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Introduction



JOHN SLOUGH SETTLED HIS HEAVY-SET FRAME INTO THE PARLOR’S armchair as dusk fell on Leavenworth, Kansas Territory, in late summer 1857. He had worked all day at his prospering legal and real estate practice and was grateful that friends had invited him to supper. Relaxing in the comfortable chair, he noticed that the parlor was darkening. He raised the wick of the kerosene lamp next to him, inadvertently outlining his large, balding head and broad shoulders in the shadows cast by the lamp’s flame. Suddenly, shots shattered the parlor’s front window. He instinctively dropped behind the armchair to await more gunfire, but his assailant had fled. Slough escaped harm this time, but the attack would not be the last attempt on his life.1


The American narrative has always portrayed the West as a place of terrible risk and great reward. Emigrants like John Slough crossed the continent to seek new beginnings despite the West’s reputation for violence and premature death. Some came to pan gold in mountain streams or dig for precious metals in cliffs and rock outcroppings; others planned to farm or ranch, lured by rumors of fertile soil and lush grasses. Many sought their fortune in selling supplies or providing services in western boom towns. Some needed a new start, to leave behind a failed business or escape an unsatisfying marriage or avoid punishment for crimes they had committed. Others, such as adherents of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, sought the frontier’s haven for their religious beliefs. All believed that the West offered them opportunity, a chance to win a better life.


Those willing to move across the continent, the American narrative promised, had a greater opportunity to gain economic and social status than the less venturesome stuck in their settled lives back east. Nineteenth-century popularizers of the “go ahead system” promoted the dream of fame and fortune for any individual willing to take risks and work hard in the American land of opportunity. Those who journeyed west, said the narrative, had an even greater chance of success. “Incentive and opportunity were there,” Ray Allen Billington and Martin Ridge wrote in their Western Expansion: A History of the American Frontier, “men and women only had to apply themselves to achieve wealth and an elevated social status.” These were the pioneers whose flatboats brought them down the Ohio River, whose wagon trains dug permanent ruts in the prairie, or whose mules carried them along the Santa Fe Trail.2


A handful who ventured west achieved extraordinary fame and fortune. Their stories continue to enthrall our imaginations more than a century after they lived. Others failed miserably. Historians have suggested that they failed because they lacked sufficient resources to succeed in the competitive and harshly unforgiving West. They had too little capital, too little knowledge, too little preparation, or simply too little luck. They were the ones who returned east broken and beaten or, like the many fallen by illness or accident, died before they reached their destination.


In retelling the story of the American West, historians have largely overlooked a set of men whose ambition drove them to prominence in their communities yet whose shortcomings denied them the lasting fame they sought. Usually they were the sons of the “better sort” who, having gone west in search of greater opportunity, achieved success by contemporary standards but ultimately never attained their greater vision. They enjoyed the resources necessary for success; they had talent, determination, education, often a profession, and usually a circle of acquaintances who could promote their endeavors. These advantages enabled them to serve as leaders of their western communities, but, in the end, they yielded their positions to “new competitors with keener eyes and stronger frames.” Denied the success they sought, they often moved to new communities to begin again. Today no monuments remember them.3


John Potts Slough was such a man. His early years seemed to herald later success. His father accumulated wealth and prestige during Cincinnati’s antebellum boom years. That prosperity afforded Slough an education appropriate for a young man from the rising middle class, a profession as a lawyer, and marriage to the niece of a United States Supreme Court justice. His father’s connections eased Slough’s entry into politics in 1850 and, five years later, enabled the ambitious young man to win election to the Ohio House of Representatives. It was an auspicious beginning to a promising political career.4


The success Slough’s father enjoyed taught the son that America’s seemingly endless opportunity provided ambitious, hard-working men the prospect of fame and good fortune. Slough pursued that dream across the American continent for much of his life. From Ohio, he traveled to Kansas Territory in the late 1850s, spent the war years in Colorado Territory and Virginia, and, once the war had ended, resumed his quest in New Mexico Territory. Success did not elude Slough, at least as most Americans understood success, yet he never achieved the level of accomplishment he desired. After winning election as a young man to the Ohio House of Representatives and later establishing himself as a leader of Kansas’s Democratic Party, he never gained higher elective office. He failed to earn promotion to major general during the Civil War even though contemporaries praised his victory at Glorieta Pass, his role defending Harpers Ferry in May 1862, and his military administration of Alexandria, Virginia. After the war, he longed to return to Colorado Territory as its governor, but, failing that, he accepted appointment as chief justice of New Mexico Territory. There he struggled to reform the New Mexico courts. It was as if his reach always exceeded his grasp, yet he never faltered in his search for new and better opportunity. If one career stalled, he embraced a new one; if a venture did not pan out, he embarked on another one. His life is a not a “rags to riches” tale, yet he embodied the same determination for success that the American narrative ascribes to the nineteenth-century American character.


Certainly, Slough’s personality contributed to his failures. Some who knew him described Slough in highly complimentary terms. He was “straight forward” and “intelligent”; “social and agreeable”; a man who demonstrated “energy, tact, perseverance, and courage”; a “faithful and constant ally” to his Democratic colleagues. Despite this praise, Slough had an impulsive streak and a hair-trigger temper. He was overly sensitive to perceived slights, which led him to respond in ill-advised ways. His cold and aloof personality prevented him from forming close friendships and a loyal following among his contemporaries. He developed many adversaries who sought to ruin his reputation and block his advancement. All these faults undermined his efforts in the highly competitive atmosphere of mid-nineteenth-century America. Together, they thwarted his ambitions.5


Aside from Gary L. Roberts’s study of New Mexican political violence, Death Comes for the Chief Justice, historians have shown little interest in Slough even when writing about events in which he chiefly figured. As a result, they often sketch him in unidimensional terms and underestimate his impact. For example, in his well-regarded history of Kit Carson, Blood and Thunder, Hampton Sides characterizes Slough simply as a man with “a chip on his shoulder,” while Donald Frazier dismisses him as a “short-tempered martinet” who commanded the 1st Colorado Volunteers. Curt Anders explains that Slough, “a failed Colorado lawyer,” earned his brigadier general star by ignoring his principles. Darlis A. Miller blames Slough’s troubles in New Mexico on his “contemptible behavior.” Sides, Frazier, Anders, and Miller, as well as other historians, misread Slough because they fail to examine the complexity of his character or his achievements over a lifetime of effort. They offer a caricature rather than an historical likeness of the man. They fail to give him the recognition and importance he deserves.6


Slough’s life merits more than brief and unreliable profiles. He enjoyed sufficient fame that newspapers widely reported on his activities between 1857 and 1867. His reputation—one could even say notoriety—among his contemporaries suggests a life worth examining; after all, he knew the period’s most prominent men, among them Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Johnson, Edwin Stanton, John McLean, and Salmon Chase, as well as important Westerners such as William Gilpin, John Chivington, and William H. Larimer Jr. Because Slough’s pursuit of opportunity led him across the country—Ohio, Kansas Territory, Colorado Territory, Virginia, and New Mexico Territory—and his fierce ambition frequently pushed him onto center stage, we can use his life to examine the great events of mid-century. He played a noteworthy role in them: the fight over Kansas’s admission to the Union, the Colorado gold rush and Denver’s beginnings, the Civil War in Virginia, and the corrosive political struggle of Reconstruction in New Mexico Territory.


Slough’s importance also stems from his participation in events that have received scant attention from historians. The Wyandotte Constitutional Convention, for example, has not been examined at length since G. Raymond Gaeddert’s 1940 book The Birth of Kansas. Most histories of Jackson’s Valley Campaign have ignored the federal defense of Harpers Ferry, and occupied Alexandria, the Southern city longest under federal military control during the Civil War, has had little description until Paula Tarnapol Whitacre’s recent biography of Julia Wilbur. Slough’s life affords us an opening not only to events largely untouched by historians but also to the interplay between the two great themes of the mid-nineteenth century: westward expansion and the Civil War.7


In their examination of nineteenth-century American family life, James and Dorothy Volo note that for the aspiring, “Only death or physical incapacity relieved a man of his obligation to pursue success.” John Slough certainly fulfilled that obligation to pursue success. His life evokes conflicting emotions: distaste for his hypersensitivity, impulsivity, and hotheadedness; sympathy for his enduring repeated attacks on his character; respect for his principled devotion to the rule of law; and, above all, admiration for his dogged determination to capitalize on the opportunities his era presented. Ralph Waldo Emerson famously wrote in 1862, “America is another name for opportunity.” John Potts Slough well-exemplified that vision; his is a story of great opportunity and failed ambition.8
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Coming of Age


A BOISTEROUS CROWD THRONGED THE CINCINNATI PUBLIC LANDING on a cold February day in 1829, eagerly awaiting the arrival of the president-elect of the United States. They watched as a flotilla of three paddleboats approached the city from downriver, steamed past the crowd “amid cannon-firing and other demonstrations of applause,” traveled upstream about a quarter of a mile, and then circled to sweep grandly down to the landing.1


On board one of the steamboats, General Andrew Jackson—Old Hickory, the Hero of New Orleans, and the newly elected seventh president of the United States—had chosen to interrupt his journey from Nashville, Tennessee, to Washington, DC, for a brief visit to Cincinnati. Perhaps wishing for some exercise after the tiring journey, Jackson disembarked, bypassed the waiting carriages, and walked to his hotel “in a simple, democratic way.” Cincinnatians greeted the president-to-be warmly, cheering for him along the way even though Jackson, dressed in mourning for his wife Rachel, walked somberly through the crowd. Jackson rested at the hotel for a few hours and then boarded his steamboat to resume the inaugural trip.2


A young ship carpenter, Martin Slough, likely stood in the rejoicing crowd either through curiosity or support for the president-elect. He lived only a few blocks from the public landing and probably worked in one of the carpentry shops along Front Street. Martin himself had reason to rejoice. He and his wife Mary recently celebrated the birth of their first-born, a boy they named after Mary’s father, John.3


Martin Slough was born in Pennsylvania in 1802. Two years later his family moved to Cincinnati, joining other early settlers looking to improve their circumstances in the fertile Miami Valley. By 1804, when the Slough family arrived, Cincinnati numbered about a thousand residents. The town was no longer a wilderness settlement. A frame schoolhouse had been built. Travelers lodged at the Green Tree Hotel. The town had two newspapers, the Western Spy and Hamilton Gazette and the Liberty Hall and Cincinnati Mercury. Men gathered at taverns to read newspapers, discuss politics, and conduct civic affairs. For the population’s refined element, touring groups of actors regularly performed plays, starting with The Poor Soldier in 1801.4


Newcomers, like the Slough family, erected “two story hewed-log houses chinked with mortar and roofed with clapboards,” replacing the earlier round-log cabins built by the first Euromerican inhabitants. Comforts had begun to appear. Houses had glass windows, oak planked flooring, and whitewashed interiors. Chairs, chests, feather beds with quilts, trundle beds, and other furnishings were common household items. Life for Cincinnati’s populace, praised by contemporary Dr. Daniel Drake for their “industry, temperance, morality, and love of gain,” had become considerably more comfortable since the settlement’s founding in the late 1780s.5


Martin Slough’s parents uprooted their family from Pennsylvania for the promise of a better life in the growing town on the banks of the Ohio. Little is known about Martin’s father and nothing about his mother. Martin’s descendants claim that the family’s patriarch was Matthias Slough, a Pennsylvanian and the first colonel commissioned by General George Washington upon assuming command of the Continental Army. There was a Revolutionary War patriot named Matthias Slough, but he never left Pennsylvania. Martin’s father and mother, on the other hand, crossed the Alleghenies determined to improve their circumstances and the destinies of their children. Their son Martin would show his own drive to build a comfortable, prosperous life for his family in the promising city of Cincinnati.6


It was the broad Ohio River, flowing from Pittsburgh at the confluence of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers to the Mississippi River at Cairo, Illinois, that blessed Cincinnati’s early development. By the time Martin Slough’s parents arrived in 1804, the river trade had been established. Flat boats, barges, and keelboats struggled against the current to upstream towns and villages or made the long haul to the Mississippi and down to New Orleans. Native and foreign-born workers poured into the city, lured by the higher wages and steadier employment than the labor-glutted eastern cities afforded. Population doubled every few years; by 1829, the year of John Slough’s birth, Cincinnati had twenty-four thousand inhabitants, making it the largest city in the West and the seventh largest in the nation. It was the focal point of emigration to the West and the region’s major manufacturing center. Workers were employed in “mills and factories that produced for export great quantities of flour, spirits, textiles, castings, steam engines, farm implements, furniture, and a variety of wood and metal articles.”7


Underpinning the city’s industrial growth was steamboat construction. Although Cincinnati shipbuilders fabricated their first steamboat in 1816, the industry did not flourish until 1824, when the United States Supreme Court decided that the Constitution granted Congress the power to regulate interstate commerce. The ruling upended steamboat monopolies and opened the nation’s rivers and lakes to any entrepreneur with the capital to build and operate a steamboat. Investors calculated that a steamboat, costing no more than $50,000 to build, could return as much as $25,000 profit per voyage. With solid returns and relatively little risk, Cincinnati steamboat construction entered a golden era that lasted three decades. By the end of the 1820s, more than a quarter of the steamboats plying the western rivers were constructed in Cincinnati.8


Martin Slough entered adulthood during the bustling 1820s and, appropriate for a boy growing up in a riverfront town, chose ship carpentry as his occupation. The earliest Cincinnati directories list no Sloughs, neither Matthias nor Martin. Martin’s name, occupation, and address first appear in the 1829 directory: “Martin Slough, ship carpenter, Sycamore between 2nd and Lower Market.” His father had died by 1829, leaving his mother, who worked as a milliner, to live with her son and his new family.9


Martin had married twenty-three-year-old Mary S. Potts in 1828. Within a year, on February 1, 1829, the couple welcomed their first child, John. Their second child, Mary, was born on April 16, 1831, in the family’s new home on East Front Street. John and Mary survived cholera epidemics that ravaged Cincinnati in the summers of 1832, 1833, and 1834 and were joined by a baby brother, named after his father Martin, on June 30, 1835.10


During the 1830s, buoyed by Cincinnati’s rising prosperity, Martin and his young family began the transition from a working-class, artisanal background to an upwardly mobile, middle-class life. Martin proved to be an ambitious and enterprising businessman willing to take advantage of the “Queen City’s” vibrant economy. By 1834, he left ship carpentry to open a coffee house on Front Street close to the Public Landing. Steamboat construction during the 1820s and early 1830s had been decentralized, with work subcontracted to craftsmen like Martin Slough. As capital flowed into Cincinnati, however, the emerging industrial capitalists centralized ownership and production and abandoned their reliance on independent artisans. Increasing competition from larger, centralized firms may have forced Martin to leave his occupation of ship carpenter, although he also recognized that owning a coffee house amid the public landing’s warehouses, workshops, and stores was a good business opportunity. His decision to own a coffee house demonstrated that he had attained the economic independence desired by many early Cincinnati craftsmen.11


Martin operated a coffee house and boarded working men throughout the remainder of the 1830s. By the late 1830s, Cincinnati’s coffee houses were under attack. Germans largely owned them, and they freely dispensed both coffee and alcohol. Public opinion, swayed by the city’s increasing nativist and temperance feelings, demanded that coffee houses be suppressed. In response, the city council imposed a prohibitively expensive license on their operation.12


The new coffee house licensing fees forced Martin into keeping taverns. Although contemporaries described his place of business as a coffee house in 1840, the 1839–1840 city directory lists Martin and his brother-in-law, John Potts, as partners in a tavern. Hard-working and diligent, traits his son John would exhibit years later, Martin also ran a boat and provision store on the waterfront. The 1842 and 1843 city directories record that he owned a small hotel and tavern on the public landing at Walnut Street. He ran this establishment until 1845 or 1846, when he became a lumber dealer, his final occupation until his retirement in the 1870s. By 1840, the city directory also shows a residential address for the Sloughs separate from Martin’s business addresses. The family lived for several years on Front Street between Vine and Race in what must have been more a commercial than residential district. The address suggests that Martin valued easy access to his businesses on the waterfront rather than the fashionable addresses on Third, Fourth, and Seventh Streets.13


The many craftsmen, boatmen, merchants, and businessmen who worked around the public landing gathered at Martin Slough’s coffee houses and taverns, where they relaxed, enjoyed a drink with friends and fellow workers, conversed on the latest topics of interest, and read the local and eastern newspapers. Politics was always a favorite topic of conversation. Martin was a Democrat, and because the coffee houses and taverns Cincinnatians frequented often became associated with the owner’s political party, his establishments served as meeting places for Democrats in the Fourth Ward, the political division that encompassed the streets closest to the Ohio River.
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Antebellum Cincinnati, with its bustling steamboat trade, afforded Martin Slough ample opportunity to rise from ship carpenter to prosperous businessman. Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ppmsca-09494.





Martin also forged ties to Fourth Ward businessmen and politicians through his honorary membership in the Washington Fire Engine and Hose Company No. 1. By the 1840s, Cincinnati’s fire companies served as the breeding ground for the city’s political leadership; men often started their public careers as a fire company officer. Through his membership in the Washington Fire Engine and Hose Company No. 1, Martin met Cincinnati politicians like Othniel Looker, David Griffin, John Keown, Jonathan R. Johnston, and William Bromwell. The connections Martin made through his businesses and through the Washington Fire Engine and Hose Company facilitated his son John’s entry into politics in the 1850s.14


One seemingly trivial piece of evidence suggests Martin’s growing reputation in the Queen City. In 1842 and 1843, he was among fifty prominent Cincinnatians who recommended Guild’s Patent Cooking Stove in a series of advertisements run in the Daily Cincinnati Enquirer. Martin’s fellow endorsers included such Cincinnati notables as the well-known antislavery lawyer Salmon P. Chase; the founder of Cincinnati’s first department store John Shillito; banking, railroad, and insurance magnate George Carlisle; and politician and public education reformer Nathan Guilford. These were important men in Cincinnati history. By the early 1840s, just a generation after his parents started anew in Cincinnati, Martin had joined the ranks of the Queen City’s most prosperous and successful men.15


As his family rose in Cincinnati society, Martin had to consider an appropriate education for his eldest son. He enrolled twelve-year-old John in the preparatory department of Cincinnati College. Established in 1815, the school was housed in the “finest public building west of the [Allegheny] mountains,” but by the time John entered in 1841, its building had fallen into disrepair and its president, the Reverend T.J. Biggs, struggled to pay its instructors. Martin could have sent his son to other preparatory colleges in Cincinnati. Charles Cist, in Cincinnati in 1841, mentions Woodward College and St. Xavier College along with Cincinnati College. But John could easily walk the six blocks from his home to Cincinnati College, while Woodward College was farther afield. And because the Sloughs were Protestant, Martin did not consider Catholic St. Xavier College as a suitable source for his son’s education. John would receive his preparatory training at Cincinnati College, staying there until fire destroyed the dilapidated building in January 1845.16


John entered the Cincinnati Law School in 1849, the only department to survive the fire that wrecked the Cincinnati College building. The law school had been the first to open west of the Allegheny Mountains when it was founded in 1833. By the time John began his legal studies, it offered a five-month course with tuition set at $50 plus a $5 graduation fee. John had to provide his own texts: Blackstone’s Commentaries; Walker’s Introduction to American Law; Chitty’s work on contracts, Greenleaf ’s on evidence, and Gould’s on proceedings; Smith’s Mercantile Law; and Holcombe’s Introduction to Equity. John attended two “exercises” daily, either a lecture or a discussion of a text, and a weekly moot court for which the students prepared pleadings, furnished briefs, and made oral arguments. Upon passing examinations at the end of the course of study, John and his classmates would be admitted to the Cincinnati Bar.17


John left no diaries, journals, or personal letters during his lifetime, but another student’s diary offers a glimpse of life at the Cincinnati Law School. Charles Gordon Matchette entered the law school in October 1855, six years after John matriculated. There were differences between Slough and Matchette’s experiences while studying law. For example, Matchette, who came from Manchester, Ohio, stayed in boarding homes, moving several times during the term because of “bad board and usage,” while John lived at home. Yet the two young men, coming from respectable Ohio families and engaged in the study of law at the same school, must have shared much in common.18


Succeeding at the law school required effort. Matchette considered his fellow students to be “all sharp fellows,” and although he complained frequently about professors failing to appear for their lectures, he valued their tutelage and felt fondly about them individually. He considered the lessons to be “long and intricate” and had to work diligently at reading assignments, attending lectures, and preparing for moot court. By the middle of the term, he confided to his diary that he felt “somewhat worn out both in body and mind” and worried that he might fail his examinations.


Even though Matchette feared that Cincinnati’s “thousands of temptations [could] make a student fall from the true mark,” the young man took frequent advantage of the city’s opportunities for leisure. He went to the theater for the first time shortly after arriving and became a regular theatergoer, attending a performance every few weeks and seeing Richard III the night before his bar examination. He also enjoyed walks in the hills surrounding Cincinnati, marveling at the vistas afforded by the city and across the river to Kentucky. He attended public lectures, worshiped at church, and called on friends, both male and female. He also delighted in less genteel pastimes, drinking with his classmates, reveling in a vaudeville “Monkey Show” at Smith and Nixon’s Hall, and joining a group of men and boys who snowballed “every sleigh, Omnibus, or Milkman waggon [sic]” one January day.


John Slough undoubtedly availed himself of similar preoccupations, but unlike Matchette, he avoided carousing with friends. Although his father operated taverns until the mid-1840s, Slough’s mother was elected an officer of the Grand Union of the Daughters of Temperance just before Slough entered law school. Nineteenth-century American mothers were responsible for the moral upbringing of their children, and Slough’s behavior later in life suggests that his mother imbued him with a distaste for alcohol and its effects. Whereas Charles Gordon Matchette sported with friends in their rooms, leaving them drunk and “eating pig’s feet, singing patriotic songs, and telling good stories” at four in the morning, Slough returned home after classes to spend a quiet evening studying. Achieving a solid education was more important to him than frolicking with friends.19


Booming Cincinnati had no shortage of lawyers when Slough entered the legal profession in 1850; roughly 180 lawyers and law firms practiced in the city. Even though his Cincinnati Law School diploma provided him with more professional standing than lawyers trained by apprenticeship, John did not open up a law office until 1853. By then, he had already launched his political career in Cincinnati’s Fourth Ward, the waterfront district where his father had owned coffee houses and taverns. As early as June 1850, about the time he graduated from law school, Slough began his political apprenticeship, representing the Fourth Ward at the Hamilton County Democratic convention held in Carthage, Ohio.20


The Fourth Ward again sent Slough to the Hamilton County Democratic convention in August 1851. Meeting at the Mechanic’s Institute in Cincinnati, the delegates addressed the process of nominating local and state candidates. The method of candidate selection was a critically important issue for Democrats, who relied on loyal delegates attending the party’s convention to nominate men with appropriate Democratic credentials. But a delegated convention, in which powerful party leaders controlled the selection process, clashed with the republican belief that public interest and government by the people trumped government by the few. Charges by the Whigs that the Democratic Party threatened the country’s republican foundations because its candidates had to bow to the party’s leaders made Democrats sensitive about their nominating process.21


The Hamilton County Democratic Executive Committee decided that an ad hoc committee should examine the nomination issue. Slough, a tall, handsome, twenty-two-year-old only a year out of law school, was chosen to serve on the committee and to write its report. The committee considered the advantages of a delegated convention, but, in the end, advised the Executive Committee that, if approved by a majority of Hamilton County Democrats, a popular vote system should be adopted to select nominees.22


Slough’s assignment to write the ad hoc committee’s report marked the beginning of his ascent in politics. In September 1851, his Democratic colleagues recruited him to serve as secretary to the local committee charged with ensuring the party’s success in the upcoming election. Slough campaigned diligently for Democratic candidates, addressing election rallies throughout Hamilton County, Ohio. The Fourth Ward rewarded his hard work by electing him to the Cincinnati City Council in April 1852. The following year, Cincinnati’s Democratic leaders appointed him secretary to the Trustees of the Cincinnati Water Works. It is difficult to know how much Slough was involved in the utility’s deliberations. Extant Cincinnati Water Works records make no mention of his duties nor his compensation. Perhaps he held the position in name only, but, at the very least, his four-year tenure as secretary contributed to his political apprenticeship.23


Other matters occupied Slough during this period. In addition to opening his law office in 1853, he married sixteen-year-old Arabella Sophia McLean on February 1, his twenty-fourth birthday. With his marriage to Arabella, also known as Belle, Slough became connected to the politically prominent McLean family.


Arabella was the ninth child and sixth daughter of William and Sarah McLean. Her paternal grandfather, Fergus, an Irishman and weaver by trade, embraced the American cause shortly after arriving in Wilmington, Delaware, and fought with the Continental Army at the battles of Trenton, Princeton, and Monmouth. After the Revolutionary War, he and his wife Sophia worked a small farm in Morris County, New Jersey, until 1789, when the family began moving west—like Matthias Slough’s family—in search of greater opportunity. For eight years, Fergus did not put down roots, moving his family ever westward, finally settling in 1797 on a farm in Warren County, Ohio.24


Arabella’s father, William, was born in Kentucky in 1794, a few years before the McLean family moved to Ohio. As a young man, William followed in the footsteps of his brothers John and Nathaniel. He was admitted to the bar in 1814 after being taught the rudiments of the law by his brother John. About that time, he became the editor and publisher of the Western Star, a weekly newspaper John and Nathaniel founded in 1807. Besides running a newspaper, all three brothers entered politics. Nathaniel served a few terms in the Ohio Legislature beginning in 1810. John represented Ohio in the United States Congress from 1813 to 1816, when he resigned to take a seat on the Ohio Supreme Court. William was elected to the United States House of Representatives from Ohio’s Third Congressional District in 1822 and served until 1829. After his third term in Congress, William resumed the practice of law in Cincinnati and entered into various mercantile ventures. He died from tuberculosis in 1839, just three years after Arabella’s birth. In his death notice, the Cincinnati Gazette described him as “urbane and social, and no man had fewer enemies.”25


It is quite possible that Arabella’s care—in part, at least—fell to her uncle John upon William’s death. John had always been his brother’s close friend, served as one of two executors of William’s estate, and helped his brother’s family with William’s mercantile interests after William died. Despite John McLean’s appointment to the United States Supreme Court in 1829, he was able to watch over William’s family as he divided his time between Cincinnati, Washington, DC, and the old family home in Warren County, Ohio. By the early 1850s, his responsibility on the Supreme Court required him to hear cases in Cincinnati for the federal circuit court. John Slough likely met Arabella’s famous uncle when McLean was in Cincinnati; perhaps McLean gave his niece to the young politician at their wedding.26


John Slough was an eligible bachelor when he met Arabella in 1851 or 1852. He had dark gray eyes and light brown hair and stood almost six feet tall. A contemporary described him as “decidedly a fine-looking man, tall and well built, with light hair and complexion, round face, and head approaching the Shakespearian form; in his personal relations, he is quite the gentleman, social, free, and sufficiently dignified.”27


Whether at balls, teas, lectures, plays, or other social events, plenty of opportunities existed for Belle to notice the serious young lawyer. She claimed a place in Cincinnati society by virtue of her well-known father and uncle. The Sloughs also enjoyed a prominent position in the Queen City. John’s father, Martin, was recognized as one of the city’s earliest residents and an important businessman. His mother, Mary, was active in the Grand Union of the Daughters of Temperance, an organization that offered middle-class ladies the opportunity for respectable socializing while promoting alcohol reform. Martin’s honorary membership in the Washington Fire Engine and Hose Company No. 1, his charter membership in the Cincinnati Pioneer Association, Mary’s membership in the Daughters of Temperance, along with John’s attendance at the Cincinnati Law School and sister Mary’s at the Wesleyan Female College, suggest that by the 1850s the Sloughs had established themselves among Cincinnati’s respectable families.28


More importantly, Martin Slough was well-to-do by 1850. That year’s census listed the value of his real estate at $20,000, which placed him among the two hundred richest men in Cincinnati. Not quite fifty years after his father had arrived in Cincinnati, Martin could boast of wealth, status, and respectability. Son John was an appropriate match for Arabella McLean.29


John and Belle quickly settled into married life. The couple moved into their own house at 16 Richmond Street in the city’s west end. There they had their first child, William McLean Slough, named after Arabella’s father. For the next two years, Slough continued his professional pursuits. He practiced law at 256 Main Street, served as the secretary to the Trustees of the Cincinnati Water Works, and worked for the success of the Hamilton County Democracy. He was appointed as one of three secretaries for the Cincinnati Democratic Convention held on March 20,1854, functioned as one of six secretaries at the state Democratic convention held in Columbus nine months later, and served as secretary to the Hamilton County Democratic Executive Committee in August 1855. In the five years since he first represented the Fourth Ward at the Hamilton County Democratic convention, Slough had become well-known among Cincinnati Democrats as a promising politician.30


John’s entry into politics occurred during a tumultuous period for Cincinnati Democrats. At the state level, Ohio was experiencing an ever-shifting landscape of political coalitions—Democrats and Free Soil, Whigs and Free Soil, even Democrats and Whigs—that sought to share power and political patronage. Cincinnati suffered from the worst of this political fragmentation. The splintering began with the October 1852 elections when a coalition of Whigs and disaffected German-Protestant Democrats defeated the old-line Democratic Party. Nativist sentiment further fractured the two-party system in Cincinnati the following spring with four different parties vying for the mayor’s office. The temperance movement again splintered Cincinnati party lines when seven tickets competed for the state legislative positions in the fall 1853 elections. Meanwhile, across the United States, anti-Catholic and antiforeign partisans began meeting in pursuit of a rabidly nativist agenda. They were called “Know-Nothings” because they denied participation in any anti-immigrant activity. The movement swept through the United States, North and South, winning followers and capturing state and local elections.31


An especially severe drought in the summer of 1854 dried up commerce on the Ohio River at the same time that increased competition from railroads undercut the steamboat trade. Unemployed workers from Cincinnati’s waterfront blamed the newly arrived immigrants for their financial troubles, made worse by the recession of late 1854 and early 1855, and they flocked to the Know-Nothing cause to vent their frustrations. Anger against Cincinnati’s foreigners boiled over in the 1855 Cincinnati mayoral election. To intimidate voters and prevent a Democratic victory, Know-Nothings destroyed ballot boxes and assaulted Germans in their neighborhoods on Election Day, April 2. The Germans fought back, erecting barricades on the bridges over the Miami and Erie Canal that led into the Over the Rhine district. The Know-Nothings and Germans battled for three days; two men were killed and scores wounded before the nativists gave up their efforts to breach the barricades.32


Ohioans who had been sympathetic to the Know-Nothings recoiled at the Cincinnati Election Day riots as antidemocratic and antirepublican. Businessmen and well-to-do farmers across the state dropped their allegiance to the movement, and Ohio’s Know-Nothing party began its decline. Meanwhile, as conflict erupted in the United States Congress over the expansion of slavery into the Nebraska territory, Ohioans began to fear that the Southern slave states posed a greater threat to the republic than foreign-born citizens.33


By the mid-1850s, enough settlers had moved into the lands immediately west of Iowa and Missouri that Congress undertook the formal organization of the Nebraska territory. The problem posed by territorial organization was that the entire region lay above the 36-30 line established by the Missouri Compromise. If the territory sought admission to the Union as one or more states, the Missouri Compromise dictated that the new states would enter free of slavery, an eventuality that Southern congressmen and senators could not accept.


To resolve this dilemma and enable the territory’s eventual admission to the Union, Democratic senator Stephen A. Douglas sought a new compromise. Douglas’s solution invoked the seemingly unassailable republican principle of self-determination. His Kansas-Nebraska bill gave a territory’s residents the right to decide if the territory would be admitted as a free or slave state. By repealing the Missouri Compromise and replacing it with the principle of “popular sovereignty,” the Kansas-Nebraska bill empowered the people of a territory to choose slave or free. Democrats, like John Slough, cheered Senator Douglas’s deft handling of the seemingly irreconcilable national problem through his espousal of popular sovereignty.


But Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska bill, passed by Congress in May 1854, infuriated antislavery Northerners because it potentially opened territories that the sacrosanct Missouri Compromise had closed forever to slavery. Moreover, they believed that the minority Southern states, which antislavery politicians and newspapers demonized as the “Slave Power,” were using the Kansas-Nebraska bill for their selfish sectional interests. They feared that an oligarchy of slaveholders intended not only to extend slavery throughout the territories but also to destroy Northern rights by subordinating the nation to the slaveholders’ will.34


The Kansas-Nebraska Act and the reopening of the slave question rallied antislavery Northerners to the antiexpansion cause and reinvigorated partisan politics. Energized by the potential threat of slavery in territories the Missouri Compromise had designated as free, conservative Whigs, antiexpansion Democrats, and Free Soilers joined together in 1854 in “fusion parties” to oppose the Kansas-Nebraska Act and to restore the Missouri Compromise. The anti-Nebraska coalitions in the Midwestern states swept the fall 1854 election. Even Hamilton County, where Slough campaigned for Democratic candidates, favored the fusionists and ousted the Democrats by a plurality of seven thousand votes.35


Slough’s political apprenticeship occurred in a fast-changing landscape dominated by political fragmentation, violent nativism, and anti-Nebraska fusion coalitions. Throughout this period, he worked tirelessly for the Democrats. The party repaid his loyalty and hard work by nominating him to run in the 1855 general election for the Ohio House of Representatives. Although the newly formed Republican Party took the Ohio governorship and majorities in the State Senate and House of Representatives, Hamilton County voters elected Slough and seven other Democrats to the state legislature. Assuming his seat in the Ohio House on January 7, 1856, the young legislator enjoyed an enviable position in mid-nineteenth-century American life; he was the eldest son of a prosperous and respectable Cincinnati family, husband of the niece of a United States Supreme Court justice, newly elected Ohio state representative, and an emerging talent in Ohio Democratic politics. What Martin Slough had dreamed for his son, John Slough had seemingly achieved.36
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“An Ardent and Zealous Democrat”


ALTHOUGH HE WAS THE YOUNGEST AND LEAST EXPERIENCED REPREsentative Hamilton County voters sent to the 52nd Ohio General Assembly, John Slough was clearly a politician on the rise. He had enjoyed increasing responsibility among Hamilton County Democrats since his entry into politics, yet his election to the Ohio House of Representatives in 1855 was an unusual accomplishment. The reward most party loyalists expected in the antebellum period was election to local office, such as sheriff, coroner, or delegate to the party’s convention. Slough, however, rose quickly from party worker to the Ohio House of Representatives in five years. His rapid promotion was impressive, especially because the Hamilton County Democratic Party could choose among many loyal, well-respected, and long-serving members.1


Family ties aided Slough’s introduction to politics. His father, Martin, was well-connected to Cincinnati politicians, especially in the Democratic Fourth Ward, through the coffee houses and taverns that he operated in the 1830s and 1840s. During his childhood, John Slough must have heard Democrats discuss politics as they ate and drank in his father’s establishments. He could hardly have avoided the party’s influence in Cincinnati, a Democratic stronghold throughout the antebellum period. As historian Jean Baker points out, men like Slough were raised in communities where “the language they heard, the activities they observed, the sentiments they inhaled were Democratic.” Listening to the patrons’ constant political discourse in his father’s taverns, participating in the shared cultural traditions of Democratic Cincinnati, and influenced by his father’s Democratic affiliation, Slough naturally joined the Democratic Party.2


His marriage to Arabella McLean increased the young lawyer’s attractiveness as a candidate. Although Arabella’s uncle, United States Supreme Court justice John McLean, abandoned the Democratic Party in the 1830s, his prominence in national politics made the McLeans an established and well-respected Ohio political family. McLean was also related by marriage to Salmon P. Chase, another prominent Ohio politician; at one point, Chase and McLean were neighbors. Close connections existed among Cincinnati’s political elite, and Slough’s career likely benefited from his ties to the McLean and Chase families.3


Most of all, it was Slough’s hard work for the Democratic Party that won the ambitious lawyer the opportunity to represent Hamilton County in the state legislature. The Cincinnati Daily Enquirer, a partisan Democratic newspaper, praised him as a young man of “good attainments and popular manners” and “an ardent and zealous Democrat.” Slough won the nomination because, as the Enquirer concluded, “No man has labored harder for the success of our organization than Mr. Slough; he has been true in the darkest hour, because he is sincerely attached to our principles.” Despite the attacks of Know-Nothings and anti-Nebraska fusionists on the Democratic Party in the early 1850s, Slough never faltered in his loyalty as a Democrat.4


Slough, along with the other Democrats elected to the 52nd General Assembly, took their seats in a legislative body overwhelmingly dominated by the Republicans.The newly established Ohio Republican Party had convened in Columbus on July 13, 1855, to nominate Salmon P. Chase for governor and to write a party platform that emphasized opposition to the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the expansion of slavery into the territories. Chase won the governorship and his party swept the Ohio House of Representatives and Senate. Twenty-nine Republicans and six Democrats sat in the Senate; in the House, seventy-nine Republicans outnumbered thirty-two Democrats. The sizable Republican majorities meant that they would control the legislative agenda, and their resistance to the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the extension of slavery would become the official policy of the State of Ohio.5


Slough experienced the Republican majority’s strength on his first day in the legislature. Perhaps as an honor for his loyal work, the Democrats chose the freshman legislator to propose the party’s candidates for House offices. Slough rose first to nominate Thomas J. S. Smith, a Dayton, Ohio, lawyer and “old line Democrat,” for Speaker of the House. The House voted on party lines, 76-27, and elected the Republican candidate, Nelson Van Vorhes. Slough then proposed E. M. McCook for House clerk; McCook lost to James S. Robinson, 75-30. Undeterred, Slough continued to nominate Democrats to House offices—first assistant clerk, second assistant clerk, sergeant-at-arms, first assistant sergeant-at-arms, second assistant sergeant-at-arms—and each of his nominations lost to the Republican candidate.6


Despite this humbling exposure to statehouse politics, Slough quickly settled into the work of a state legislator. Nine days into his first term on January 16,1856, he informed the House that he intended to introduce a bill to abolish capital punishment. The next day, he proposed H.B. No. 20, “An act for providing for the punishment of crimes,” which the House briefly debated and rejected.7


Our knowledge of Slough’s performance as a freshman legislator depends on the proceedings recorded in the Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Ohio and a few references in the political columns of the Cincinnati Daily Enquirer and the Daily Ohio State Journal. He faithfully attended the House sessions. He sat on two House committees, one on the militia and the other on universities, colleges, and academies, and served on a joint House-Senate committee that reconciled differences in a bill reforming the court of common pleas. He introduced a handful of resolutions and a few pieces of legislation, including bills on landlord-tenant relationships and the organization of the Ohio militia. He seldom engaged in debate and preferred that colleagues introduce bills and resolutions concerning Cincinnati and Hamilton County.8


The picture of Slough that emerges from contemporary records is that of a promising legislator, not yet a leader, but thoroughly engaged in the political process. His few speeches that merited newspaper coverage reflect a commitment to antebellum Democratic principles: opposition to corporate and banking “privileges,” resistance to antislavery activities, fervent support of popular sovereignty, and devotion to a strict interpretation of the United States Constitution. His manner of speaking avoided the fiery partisan oratory favored by some of his Democratic associates, yet he did not hesitate to criticize bills or resolutions contrary to his Democratic beliefs. For example, in one of his rare speeches, he attacked a Republican bill that awarded special favors to the Bank of Ohio because “an article in the Democratic creed” was “to avoid the conferring of privileges that may not be equally enjoyed” by all citizens. In the end, he voted for the bill because, he admitted, his constituency approved of its provisions. Slough was partisan, but also pragmatic.9


Day after day, Slough and his colleagues, both Democrats and Republicans, attended to the legislation necessary to govern the state of Ohio. They passed bills that addressed the administration of courts, the oversight of the state’s lunatic asylum and penitentiary, the authorization of road and bridge construction, and the regulation of railroad and insurance companies. Democrats and Republicans frequently voted together to pass legislation; Slough himself voted with the majority on almost three-quarters of the bills that reached a final reading. But on the great national concern of the day—the extension of slavery into Kansas—the Ohio House of Representatives split into opposing factions as Democrats and Republicans bitterly disagreed over the increasingly violent conflict occurring in Kansas Territory.10


Settlers had eagerly staked their claims in Kansas Territory once the Kansas-Nebraska Act opened the region to emigrants. Between 1854 and 1855, the territory’s population increased tenfold; the March 1855 census counted more than eight thousand souls in the region. Pioneers from slaveholding states—mainly Missouri—accounted for almost 60 percent of Kansas’s early population. Some of these settlers brought enslaved people into the territory, but whether they possessed slaves or not, emigrants from slaveholding states adamantly believed in their constitutional right to own slaves. Against them stood emigrants from New England, the Midwest, and the middle Atlantic states, who opposed the entry of enslaved people (and for some, even the entry of free Black people) into the territory. They did not wish to compete with slave labor and intended that the soil they tilled in Kansas would be “free soil.” Little room for compromise existed between Free Soilers and slaveholders in 1855 Kansas.11


The dispute between the territory’s proslavery and antislavery inhabitants did not stop at the Kansas border. Missouri was a slave state and many Missourians strongly believed that slavery in Kansas was essential to slavery’s continued existence in Missouri. They perceived that Northern abolitionists were using the Kansas Free Soil settlers to achieve slavery’s destruction, first in Kansas and then in Missouri. Northerners, who saw the Slave Power’s maneuvering behind the Kansas-Nebraska Act, concluded that Southerners were manipulating Missourians to advance the Slave Power’s scheme of spreading slavery throughout the republic. Both sides believed that their opponents represented a threat that had to be resisted vigorously.12


The tinder for the controversy—illegal voting by Missourians in Kansas elections—was lit soon after the first territorial governor, Andrew Reeder, arrived in Kansas in October 1854. Reeder called for the election of a territorial delegate to the United States Congress and more than 1,700 Missourians poured into Kansas to vote. Their presence at the polls enabled a proslavery candidate to win election as Kansas’s delegate. Missourians also swayed the far more consequential election of a territorial legislature in March 1855. Although Governor Reeder took precautions to ensure a fair election, armed and determined Missourians again entered Kansas to manipulate the contest’s outcome. Illegal ballots outnumbered legal ones four to one; the proslavery vote overwhelmed the antislavery vote, 5,427-791, guaranteeing a proslavery legislature.13


In July 1855, the new territorial legislators met in Shawnee Mission, Kansas, a stone’s throw from the Missouri border, and proceeded to pass draconian laws meant to entrench slavery in the territory. When Reeder vetoed the proslavery measures, the legislature overrode his vetoes and then petitioned President Franklin Pierce to remove the governor. Pierce replaced Reeder with a former Democratic governor from Ohio, Wilson Shannon. Shannon gave the proslavery legislature in Shawnee Mission no cause for concern. On his arrival in Kansas Territory, he announced his conviction that the Shawnee Mission legislature was the territorial legislature and that its laws were the laws of the territory.


The Free Soil settlers reacted to these events by organizing their own territorial government. Between October 23 and November 11,1855, Free Soil delegates met in Topeka and drafted a constitution that prohibited slavery in Kansas. Antislavery Kansans adopted the Topeka Constitution, 1,731-46, and selected Charles Robinson as their governor on January 15, 1856. Kansas now had two governments, one in Topeka without any legal basis and one in Shawnee Mission without any legitimacy.14


By fall 1855, the proslavery and antislavery camps had organized military companies and the territory experienced its first episodes of partisan violence. The confrontation known as the “Wakarusa War” began with a property dispute in Hickory Point, Kansas. On November 21, after an argument over land that dated back to the previous year, a proslavery proponent named Franklin Coleman discharged his shotgun into the chest of Free Soil settler Charles Dow, killing him instantly. Coleman and his family fled to Missouri, but the Hickory Point Free Soil men, led by Jacob Branson, burned the cabins of two proslavery families in revenge for the murder. The local sheriff arrested Branson, who was promptly rescued by his friends and taken to Lawrence, Kansas, where a sympathetic population gave him refuge.


Angered by the Free Soil men’s flouting of the law, 1,200 fully armed proslavery Missourians converged on Lawrence to bring Branson to justice and remind the Free Soilers who controlled Kansas. The citizens of Lawrence had no intention of allowing Branson to be retaken. They dug trenches and built forts while more than 600 Free Soil men encamped in the town. False reports of murder and pillage inflamed both sides, bringing each to the brink of violence. Just as the two forces were preparing for battle, Governor Shannon arrived in Lawrence on December 7 and convinced both the proslavery and Free Soil leaders to back down. Although violence had been narrowly averted in Lawrence, the drivers for armed conflict remained.15


The news of the near-catastrophe in Lawrence electrified the nation. It was within this atmosphere that Representative John Slough and his fellow legislators gathered on January 15, 1856, for Governor Salmon Chase’s inaugural address. Recently elected as the first Republican governor of a major Northern state, Chase was already maneuvering for his party’s 1856 presidential nomination. He understood that his inaugural address would be extensively covered in Northern newspapers and, if carefully constructed, would serve to promote his candidacy. He needed to deliver a speech that proclaimed unreservedly his antislavery and Republican principles.16


Chase projected a powerful, dignified presence as he stood before the Ohio legislators. After dispensing with his administration’s goals—he called them “mundane affairs of state”—he quickly warmed to his true message. He began by describing slavery as “the creature of despotism and the deadly opposite of democracy.” He argued that the founding fathers understood the evils of slavery, but the Slave Power had “wrested” the Constitution from its original purposes, converted the government into an “instrument for the maintenance and extension of slavery,” and demanded the “sacrifice of freedom” through slavery’s expansion into the territories. He denounced the Kansas-Nebraska Act as “nothing but evil” and popular sovereignty as “a total subversion of the fundamental principles of American institutions.” At the end of his speech, he again reminded the legislators that the founding fathers had opposed slavery’s extension. “No worthier object,” he insisted, “can engage the united efforts of freemen” than resisting the spread of slavery. Chase had called Ohio’s Republicans to battle.17


Not long after Chase’s denunciation of the Slave Power, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and popular sovereignty, the Republicans and Democrats in the Ohio House began to spar over the deteriorating conditions in Kansas. On the afternoon of February 5, Speaker Nelson Van Vorhes read an urgent communication from Governor Chase to both House and Senate. Chase conveyed the fears of Kansas Free State governor Charles Robinson that “an overwhelming force of citizens in Missouri” intended to invade the territory, “demolishing the towns and butchering its free State citizens.” Surely thinking of the near-attack on Lawrence, Kansas, two months earlier, Chase expressed his own apprehension that great numbers of proslavery Missourians were preparing to assail the territory’s Free State residents. He pressed the General Assembly to pass a resolution urging the Ohio congressional delegation to promote legislation ensuring free elections in Kansas and admitting Kansas as a free state to the Union.18


As soon as Van Vorhes finished reading Chase’s message, Democrat William Sawyer jumped to his feet to express astonishment that Governor Chase should “thrust into our faces such inflammatory Abolition doctrines and recommendations as are contained in the Messages.” His criticism led to “some skirmishing” between the Democrats and the Republicans over the printing of the governor’s letter before Darius Cadwell, Republican representative from Ashtabula County, rose to offer his resolutions on Kansas.19


Cadwell hailed from the “Western Reserve,” a region in northeastern Ohio and the political counterweight to the Democratic counties in southwestern Ohio. It was the center of antebellum Ohio radicalism, “burned over” by the religious revivals of the 1820s and 1830s that influenced Northerners to embrace abolitionism and other reform activities. Cadwell was born in Ashtabula County in 1821 and grew up during the period of the Second Great Awakening’s evangelical revivals. In 1842, he undertook his legal apprenticeship at the practice of Rufus P. Ranney and Benjamin Wade. Wade had promoted the antislavery cause since the early 1830s and probably influenced his legal apprentice’s opposition to slavery. Like Wade, Cadwell was an antislavery Whig in the 1840s but joined the new Ohio Republican Party. The party repaid him with election to the Ohio House of Representatives.20


Cadwell’s prepared statement closely followed Chase’s recommendations on Kansas to the Ohio General Assembly. Leaning forward slightly to make his point, Cadwell noted that Missourians had unlawfully invaded Kansas to establish slavery in the territory “by force and without authority of law.” He insisted that the peace and future welfare of the United States demanded that no more slave states be admitted to the Union. Because the Topeka Constitution prohibited slavery in the territory, he recommended that Ohio’s congressional delegation press for the admission of Kansas as a free state and save it from “further civil tumults, and the further effusion of blood.”21


No aisle separated Democrats from Republicans in the 1856 Ohio House of Representatives. Cadwell sat immediately in front of John Slough, and the Cincinnati legislator reacted with distaste as Cadwell uttered his “black Republican” pronouncements practically by his side. Kansans must decide the issue of slave or free, Slough thought, not Ohio Republicans urging Congress to settle the matter. Adding to Slough’s irritation was Cadwell’s habit of ending his sentences with “a sort of defiant intonation.” It was most annoying. Slough decided to treat the Western Reserve abolitionist with suspicion.22


Three days later, on February 8, Republican representative Mendall Jewitt presented a petition from the Executive Committee of the Western Anti-Slavery Society. The petition called for far more radical action than Chase’s message or Cadwell’s resolutions. It argued that Ohioans, by legitimizing the federal government through participation in its elections, acceded to the “holding four millions [sic] of human beings in the condition of chattel slaves.” Because the “principles of sound morality and the requirements of justice imperatively forbid the individual to be loyal to a government thus constituted,” it urged the Ohio legislators to take any steps that “may appear expedient to effect a peaceful withdrawal of Ohio from the Federal Union.” The document contended that no union of free and slave states could exist and therefore challenged Ohio to form a new confederacy of states “founded upon justice and devoted to the maintenance of equal rights.”23


Jewitt’s introduction of the Western Anti-Slavery Society’s petition provoked the Ohio House into heated argument over the controversial document. The Cincinnati Daily Enquirer’s correspondent reported that the dispute was the “first real break . . . in the uniform good feeling evinced by members toward each other,” while the Cincinnati Daily Gazette wrote that the document “greatly excited the talking members of that body.”24


To this point, John Slough had not addressed—at least publicly—the Republicans’ various proposals for a free Kansas. The Western Anti-Slavery Society’s call for Ohio’s secession drove him to speak. In comments that had a “telling effect” on the House, Slough strongly condemned the document and charged the Republicans with disunion. His speech, the Cincinnati Daily Enquirer’s correspondent noted approvingly, caused many members of the House to wince under “its scathing influence.” Despite his criticisms, the House decided, by a close vote of 52–47, to refer the document to the Republican-controlled Federal Relations Committee. In the end, the Federal Relations Committee could not endorse so extreme a measure as disunion and recommended no further consideration of the Western Anti-Slavery Society’s petition.25


About the same time that he condemned the Western Anti-Slavery Society’s petition, Slough joined the debate over Ohio’s habeas corpus statute. Representative James Monroe, professor of elocution at Oberlin College and Republican from Lorain County in the Western Reserve, introduced a bill on February 14 to strengthen the rights of fugitive slaves by revising the state’s habeas corpus procedures.26


Since the earliest days of the republic, Northern states, including Ohio, attempted to circumvent the Constitution’s Fugitive Slave clause by passing personal liberty laws. Included among the laws’ protections was the writ of habeas corpus, a court order used to bring an imprisoned individual before the court to determine if the person’s detention was lawful. Captured fugitive slaves—or even free Black people ensnared by slave catchers—could be released if a magistrate determined that their detention was illegal. The 1850 amendments to the federal Fugitive Slave Law, however, severely restricted a fugitive slave’s legal recourse. The amendments’ provisions conflicted directly with the Northern states’ personal liberty laws, leading to confrontations between federal and state officers attempting to enforce the laws of their respective jurisdictions.


A few weeks before Monroe introduced his habeas corpus reform bill, events in Cincinnati resulted in tragic consequences that angered and activated Ohio’s antislavery community. On the bitterly cold night of January 27,1856, a group of seventeen slaves from two plantations in Boone County, Kentucky, fled across the frozen Ohio River and sought refuge in Cincinnati as the first stop toward freedom in Canada. The large group split up once in Cincinnati to minimize any chance that they might be noticed by slave catchers. One group, consisting of eight slaves, including Margaret Garner, her husband Simon, and their four children, asked for directions to the home of their kinsman, Elijah Kite.


Disastrously, the person who gave them directions betrayed them. An arresting party of federal marshals surrounded Elijah Kite’s home shortly after the Garner family’s arrival and demanded the surrender of the fugitives. Certain that return to slavery was imminent, Margaret Garner used a butcher knife to slit the throat of her three-year-old daughter and would have murdered her other three children had the marshals not broken into the house and subdued her. The marshals took the terrified and distraught family to the federal courthouse to appear as fugitive slaves before the United States commissioner for Southern Ohio and then to the Hammond Street police station to spend the night in jail.


Ohio officials quickly contested the right of the federal marshals to retain the Garners. A Cincinnati attorney who volunteered to aid the runaway family argued before Judge John Burgoyne that the Garners were free because on several occasions their master had brought them into a free state. Judge Burgoyne agreed to issue a writ of habeas corpus, forcing the federal marshals to yield the family to state officers. In turn, Ohio officials agreed to produce the fugitives for their hearing before the United States commissioner. The hearing lasted several weeks as the counsels for the fugitives and the slave owner argued their case. In the end, the Garners were returned to Kentucky and sold to an owner in the Deep South.27


Judge Burgoyne’s writ set up the type of confrontation between federal and state officials that James Monroe intended to remedy in his proposed legislation. Concerned that federal officers would simply ignore a writ of habeas corpus issued on behalf of a fugitive slave, Monroe pointed out that insufficient penalties existed in state law for any officer, federal or state, who disregarded a writ of habeas corpus. He proposed to cure this defect in Ohio law by empowering a judge to issue the writ to a second officer if the first officer ignored it. Monroe, in his argument, said that he “would be glad to see the Fugitive Slave Law . . . ignored by our Courts and our Legislature” because he regarded the law as nothing more than “waste paper.” But the Fugitive Slave Law was the law of the land, so he was offering his bill as more “efficient for the protection of liberty” than Ohio’s current law.28


John Slough reached a different conclusion about the efficiency of Monroe’s bill. Specifically citing the recent events in Cincinnati, he told his colleagues that the bill would bring Ohio into conflict with the federal government because writs could be placed in the hands of two different officers, both sworn to execute them. Alluding to Monroe’s opinion that the Fugitive Slave Law was “waste paper,” he tartly noted that his colleague could have made his bill more “obnoxious” by declaring the supremacy of Ohio law over the acts of Congress or the Ohio courts over the federal courts. Nevertheless, he argued, Monroe’s bill was incompatible with the United States Constitution and should be rejected. Surely with “calm reflection,” the House members would reach the same conclusion.
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