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John Quincy Adams, On the Role of the National Government (1825)
In assuming her station among the civilized nations of the earth it would seem that our country had contracted the engagement to contribute her share of mind, of labor, and of expense to the improvement of those parts of knowledge which lie beyond the reach of individual acquisition, and particularly to geographical and astronomical science. Looking back to the history only of the half century since the declaration of our independence, and observing the generous emulation with which the Governments of France, Great Britain, and Russia have devoted the genius, the intelligence, the treasures of their respective nations to the common improvement of the species in these branches of science, is it not incumbent upon us to inquire whether we are not bound by obligations of a high and honorable character to contribute our portion of energy and exertion to the common stock? The voyages of discovery prosecuted in the course of that time at the expense of those nations have not only redounded to their glory, but to the improvement of human knowledge. We have been partakers of that improvement and owe for it a sacred debt, not only of gratitude, but of equal or proportional exertion in the same common cause. Of the cost of these undertakings, if the mere expenditures of outfit, equipment, and completion of the expeditions were to be considered the only charges, it would be unworthy of a great and generous nation to take a second thought. One hundred expeditions of circumnavigation…would not burden the exchequer of the nation fitting them out so much as the ways and means of defraying a single campaign in war. But if we take into account the lives of those benefactors of mankind of which their services in the cause of their species were the purchase, how shall the cost of those heroic enterprises be estimated, and what compensation can be made to them or to their countries for them? Is it not by bearing them in affectionate remembrance? Is it not still more by imitating their example — by enabling countrymen of our own to pursue the same career and to hazard their lives in the same cause?
In inviting the attention of Congress to the subject of internal improvements upon a view thus enlarged it is not my design to recommend the equipment of an expedition for circumnavigating the globe for purposes of scientific research and inquiry. We have objects of useful investigation nearer home, and to which our cares may be more beneficially applied. The interior of our own territories has yet been very imperfectly explored. Our coasts along many degrees of latitude upon the shores of the Pacific Ocean, though much frequented by our spirited commercial navigators, have been barely visited by our public ships. The River of the West, first fully discovered and navigated by a countryman of our own, still bears the name of the ship in which he ascended its waters, and claims the protection of our armed national flag at its mouth. With the establishment of a military post there or at some other point of that coast, recommended by my predecessor and already matured in the deliberations of the last Congress, I would suggest the expediency of connecting the equipment of a public ship for the exploration of the whole north—west coast of this continent.
Connected with the establishment of an university, or separate from it, might be undertaken the erection of an astronomical observatory, with provision for the support of an astronomer, to be in constant attendance of observation upon the phenomena of the heavens, and for the periodical publication of his observances. It is with no feeling of pride as an American that the remark may be made that on the comparatively small territorial surface of Europe there are existing upward of 130 of these light-houses of the skies, while throughout the whole American hemisphere there is not one. If we reflect a moment upon the discoveries which in the last four centuries have been made in the physical constitution of the universe by the means of these buildings and of observers stationed in them, shall we doubt of their usefulness to every nation? And while scarcely a year passes over our heads without bringing some new astronomical discovery to light, which we must fain receive at second hand from Europe, are we not cutting ourselves off from the means of returning light for light while we have neither observatory nor observer upon our half of the globe and the earth revolves in perpetual darkness to our unsearching eyes?
The Constitution under which you are assembled is a charter of limited powers. After full and solemn deliberation upon all or any of the objects which, urged by an irresistible sense of my own duty, I have recommended to your attention should you come to the conclusion that, however desirable in themselves, the enactment of laws for effecting them would transcend the powers committed to you by that venerable instrument which we are all bound to support, let no consideration induce you to assume the exercise of powers not granted to you by the people. But if the power to exercise exclusive legislation in all cases whatsoever over the District of Columbia; if the power to lay and collect taxes, duties, imposts, and excises, to pay the debts and provide for the common defense and general welfare of the United States; if the power to regulate commerce with foreign nations and among the several States and with the Indian tribes, to fix the standard of weights and measures, to establish post-offices and post-roads, to declare war, to raise and support armies, to provide and maintain a navy, to dispose of and make all needful rules and regulations respecting the territory or other property belonging to the United States, and to make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying these powers into execution — if these powers and others enumerated in the Constitution may be effectually brought into action by laws promoting the improvement of agriculture, commerce, and manufactures, the cultivation and encouragement of the mechanic and of the elegant arts, the advancement of literature, and the progress of the sciences, ornamental and profound, to refrain from exercising them for the benefit of the people themselves would be to hide in the earth the talent committed to our charge — would be treachery to the most sacred of trusts.
The spirit of improvement is abroad upon the earth. It stimulates the hearts and sharpens the faculties not of our fellow-citizens alone, but of the nations of Europe and of their rulers. While dwelling with pleasing satisfaction upon the superior excellence of our political institutions, let us not be unmindful that liberty is power; that the nation blessed with the largest portion of liberty must in proportion to its numbers be the most powerful nation upon earth, and that the tenure of power by man is, in the moral purposes of his Creator, upon condition that it shall be exercised to ends of beneficence, to improve the condition of himself and his fellow-men. While foreign nations less blessed with that freedom which is power than ourselves are advancing with gigantic strides in the career of public improvement, were we to slumber in indolence or fold up our arms and proclaim to the world that we are palsied by the will of our constituents, would it not be to cast away the bounties of Providence and doom ourselves to perpetual inferiority? In the course of the year now drawing to its close we have beheld, under the auspices and at the expense of one State of this Union, a new university unfolding its portals to the sons of science and holding up the torch of human improvement to eyes that seek the light. We have seen under the persevering and enlightened enterprise of another State the waters of our Western lakes mingle with those of the ocean. If undertakings like these have been accomplished in the compass of a few years by the authority of single members of our Confederation, can we, the representative authorities of the whole Union, fall behind our fellow-servants in the exercise of the trust committed to us for the benefit of our common sovereign by the accomplishment of works important to the whole and to which neither the authority nor the resources of any one State can be adequate?

QUESTIONS:
1. Why does President Adams believe that the federal government should promote the sciences and arts?



2. What does he mean by the remark, “liberty is power”?
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From President Jackson's Veto Message Regarding the Bank of the United States (July 10, 1832)
HIPP/NOTES:

A bank of the United States is in many respects convenient for the Government and useful to the people.  Entertaining this opinion, and deeply impressed with the belief that some of the powers and privileges possessed by the existing bank are unauthorized by the Constitution, subversive of the rights of the States, and dangerous to the liberties of the people, I felt it my duty at an early period of my Administration to call the attention of Congress to the practicability of organizing an institution combining all its advantages and obviating these objections.  I sincerely regret that in the act before me I can perceive none of those modifications of the bank charter which are necessary, in my opinion, to make it compatible with justice, with sound policy, or with the Constitution of our country. 
The present corporate body, denominated the president, directors, and company of the Bank of the United States… enjoys an exclusive privilege of banking under the authority of the General Government, a monopoly of its favor and support, and, as a necessary consequence, almost a monopoly of the foreign and domestic exchange.  The powers, privileges, and favors bestowed upon it in the original charter, by increasing the value of the stock far above its par value, operated as a gratuity of many millions to the stockholders…. 
Every monopoly and all exclusive privileges are granted at the expense of the public… The many millions which this act proposes to bestow on the stockholders of the existing bank must come directly or indirectly out of the earnings of the American people…. 
It is not conceivable how the present stockholders can have any claim to the special favor of the Government…. 
This act does not permit competition in the purchase of this monopoly.  It seems to be predicated on the erroneous idea that the present stockholders have a prescriptive right not only to the favor but to the bounty of Government.  It appears that more than a fourth part of the stock is held by foreigners and the residue is held by a few hundred of our own citizens, chiefly of the richest class.  For their benefit does this act exclude the whole American people from competition in the purchase of this monopoly and dispose of it for many millions less than it is worth.  This seems the less excusable because some of our citizens not now stockholders petitioned that the door of competition might be opened, and offered to take a charter on terms much more favorable to the Government and country….
If our Government must sell monopolies, it would seem to be its duty to take nothing less than their full value, and if gratuities must be made once in fifteen or twenty years let them not be bestowed on the subjects of a foreign government nor upon a designated and favored class of men in our own country.  It is but justice and good policy, as far as the nature of the case will admit, to confine our favors to our own fellow-citizens, and let each in his turn enjoy an opportunity to profit by our bounty….
The modifications of the existing charter proposed by this act are not such, in my view, as make it consistent with the rights of the States or the liberties of the people….
It is maintained by the advocates of the bank that its constitutionality in all its features ought to be considered as settled by precedent and by the decision of the Supreme Court.[footnoteRef:1]  To this conclusion I cannot assent.  Mere precedent is a dangerous source of authority, and should not be regarded as deciding questions of constitutional power except where the acquiescence of the people and the States can be considered as well settled.  So far from this being the case on this subject, an argument against the bank might be based on precedent.  One Congress, in 1791, decided in favor of a bank; another, in 1811, decided against it.  One Congress, in 1815, decided against a bank; another, in 1816, decided in its favor. Prior to the present Congress, therefore, the precedents drawn from that source were equal.  If we resort to the States, the expressions of legislative, judicial, and executive opinions against the bank have been probably to those in its favor as 4 to 1.  There is nothing in precedent, therefore, which, if its authority were admitted, ought to weigh in favor of the act before me.  [1:  McCulloch v. Maryland (1819)] 

If the opinion of the Supreme Court covered the whole ground of this act, it ought not to control the coordinate authorities of this Government.  The Congress, the Executive, and the Court must each for itself be guided by its own opinion of the Constitution.  Each public officer who takes an oath to support the Constitution swears that he will support it as he understands it, and not as it is understood by others.  It is as much the duty of the House of Representatives, of the Senate, and of the President to decide upon the constitutionality of any bill or resolution which may be presented to them for passage or approval as it is of the supreme judges when it may be brought before them for judicial decision.  The opinion of the judges has no more authority over Congress than the opinion of Congress has over the judges, and on that point the President is independent of both.  The authority of the Supreme Court must not, therefore, be permitted to control the Congress or the Executive when acting in their legislative capacities, but to have only such influence as the force of their reasoning may deserve….
[According to the Supreme Court,] a bank is constitutional, but it is the province of the Legislature to determine whether this or that particular power, privilege, or exemption is "necessary and proper" to enable the bank to discharge its duties to the Government, and from their decision there is no appeal to the courts of justice.  Under the decision of the Supreme Court, therefore, it is the exclusive province of Congress and the President to decide whether the particular features of this act are necessary and proper in order to enable the bank to perform conveniently and efficiently the public duties assigned to it as a fiscal agent….
It is maintained by some that the bank is a means of executing the constitutional power "to coin money and regulate the value thereof."  Congress have established a mint to coin money and passed laws to regulate the value thereof…  If the bank be established for that purpose, with a charter unalterable without its consent, Congress have parted with their power for a term of years, during which the Constitution is a dead letter.  It is neither necessary nor proper to transfer its legislative power to such a bank, and therefore unconstitutional. 
By its silence, considered in connection with the decision of the Supreme Court in the case of McCulloch against the State of Maryland, this act takes from the States the power to tax a portion of the banking business carried on within their limits, in subversion of one of the strongest barriers which secured them against Federal encroachments.  Banking, like farming, manufacturing, or any other occupation or profession, is a business….
Upon the formation of the Constitution the States guarded their taxing power with peculiar jealousy.  They surrendered it only as it regards imports and exports… All persons, though United States officers, are liable to a poll tax by the States within which they reside.  The lands of the United States are liable to the usual land tax… Horses, wagons, any beasts or vehicles, tools, or property belonging to private citizens, though employed in the service of the United States, are subject to State taxation. Every private business, whether carried on by an officer of the General Government or not, whether it be mixed with public concerns or not… falls within the scope of the taxing power of the State.  Nothing comes more fully within it than banks and the business of banking, by whomsoever instituted and carried on….
It cannot be necessary to the character of the bank as a fiscal agent of the Government that its private business should be exempted from that taxation to which all the State banks are liable, nor can I conceive it "proper" that the substantive and most essential powers reserved by the States shall be thus attacked and annihilated as a means of executing the powers delegated to the General Government….
Under such circumstances the bank comes forward and asks a renewal of its charter for a term of fifteen years upon conditions which not only operate as a gratuity to the stockholders of many millions of dollars, but will sanction any abuses and legalize any encroachments….
Whatever interest or influence, whether public or private, has given birth to this act, it cannot be found either in the wishes or necessities of the executive department, by which present action is deemed premature, and the powers conferred upon its agent not only unnecessary, but dangerous to the Government and country. 
It is to be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of government to their selfish purposes.  Distinctions in society will always exist under every just government.  Equality of talents, of education, or of wealth cannot be produced by human institutions.  In the full enjoyment of the gifts of Heaven and the fruits of superior industry, economy, and virtue, every man is equally entitled to protection by law; but when the laws undertake to add to these natural and just advantages artificial distinctions, to grant titles, gratuities, and exclusive privileges, to make the rich richer and the potent more powerful, the humble members of society-the farmers, mechanics, and laborers-who have neither the time nor the means of securing like favors to themselves, have a right to complain of the injustice of their Government. There are no necessary evils in government.  Its evils exist only in its abuses.  If it would confine itself to equal protection, and, as Heaven does its rains, shower its favors alike on the high and the low, the rich and the poor, it would be an unqualified blessing.  In the act before me there seems to be a wide and unnecessary departure from these just principles. 
Nor is our Government to be maintained or our Union preserved by invasions of the rights and powers of the several States.  In thus attempting to make our General Government strong we make it weak.  Its true strength consists in leaving individuals and States as much as possible to themselves-in making itself felt, not in its power, but in its beneficence; not in its control, but in its protection; not in binding the States more closely to the center, but leaving each to move unobstructed in its proper orbit. 
Experience should teach us wisdom.  Most of the difficulties our Government now encounters and most of the dangers which impend over our Union have sprung from an abandonment of the legitimate objects of Government by our national legislation, and the adoption of such principles as are embodied in this act.  Many of our rich men have not been content with equal protection and equal benefits, but have besought us to make them richer by act of Congress.  By attempting to gratify their desires we have in the results of our legislation arrayed section against section, interest against interest, and man against man, in a fearful commotion which threatens to shake the foundations of our Union.  It is time to pause in our career to review our principles, and if possible revive that devoted patriotism and spirit of compromise which distinguished the sages of the Revolution and the fathers of our Union.  If we cannot at once, in justice to interests vested under improvident legislation, make our Government what it ought to be, we can at least take a stand against all new grants of monopolies and exclusive privileges, against any prostitution of our Government to the advancement of the few at the expense of the many, and in favor of compromise and gradual reform in our code of laws and system of political economy….
ANDREW JACKSON. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:

1. For what reasons did Jackson veto the re-chartering of the Second Bank of the United States?







2. Is this veto message Jeffersonian or Hamiltonian in tone?  Explain.
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FROM James Monroe, “Annual Message to Congress” (1823)
In the wake of the Latin American struggle for independence, President James Monroe included in his annual message a passage that became known as the Monroe Doctrine. It outlined principles that would help to govern the country’s relations with the rest of the world for nearly a century—that the Western Hemisphere was no longer open to European colonization, and that the United States would remain uninvolved in the wars of Europe.
This] occasion has been judged proper for asserting, as a principle . . . , that the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers. . . .
It was stated at the commencement of the last session that a great effort was then making in Spain and Portugal to improve the condition of the people of those countries, and that it appeared to be conducted with extraordinary moderation. It need scarcely be remarked that the results have been so far very different from what was then anticipated. Of events in that quarter of the globe, with which we have so much intercourse and from which we derive our origin, we have always been anxious and interested spectators. The citizens of the United States cherish sentiments the most friendly in favor of the liberty and happiness of their fellow-men on that side of the Atlantic. In the wars of the European powers in matters relating to themselves we have never taken any part, nor does it comport with our policy to do so. It is only when our rights are invaded or seriously menaced that we resent injuries or make preparation for our defense. With the movements in this hemisphere we are of necessity more immediately connected, and by causes which must be obvious to all enlightened and impartial observers. The political system of the allied powers [of Europe] is essentially different in this respect from that of America. . . .
We owe it, therefore, to candor and to the amicable relations existing between the United States and those powers to declare that we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety. With the existing colonies or dependencies of any European power we have not interfered and shall not interfere. But with the Governments who have declared their independence and maintain it, and whose independence we have, on great consideration and on just principles, acknowledged, we could not view any interposition for the purpose of oppressing them, or controlling in any other manner their destiny, by any European power in any other light than as the manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United States.
QUESTIONS:
1. Why does Monroe think that the “systems” of Europe and the Western Hemisphere are fundamentally different?

 







FROM JOHN C. CALHOUN, “A Disquisition on Government” (ca. 1845)
The most prominent political philosopher in the pre–Civil War South, John C. Calhoun sought to devise ways that the South could retain the power to protect its interests within the Union (especially the institution of slavery) as it fell behind the North in population and political power.
There are two different modes in which the sense of the community may be taken; one, simply by the right of suffrage, unaided; the other, by the right through a proper organism. Each collects the sense of the majority. But one regards numbers only, and considers the whole community as a unit, having but one common interest throughout; and collects the sense of the greater number of the whole, as that of the community. The other, on the contrary, regards interests as well as numbers;–considering the community as made up of different and conflicting interests, as far as the action of the government is concerned; and takes the sense of each, through its majority or appropriate organ, and the united sense of all, as the sense of the entire community. The former of these I shall call the numerical, or absolute majority; and the latter, the concurrent, or constitutional majority. I call it the constitutional majority, because it is an essential element in every constitutional government,–be whatever form it takes. So great is the difference, politically speaking, between the two majorities, that they cannot be confounded, without leading to great and fatal errors; and yet the distinction between them has been so entirely overlooked, that when the term majority is used in political discussions, it is applied exclusively to designate the numerical,–as if there were no other. . . .
The first and leading error which naturally arises from overlooking the distinction referred to, is, to confound the numerical majority with the people, and this is so completely as to regard them as identical. This is a consequence that necessarily results from considering the numerical as the only majority. All admit, that a popular government, or democracy, is the government of the people. . . . Those who regard the numerical as the only majority . . . [are] forced to regard the numerical majority as, in effect, the entire people. . . .
The necessary consequence of taking the sense of the community by the concurrent majority is . . . to give to each interest or portion of the community a negative on the others. It is this mutual negative among its various conflicting interests, which invests each with the power of protecting itself; . . . Without this, there can be no constitution.
QUESTIONS:
1. Which Americans would be most likely to object to Calhoun’s political system?




2. How do the two previous documents differ in their conception of how powerful the national government ought to be?






Andrew Jackson, State of the Union Speech (December 30, 1830)

It gives me pleasure to announce to Congress that the benevolent policy of the Government, steadily pursued for nearly 30 years, in relation to the removal of the Indians beyond the white settlements is approaching to a happy consummation. Two important tribes have accepted the provision made for their removal at the last session of Congress, and it is believed that their example will induce the remaining tribes also to seek the same obvious advantages….

Humanity has often wept over the fate of the aborigines of this country, and Philanthropy has been long busily employed in devising means to avert it, but its progress has never for a moment been arrested, and one by one have many powerful tribes disappeared from the earth. To follow to the tomb the last of his race and to tread on the graves of extinct nations excite melancholy reflections. But true philanthropy reconciles the mind to these vicissitudes as it does to the extinction of one generation to make room for another….Philanthropy could not wish to see this continent restored to the condition in which it was found by our forefathers. What good man would prefer a country covered with forests and ranged by a few thousand savages to our extensive Republic, studded with cities, towns, and prosperous farms, embellished with all the improvements which art can devise or industry execute, occupied by more than 12,000,000 happy people, and filled with all the blessings of liberty, civilization, and religion?....

The present policy of the Government is but a continuation of the same progressive change by a milder process. The tribes which occupied the countries now constituting the Eastern States were annihilated or have melted away to make room for the whites. The waves of population and civilization are rolling to the westward, and we now propose to acquire the countries occupied by the red men of the South and West by a fair exchange, and, at the expense of the United States, to send them to a land where their existence may be prolonged and perhaps made perpetual.

Doubtless it will be painful to leave the graves of their fathers; but what do they more than our ancestors did or than our children are now doing?....

Can it be cruel in this Government when, by events which it can not control, the Indian is made discontented in his ancient home to purchase his lands, to give him a new and extensive territory, to pay the expense of his removal, and support him a year in his new abode? How many thousands of our own people would gladly embrace the opportunity of removing to the West on such conditions! If the offers made to the Indians were extended to them, they would be hailed with gratitude and joy….

Rightly considered, the policy of the General Government toward the red man is not only liberal, but generous. He is unwilling to submit to the laws of the States and mingle with their population. To save him from this alternative, or perhaps utter annihilation, the General Government kindly offers him a new home, and proposes to pay the whole expense of his removal and settlement.

QUESTIONS:

1. Why does Jackson think the United States was better in 1830 than in 1609?








2. Why does Jackson think that the Cherokee will be better off in Indian Territory?










3. Why does Jackson think his policy is kind and generous?









	Historical Content & Context
	

	Intended Audience
	

	Point of View
	

	Purpose
	














Appeal of the Cherokee Nation (1830)


"We are aware that some persons suppose it will be for our advantage to remove beyond the Mississippi. We think otherwise. Our people universally think otherwise. Thinking that it would be fatal to their interests, they have almost to a man sent their memorial to Congress, deprecating the necessity of a removal. . . . 

It is incredible that Georgia should ever have enacted the oppressive laws to which reference is here made, unless she had supposed that something extremely terrific in its character was necessary in order to make the Cherokees willing to remove. We are not willing to remove; and if we could be brought to this extremity, it would be not by argument, nor because our judgment was satisfied, not because our condition will be improved; but only because we cannot endure to be deprived of our national and individual rights and subjected to a process of intolerable oppression.

We wish to remain on the land of our fathers. We have a perfect and original right to remain without interruption or molestation. The treaties with us, and laws of the United States made in pursuance of treaties, guaranty our residence and our privileges, and secure us against intruders. Our only request is, that these treaties may be fulfilled, and these laws executed. But if we are compelled to leave our country, we see nothing but ruin before us. The country west of the Arkansas territory is unknown to us.

From what we can learn of it, we have no prepossessions in its favor. All the inviting parts of it, as we believe, are preoccupied by various Indian nations, to which it has been assigned. They would regard us as intruders. . . . The far greater part of that region is, beyond all controversy, badly supplied with wood and water; and no Indian tribe can live as agriculturists without these articles. All our neighbors . . . would speak a language totally different from ours, and practice different customs. The original possessors of that region are now wandering savages lurking for prey in the neighborhood. . . . Were the country to which we are urged much better than it is represented to be, . . . still it is not the land of our birth, nor of our affections. It contains neither the scenes of our childhood, nor the graves of our fathers. . . . 

We have been called a poor, ignorant, and degraded people. We certainly are not rich; nor have we ever boasted of our knowledge, or our moral or intellectual elevation. But there is not a man within our limits so ignorant as not to know that he has a right to live on the land of his fathers, in the possession of his immemorial privileges, and that this right has been acknowledged by the United States; nor is there a man so degraded as not to feel a keen sense of injury, on being deprived of his right and driven into exile. . . . ".

QUESTIONS:
1. What reasons do the Cherokee give for rejecting the idea of moving beyond the Mississippi River? 











2. How do the Cherokee understand their “national and individual rights?”
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Henry Clay, the American System, and the Sectional Controversy - Stephen B. Oates
					
This selection presents another view of the Jacksonian era, from the perspective of a man who fought against both Andrew Jackson and the abolitionists, particularly the political wing of the movement. Indeed, Henry Clay was Jackson’s arch rival on the political battleground of the 1830s, which saw a major new party, the Whigs, organize under the leadership of Clay, John C. Calhoun, and Daniel Webster. A coalition of Jackson haters, the Whigs favored an active federal role in stimulating economic and industrial growth (the Jacksonians, by contrast, preferred a policy of laissez faire, or minimal government interference in economic affairs). On the platform, Whig campaigners such as young Abraham Lincoln of Illinois championed the Whig principles of national order and unity and called for a strong federal government with responsibility to provide a prosperous, stable economy that allowed everyone an opportunity to get ahead. Unlike Jackson, the Whigs favored internal improvements — roads, railroads, and canals — financed by the federal government, federal subsidies to help the states build their own canals and turnpikes, and state banks to ensure financial growth and stability. Lincoln summed up the Whig creed when he said, “The legitimate object of government is ‘to do for the people what needs to be done, but which they can not, by individual effort, do at all, or do so well, for themselves.’”
Henry Clay, whom Lincoln idolized, was the most glamorous of the three Whig leaders, all of whom served in the Senate. His nickname, “Prince Hal,” fit him to the dot. Charming, debonair, arrogant, and exceedingly ambitious, Clay considered himself the best politician in the land and viewed the presidency as his almost by divine right. 		 	 	 		
He tried five times to reach the White House but never made it, to his bafflement and despair. As historian Holman Hamilton has said, Clay was “one of the most spectacu- lar victims of what became an American tradition.” Hamilton explains: “From Clay’s day well into the 20th century, only one sitting senator was elected president of the United States, and not a single chief executive was chosen wholly because of an outstanding congressional career.” Had Clay had an outstanding military career, or any military career at all, he would probably have won the White House.
Henry Clay was a household name in his day, yet few Americans in the 1990s would be able to state with precision who he was or what he did beyond negotiating certain compromises over slavery. In point of fact, Clay’s illustrious political career spanned the entire first half of the nineteenth century, and he left an indelible mark on the America of those years. He coined the term self-made man to describe an ambitious individual such as himself — the ultimate go-ahead American. And his rise to national prominence was meteoric. He became a United States senator at age twenty-nine, speaker of the House of Representatives at thirty-three. Within a few years, “Harry of the West,” another of his nicknames, was one of the most powerful men in Washington, a nationalist with a sweeping vision of a powerful, productive, and unified America. He helped lead America into the ill-starred War of 1812 with England and went on to serve for twenty years in the Senate. At a time when political debates were major theater, Clay was one of America’s greatest orators — people flocked to Washington just to watch him perform.
As the selection that follows shows, Clay did indeed help forge several significant compromises to save the Union. But his great plan for national growth and unity — the celebrated American System — never became a reality in his day because of the inflammable slavery issue. An antislavery slaveholder like Jefferson, his hero, Clay genuinely hated the institution and searched desperately and in vain for some way to solve the slavery problem. His solution, gradual emancipation and the voluntary repatriation of free blacks to Africa, resurrected Jefferson’s old scheme and brought Clay into a dramatic collision with the abolitionists, black and white alike. As we shall see, Clay’s solution proved unworkable. At one point, gazing into the future, he saw the country in flames, torn apart by civil war, and he begged his countrymen to find some way to avert such a disaster.
Reading the life of Henry Clay will introduce you to some of the most important themes, events, and historical figures in the first fifty years of the new century. This por- trait attempts to personalize the historical record, to thrust a face and a personality into the vortex of events. It focuses on the human side of the past, showing how the interaction of individuals and events dictates the course of history. 

GLOSSARY
					
ALABAMA LETTERS Clay’s public statements during the 1844 presidential canvass favoring Texas annexation so long as it did not provoke a war with Mexico.
					
AMERICAN COLONIZATION SOCIETY Private philanthropic organization, cofounded by Clay, that sought financial aid from governments and citizens alike for the voluntary repatriation of free blacks to the African colony of Liberia.
					
AMERICAN SYSTEM Economic program championed by Clay that called for a protective tariff, a national bank, and internal improvements.
					
ASHLAND Clay’s Kentucky plantation and his proudest possession.
					
COMPROMISE OF 1820 (Also known as the FIRST MISSOURI COMPROMISE) Admitted Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state and drew an imaginary line that divided the rest of the Louisiana Purchase into slave and free territory.
					
COMPROMISE OF 1850 Warded off a powerful disunion movement over the issue of slavery in the territories. The compromise, the work of Clay and Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, among others, admitted California as a free state, organized the territories of New Mexico and Utah without congressional conditions on slavery, outlawed the slave trade in the national capital, and created a stringent new fugitive slave law.
					
DOUGLASS, FREDERICK A former slave and editor of a black newspaper in Rochester, New York, Douglass was one of the great leaders and orators of the abolitionist movement.
					
GREAT SOUTHERN REACTION To counteract the abolitionist argument that slavery was a sin, southerners defended slavery as “a positive good.”
					
LIBERTY PARTY Antislavery third party that ran James G. Birney for the presidency in 1840 and again in 1844. The party advocated that the federal government abolish slavery in all areas under its jurisdiction — namely, Washington, D.C., and the territories — and that it outlaw the interstate slave trade.
					
MISSOURI COMPROMISE (FIRST) See COMPROMISE OF 1820.
					
MISSOURI COMPROMISE
(SECOND) Engineered by Clay, this “sleight-of- hand solution” allowed Missouri to retain a Negro exclusion clause in its constitution so long as the legislature pledged never to restrict persons who were or might become United States citizens.
					
NULLIFICATION Doctrine formulated by John C. Calhoun that the states were supreme in the American confederation and that each state had the power to nullify within its borders any federal measure it disliked.
					
POLK, JAMES K. Expansionist Democrat who became president in 1844 and led the country to war with Mexico in 1846.

SLAVE TRADE (INTERNATIONAL) Outlawed by Congress in 1808.

WARHAWKS
Hotspurs such as Clay, mainly from the South and West, who advocated a second war with England. They got their wish in the War of 1812. 


Had we attended one of his speeches in the United States Senate in the 1830s, we would have found the galleries crowded with people who had come out to enjoy the show. In his day, political oratory was a form of theater, and he excelled at it. Always elegantly dressed, he spoke with impeccable elocution and theatrical gestures, his gray-blue eyes glittering with amused contempt for the inferior mortals sitting around him. He was tall and slender, with a receding hairline, a long nose, and a mouth so wide that he could never learn to spit. Nicknamed “Prince Hal,” he exuded a charm and physical magnetism that few could resist. In the galleries women would smile, bewitched, when he made a point with a graceful sweep of his arm, his head held high, his whole body moving to the rhythms of his voice. He was a master of the bon mot and the satiric jest, and he even used his snuff box to dramatic effect. As ambitious as he was arrogant, he was certain that his destiny was to become president of the United States and to forge the nation into a great world power.				
When he spoke of his early years, Henry Clay spun a myth of himself as a poor, orphaned, uneducated “mill boy from the Slashes.” Thus he wove his story into his mythic vision of America as a land of limitless opportunity where even the lowest-born had the right to rise, to go as far as his talent and toil would take him. In reality, Clay was the scion of tobacco planters of Tidewater Virginia. At the time he was born, on April 12, 1777, his preacher father owned twenty-one slaves and a four-hundred-acre homestead in an area in Hanover County called The Slashes. Henry’s father died when he was four, leaving his mother to raise him and his four brothers and three sisters. The boy loved his mother deeply, would always think of her with warmth in his heart. His formal education was about average for children of his time, consisting of three years before the mas- ter of the neighborhood log school. Inspired by Patrick Henry, he developed a passion for public speaking and practiced it wherever he could, haranguing livestock in the barn or assemblies of trees in the forest.
In 1791 his mother married a kindly man named Henry Watkins, who moved the family to his home in Richmond. Taking a particular interest in young Henry, Watkins found him employment in a retail store and then in the clerk’s office in the High Court Chancery. When the family migrated to Kentucky, Clay remained in Richmond, where he had fallen under the spell of the chancellor, a bald, erudite gentleman of the Enlightenment named George Wythe.
As it happened, Wythe had been Thomas Jefferson’s mentor, had taught him law, the classics, and an adamant hatred of slavery. Like Wythe, Jefferson had denounced human bondage as a “blot” on Virginia, a “great political and moral evil” that should be gradually abolished. Now Clay too became Wythe’s protégé; he too damned slavery as “the greatest of human evils” and embraced the “sacred cause” of gradual emancipation, turning to Jefferson’s own Notes on Virginia, published in 1785, for a plan to bring that about. Jefferson called for the state of Virginia to free all its slaves who were born after the scheme was adopted; first they were to live with their parents as charges of the state, which was to provide for their education in the arts, the sciences, and the practical aspects of farming; they were to be freed at a prescribed age — eighteen for females, twenty-one for males — and then colonized outside Virginia so as to avoid race-mixing, a prospect that filled Jefferson with loathing. Jefferson hoped that the other slave states would follow Virginia’s example and that bondage would ultimately disappear in America, thus consummating the promise of the Revolution.
It was a vain hope. In 1796 the Virginia legislature emphatically rejected a variation of Jefferson’s plan; it did so because slavery was the cornerstone of Virginia’s entire way of life: it was a potent status symbol, a valuable labor system, and an indispensable means of race control in a white man’s country. Even so, Wythe still hoped that somehow, someday, slavery could be removed from the commonwealth, and he passed that hope on to Clay, who echoed his mentor’s impassioned rhetoric about the Rights of Man.
Under Wythe’s influence, Clay had decided to become a lawyer. He studied one year with the attorney general of the commonwealth and at age twenty was admitted to the Virginia bar. By then he stood well over six feet, with a slender, loose-jointed frame, prematurely white hair, and a wide and winning smile. He could have remained in Richmond, where he had friends and connections. But he decided that the new state of Kentucky offered better opportunities for a young lawyer on the rise. In late 1797 Clay turned up in Lexington, “the Athens of the West,” owning only his clothes, the horse he was riding, and an ambition to get ahead that burned in him like a furnace.
No sooner had he arrived in Kentucky, a slave state, than he plunged into an abolition movement, aligning himself with a group of reformers who called for a new state constitution that would allow for general, gradual emancipation similar to Jefferson’s plan. Just turned twenty-one, a member of the Lexington bar for only one month, Clay published in the Kentucky Gazette a ringing appeal to Kentuckians to rid themselves of the curse of slavery. “Can any humane man be happy and contented when he sees near thirty thousand of his fellow beings around him, deprived of all rights which make life desirable, transferred like cattle from the possession of one to another?” Borrowing an argument from Jefferson, Clay pointed out that blacks were not the only victims of bondage. “All America acknowledges the existence of slavery to be an evil, which while it deprives the slave of the best gift of heaven, in the end injures the master too, by laying waste his lands, enabling him to live indolently, and thus contracting all the vices generated by a state of idleness. If it be this enormous evil,” said Clay, “the sooner we attempt its destruction the better.”
But the vast majority of white Kentuckians, from wealthy planters to non-slaveholding farmers, objected to emancipation in any form, lest it result in racial violence and amalgamation, that bugaboo of white supremacists everywhere in the Republic. In 1799 Kentucky voters sent an overwhelming number of anti-emancipation delegates to a state constitutional convention, which went on to draft a new charter that incorporated the proslavery provisions of the old, thus smashing the hopes of Clay and the other reformers that Kentucky might lead the way in removing slavery from America.
Clay always insisted that this was one of his bitterest disappointments. Yet he considered himself a realist. There was no point, he decided, in crusading for an unpopular cause, so he accepted the will of the majority and proceeded to blend into his Kentucky environment. In 1799, the same year Kentucky turned back the gradual-emancipation movement, Clay bought a slave, married the eighteen-year-old daughter of Lexington’s most prosperous businessman and speculator, and started building what became a lucrative law practice.
Clay was living in the age of the go-ahead man, a time when an entire generation of white American males reached out and seized the future as if by divine right. Clay came to personify the acquisitive spirit of the era and even coined the term “self-made man” to describe an individual like himself — the ultimate go-ahead American. His rise to wealth and power was so meteoric that it earned him another of his nicknames: he was the Star of the West, a man who reflected perfectly the heady optimism of his young section.
By age twenty-eight, Clay had risen to the top of the legal profession in Kentucky and was serving in the state legislature as a Jeffersonian and a spokesman for the lawyer aristocracy centered in Lexington. Suave as he was, he could be touchy about his honor. When a Federalist adversary called him a liar, Clay challenged him to a duel with pistols at ten paces; both were wounded in the ensuing faceoff, which got them censured by the Kentucky legislature. The episode, however, scarcely hurt Clay in his spectacular rise to power. At age twenty-nine, he became a United States senator when the Kentucky legislature chose him to fill out the term of John Adair, who had resigned. One of Clay’s first speeches was an impassioned denunciation of the international slave trade, whose atrocities appalled him. Later he called it “the most abominable traffic that ever disgraced the annals of the human race.” No politician was happier than he when Congress, following President Jefferson’s lead, outlawed the “infamous commerce” in 1808.
Back in Kentucky, Clay acquired a plantation near Lexington, named it Ashland, built a brick mansion on it, and bought additional slaves to work his fields — all before he turned thirty. He could be seen at Olympian Springs, a fashionable resort near Lexington, where wealthy members of the master class met for mint juleps, billiards, and cards as well as medicinal baths. He soon ruled over an impressive personal empire comprising six hundred acres on the home plantation, a second farm, a house in Lexington, and additional land in Missouri.
Ashland was his proudest possession. Here he created his own nirvana, with immaculate grounds and tree-lined paths, flourishing fields of corn, hemp, and rye, and rolling bluegrass meadows, landscaped with clusters of trees like a park, where his blooded cattle and horses grazed. He kept buying slaves, too, rooting himself ever deeper into the very system he abhorred. Eventually he owned sixty of his “fellow human beings,” a number that ranked him in the middle of the planter class, considerably behind Jefferson, who held some two hundred slaves when he left the presidency, and Washington, who owned more than three hundred when he died.
To justify being a slaveowner, Clay resorted to the Jeffersonian rationalization that slave labor was “a necessary evil” and that he was at least a “kind” master. There was, of course, no such thing as a kind slavemaster — the ownership of another human being was in itself a cruel act, a violent act. Over the years Clay did manumit several of his slaves who gave him faithful service. But like every other master, he knew that the whip made the slave system work, and his overseer used it to keep Clay’s “people” in line. Perhaps that is why Kentucky slaves sang a work song about him:
					
Heave away! Heave away! 
I’d rather co’t a yeller gal,
Dan work for Henry Clay
Heave away, yaller gal, I want to go.

Actually, several of his slaves did leave, demonstrating with their feet what they thought of their treatment under Clay. At least one of his slaves, a woman named Black Lottie, sued for her freedom while the Clays were living in Washington, D.C. To forestall further defections, Clay dealt harshly with Black Lottie: he had her jailed while successfully contesting the suit, then dragged her back into a life she hated. When another house servant, a mulatto boy, took flight from Clay’s wife, Clay offered a $50 reward for his capture and made a remark that betrayed his true feelings about kindness to slaves. “We have spoiled him,” Clay said, “by good treatment.”
At least one of Clay’s slaves, a man who escaped to Canada, accused him in the abolitionist press of being heartless and cruel. The man claimed that Clay had once had him stripped and whipped with 150 lashes on his naked back for a trifling offense. Clay’s overseer testified that the slave in question had been insolent and violent, which presumably, at least in the overseer’s eyes, justified such brutal punishment.
Claiming to be a kind participant in a brutal system was not Clay’s only contradiction when it came to slavery. While he damned the international slave trade in some of his most memorable utterances, he no longer condemned the domestic slave trade in Kentucky, despite its cruel breakup of families, its brutal coffles, rancid jails, and demeaning auctions. In private conversation Clay said that internal slave traders performed a service for Kentucky: they acted “as scavengers for the public” by “carrying off the vicious and incorrigible [slaves] to another country where new characters may be formed with better habit and propensities.”
Meanwhile, Clay continued to prosper politically. Deciding to forego the Senate so that he could be “an immediate representative of the people,” he ran for the national House of Representatives in 1811 and won easily. On his first day there, he was elected Speaker of the House, a remarkable achievement for a man of only thirty-three. He was now Harry of the West, the spokesman for his entire section, which, in addition to Kentucky, included the new free state of Ohio and the free territories of the Old Northwest. In Congress, Clay articulated the West’s militant nationalism. He led the Warhawks in clamoring for another war against England, boasting that the Kentucky militia alone could seize Upper Canada; he helped push President Madison into the War of 1812 and stood resolutely by him throughout the vicissitudes of that unpopular conflict.
By now, Clay had earned a reputation as a bon vivant with a love for his glass and a singular passion for cards. His love for gambling became legendary. In Washington he won $1,500 in a single night, only to lose $600 in another. In one marathon match, he won $40,000 from a friend, but because Clay was a gentleman, he settled for the man’s $500 note. A few nights later, Clay lost $60,000 to the same friend, who returned the favor by asking only that Clay hand back the $500 note.
In 1814 Clay was one of three U.S. commissioners sent to Ghent, Belgium, to negotiate a peace treaty with Britain. He saved the Mississippi River for the United States when he blocked a move by fellow commissioner John Quincy Adams to give England free access to the Mississippi in exchange for fisheries in Newfoundland. Working by day and gambling and drinking by night, Clay seemed never to sleep. Such debauchery shocked Adams, a prudish man who always rose early and read five chapters of his Bible before breakfast. When Adams awoke in his room, he noted with disgust, the company in Clay’s quarters was often just departing. There was gossip that Clay sought the pleasures of women, too, in Ghent as well as in America. But such stories were unsubstantiated. From all appearances, he remained loyal to his wife, Lucretia, throughout their married life.
As postwar Speaker of the House, Clay became one of the most powerful men in Washington, a brilliant parliamentarian and mesmerizing orator who helped raise legislative leadership to supremacy in national affairs. In a day of rampant localism, Clay had an international vision, a dream of the United States as the world’s foremost power. His vision, fueled by his ambition, made him aspire to the presidency with palpable self-confidence. Certain that he had never met his superior, he thought himself the best man to lead America into a golden new age of prosperity and world prominence.
With fellow congressman John C. Calhoun, who was then in his nationalist phase, Clay devised the celebrated American System to implement his vision. It called for a tariff to protect America’s infant industries, a national bank to stimulate and stabilize the country financially, and internal improvements to promote the general welfare. In the long run, Clay and his supporters hoped to unify the country by establishing a mutually supporting and balanced economy of manufacturing, commerce, and agriculture. In this scheme of things, each of the three great sections was to produce what suited it best: the South was to concentrate on staples like cotton and rice, the West on livestock and grain, and the Northeast on manufactures. Clay conceded that the system was founded on sectional interests, yet he believed that the whole—national interest—would exceed the sum of its parts.
On paper it was a brilliant idea. In reality it was doomed by the combustible slavery issue, which split Clay’s own section, bitterly divided the country into slave and free states, and eventually blew them apart. Clay was aware of the danger: the Missouri crisis of 1819–21 revealed to him and his generation the grim possibility of sectional war over slavery. The crisis came about when Missouri sought to enter the Union as a slave state. At that time the free states had a majority in the House of Representatives and a margin of one state in the Senate. The admission of Alabama, due to take place in December 1819, would tie the score. If Missouri entered the Union as a slave state, it would not only give the South a one-state margin in the Senate but open a gateway for proslavery expansion into the West.
To prevent that, Senator James Tallmadge, Jr., of New York proposed an amendment to the Missouri enabling bill that prohibited white settlers from taking any more slaves into Missouri and decreed that all henceforth born there would be freed at age twenty-five, which was a variation on Jefferson’s plan. The Tallmadge Amendment provoked riotous debates in Congress, with both sides threatening war. “If you persist, the Union will be dissolved,” a Georgia senator told Tallmadge. “You have kindled a fire which seas of blood can only extinguish.” Retorted Tallmadge, “If a dissolution of the Union must take place, let it be so! If civil war . . . must come, I can only say, let it come!”
Contrary to legend, Clay did not put forth the compromise that averted a blowup in 1820. In fact, he sided with the South, contending that slavery was a state institution and that Congress had no constitutional authority to prohibit bondage in Missouri after it had become a state. With the fate of his American System hanging in the balance, he complained that “it is a most unhappy question, awakening sectional feelings, and exasperating them to the highest degree. The words, civil war, and disunion, are uttered almost without emotion.” When a compromise package finally emerged, Clay threw his enormous influence behind it, thus ensuring its passage. The Compromise of 1820 admitted Maine as a free state and Missouri as a slave state, thus maintaining an equilibrium of power between North and South in the Senate. It also divided the rest of the Louisiana Purchase Territory at the latitude of 36° 30’ north, excluding slavery above that line and endorsing the principle of congressional nonintervention south of it. In practice, this meant that slavery could and did expand there.
It was the second Missouri Compromise for which Clay was responsible and for which he became famous. When Missouri adopted a constitution that excluded free blacks from entering the state, antislavery northerners leaped on the offending passage as a violation of the privileges and immunities clause of the federal Constitution and demanded that Missouri delete the restriction or be kept out of the Union. This in turn only provoked southerners into renewed threats of secession and war. “Unhappy subject!” Clay exclaimed. Yet his sympathies again were Southern. Indeed, it seemed to him that free- state forces were ganging up on Missouri and the South since few places in the country allowed free blacks equal privileges and immunities with whites. To make matters worse, he had resigned as speaker, leaving the House rudderless in the currents of the controversy. When nobody else would do so, the go-ahead man himself took charge and promoted compromise with all his powers of persuasion: “he begs, instructs, adjures, supplicates, & beseeches us to have mercy on the people of Missouri,” reported one northern congressman. Clay wanted mercy for the white people of Missouri; he had no interest whatever in the rights of black Americans there. In the end, Congress approved his compromise, which allowed Missouri to retain its exclusion clause as long as the legislature pledged never to restrict persons who were or might become U.S. citizens. It was, as one writer has pointed out, “a sleight-of-hand solution, upholding the supremacy of the federal Consti- tution in the face of the Missouri provision that flagrantly violated it.” Yet it avoided apparent catastrophe and won Clay kudos throughout the country as a man for whom Union was his motto, conciliation his maxim.
Clay hoped that the slavery issue was now “happily settled” and that “mutual forbearance and mutual toleration” would restore “concord and harmony” to the country. But in truth he worried about the future of the Union, worried that slavery and its concomitant problem — the presence of blacks in a white man’s country — would continue to inflame and divide white Americans. To Clay, it seemed clear that both slaves and free blacks had to be removed if the nation was ever to be united under the banners of his American System.
The slavery issue haunted him. Despite his own status as a slaveowner, Clay hated the peculiar institution, consistently calling it the “greatest of human evils” and a “great stain upon the American name,” and he hoped that all the southern states would one day eradicate it by schemes of gradual emancipation. The problem, of course, was how to persuade them to do so, especially in view of what had happened to gradual emancipation in Kentucky. The more he thought about that, the more Clay believed that emancipation had failed there for want of a program of colonization that would ease white racial fears by resettling the liberated blacks outside the country. Had not Jefferson warned that emancipation without colonization was unacceptable to whites? For Clay the key to emancipation was to establish a successful colonization scheme first, as an inducement to the states to act. They might be willing to rid themselves of slavery, he reasoned, if they could count on a flourishing colonization operation to siphon off liberated blacks.
Throughout the next three decades, Clay held up the American Colonization Society, a private, “philanthropic” organization he had co-founded in 1816, as the instrument for the nation’s salvation. It became his panacea, a cure-all that would save the nation from the horrors of sectional war over slavery. Sponsored at its inception by such prominent figures as James Madison, John Marshall, Daniel Webster, Andrew Jackson, and Francis Scott Key, the society sought financial aid from governments and citizens alike for the voluntary repatriation of free blacks in Liberia. The society’s leading spokesman and its third president, Clay rehearsed again and again what he deemed to be the manifold benefits of deporting “free persons of color.”
First, colonization would remove “the most vicious,” “degraded,” and “contaminated” class in America, whose wretched condition was the inevitable consequence of liberating members of an inferior race and allowing them to remain among the superior white race, with its “unconquerable preju- dices.”
Second, there was “a peculiar, moral fitness in restoring blacks to the land of their fathers,” Clay argued. If through such black “missionaries” Americans could give heathen Africa “the blessings of our arts, our civilization and our religion, may we not hope that America will extinguish a great portion of that moral debt which she has contracted to that unfortunate continent?” Clay seemed blissfully unaware of the contradiction involved in this point, never explaining how a “vicious,” “degraded” people were supposed to civilize a “pagan” continent. Nor was his disparaging description of free blacks likely to draw many of them to his voluntary program. He was directing his arguments exclusively at white Americans, especially skeptical slaveholders, who tended to view colonization as abolitionism in disguise.
Clay assured them that the society entertained “no purpose, on its own authority or by its own means, to attempt emancipation partial or general.” Nor did it desire that the national government remove slavery, for the society acknowledged that only the states where it existed had the power to do that. The goal of the society, Clay explained, was to point the way, to demonstrate to the slave states that colonization was practicable, in hopes that they would incorporate the society’s plan into their own schemes of gradual emancipation. Clay contended that if the southern states freed and transported only the annual increase of blacks within their borders, the value of slave labor would one day diminish to the point where it would succumb to superior white labor, and the states would thus “rid themselves of a universally acknowledged curse.”
For all the zeal and sincerity Clay brought to his arguments, they seemed to have been devised in never-never land. In the end, they failed to win over a single slave state, not even Kentucky. In truth, many slaveowners called Clay a traitor to his region for even suggesting gradual emancipation by the states. The society also offended genuine abolitionists like William Lloyd Garrison. Calling it “malignant,” “sinful,” and “inhumane,” “the foulest conspiracy in the history of the world,” Garrison led the New England Antislavery Society in a successful campaign against it in his region. But the main reason the colonization society failed was because the vast majority of free blacks opposed it and refused to participate in its voluntary program. No matter how badly America treated them, as black spokesman Frederick Douglass said, it was their country too: they had roots here, families here, and most had no intention of leaving. In the thirty-six years Clay was associated with the society, it persuaded only 6,792 black volunteers to relocate in Liberia. Thus the society never had a viable operation to offer the slave states as an enticement to emancipation. Instead of dying out, as Clay hoped, slavery became more entrenched in the South than ever.
Frustrated in his efforts to remove slavery, Clay also suffered a string of personal and political defeats that scarred him deeply. His wife bore him eleven children, five sons and six daughters, but all his daughters died, the last in 1835. Clay was inconsolable. “Alas! my dear wife, the great Destroyer has come and taken away from us our dear, dear, only daughter!” Lucretia said he never recovered from the loss. His sons were a source of sorrow, too. His eldest, Theodore, suffered brain damage in an accident, became mentally deranged, and had to be institutionalized. Another son, Thomas, almost cost Clay his cherished plantation. When Thomas’s Lexington manufacturing firm collapsed, Clay had to sell off his additional property and mortgage Ashland itself to pay his son’s debts. Later, thanks to the generosity of friends throughout the country, Clay was able to repurchase the mortgage.
Meanwhile, Clay found himself on a political roller coaster. In 1824 he made his first bid for the presidency, but ran last in a controversial, four-man race that put pious John Quincy Adams in the White House. It was a galling setback for a man of Clay’s enormous ambitions. He spent four miserable years as Adams’s secretary of state, the dullest position he ever held, and then had to sit on the sidelines while Andrew Jackson, a military man Clay despised, beat Adams for the presidency in 1828. Three years later, to put Clay into a more advantageous position for seeking the presidency, the Kentucky legislature again sent him to the United States Senate, where he served on and off for the next twenty years, always with his eye on the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue.
As senator, Clay employed all his prodigious skills to get his American System established, only to see Jackson destroy the second Bank of the United States, which Clay had sought to recharter, and South Carolina almost detonate a civil war by nullifying Clay’s protective tariff of 1832 as well as the tariff of 1828. The slavery issue was involved, too, since the nullifiers, led by eagle-eyed John C. Calhoun, hoped to legitimize nullification as a shield against federal tampering with the peculiar institution in the southern states. Clay saw slavery involved in another way, since he considered it a wasteful labor system that retarded economic development, and blamed it for the economic ills then plaguing South Carolina.
Once again, slavery and sectionalism were playing havoc with Clay’s dream of a united American empire. Thundering defiance, South Carolina raised twenty-five thousand volunteers and prepared for war. When Jackson threatened to hang Calhoun and vowed to hurl a federal army into South Carolina to uphold national authority, Clay was appalled. Once again he stepped in to mediate, forging a compromise tariff acceptable to South Carolina. The nation had another reprieve, and Clay had a new nickname: the Great Pacificator. The nullification crisis, however, had shaken him profoundly: he had peered into the future and grimaced at what he saw. “We want no war,” he pleaded with his countrymen, “above all no civil war, no family strife. We want no sacked cities, no desolated fields, no smoking ruins, no streams of American blood shed by American arms!”
By 1832 Clay was trapped in a monstrous contradiction: he was promoting a program of nationalism based on sectional interests at a time when sectionalism threatened the nation’s very existence. Yet he fought doggedly on. From the Senate, he dueled and harassed Jackson, calling King Andrew a menace to the country. Supremely confident, Clay ran against Jackson in the 1832 presidential election, but he was no match for the popular president and suffered a disastrous defeat. Clay plunged into gloom. What was wrong with the country that it would not, could not, see that he was its president of destiny? He helped found the Whig party, a coalition of Jackson haters, and employed it to promote his programs and his ambitions. But the Jacksonians remained so powerful that Clay did not even offer himself as candidate in the presidential canvass of 1838, which put Jackson’s successor, Martin Van Buren, in the White House.
Enduring four years of Little Van was almost more than Clay could bear. In his eyes the country desperately needed him as president, needed Harry of the West to heal its divisions and restore its prosperity after the disastrous 1837 panic. To make matters worse, the abolitionists had launched a crusade that further polarized the country. Demanding that the slaves be emancipated “immediately” and assimilated into America’s social order, they held rallies across the North, bombarded the South with abolitionist literature, and inundated Congress with petitions. Soon they invaded politics, too, organizing the Liberty party and promoting antislavery men for state and national office.
Clay was horrified. He thought the abolitionists “rash and impolitic,” not to say dangerous. Yet the stridency of the Great Southern Reaction distressed him, too. To counter the abolitionist attack, southern spokesmen argued that slavery was a “positive good” ordained by God from the beginning of time. Gone was the Jeffersonian argument that slavery was “a necessary evil.” Now proslavery apologists proclaimed it “the greatest of all blessings” and the sine qua non of southern patriotism. In 1837, on the floor of the Senate, speaking in his rapid-fire fashion, John C. Calhoun warned that overturning slavery in the South would result in a war of extermination between the races, and he insisted that the abolitionists be silenced.
In the ensuing war of words over slavery, Clay tried to stand in the middle. In the Senate he expressed “the strongest disapprobation of the course of the northern abolitionists, who were intermeddling with a subject that no way concerned them.” Yet he emphatically disagreed with Calhoun, too. “I consider slavery as a curse,” Clay told the Senate, “a curse to the master, a wrong, a grievous wrong to the slave. In the abstract it is ALL WRONG; and no possible contingency can make it right.”
Clay succeeded only in provoking both sides, as proslavery men damned him as an abolitionist, and the abolitionists castigated him as a canting hypocrite. How, they demanded, could a man who held slaves, represented a slave state, and advocated colonization be a true friend of liberty? In his newspaper, The North Star, Frederick Douglass declared Clay’s “the most helpless, illogical, and cowardly apologies” for the wrong of slavery Douglass had ever heard. “You are at this moment,” Douglass told Clay, “the robber of nearly fifty human beings, of their liberty, compelling them to live in ignorance.” If the senator meant what he said about the crime of bondage, Douglass said, then he should emancipate his human property and enlist in the abolitionist cause. “Let me ask if you think that God will hold you guiltless in the great day of account, if you die with the blood of these fifty slaves clinging to your garments[?]”
Stung by such criticism, Clay struck back in self-defense. He told one abolitionist, “Excuse me, Mr. Mendenhall, for saying that my slaves are as well fed and clad, look as sleek and hearty, and are quite as civil and respectful in their demeanor, and as little disposed to wound the feelings of any one, as you are.” Yet, Clay perceived what the controversy cost him politically. “The Abolitionists are denouncing me as a slaveholder,” he wrote in 1838, “and slaveholders as an Abolitionist, whilst they both unite on Mr. Van Buren.”
Convinced that he had to make a choice, Clay sided with his fellow slaveholders. In an 1839 speech in the Senate, he not only defended slavery but accused the abolitionists of promoting amalgamation (“revolting admixture, alike offensive to God and man”) and trying to foment civil war. The speech so excited Calhoun that he leaped to his feet and happily proclaimed it “the finishing stroke” to the abolitionists in American politics. It was a premature benediction, since the Liberty party ran James G. Birney for president in the election of 1840. Alas for Clay, he lost the Whig party nomination to war hero William Henry Harrison, who went on to win the presidency that year. Clay could hardly believe that the Whigs preferred a political tyro like Harrison to himself. When Harrison died, Clay felt even more cheated since Vice-President John Tyler of Virginia, a cranky, old-school Democrat, now succeeded to the presidency. After Tyler vetoed Clay’s attempts to recharter the national bank and raise the tariff, the go-ahead man was so disillusioned that he resigned from the Senate, said he was “retiring” from politics, and went home to his stock farming, his family, and his slaves.
He soon came out of retirement, thanks to a ground swell of popular support for him as president. The fact was, Harry of the West towered over his lackluster rivals, so much so that by 1843 more than two hundred Whig newspapers and seventeen Whig conventions or Whig-dominated legislatures had announced for him. When he spoke at a barbecue in Dayton, Ohio, more than 100,000 people turned out for the event, in what was perhaps the largest political gathering the Republic had witnessed thus far. It was clear to party bigwigs that, lacking another military man to run in the 1844 presidential contest, Clay was the only potential winner they had. When the Whig national convention nominated him by acclamation, Clay had never seemed so close to the White House and the consummation of his dreams. 
His victory seemed assured when the Democrats nominated James K. Polk, the first dark-horse candidate in American presidential history. The Democrats thereupon endorsed the annexation of slave-holding Texas, an explosive issue that Clay’s forces had hoped to keep out of the campaign. Clay had gone on record as opposing annexation, on the grounds that “annexation and war with Mexico are identical.” What America needed, he said, was “union, peace, and patience.” Now the Democrats shrewdly linked Texas annexation to Oregon and the popular notion that America had a God-given right to rule the continent. Sensing that they had Clay on the run, the Democrats grew malicious. They attacked him as a duelist, a rake, and an abolitionist who opposed Texas annexation because he wanted to free the blacks. This in turn aroused zealots of the Liberty party. Fearful that antislavery voters would go for Clay, they pummelled him as a “man-stealer” under the sway of the Slave Power.
The Texas question proved Clay’s downfall. Convinced that his southern support was slipping away, he resorted to a desperate ploy, asserting in a series of labored public statements — the “Alabama letters” — that he had no personal objection to annexation, indeed that he would like to have Texas, slavery and all, if it could be done “without dishonor” and “without war.” The Alabama letters may have won Clay some support in the South, but they cost him pivotal New York State, where antislavery Whigs went for Birney and threw the state and the election itself to Polk. Clay lost by only 38,000 popular votes out of a total of 2,700,000 cast. It was the most painful setback of his political life. Blaming it on fraud, slander, and abolitionism, he declared himself “forever off the public stage.”
The annexation of Texas led to exactly what Clay had feared — war with Mexico. That war hurt him personally, for it took his favorite son, Henry Clay, Jr., who fell at Buena Vista. It also made a military hero of Zachary Taylor, who won the Whig nomination and the presidency in 1848. Clay was thoroughly disgusted that the party had again passed over him in favor of a man utterly devoid of political experience. Clay was certain that had he been the nominee, he would have been sitting in the White House in Taylor’s place. This overlooked a crucial fact. Clay lacked the one thing — military glory — that had ensured the victory of the Whig party’s only two elected presidents. Had he possessed a military record, he would doubtless have won the presidency long before.
In 1849 the Kentucky legislature again elected Clay to the Senate. Seventy-two now, he was tired and in poor health; the bons mots and repartee no longer came so quickly as they once had. What was more, he had a haunting fear that he had failed in politics, having been unable to win the presidency, the pinnacle of his ambition, or to unite the country behind his American System. What he had was a reputation as the Great Compromiser — “I go for honorable compromise whenever it can be made,” he said. “Life itself is but a compromise.” And now, in the winter of 1849–50, the country needed him again as sectional mediator, for the Mexican War had thrust the slavery question back into the center of American politics, precipitating a desperate power struggle between free and slave states for control of the territories and ultimately of the nation itself.
At issue now was the status of slavery in the newly acquired territories of the Southwest. If northern free-soilers demanded that Congress ban slavery there, southern militants like Calhoun argued that Congress had a constitutional obligation to safeguard slave property in all federal territories. To make matters worse that fateful winter, California had drawn up a constitution prohibiting slavery and was ready for admission as a free state, with New Mexico not far behind. The California and New Mexico questions rocked Congress to its foundations. Two new free states would alter the balance of power against the South, perhaps forever, and southerners swore they would sunder the Union before they would let that happen. “Slavery here is the all-engrossing theme,” Clay wrote a friend; “and my hopes and my fears alternately prevail as to any settlement of the vexed question.”
Frail and weak, racked by a persistent cough, Clay labored once again to avert catastrophe. In January 1850 he introduced in the Senate eight separate measures designed to settle all current disputes in the vexed slavery question. Among other things, his measures called for California to enter the Union as a free state, for New Mexico and Utah territories to be organized without congressional conditions on slavery (Clay assumed that Mexican law, which had abolished it, would continue in both territories), for the slave trade to be outlawed in the District of Columbia, and for a stringent new fugitive slave law to be enacted as a sop to southerners. At one point in his speech, Clay mentioned a “precious relic” he had recently received — it was a fragment that had been taken from the coffin of George Washington. Hol ing it aloft, Clay said that the “venerated” father of the country was warning Congress from Mount Vernon not to destroy his handiwork. In his major speech in February, Clay beseeched his colleagues to pause “at the edge of the precipice, before the fearful and disastrous leap is taken into the yawning abyss below.” If the Union were dissolved, he fervently prayed that he might not live “to behold the sad and heart-rending spectacle.”
But his separate compromise measures ran into seemingly insurmountable opposition from both sides. Frustrated in his initial efforts, Clay tried a new tack. In May he offered all of his proposals in a single omnibus bill, only to see it sink in a vortex of acrimonious speeches, amendments, and shouts to adjourn. It was too much for him. Lacking the strength or the will to continue, he left for Rhode Island, to rest and recuperate on the seashore before returning to Washington. It remained for Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, in a remarkable display of legislative skill, to guide Clay’s measures one by one into law. In Washington crowds shouted “The Union is saved!” and drank toasts of champagne and whiskey. President Millard Fillmore went so far as to pro- nounce the Compromise of 1850 “a final settlement” of all sectional disputes. But events were to prove how wrong he was. The compromise contained a fatal measure, the draconian fugitive slave law, which inflamed sectional passions anew and took the country another step toward the very precipice Clay had hoped to avoid.
In late 1851, back in Washington after a long stay at Ashland, Clay tried to resume his duties, but he was suffering from insomnia and coughing worse than ever. When a friend urged him not to be despondent, Clay showed a flash of his old go-ahead spirit. “Sir,” he said with eyes blazing, “there is no such word in my vocabulary.” By June 1852, too sick to go home, he lay dying in a bed in the National Hotel, his son Thomas at his side. At one point he called out, “My mother, mother, mother!” On June 29 he murmured, “I believe, my son, I am going,” and asked Thomas to button his shirt collar. He caught Thomas’s hand, held it tight, and then let go.
Clay’s will provided for the gradual liberation and colonization of all children born after January 1, 1850, to the thirty-five slaves he held when he died. In the end, the act was all Clay accomplished in removing slavery from his troubled country, which continued its headlong rush toward its own destruction. Ironically, the Union disintegrated over the election of a Republican president who deeply admired Clay, who hated slavery as Clay had hated it, and who found only in “the sad spectacle” of civil war a means of vanquishing it.
					
QUESTIONS:			
1. Describe the development over time of Henry Clay’s feelings about slavery. What was his youthful judgment on the South’s peculiar institution and under what influences did it form? How and why did his early position change? Can these early tensions be seen throughout his life?






					
2. What solution to the slavery problem did Henry Clay eventually put forward? To whom was he most indebted for his plan? What were the methods and purpose of the American Colonization Society? It was supported by many prominent Americans, so why did it fail?
					









3. What were the basic tenets and purpose of Henry Clay’s American System? How did the particular political climate of the country at that time doom its fulfillment during Clay’s life?
					










4. Describe the basic issues and outcomes of the Missouri Compromise and the Compromise of 1850. Why were these crises so explosive? What role did Henry Clay play in them and what did he hope to accomplish? Did he succeed?









					
5. Although Henry Clay was an enormously popular and widely admired figure, he was forever disappointed in his highest political ambitions. What reasons for this can you find in the political climate of the time? How did Clay contribute to his own disappointment with the particular positions he took? In his role as “the Great Compromiser” how effective was he in easing sectional tensions and averting disunion? 

















Democracy in America: Political Cartoons

Analyze the cartoon and answer the questions.
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1. What are the characters and symbols in the cartoon, and what does each one represent? 











2. How do the words help you identify the cartoonist’s intention?












3. What action is taking place in the cartoon?








4. What opinion is the cartoonist expressing?











Analyze the cartoon and answer the questions.
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Review Questions:
1. John Quincy Adams was an ardent expansionist. What actions did he support to help the United States become the “first and mightiest nation in the world”?




2. How did Andrew Jackson represent all of the major developments of the era: a self-made man, the westward movement, the market revolution, and the growth of democracy?




3. How did the expansion of white male democracy run counter to the ideals of the founders, who believed government should be sheltered from excessive influence by ordinary people?




4. What were the components of the American System, and how were they designed to promote the national economy under the guidance of the federal government?




5. How did the Missouri Compromise and the nullification crisis demonstrate increasing sectional competition and disagreements over slavery?




6. According to Martin Van Buren, why were political parties a desirable element of public life?



7. What were the major economic, humanitarian, political, and social arguments for and against Indian removal?


8. What actions by Andrew Jackson prompted charges of tyranny and led to the growth of the Whig Party?




9. Explain the causes and effects of the Panic of 1837.




Freedom Questions:
1. How did freedom become more democratic in the period, and what were the limits to that development?




2. How did the three-fifths clause of the Constitution enter into the debates over the expansion of slavery into Missouri?





3. Considering economic policies and the balance of power between national and local authority, how did Whigs and Democrats differ in their definitions of American freedom and its relationship to government authority?






4. Whigs denounced Andrew Jackson as a tyrant. What actions did they see as a threat to American freedom and why?



Jeffersonian vs. Jacksonian Democracy

	Questions
	Jeffersonian Democracy
	Jacksonian Democracy

	Political:
To what extent was universal white manhood suffrage achieved?

	
	

	Which citizens were considered eligible for office holding?



	
	

	How were the candidates for President chosen?



	
	

	Economic:
How did each man view industrialization?


	
	

	What were each man’s attitudes toward the Bank of the United States?




	
	

	Social:
What were each man’s attitude toward slavery?



	
	

	What was each man’s attitude toward equality for women and Native Americans?



	
	

	How did each man view education?




	
	

	How did each hope to remove obstacles to upward social mobility?


	
	

	Religious:
To what extent was separation of church and 
state accomplished in each period?
*

	
	




Major Events in the Age of Jackson
Directions: Use both your textbook, as well as the supplemental worksheets provided to fill in the chart.

	EVENT
	EFFECTS

	
	Social: How did this topic or event affect society (social classes, opportunities for people, and policy)?
	Political: How did this topic or event affect the national government, policies and past precedent?
	Economic: How did it affect the nation economically?

	Corrupt Bargain
	
	
	

	The Spoils System
	
	
	

	The Tariff of 1828
	
	
	

	National Bank War
	
	
	

	Indian Removal
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