on the matter of ending the D.C. slave trade, he considered that “expedient,” as large numbers of people, of both North and South, felt severe discomfort with the spectacle of slave auctions in the shadow of hallowed governmental structures.

Finally, Clay’s proposal would certify that the interstate slave trade was not subject to congressional interference; and it would bolster federal fugitive slave laws to meet the constitutional requirement that runaway slaves “shall be delivered up on Claim of the party to whom [their] Service or Labour may be due.”

Looked at as an accounting ledger, it seemed that the North scored the largest tangible gains—California as a free state by law; New Mexico to be carved up into states that almost assuredly would be free based on terrain and local preference; Texas curtailed in its extensive land grab; the D.C. slave trade abolished. But Clay gave the South a significant intangible concession—an implicit acceptance of slavery where it already existed, even as the South’s power in the country declined in relative terms. There would be no Wilmot Proviso; no congressional interference in the interstate slave trade; no assault on D.C. slavery; no more willful actions on the part of northerners to thwart the recovery of runaway slaves.

At one o’clock on the afternoon of February 5, the Senate convened to hear the first installment of Clay’s four-and-a-half-hour speech elaborating on his plan. Upon his Capitol arrival, the senator discovered throngs of citizens jammed into the galleries, hallways, Rotunda, and the Senate chamber—“more crowded than we ever saw it,” reported the Union—all there to experience the flowing eloquence and exacting logic of the Great Pacificator. The man of the hour suffered from a cold, and the nettlesome cough persisted. Indeed, he felt “quite weak and exhausted,” as he told a friend on the way into the huge marble building. But when he rose to speak, he straightened to his full height and took command of the chamber as in days of old.

“I have witnessed many periods of great anxiety, of peril, and of danger even to the country,” declared Clay, “but I have never before arisen to address any assembly so oppressed, so appalled, so anxious.” He ascribed the dark mood to “passion, passion—party, party—and intemperance,” and expressed fears that such sentiments would thwart his great effort. Then he presented an elaborate justification for each of his resolutions and assured his audience that he sought no assaults on principle, but merely adjustments in feelings and opinions. In short, Clay had calibrated his program with intricate shrewdness to siphon off the most impassioned political sentiments from around the edges of the slavery issue, to bolster the political standing of the restrained center, and restore discourse to a more sonorous octave.

“What is a compromise?” Clay asked the next day in his peroration. “It is… a work in which, for the sake of peace and concord, one party abates his extreme demands in consideration of an abatement of extreme demands by the other party.” Beseeching his colleagues to pursue such a course, he intoned, “Let us go to the limpid fountain of unadulterated patriotism, and, performing a solemn lustration, return divested of all selfish, sinister, and sordid impurities, and think alone of our God, our country, our consciences, and our glorious Union.”

The Clay speech rocked the nation, setting off a debate that seemed to incorporate a greater sense that perhaps a durable solution could actually be found. Predictably, it garnered plenty of criticism from southern radicals, now increasingly called “fire-eaters,” and northern abolitionists. The Democratic Union dismissed the plan as containing “nothing of the true spirit of compromise.” But the southern-leaning New York Herald, while predicting Clay’s arguments would be “stoutly resisted” in many quarters, added that they “cannot fail to make a vast impression upon the restless mind of the whole country.” The Charleston Courier reflected Clay’s impact on many southerners by suggesting, “The plan of a withdrawal from the Union by the South is now condemned by southern members as inexpedient.”

Following Clay’s speech, the Senate debate unfolded through February and into March, taking on some powerful poignancy with the March 4 Calhoun speech read by Senator Mason as the broken South Carolinian looked on, and later with the ceremonial outpouring that followed Calhoun’s death.

As for Webster, he had been in the grip of indecision since his session with Clay on that rainy night of January 21. As a staunch Whig, he felt bound to heed the entreaties from party bigwigs that he support the Taylor Plan. Some even dangled promises that they would bolster him up for an 1852 presidential bid if he wished to run. But in the end he could see that he couldn’t dodge the secession crisis. He would support Clay in an elaborate Senate speech, which meant he would disregard the most aggressive antislavery arguments of his region and seek to assuage southern concerns in the interest of national unity.

The atmosphere was thick with anticipation on March 7 as throngs arrived for Webster’s address in numbers that rivaled Clay’s audience of a month before—“multitudes of both sexes,” said the National Intelligencer. The Massachusetts senator emphasized with breathtaking clarity that he had no intention of embracing either section or any partisan passions. After describing the secular and religious sensibilities of southerners, he added, “And candor obliges me to say, that I believe they are just as conscientious, many of them, and the religious people, all of them, as they are at the North who hold different opinions.” In deriding “absolutists,” who “think that nothing is good but what is perfect,” he studiously avoided any distinction between northern or southern absolutists. In both instances, he said, they have “none too much charity towards others who differ from them.” He offered not so much as a nod toward the Conscience Whigs of his state and spoke not at all of slavery as a moral issue.

Even more incendiary was Webster’s call for bolstering the nation’s fugitive slave laws, thus implicating antislavery northerners in a system they considered a blot of immorality upon the national escutcheon. The constitutional language that requires states to deliver up fugitives from service, declared Webster, “is as binding in honor and conscience as any other article.” This from a man who represented a state considered a hotbed of resistance to even mild fugitive slave laws.

Regarding northern abolition societies, Webster decried the “mischiefs their interference with the South has produced.” But he also deplored the South’s mischievous secession talk. “Peaceful secession!” he thundered. “Sir, your eyes and mine are never destined to see that miracle.”

Webster’s words swept across the nation in pamphlet form and newspaper reprints, with two hundred thousand pamphlets distributed just from Washington. Early responses were favorable. The National Intelligencer said it gave “fresh lustre to the fame of the great orator,” and the secessionist-leaning Charleston Mercury said the senator “marks his way so clearly, and treads so loyally on the plain track of the constitution… that the difficulty is not to agree but to disagree with him.”

But antislavery northerners quickly coalesced into a powerful cry of opprobrium. “[U]nequal to the occasion and unworthy of its author,” declared Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. The Boston Daily Atlas, a Whig paper, reported that only six New England newspapers supported Webster’s arguments while seventy opposed them. As for politicians, the Atlas added, “Throughout the Northern portion of either branch [of Congress], the dissent is almost, if not quite, universal.”

Indeed, Horace Mann, a Whig representative, called him a “fallen star,” and even Robert Winthrop privately described portions of the speech as “quite atrocious.” A prominent Boston merchant named John Murray Forbes complained that Webster had “surrendered to the slave-owners” and predicted the senator couldn’t get “the vote of one third of his own party for any office.” Recognizing the seriousness of Forbes’s observation, Webster rushed back to Massachusetts even before the end of the congressional session to steady up his political standing. With his own political survival threatened, Webster had little time now for Clay’s compromise efforts.

As the Senate debate proceeded in both the Senate and the House, events unfolded in quick succession. Clay became chairman of a Senate Select Committee of Thirteen, charged with fine-tuning the compromise elements and meshing them into a coherent concept for Senate consideration. In April, the committee took action, initially opposed by Clay but ultimately embraced by him, to wrap the various compromise proposals into a single bill, called the “omnibus bill.” The idea was to force lawmakers to accept provisions they didn’t like in exchange for provisions they favored. Breaking the various elements into separate bills, the committee feared, would lead to some of them being rejected, or vetoed by Taylor, which could derail the entire effort.

On May 8, Clay publicly unveiled the select committee’s omnibus measure, which by now had incorporated the idea of carving out a separate state of Utah (in the process of being organized by Mormon migrants) from the broader expanse of New Mexico. Tensions flared between Clay and Taylor as the senator increasingly chided the president for his insistence that only the California and New Mexico questions needed immediate attention and were proceeding just fine on their own. Taylor remained the leading impediment to Clay’s omnibus approach.



On June 3 the Nashville Convention on southern unity convened amid much southern fanfare. It met for nine days, then adjourned with an agreement to meet again after the current congressional session if events seemed to warrant it. But only five state legislatures sent official representatives, while four others sent delegations without any legislative imprimatur and six slave states stayed away. Calhoun’s dream of southern unity didn’t materialize, and the South remained divided between a majority of moderates inclined to await the outcome of the congressional compromise effort and a smaller contingent of fire-eaters leaning toward secession to protect what they considered embattled southern rights. It seemed clear that Clay’s omnibus bill, which had reached the Senate floor by the time of the convention, had neutralized some of the southern anxiety.

By late June, New Mexico had sent to Congress a constitution and statehood application that claimed nearly all of the land coveted by Texas. This was precisely what Taylor had anticipated and what he now favored with his characteristic stubbornness. But fevers were running high on the territorial question. After the National Intelligencer reported on July 3 that U.S. forces and Texas militias were edging close to actual hostilities, a number of southern Whigs implored the president to seek a negotiated outcome of the territorial dispute. Taylor defiantly threatened to throttle any Texas provocations and hang the instigators. His intransigence wasn’t helping the cause of congressional compromise.

Then, on July 5, the president became ill, probably with cholera, and four days later he died. The new president was Millard Fillmore, an imposing figure with a pleasant round face, an easy manner, and a taste for stylish attire. Born into an impoverished family of dirt farmers in central New York, Fillmore struggled from early adulthood to better himself intellectually, socially, and financially. He clerked for the law, took up a small-town practice, got elected to the state legislature, and served four terms in Congress. He was New York State comptroller and a relatively obscure figure on the national scene when Taylor tapped him to join the general’s presidential ticket in 1848. Discerning acquaintances noted that Fillmore’s grit and ambition were mixed with a certain diffidence, a touch of insecurity stemming perhaps from his modest background and lack of formal education.

But now he was president, and he viewed the gathering crisis far differently from Taylor. He favored Clay’s comprehensive compromise, viewed popular sovereignty as the best means of settling territorial slavery questions, and brought a spirit of flexibility to the Texas boundary dispute. And he had displayed an impressive independence of mind as vice president when he informed Taylor that, if Clay’s omnibus bill came down to a tie vote in the Senate, he would break the tie in Clay’s favor. Indeed, Fillmore and Clay had been on friendly terms for years, and the new president quickly established a warm political alliance with the Kentuckian. “My relations with the new chief are intimate and confidential,” an elated Clay informed his son.

With Taylor gone, along with the internal Whig split between Clay and his president, prospects brightened for the omnibus compromise. On July 22, with the Senate showdown looming, Clay took the floor for a final impassioned defense of his handiwork. It was a bravura performance. “Mr. President,” he intoned, “all the tendencies of the time, I lament to say, are towards disquietude, if not more fatal consequences.” But the compromise was designed to “leave nothing in the public mind to fester and agitate the country.” The speech was widely hailed, and the omnibus legislation seemed destined for congressional approval.

Then it all went awry. The trouble began with a parliamentary maneuver on the Senate floor by Maryland’s James A. Pearce, an omnibus partisan, who merely wanted to clean up a provision related to the Texas–New Mexico dispute. But his approach opened up an opportunity for Texas supporters to nix that section of the bill altogether. With that section gone, the logic of the omnibus approach unraveled, as senators concluded they could pull the measure apart, vote only for favored provisions, and go on record as rejecting others. Compromise opponents promptly seized the initiative with motions to pull out other omnibus sections, starting with California. Soon there was no omnibus, and Congress was back at the beginning.

A stunned and dejected Clay, exhausted from six months of intense legislative labors, fled Washington for an extended respite of sunbathing and recuperation at Newport, Rhode Island. The nation was left to contemplate the reality that the old guard of American politics resided now in the past. Calhoun was dead. Clay languished in defeat. And Webster, his Massachusetts standing in tatters, was safely away from partisan politics. Leadership to address the ominous slavery agitation would have to come now from the next generation.

One possibility was Stephen A. Douglas, the irrepressible senator from Illinois and chairman of the critical Committee on Territories. Just thirty-seven, he had been elected to the Senate three years earlier after a meteoric career that had included stints as rural lawyer, state legislator, Illinois Supreme Court judge, and congressman. Just five feet four, with broad shoulders and stubby legs, he was built like a block of wood, with a smaller block of wood atop serving as his head. But inside that head was a remarkable mind directing an iron will. Those inclined to dismiss the man based on first impressions soon learned that he dominated just about every assemblage in which he found himself, based on his zesty good humor, quick tongue, and wide-ranging intellect. One contemporary compared his political skills to the physical attributes of a prizefighter: “Pluck, quickness and strength; adroitness in shifting his position, avoiding his adversary’s blows and hitting him in unexpected places.”

Douglas had anticipated the Clay debacle, largely because he didn’t think the omnibus approach could ever work. Now, under the authority of his Committee on Territories, he seized the initiative with the intent of molding and shaping the various Clay resolutions in ways that would garner majority support on a piecemeal basis.

He began with the Texas boundary issue and settled it quickly with a compromise that gave the state 33,333 more square miles than Clay’s proposal, with a $10 million inducement thrown in to cover Texas debts. The Senate passed the bill on August 9, then approved the California statehood measure four days later. With Fillmore’s strong endorsement, the New Mexico territorial bill cleared the floor on August 14, with the fugitive slave measure following a few days later. Within three weeks Douglas had pushed through the Senate the entire Clay package. Propelled by the Senate momentum, the measures all received rapid approval from the House.

What happened? As it turned out, Clay had done his work well in piecing together just the right issues to induce enough members to transcend regional passions and focus on the higher goal of national tranquility. His error had been tactical—pulling them all together into the clunky omnibus. Douglas’s timely leadership had overcome that lapse by pulling the disparate measures out of the omnibus and crafting winning coalitions for each in turn. But Webster earned recognition as well for his courageous resolve to rise above the passions of his constituents and focus instead on the imperatives of Union cohesion. And Fillmore had added a final push of presidential leadership that had brought along many northern Whigs who, under Taylor, had been staunch Wilmot Proviso men.

Widespread jubilation greeted passage of the compromise legislation. Throngs of celebrants surrounded Clay wherever he showed up on his trip back to Washington in late August, and crowds filtered through the capital city to serenade compromise leaders and display their elation. On one momentous night, writes historian David M. Potter, an admonition circulated that it was the duty of all patriots to get drunk, whereupon a blitz of fervent patriotism ensued.

Fillmore expressed the sentiment of many when he stated, in his Annual Message of December 1850, that the compromise legislation was “in its character final and irrevocable.” Douglas echoed that admonition. “Let us cease agitating,” he said, “stop the debate, and drop the subject.” Michigan’s Lewis Cass, the Democrats’ 1848 presidential nominee, agreed. “I think the question is settled…,” he said.

But it wasn’t clear that the most fervent agitators of both regions and all political parties would accept those admonitions and embrace the idea that they had no further say in the controversy. Amid the celebrations and good feelings about a cataclysm averted, there was good reason to believe that “finality”—a term gaining wide currency among the hopeful—might not be the last word on this grand compromise, as brilliant and encouraging as it was. Clay’s underlying aim had been to isolate and marginalize the political forces represented by southern fire-eaters and the North’s morality-driven abolitionists, to overwhelm them with a powerful, ongoing flow of unionist patriotism. But would those citizens who harbored the most intense passions on the subject accept that isolation and marginalization? Two places to look for answers to that question turned out to be Massachusetts and South Carolina.
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In mid-July 1850, as the congressional machinations over Henry Clay’s compromise concepts progressed, Robert Winthrop received a visit from his longtime friend Joseph Grinnell, a fellow Massachusetts congressman and also a close friend of the new president, Millard Fillmore. Grinnell said he was acting as a presidential emissary to explain a delicate quandary facing Fillmore. He revealed that the president had been consumed with a bout of paralyzing irresolution.

This didn’t surprise Winthrop, given the new president’s reputation for having a sometimes diffident and always cautious nature. But Fillmore had begun his presidency a few days earlier with uncharacteristic audacity when he fired the entire Zachary Taylor cabinet and set about to replace Taylor’s men with his own. Now, though, reported Grinnell, he was back to his usual hesitancy, agonizing over the crucial hiring decisions confronting him. In visiting Fillmore recently, Grinnell found the president “in a pitiable state of indecision,” grappling with “many doubts and difficulties.”

One of those difficulties involved Winthrop. It seems Fillmore was struggling particularly with whether to offer the secretary of state portfolio to Daniel Webster or to Winthrop. Grinnell said the president wished to discuss his dilemma with Winthrop and determine his interest in the job.

The next day, July 17, Winthrop appeared at Fillmore’s suite in Willard’s Hotel, where the new president maintained offices pending the White House departure of Taylor’s widow, Margaret. As Winthrop later described the scene, he was escorted into a makeshift dressing room, where he sat with the president on a narrow bed. After pleasantries, the plainspoken congressman got straight to the point. He said he understood the president was pondering whether to give the State Department to Webster or himself and wanted his frank opinion on the matter. Fillmore nodded.

After careful consideration, continued Winthrop, he had “come to a very decided conclusion that Webster should have the preference.” He described the senator as an “intellectual giant.” It was true, he acknowledged, that the man sometimes succumbed to “jealousy and pique,” and Winthrop certainly knew full well “the awful nature of Webster’s frowns.” But, he added, the senator was a “true patriot,” whose contentious March 7 address, much as Winthrop disagreed with some of it, “was dictated by a sincere desire to save the country from civil war.” As for himself, said Winthrop, he faced multiple political difficulties at home, beset by anti-Whig Democrats, Free Soilers, and “certain Webster Whigs” outraged at the congressman’s half-hearted endorsement of Webster’s speech. Those adversarial forces, he said, could undermine his standing in the cabinet.

When Webster later heard of his friend’s magnanimity, he sought out Winthrop to express gratitude. “Now, if there is anything under the sun that I can do for you, name it,” said the great statesman. “Shall I write to Governor Briggs asking him to appoint you as my successor?” Winthrop, ever the political ascetic, replied that any such offer “must come unsought.” He would not ask for it nor ask any friends to ask for it in his behalf.

He got it anyway. George Briggs, a wily and resourceful Whig serving his seventh year as Massachusetts governor, appointed Winthrop to fill Webster’s unexpired term, and he entered the Senate on July 30. Later it was revealed that Fillmore and Webster had applied “extreme pressure” on Briggs to appoint Winthrop and keep the seat within the control of moderate Whig forces. But if Winthrop wanted a full six-year term, he would have to pass muster with the Massachusetts legislature in January.

That wouldn’t be easy, given that Massachusetts politics had become a roiling cauldron of new political crosscurrents, animosities, doctrines, and coalitions. Unfolding events revealed the abhorrence that many state residents held toward the Clay/Douglas Compromise, particularly the Fugitive Slave Act. Yet plenty of political power remained in the hands of old-school politicians who viewed the compromise as the last, best hope for saving the Union. An epic struggle was brewing, and there would be winners and losers.



Nothing in Robert Winthrop’s background would lead anyone to peg him as a loser. He was born in 1809 into wealth and position, a circumstance that had been a family birthright since the first Winthrops arrived in 1630. Educated at private schools, he passed the Harvard entrance exam at fourteen. Once there, he became a member of Phi Beta Kappa, commander of the campus military company, orator at the Hasty Pudding Club, speaker at his class commencement. Guests at his graduation soiree included President John Quincy Adams, and, following his marriage to Eliza Blanchard in 1832, his honeymoon trip to Virginia and Washington, D.C., included conversations with former president James Madison and current president Andrew Jackson.

From early adulthood he seemed destined for a notable political career: elected to the state’s House of Representatives at twenty-six and chosen Speaker three years later; member of Congress at thirty-one, House Speaker at thirty-eight. Yet he often projected a certain standoffishness that was unusual for a politician. Webster, seeking to impart some avuncular counsel during Winthrop’s early career, wondered whether a man of his “scholarly instincts and fastidious tastes” wouldn’t find it a bit “grievous and disheartening” to deal with the underside of Washington, D.C., politics—or, as he elaborated, “whether you will not one day weary of it all, and wish yourself back in your study at home.”

Yet that never happened, and Winthrop excelled at the political game while shrouding the zest that propelled him. And his commitment to fair play drew colleagues to his always gracious legislative dealings. After his Senate arrival, Winthrop found himself in a floor exchange with Louisiana senator Pierre Soulé, who incorrectly denied the existence of a Louisiana statute cited by Winthrop. Later, after he had located the statutory language that proved Soulé wrong, Winthrop went to his colleague privately and offered him a chance to correct the record in his own way, rather than issuing the correction himself on the Senate floor and embarrassing the Louisianan.

Contemplating the challenge of retaining his Senate seat, Winthrop could foresee plenty of adversity. First off, it wasn’t clear just how valuable the Webster connection was now, given the animosities kicked up by his inflammatory March 7 speech. Meanwhile, the hostility between Cotton Whigs and Conscience Whigs intensified month by month, and the restless Free Soilers had emerged as a disruptive political force, smarting over the Clay/Douglas Compromise and its fugitive slave component. Winthrop had voted against that runaway-slave bill, but his general support for the compromise remained a point of contention for many constituents.
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