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INTRODUCTION

When. Andrew Jackson began his first term as Pres
ident of the United States in 1829, the halls of Congress 
had been relatively free from anti-slavery agitation for 
almost a decade, with the great slavery question having 
been laid to an uneasy rest by the compromise following 
the bitter Missouri debate. But by the middle of the 
183>Qfs Congress would be once again the scene of factious 
and angry disputes over the South* s ’’peculiar institu
tion”. While other subjects such as the admission of 
slave-states and the slave-trade were all grist for the 
abolitionist mill, the agitation of the decade 1835-1845 
revolved primarily around the problems of the circulation 
of abolitionist literature in the mails and the reception 
and disposal of anti-slavery petitions.

When the dust of the great petition battle had 
settled and the question had given way to the Texas de
bate and the problem of slavery in the territories, the 
minds and attitudes of our statesmen and people in both 
the North and the South were well on their way towards 
that unfortunate intransigency and sectional hatred that 
so characterized the pre-Civil War years and helped make 
impossible any dispassionate discussion and plans to re
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move the blight of slavery from the land. It is the 
purpose of this study to attempt to determine the causes 
for the renewal of anti-slavery agitation in Congress 
and the reasons why Congressional reaction took the fate
ful forms that it did. As one of the actors of the drama 
wrote of these events in a moment of forboding prophesy:

This portentous agitation, destined to act so 
seriously on the harmony, and possibly on the sta
bility of the Union, requires to be noted in its 
different stages, that responsibility may follow 
culpability, and the judgment of history fall where 
it is due, if a deplorable calamity is made to come 
out of it.l

1 (Thomas Hart Benton, Ihirty Years View, or a History 
of the Working of the American Government for 'Ihirty 
Years, 1820-18^0 (.New York: I). Appleton & Co., 1854- 
1856)1 II,



CHAPTER I

THE REVIVAL AND METAMORPHOSIS OE 
ABOLITIONISM, 1830-1835

"Abolition immediate universal is my desire and 
prayer to God; and as long as 1 am a moral agent I am 
fully prepared to act out my belief in that thus saith 
the Lord— 'Paith without WORKS is dead*. . . Abolition 
is very unpopular in New York and New England; but mark 
my word, two years will make an overturning from the 
bottom. Some of their best men are getting roused." 
Theodore D. Weld - 1833•

Whether one dates officially the event from the 
appearance of William Lloyd Garrison's Liberator in 1831 
or from the formation of the American Anti-Slavery So
ciety in 1833, the fact remains that anti-slavery 
thought in the United States underwent a momentous and 
significant change in the early years of the 1830's with 
the transition from an emphasis on gradual emancipation 
and colonization to immediate emancipation or "abolition." 
"Gradualism" had formed the basis of the earlier state 
anti-slavery societies that dated back to the formation 
of the Pennsylvania group of 1777» and also was the chief 
tenet of the first national organization— The American 1

1Weld to Elizur Wright Jr., Jan. 10, 1833. 
Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Weld and Sarah 
Grimke, 1822-1844, ed. Gilbert H. Barnes & Dwight L. 
Dumond (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1934-)* 1» 
p. 99*
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Convention for the Abolition of Slavery and Improving 
the Condition of the African .Race— founded in 1794•
But by the 1820*s the much more influential American 
Colonization Society was absorbing the energies of the 
anti-slavery men and "gradualism“ was fast dying out.1

The inspiration and model for a new type of 
anti-slavery organization reached the United States 
from across the Atlantic in 1830 when the tenets of 
“immédiatism" were aired in Great Britain during the 
famous parliamentary debates in August of that year on

pWest Indian slavery.Garrison and his New England 
Anti-Slavery Society (1832) accepted the British doc
trine completely, but while the truculent New England
e r s  very name soon became synonymous with abolition in 
the minds of many, his ultra-radical ideas never consti- 1 2

1Russel B. Nye, Fettered Freedom. Civil Liber
ties and the Slavery Controversy, 1830-1860 (East Lansing: Michigan staie College Press, 1949), pp. 3-6.
See also Albert Bushnell Hart, Slavery and Abolition 
(New Yorks Harper & Bros., 1906), pp. I&5-66.2The British influence on American reform move
ments of the day was always strong. "In moral even more 
than in literary matters, the United States was still a 
British province, and British devices in benevolence were 
eagarly imitated." Gilbert Hobbs Barnes, The Antislavery 
Impulse. 1850-1844 (New Yorks D. Appleton-Century Co., 
193^), p. IB. Barnes’s work here quoted is probably the 
finest study of the origins and course of the abolition 
revival. For the events prior to 1836 see pp. 3-108.
The same author has an excellent brief account in his 
introduction to the Weld Letters, pp. v-xvi.
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tuted the central basis of the new movement*1 To the 
more discerning, the very difference in governmental 
structure between the United States and the British Em
pire made a literal adaptation of "immediatism” impos
sible and forced a modification to fit the particular 
needs of our federal system. This led to the motto first 
enunciated by the New York Anti-Slavery Society in the 
fall of 1835 of "immediate emancipation, gradually ac
complished. "

Like the New England Society the New Yorkers 
claimed the British precedent of immediate abolition:
"By the epithet immediate, we mean emphatically to mark 
our dissent from the project of gradual abolition— a 
plan that, on the testimony of Wilburforce and Clarkson, 
and the unanimous consent of the philanthropists of Eng
land, has been the virtual means of pi*eventing the abol
ition of slavery in the British possessions for nearly 
half a century. . ." But they went on to state that any 
measure is immediate "if it be promptly commenced with

1Eor Garrison* s place in the anti-slavely move
ment see Barnes, op. Pit., pp. 42-58, 88-99. Garrison 
was the most prominent of the abolitionist minority that 
believed the Constitution to be a pro-slavery document, 
and he therefore had no part in the Congressional agita
tion. Ey 1843 be had reached the point that "the compact 
which exists between the North and the South is a coven
ant with death, and an agreement with Hell— involving 
both parties in atrocious criminality and should be im
mediately annulled." See Hart, op. cit.. pp. 252-55*
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the honest determination of urging it on to its comple
tion* . . A protracted campaign may intervene between 
the decree and its accomplishment.”1 Although Garrison 
was to dominate the opening session of the American 
Anti-Slavery Society, it was this Hew Xork committee of 
reformers, particularly the Hew York merchants, Arthur 
and Lewis Tappen, who were the real prime movers of the 
new national organization and provided its most influen
tial leadership.

In the first year of its existence, the American 
Anti-Slavery Society’s most important function was to 
spread the immediatist doctrine by the establishment of 
new local societies and the circulation of abolitionist 
literature. But by 1835 it -dad achieved little success. 
Garrison’s growing reputation as a fanatic, together 
with the ambiguity of "immediate emancipation, gradually 
accomplished”, led to little but resentment and hostil-

pity in the Horth as well as the South. The Hew York

Barnes, op. cit., pp. 48-4-9.
^For a good summation of the causes for Northern 

hostility to the abolitionists see Hye, op. cit., pp. Il
ls. They were disliked as fanatics and anarchists who 
supposedly provoked disturbances and disorders; the un
orthodoxy of some led to the charge of being enemies of 
religion; they were labeled as disunionists and charged 
with being advocates of racial equality; commercial 
fears played their part, together with the contention 
that their agitation was actually harming the cause of 
the slaves.
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doctrine not only led to mi sunder standing among the pub
lic as a whole, but also posed a doctrinal dilemma to 
the abolitionists themselves. For stripped of its fine
spun reasoning, what was the New York doctrine but a 
new type of gradualism? Was the only alternative Garri
son^ literal immediatism? A new movement, however, was 
brewing in the West at the Lane Seminary at Cincinnati 
which was destined to revivify the abolition movement 
and solve the dilemma by reviving a third interpretation 
of immediatism.

fhe Lane Movement was a direct offshoot of the 
great religious revival in Western New York in 1825 led 
by the revivalist Charles Grand!son Finney. Finney’s 
doctrines were symptomatic of a widespread religious 
change throughout the country, for he parted company with 
orthodox Calvinism and instead turned to an emphasis on 
benevolent activity. By 1830 his Great Revival had 
spread over the entire nation, releasing a mighty im
pulse for social reform and giving impetus to the "benev
olent system" in the East— a chain of benevolent, soci-V''l <!" •' ' * \ ’ ''
eties dealing with such reforms as temperance and the 
observance of the Sabbath, one of which the American 
Anti-Slavery Society was the latest link. In the West 
the result of the famous "Lane debate" of 1834— the par
ticipants were mostly from western New York and converts
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of Finney*s revival— was the creation of a band of ded
icated abolitionist agents led by Theodore Weld who 
were to evangelize the North with great success in the 
coming years.

The "Lane Rebels” placed their emphasis on the 
doctrine that slavery was not only an evil but also a 
sin and therefore must be immediately abandoned.

This was the doctrine with which the national 
agitation had begun; but in the propaganda for the 
nation, at least, it was not widely emphasized, 
partly because many abolitionists contended that 
slavery wan an evil and not a sin, and partly be
cause the conversion of the South was hopeless so 
long as the sin of slavery was maintained. In the 
West, however, its efficacy for the conversion of 
the North was once again demonstrated. At one 
stroke it cut through the dilemma of immediatism; 
for as the South itself admitted, ”if slavery be 
adjudged a sin, if it be condemned by the revealed 
word of God, then in Christendom it cannot continue 
to exist.” It also freed the agitation from the 
need for a plan, since sins required no plan for 
their abandonment.*

So successful were Weld's roving evangelists that 
by the spring of 1836 the national society decided to 
abandon its pamphlet campaign and concentrate on enlarg
ing its corps of agents. By the end of that year the 
Lane Doctrine was the paramount tenet of official' abol
itionism and later formed the primary basis for its

ppolitical phase.

^Barnes, op. cit., p. 103.
For the Lane Debate and its results see Ibid., 

64—87» 100-108.
2
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This then was the essence of the resurgence of 

Northern anti-slavery sentiment in the 183>Ofs. It was 
part and parcel of the general spirit of humanitarian- 
ism of the age that manifested itself in the world in 
so many ways— moral, social and political. Economic 
considerations, particularly in later years, were to 
play their part, but its primary impulse was a moral 
one stemming from a vast religious revival and metamor
phosis. To be sure, by 1835 the abolitionists— the rad
ical wing of the anti-slavery movement1— were still a 
small minority. But it was a highly vocal group. In 
organized and dedicated band of reformers were ready 
to cariy their fight to the nation by aggressive means.

How would the South react to the renewed agita
tion? Unfortunately, by the 1830’s, the South too was 
undergoing a change of.mind on the nature of slavery, 
due primarily to the spread of "King Cotton” with all 
its economic ramifications. The older apologetic atti
tude was giving way to an open defense, with such influ

1The distinction between an "anti-slavery man" 
and an "abolitionist" is of course often arbitrary, but 
Hart's definitions may serve as a general guide: "Anti
slavery was a negative force, an attempt to wall in an obnoxious system of labor so that it might die of itself; 
Abolition was a positive force founded on moral considerations, stoutly denying that slavery could be a good 
thing for anybody, and perfectly willing to see the social 
and economic system of the south disrupted." Hart, op. 
cit., p. 174.
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ential writers as Thomas Dew of William and Mary taking 
the stand that slavery was a positive good rather than 
an unavoidable evil.1 The South was no more of one mind 
than the North, hut there too a small determined band 
of radicals were ready to fight without quarter or com
promise.

In addition, the social situation in the South 
was particularly tense and uneasy in the early 1830*s.
The ever-present fear and horror of slave insurrections 
had been greatly intensified by recent servile uprisings 
in both the United States and the Caribbean. The panic 
reached its peak following the events of August of 1831 
when a group of Negros led by Nat Turner killed sixty- 
one whites in Southhampton County, Virginia. Although 
no connection with abolitionism was ever found, Governor 
John Floyd* s message to the Virginia legislature in 1831 
spoke of well conceived plans "designed and matured by 
unrestrained fanatics in some of the neighboring States, 
who found facilities in distributing their views and 
plans amongst our population either through the post of- 
fice or by agents.” The immediate results of the insur
rection were a tightening of the Black Codes in both

1Glyndon Van Deusen, The Life of Henry Clay 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1937}» PP* 309-10; Charles 
M.'Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, Nullifier, 1829-1839 (Indian- 
apolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 1949), p. 269•
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North andSouth and a growing fear and suspicion of the 
Northern abolitionists that hung like a pall over the 
slave-holding states.1

Politically speaking, conditions in Congress 
were ripe for bitter dissension. Not because of the 
number of outright anti-slavery men in Congress— indeed 
Senator Thomas Morris of Ohio was a "lone and humble in
dividual. . . opposed by the very lions of debate," and 
fiepresentative William Slade of Vermont was in a "glo
rious minority of one"— but rather due to the fact that 
it was an era of intense party warfare. Not only were 
the Wtags in a refractory and disorderly mood, but the 
Democrats themselves were in the throes of a desperate 
and unscrupulous struggle for the succession to the 
Presidency.1 2 It was into this situation— compounded 
of sincerity, idealism, sectional suspicion, and narrow 
party and personal interests— that slavery reentered 
■American politics in the summer of 1825.

1John W. Cromwell, "The Aftermath of Nat Turner’s 
Insurrection." The Journal of Negro. Hij5.torx». V (April, 
1920), pp. 208-34. Quotation is from p. 218.

2Bames, on. cit.. pp. 117-18; Claude G. Bowers, 
»Phfl P-o-r-hv Battles of the Jackson .Period (Boston: Hougjiton 
Mifflin Co., 1922), pp. 425-5$.



CHAPTER II

THE INCENDIARI PUBLICATIONS 
CONTROVERSY

"You give a fearful picture of the progress of 
the Fanaticks, which is confirmed from every quarter 
we hear in the North. I fear a direct issue between them and us cannot long be delayed. . John C.
Calhoun - February of 1836.1

Although the early mild anti-slavery publica
tions had circulated freely throughout the South, in 
the aftermath of the servile revolts of the 1820*s and 
1830*s one finds a change of attitude being wrought in 
the South. Public opinion below the Mason-Dixon line 
was fast identifying the new militant abolitionists as 
reckless and bloodthirsty fanatics intent on desolating 
the South by the dissemination of incendiary literature. 
As the distribution of the American Anti-Slavery Soci
ety's propaganda was primarily by mail, it was against 
this practice the South would first react.

, oBy 1835 the pamphlet campaign was in high gear.

^Calhoun to Christopher Van Deventer, Febr. 7» 
1836. Correspondence of John C. Calhoun, ed. J. Frank
lin Jameson. Vol. ÏÏ of the Annual Report of the Ameri- 
can Historical Association for the Year 1899 (Washington: 
Government "Printing Office, ÏPOO), PP• 357-58.2According to Nye, during the fiscal year end
ing in May of 1836, the American Anti-Slavery Society
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As the propaganda flood inundated the South as well as 
the North, tension mounted alarmingly. The explosion 
came in Charleston, South Carolina, the night of July 
29-30 when an unruly mob forced its way into the post 
office and burned thousands of pieces of abolitionist 
literature in the streets. Postmaster HtXger, who had 
withheld the literature prior to the outbreak, wanted 
future instructions. On August 3rd Postmaster General 
Amos Kendall replied;

Upon careful examination of the law I am satis
fied that the postmaster general has no legal author
ity to exclude newspapers from the mails or prohibit 
their carriage or delivery on account of their char
acter real or supposed. I am not prepared to direct 
you to forward or deliver the papers of which you 
speaJk. . . We owe an obligation to the laws but a 
higher one to the communities in which we live and 
if the former be prevented to destroy the latter, 
it is patriotism to disregard them.1

During the following months Kendall continued 
to reiterate this "higher law*' position to other South
ern postmasters, advising them to deliver the abolition-

pist material only to bona fide subscribers. Throughout

printed and circulated over one million pieces of liter
ature. Nye, op. cit., pp. 54-55• Simms puts the num
ber at 1,095,800 by the middle of 1836. Henry H. Simms, 
"A Critical Analysis of Abolition Literature, The Journal of Southern History, VI (August, 1940), pp. 368.

^■Quoted by W. Sherman Savage, "Abolitionist Lit
erature in the Mails, 1835-1836," The Journal of Negro 
History, XIII (April, 1928), p. 163.

2The American Anti-Slavery Society*s distribu
tion of its publications was based on mailing lists of 
prominent and influential men and organizations. Actual
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tlie South "community action" sprang up, with postmasters 
and "vigilance" committees censoring the mails and de
laying and preventing the delivery of the anti-slavery 
literature. Nor was the North immune to the infection.
In Philadelphia a bundle of pamphlets was dropped into 
the Delaware River "for safe keeping", and Postmaster 
Governeur of New York City, on his own authority and at 
the request of Huger, withheld delivery of the publica
tions of the American Anti-Slavery Society after his re
quest to the Society to stop its use of the mails had 
been refused.^

She Postmaster General*s course had the complete 
approval of the President. Shortly after the Charleston 
burning, Kendall had sent Jackson copies of his corres
pondence with Huger, requesting the President's views 
on the issue. In bis reply Jackson was infuriated at the 
"monsters" who would stir up servile war, but, without 
federal power to bar their publications from the mails, 
he believed Kendall's policy of restricting delivery to 
actual subscribers and publicly exposing their names to

subscription lists played a minor part, and prices, when 
charged, were nominal. Nye, op. cit., pp. 54—55.

■̂ For more detailed accounts of the local re
actions see Savage, loc. cit., pp. 159-68; Nye, op. 
cit., pp. 54-61; and Clement Eaton, "Censorship of the 
Southern Mails," The American Historical Review, XLVIII 
(January, 1945), pp. ¿6/4-69.
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be the best course. Continue this, he advised, "untilIt-
Congress meets, and makes some arrangements by law on 
this subject. •

Accordingly, in his annual message to Congress 
of December 7» 1855» Jackson recommended federal action:

In leaving the care of other branches of this 
interesting subject to the State authorities, to whom 
they properly belong, it is nevertheless proper for 
Congress to take such measures as will prevent the 
Post-Office Department, which was designed to foster 
an amicable intercourse between all members of the 
Confederacy, from being used as an instrument of an 
opposite character. . . I would therefore call the 
special attention of Congress to the subject, and 
respectfully suggest the propriety of passing such 
a law as will prohibit, under severe penalties, the 
circulation in the Southern States, through the 
mail, of incendiary publications intended to instigate the slaves to insurrection.2

Of what substance were the charges of incendiary 
activity leveled at the abolitionists? With the ever 
present rare exceptions, an analysis of their literature 
shows little substance to such accusations. Pew slaves 
could read, and the primary target of the pamphlets for 
Southern consumption was the sensibilities of the slave
holders themselves.^ Phere were, however, other aspects

^"Kendall to Jackson, Aug. 7» 1855» Jackson to 
Kendall, Aug. 9» 1855* Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, ed. John S. Bassett (Washington: Published by the Carne - 
gie Institute, 1931-1953)» V, pp. 559-61.

2A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of 
the Presidents^ ed. James D. Richardson (New York: Bu
reau of national Literature, 1897), III» pp* 1594-95*

o p . cit., pp. 60-62. Por instance, see 
the analysis of the literature burned at Charleston. It
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of the publications that were highly offensive to the 
Southerners, such as the imputations of moral inferior
ity in many of the tracts and the often violent and a- 
busive language in which they were couched. The des
criptions of conditions in the South were often false 
or overdrawn, and even in the most innocuous there was 
the characteristic abolitionist inability to recognize 
the existence of a real problem in the South. There is 
little doubt that the pamphlet flood did its share in 
driving the South into an exaggerated defense of its 
, ’’peculiar institution" • ̂

The foremost leader of the Southern radicals 
who would lead the counter-attack against the renewed 
agitation was the great Southern spokesman, John C. Cal
houn, who had already made the transition from national
ist to nullifier. In common with many other slave-hold
ers, the early years of the 1830*s also show an accom- 
pargdng transition in his thoughts on slavery. Calhoun, 
essentially an intellectual and logician, was driven by 
the course of events to rationalize his policies and give 
them an intellectual foundation. By the mid-1830*s his 
former position— that the equality of mankind was a noble

contained nothing incendiary and was probably planned 
for Northern readers, p. 61.

Simms, loc. cit., pp. 368-82; Wiltse, op. cit.«
p. 268.
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ideal, but impossible to attain in the South— had given 
way to the belief that slavery was a positive good. As 
it was to him "an inevitable law of society that one por
tion of the community depended on the labor of another 
portion, over which it must unavoidably exercise con- 
trol," the perpetuation of slavery was the only means of 
maintaining peace between what he considered to be widely 
dissimilar races.'1'

During the Missouri debates, Calhoun, unhappy 
over the Southern tendency to believe in a Northern con
spiracy, had pleaded for mutual understanding. "Should 
emancipation be attempted," he wrote in 1820, "it must 
be resisted at all costs, but let us be certain first
that it is the real object, not by a few, but by a large

oportion of the non slaveholding states." By 1835» how
ever, he was convinced that such a time had come. "Since 
you passed through the excitement in relation to the 
Northern fanatics has greatly increased," he wrote Duff 
Green in August. Ihe South must now make a united stand 
"even to the extent of disunion, if that should be neces
sary to arrest the evil. I trust, however, it may be 
arrested far short of such extremity."^

^Wiltse, op. cit«, pp. 365-66.
^Calhoun to Charles Tait, Oct. 26, 1820; quoted 

Ibid., 269.
^Calhoun to Green, Aug. 30, 1835» Calhoun Cor

respondence, p. 3/+5 •
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The political implications of the revival of 
the slavery question prior to an election year were not 
lost on the administration or its foes. Where stood 
the hopeful heir apparent, Martin Van Buren? In reply 
to inquiries by Thomas Richie, Silas Wright, in March 
of 1835, stated that his fi'iend did not believe that 
Congress had any power over slavery in the states, and 
thought it would be impolitic to abolish it in the Dis
trict of Columbia.'1' This was much too mild for the South
ern extremists, and there was a definite move to associ
ate Van Buren with abolitionism. The Whigs too caught 
the scent of political capital and by late stammer James 
Barbour was rejoicing to Henry Clay that Van Buren was 
certain to be injured by the revival of the slavexy ques
tion. The Southern political press, both Whig and Demo
crat, undertook to inflame the South over the issue.* 2

" . . .  a portion of the Magician's skill is re
quired in this matter," Van Buren was warned by John 
Forsyth from New York, "and the sooner you set the imps 
to work the better." Within a month the New York post
master announced his intention to refuse to forward 
abolitionist literature, and both Kendall’s and Governeur's

Edward M. Shepard, Martin Van Buren (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin & Co., rev. ed., 1899), p. 271.

2Bowers, or>. cit.. p. 435; Eaton, loc.cit.«
p. 273
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action and views were given the widest publicity in the 
press. At the same time one of the greatest mass meet
ings ever held in New York denounced the methods of the 
abolitionists. But there is no actual proof of any con
nection of these events with the "Little Magician", who, 
with his customary serenity, refused to comment publicly 
and settled down to weather the approaching Congressional 
storm.^

Jackson*s request for legislative action against 
the abolitionists* use of the mails bore no fruit in the 
House of Representatives. 3!he subject was referred to 
the House’s Post Office Committee but a report was never 
returned. In the Senate, however, Calhoun was determined 
to force the issue. "I came here with the fixed convic
tion ," he later admitted in the subsequent debate. "As 
soon as this subject began to agitate the public mind 
last summer I knew that it would come up before Congress

pat this session and I at once turned my mind to it." As 
the Senate’s Post Office Committee had only one Southern 
member at the time, Calhoun’s request for the formation 
of a select committee, with himself as chairman, was 
granted after some opposition. Of the remaining four 
members chosen, only one— John Davis, a Massachusetts

^"Bowers, op, cit., pp. .
^Quoted by Savage, loc. cit., p. 172.
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Whig— was from a free-state; two— John P. King of Geor
gia* and Lewis F. Linn of Missouri— were administration 
Democrats; and the remaining member, Willie Mangum of 
North Carolina, was a close supporter of Calhoun and the 
nullifiers.

(The report of the special committee, written by- 
Calhoun and returned on February 4, 1836, was both an 
attack on Jackson and a statement of Calhoun* s extreme 
states-rigbts position. Such a law as that envisioned by 
the President ’’would be a violation of one of the most 
sacred provisions of the Constitution, and subversive of 
reserved powers. . ." The Constitutional guarantee of 
freedom of the press was ”an insuperable objection to 
the measure recommended by the President.” His message 
assumed ’’for Congress a right to determine what papers 
are incendiary and intended to excite insurrection. The 
question, then, is,— Has Congress such a right?" No.
Only the individual states could determine as the "inter
nal peace and security of the States are under the pro
tection of the States themselves to the entire exclusion 
of all authority and control on the part of Congress."

How then did Calhoun propose to stop the pamphlet 
campaign? He asserted that both the federal government 
and the states from which the danger originated had duties 
to perform. Not only did each state have an obligation
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to prevent its citizens from disturbing the peace and 
security of other states, but "the General Government is 
bound to respect the measures" adopted by each state for 
her own protection, "and to cooperate in their execution, 
as far as its delegated powers may admit, or the measures 
may require." Thus the bill recommended by the commit
tee would prohibit "any deputy postmaster in any State, 
Territory, or District, from knowingly receiving and 
putting into the mail any letter, packet, pamphlet , 
paper of pictorial representation, directed to any post- 
office or person in a State, Territory, or District, by 
the laws of which the circulation of the same is forbid
den." The same penalties of fines and dismissal from 
office would apply to any postmaster delivering such 
mail.̂

•̂ For the full text of the report see The Works 
of John C. Calhoun, ed. Richard K. Cralle (New Yorks h. 
Appleton ana'Tro77~1855), V, pp. 190-208.The report is interesting in that it shows that 
Calhoun, saw clearly where the real danger of the agita
tion lie • He seemed not so much worried about its ef
fects on the South but rather on the North. "The inces
sant action of hundreds of societies, and a vast print
ing establishment, throwing out daily thousands of art
ful and inflammatory publications, must make, in time, 
a deep impression on the section of the Union where they 
freely circulate, and are mainly designed to have effect." 
Thus his appeal to the Northern states is particularly 
important in bis thinking, pp. 206-207. Or as he put 
it more forcibly in the petition debate of 1837* "He 
feared not the circulation of the thousand of incendi
ary and slanderous publications, which were daily issued 
from an organized and powerful press, among those in-
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As was to be expected, Calhouns proposal ran 
into strenuous opposition. The report itself, strangely 
enough, bad been returned with, the concurrence of only 
two— Calhoun and Mangum— of the five members of the com
mittee. The dissenting members made no report of their 
own, but they attacked on the floor certain of Calhouns 
positions and reasonings, Calhoun was on shaky ground. 
How could Congress prevent delivery of publications 
which it had no power to exclude from the mails? The 
great Whig leaders, such as Clay and Webster, attacked 
the bill’s constitutionality and expediency and empha
sized its complete unworkability. Since it was no longer 
an administration measure, many Democrats joined in the 
chorus of opposition. The debate was long and inconclu
sive . ̂

Politics flared up bitterly, particularly among 
the Democrats themselves between the Calhoun and Jackson- 
Van Buren men. Hugh L. White of Tennessee, Van Buren’s 
most serious rival for the Presidential nomination, had 
already made his position clear as a supporter of the

tended to be vilified. They cannot penetrate our sec
tion; that was not the danger; it lay in a different 
direction. Their circulation in the non-slaveholding 
States was what was to be dreaded. It was infusing a 
deadly poison into the minds of the rising generation 
. . ." Works, III, pp. 15/4-55.

Savage, loc. cit., pp. 170-82. Bowers, op. 
cit., pp. 445-4-7•
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extreme Southern views, and the pressure was on the Vice- 
President. In a preliminary vote on the engrossment of 
the bill, a tie was arranged, seemingly by Calhoun, in 
order to force Van Buren to make a stand, The Vice- 
President took the road of political expedieneey, side
stepping the trap by calmly casting his tie-breaking 
Vote in favor of the bill’s engrossment.1

After the bill was revised to provide for non
delivery only at the receiving end— an attempt by Felix 
Grundy of Tennessee to legalize what in effect the South 
was already doing— it came finally to a vote on June 8,

p1836, and was defeated 19-25. The vote was largely 
sectional, with the slave states voting 15-7 in favor, 
and the free states 18-4 opposed.^ The Democrats split 
almost sectionally 14-11 for passage, Thomas H. Benton 
of Missouri being the only slave-state Democrat opposed.

^Bowers, op. cit., pp. 447-48; Shepard, op. cit., pp. 277-78. -------2Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
p . 539.

^The four free-state Senators voting for the bill 
were all Democrats: James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, John 
M. Eobinson of Illinois, and Silas Wright and Nathaniel 
Tallmadge of hew York. At least two of the votes seem 
to have been votes of expediency with the object of rob
ing Calhoun and White of political capital. According 
to Bowers, Wright and Tallmadge, intimate friends of Van 
Buren, voted in favor of the bill only after seeing that 
their votes were not needed to defeat it. Bowers.^o~d . cit.. p. 448.



24

With the exception of John Black of Mississippi and 
Alexander Porter of Louisiana, the Whigs, including six 
from the slave states, were unanimously opposed.^-

Meanwhile, events in the House were taking a 
quite different course. On May 19th the Postal Commit
tee reported a bill for the reorganization of the Post 
Office containing a section prohibiting any postmaster 
from detaining "any letter, package, pamphlet, or news
paper with the intent to prevent the delivery of same." 
Passed in June, the House bill was sent to the Senate,

\ where, after a new controversy, it was finally agreed to
pby both houses in July.

more comprehensive breakdown into sections 
and parties is as follows:

Free states = 4 yes, 18 no 
Slave states = 15 yes, 7 no
North = 5 yes, 15 no 
South = 7 yes, 4 no 
West = 9 yes, 8 no
Democrats = 14 yes, 11 no 
Whigs = 2 yes, 14 no 
Nullifiers = 3 yes, 0 no

Party affiliations, here and throughout the paper, 
are taken largely from the Biographical Directory of 
the American Congress, 1774-1949, comp. James L. Har
rison (Washington: Government Printing Office, 195°)• 

The following states are considered in the "West": 
Alabama, Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisi
ana, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, Tennessee. 
The Arkansas and Michigan members were received in the 
second session of the 24th Congress.OSavage, loc. cit., pp. 182-83.
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Tills Congressional victory of the opponents 
of the censorship of the mails proved to be, however, 
an empty one. Taking an interpretation that the federal 
power over the mails ceased at the reception point, the 
South continued , until the Civil War, to exert an ever-

„ “Itightening control over the mails by means of state laws. 
The federal mails law of 1836 remained a dead letter in 
the South, with violations of its spirit and letter ex
tending in some instances even into non-abolitionist lit
erature such as religious magazines, literary publica
tions, and Northern newspapers that seemed '’incendiary"

2to the Southern censors. This erection of a Southern 
"iron curtain" was, however, merely a contributing cause 
to the demise of the abolitionists' pamphlet campaign, for 
it had already proven to be a failure and was in the pro
cess of being abandoned in favor of more effective means of

^For instance, a Virginia law of 1836 required 
postmasters to summon a ¿justiee-of-the-peace whenever 
"incendiary" publications were received^ If considered 
dangerous, the liter attire must be burned and the addres
see arrested if he subscribed to them with the purpose 
of aiding an abolition society. A Maryland act of 1841 
required the grand juries to examine all postmasters in 
their respective counties over their reception of such 
publications. Such Southern laws "never came before the 
Supreme Court to test their constitutionality and affopd.. 
a striking example of the nonassertion of federal power."* 
Eaton, loc. cit., pp. 268-69«

2Ibid., 275-80} Nye, op. cit., pp.* ¿2-69..i *

-LU3834
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spreading the gospel of emancipation.'1' And one such 
means was already in view, for, in the same Congressional 
session that saw the controversy over incendiary publi
cations, the long battle over the reception of anti- 
slavery petitions was beginning— a struggle that was des
tined to have momentous effects on the growth and course 
of anti-slavery sentiment in the North and in the cry
stallization of reaction in the South.

1fhis change of emphasis is clearly shown in 
the numbers of publications printed by the American Anti- 
Slavery Society in the following years. IProm over a 
million pieces in the fiscal year ending May 1836, the 
total dropped to 161,000 and 646,000 in the next two 
fiscal years respectively. Nye, op. cit., pp. 54-55» 
Simms puts the number at 718*267 in 1837• Simms, loc. 
cit., pp. 368-69•



CHAPTER III

BACKGROUND OP THE PETITION BATTLE

Anti-slavery petitions and memorials to Congress 
were nothing new in the 1850‘s. Their history goes back 
to the very beginnings of the federal government, and, 
as the theory was almost universally accepted that Con
gress had no power to interfere with slavery in the 
states,1 the requests usually centered around the abol
ition of the slave-trade, the restriction of slaveiy 
from the territories, and abolition in the District of 
Columbia. Anti slave-trade petitions were presented to 
the very first session of Congress in 1790 from the 
Quakers and the Philadelphia Abolition Society, «nrf pe
titions continued to be one of the chief concerns of 
the early societies. In 1805 the question of abolition

XA small group of Northern Congressmen dissented, 
arguing on the grounds of the war powers of the federal 
government. As John Q. Adams explained: "In case of a 
servile war, involving the free states of the Union, the 
question of emancipation would necessarily be the issue 
of the conflict. All war must end in peace, and peace 
must be concluded by treaty. Of such a treaty, partial 
or universal emancipation would probably form an essen
tial, and the power of the President and Senate of the 
United States over it would be coextensive with the war." 
Memoirs of John Quincy Adams, ed. Charles Francis Adams 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1876), XI, p. 103.
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in the District was opened, and, although the resolu
tion was voted down without the issue of its constitu
tionality being raised and without apparent interest 
on either side, it was around this point that early 
abolitionist agitation was primarily to rage.1

Phe choice was a natural and logical one. Not 
only was the very existence of slave pens and auction 
marts in the shadow of the Capitol a national disgrace 
that shamed and revolted a large portion of the country, 
but the Constitution expressly delegated to Congress 
the power ”to exercise exclusive legislation in all

pcases whatsoever” over the District. As an Ohio anti- 
slavery newspaper noted, on the subject of slavery in 
the District ”all classes, Abolitionists, Colonization- 
ists, Mongrels, and Nothingarians can agree.

Phe early attitude of the South towards this type 
of petition is interesting in light of subsequent events. 
Although President Washington considered them ill-timed, 
the 1790 petitions had been defended by Congressmen from 
Virginia and Maryland, and petitions for abolition in

1

^ o r  a detailed discussion of pre-1835 petitions 
in regard to the District see Mary Premain, Slavery in 
the District of Columbia (New York: G. P. PutnamTs Sons, 
1892), pp.""5B-7^

2U.S., Constitution, Art. 1, sec. 8. (17).
^Prom the Ohio Observer, Nov. 1833; quoted by 

Barnes, op. cit., p. 131»
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the District were even presented by Southern members 
in 1822, 1824, 1827, 1828 and 1830. 1 During the Mis
souri debates the question of constitutionality was 
never raised, and certain Southerners even taunted the

pNorth over its apathy towards the District. Between 
1829 and 1835» however, there was a perceptible decline 
in anti-slavery sentiment in the South and in the Dis
trict itself.^ In the same years that see the birth of 
militant abolitionism in the North, one traces the death 
of the once vigorous anti-slavery movement in the South.

Although, on the whole, prior to 1835, abolition 
petitions and memorials to Congress were relatively few 
in number and aroused little interest, there were iso
lated outbursts that presaged the storm to come. Between

Iremain, op. cit., pp. 56-57» 79» fremain was even of the opinion that had the North ever been a unit 
on the question anytime from 1805 to 1829 abolition in 
the District might have carried, p. 96. o"Congress has the express power, stipulated by 
the constitution, to exercise exclusive legislation over 
this District of ten miles square. . . Why then, Mr. 
President, let me ask, why all this sensibility, this 
commiseration, this heartrending sympathy, for the slaves 
of Missouri} and this cold insensibility, this eternal 
apathy, towards the slaves of the District of Columbia?" Senator Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky, Annals of Con
gress, 1819-1820, p. 351; quoted Ibid., W Z

^In 1828, one thousand citizens of the District 
signed a petition for abolition there. By I833 the num
ber dropped to less than five hundred, and the next pe
tition on record from there asked that slavery not be abolished in the District. Ibid., 72-73.
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1824 and 1828 there was a flurry of activity that forced 
the House Committee on the District to return a report 
in 1829 declaring emancipation there to be inexpedient, 
and, although circulation flagged in 1829, the same re
port was returned in December of 1831.'*' But while the 
South was beginning to perceive new significance in the 
subject of slavery in the District, her representatives 
were, on the whole, content to avbid discussion. The 
standing precedure of the House was to turn abolition 
petitions over to the Committee on the District, '’with 
a Chairman and a majority of the committee slaveholders,

pand the House hears no more about them.”
The sectional breach, however, was widening. By 

the 1850*s the character of the petitions was changing, 
reflecting the shift from gradualism to immediatism.^

*1The movement of 1828 was not formally organized 
but was spread over the North and into the border states 
by sympathetic editors. Barnes, op. cit., p. 253* See 
also Tremain, op. cit., pp. 65-69; and John W. Burgess, 
The Middle Period, 1&17-1858 (New York: Charles Scrib- 
ner * s Sons, 1697)» pp. 252-53•

^ Adams Memoirs, IX, p. 124. The first House CnTmnittfta on ~tAie District was formed in 1808. Although 
at times, even after the Missouri debate, there was a 
Northern majority, the committee was usually Southern 
dominated, but Tremain found little evidence that, until 
1835, the reason was slavery. After the agitation of 
1835-1856 the Southern majority was usually two-thirds. 
Tremain, op. cit., pp. 25-28.

^Tremain states that all resolutions and peti
tions prior to 1829 were for gradual emancipation. Op. 
cit., pp. 96-97. Burgess writes that the first petitions 
from the new societies appeared during the session of 
1833-1834. Op. cit., p. 253.
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In accordance with, the old anti-slavery tradition, 
the constitution of the American Anti-Slavery Society 
of 185$ pledged its members "to influence Congress to 
. . . abolish slavery. . . in the District of Columbia"; 
but it was not until December of 1834 that the society 
began a petition campaign in earnest with the circula
tion of printed forms among its affiliated groups. Know
ing quite well the Congressional procedure of quietly 
burying anti-slavery petitions, the campaign was begun 
more from duty than any hope of success.1 Expectations 
rose, however, in February of 1835 when John Dickson of 
New York, a thoroughgoing abolitionist, presented a pe
tition for abolition in the District and spoke at "great

2length" in favor. A broadside issued from the New York 
headquarters of the national society proclaimed: "fhe 
subject has been brought up before Congress during the 
session just closed in such a manner that it will natur
ally be called up at the next session. . . Let every one 
who means to do something begin now."^

92he petition campaign of 1835-1836 was, however, 
something less than a complete success. l!he quantity

Barnes, op. cit., pp. 109, 1 3 1»
^Congressional Globe, 23th Congress, 2nd session,p. 184.
^Quoted in Barnes, op. cit., p. 131.
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of signatures did not come up to expectations, and the 
early collecting methods were ill-coordinated and hap
hazard.3* It was primarily the growing sensitivities 
of the Southern Congressmen that was to precipitate the 
battle.

In February of 1835 one finds the first indica
tion that the Southern members of the House were begin
ning to believe that the very discussion q£ slavery was 
dangerous. Speaking against a motion to print a peti
tion for abolition in the District, Henry A. Wise of 
Virginia thought it respectful enough merely to receive 
it. ”1 hope, sir, that the House will not shock the 
South. . • by the printing of this memorial. . . and 
that it, like all others like it, will now, and for all 
time to come, be smothered and suppressed.” Joseph 
Chinn, his colleague from Virginia, did not wish to dis
cuss the question and did not know if he would ever dis
cuss it. ”Ihe whole mischief, perhaps, consisted in 

2discussion."
Ey the next session of Congress— first session 

of the Twenty-Fourth— the question of the discussion of

^The response for the 23rd Congress barely reached 
the desired 20,000 signatures, and the number for the 
first session of the 24th Congress was only 34,000 rather 
than the hoped for 40,000. Ibid., 131.

Congressional Globe, 23rd Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 251-53.
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slavery had been further aggravated by the growth of 
the petition campaign and the incendiary publications 
controversy of the preceding summer. A group of South
ern extremists were now determined to take the ’’highest 
ground” and block the very reception of anti-slavery 
petitions. In the words of their leader Calhoun:

In the present contest, the question of receiv
ing constitutes our frontier, it is the first, the 
exterior question, that covers and protects all the 
others. Let it be penetrated. . • and not a point 
of resistence can be found within, as far as this 
Government is concerned. If we cannot maintain our
selves there, we cannot on any interior position. 1

Ihe battle began in the House on December 18,
1835, when James H. Hammond of South Carolina moved that
a petition praying for abolition in the District be not
received. Hammond argued that the previous methods of
disposal had proved inadequate. "He thought it was not
requiring too much of the House to ask it to put a more
decided seal of reprobation on them, by peremptorily re- 

oMeeting this.” On January 7» 1856, Calhoun made a sim- 
iliar move in the Senate, thus setting the stage for the 
question to be fought out on both floors of Congress.^

^Quoted by Nye, op. cit., p. 5 1*ÔCongressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
P • 27 •

^Wiltse believes that there was close coordina
tion between the Calhounites in the House and the Sen
ate, and that the issue was first raised in the House be
cause petitions usually received more attention and re
sponse there. On the other hand, in his opinion, the
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The strategy of the abolitionists was simple.
It is extremely doubtful that many of the petitioners
seriously expected ary legislative action on their
prayers and memorials. With rare exceptions both houses
of Congress were opposed to their requests, and many of
the Congressmen who did present such petitions were at
great pains to disavow themselves from the sentiments 

nexpressed. What the abolitionists wanted was to make

Senate was chosen as the arena for the incendiary pub
lications fight as the opponents of the administration 
still held a majority there and Calhoun could get a fa
vorable committee. Hammond’s motion of December 18th 
’’cannot be regarded as spontaneous or personal. He 
shared a mess with Calhoun, Preston, Pickens, and Thomp
son of his own state, and we may be sure the course to 
be followed in both houses was carefully planned in ad
vance in one or another of the rooms at Mrs. Linden- 
berger’s house on Capitol Hill. Calhoun had been sat
isfied as to the course that ought to be followed on 
the slavery question as early as September, and he was 
far too competent a political general to leave his lieu
tenants in the dark.” Throughout the subsequent debate 
in the House Hammond was in regular touch with the older 
»nd more experienced veterans of nullification. "Un
questionably the day-to-day progress was talked over 
with Calhoun, who raised the same issue on January 7*
He was not following Hammond’s lead. . . but both were 
working in terms of a general plan." Wiltse, op. cit.,
pp. 281—82•

^Describing the temper of the Congresses of the 
time, Benton wrote: "The slave trade between the States 
was an affair of the States, with which Congress had 
nothing to do; and the continuence of slavery in the Dis
trict of Columbia, so long as it existed in the adjacent 
States of Virginia and Maryland, was a point of policy 
in which every Congress, and every administration, had 
concurred from the formation of the Union; and in which 
there never was a more decided concurrence than at pre
sent." Benton, op. cit., II, p. 134.
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use of an excellent means of spreading their propaganda 
— as one of their papers phrased it, "to take posses
sion of Congress and turn it into a vast Anti-Slaveiy
Debating Society, with the whole country as an audience."
If discussion could be forced, it would afford an un
paralleled opportunity, for the speeches and debates of 
Congress were widely reported and read at the time to an 
extent unknown in more modern times. This the Southern 
extremists were determined to forestall. " . . .  there 
are two ways of preventing agitation— the one was quietly 
to submit, the other was to meet it boldly," called Cal
houn. "Let us meet the question boldly like men, and de-

Ocide at once that these petitions are not to be received."
There was no doubt that the abolitionists had the 

right to draw up and present petitions to Congress. The 
first amendment to the Constitution contains the provision: 
"Congress shall make no law. . . abridging. . . the right 
of the people. . . to petition the government for a re
dress of grievances." But of what precisely did the 
rigjht of petition consist? Did it embrace the right of 
reception as well as presentation? The Constitution also 
contains the stipulation that "each House may determine

•̂ From the Cincinnati Philanthropist, Dec. 2, 1836; 
quoted in Nye, op. cit., p. 35.

^Congressional Globe, 24-th Congress, 1st session,
pp. 81, 83.

7
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the mles of its proceedings. . Where did the rights
of the petitioners end and the rights of Congress begin? 
If a petition be received, what action must be taken?
Must it be printed? Referred? Answered? Such were the 
procedural questions that were to vex Congress through
out the struggle.

Although the two houses of Congress would reach 
different solutions to the problem, the arguments of the 
opponents of reception followed the same general lines. 
They believed it absurd that Congress must receive all

pcategories of petitions.& Petitions and memorials re-

"Hj.S., Constitution, Art. 1, sec. 5. (2).. in. i i -
throughout the long struggle, it was Calhoun 

who was to make the most cogent arguments against the 
theory that the right of petition implied the right of 
reception. Although he was flying in the face of Amer
ican Congressional tradition, his case was a strong one. Precedent— in the form-of the British Parliament’s Stand
ing Orders— and authority— Thomas Jefferson’s "Manual 
of Parliamentary Practice" which had been adopted by 
both houses— were on his side, together with the Senate’s 
own rule "that regularly a motion for receiving a peti
tion must be made and seconded, and a question put wheth
er it shall be received." See Barnes, op. cit., p. 253.

By 1840 he was depreciating the right of petition 
in itself: "Never was a right so much mystified and mag
nified. fo listen to the discussion, here and every
where, you would suppose it to be the most essential and 
important right: so far from it, he undertook to aver 
that, under our free and popular system, it was among 
the least of all our political rights. . • The truth is, 
that the right of petition could scarcely be said to be 
the right of a freeman. It belongs to despotic govern
ments more properly. . . 'The very essence of a petition 
implies a request from an xnferlor ho a superXor. Bee
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questing unconstitutional action, or those frivolous 
or insulting to the dignity of the legislative bodies, 
could be rejected. Did the anti-slavery petitions fall 
into these categories? The Southern extremists believed 
so for various reasons.

In the first place, the end of the petitions—  
the abolition of slavery in the District— was attacked 
as unconstitutional on the grounds that Congress had no 
power over slavery there. Hot only would emancipation 
be a violation of property rights as guaranteed under 
the Constitution, but it would violate the faith of Vir
ginia and Maryland in that those states would never have 
ceded the District had they thought emancipation would 
result.^ In addition, many of the petitions, with their 
implications of moral turpitude inherent in slaveholding, 
were couched in terms called slanderous to a large body 
of Congressmen.

Between the Southern extremists and the Northern 
group who opposed, either from conviction or practical 
politics, ary suppression of petitions, were the large 
body of middle-of-the-roaders, both North and South, who

his remarks on the right of petition in the Senate on 
February 12, 1840, in Calhoun Works. Ill, pp. 4-39-48.

^"This rather tenuous argument of an implied faith 
on the part of Virginia and Maryland first made its ap
pearance in 1829 over a set of resolutions for gradual 
emancipation in the District, fremain, op. cit., p. 69.
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disliked and feared abolitionist agitation but were un
decided as to the best means of removing it. 2516 South 
was by no means united behind the opponents of reception. 
Many Southerners, such as King of Alabama, agreed with 
Silas Wright that outright rejection would be "consider
ed and felt, in many sections of the country as a denial 
of the constitutional right of petition, and, as such, 
would be infinitely more calculated to preduce and in
crease, than to allay, excitement." To an administration 
Democrat like Bedford Brown of North Carolina, the course 
of the Calhounites was "a Quixotic expedition in pursuit 
of abstract constitutional questions" that would hazard 
the peace and quiet of the country.^"

Indeed, to the administration as a whole the sub
ject of slavery was the great untouchable issue. Even

*

the influential journalist and radical writer, William 
Leggett, was practically excommunicated from the Demo
cratic Party because of his attacks on Kendall over the 
censorship of the abolitionist literature, The Jackson- 
ians of the 1830*s were bitterly critical and suspicious 
of the abolition movement as a conservative plot to 
drain away the energies of reform from the North. Re
garding slavery itself, the Democratic Party was already

^Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st session,pp. 79, 120.
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tending to split, and contained side by side such men 
as James K. Pauling, Orestes Brownson, and Theophilus 
Fisk— who were moving towards a pro-slavery position—  
along with anti-slavery such as Leggett, Janies G. Birney, 
and Thomas Morris of Ohio— the first real anti-slavery 
Senator.*

Under such conditions, it is not surprising that 
the administration, fearing sectional controversy as 
fatal to their program, should pursue a policy of neu
trality and the avoidance of discussion. Benton well 
summarized his party* s position in his belief that the 
question was "one of expediency, and that it was expedi
ent to give the vote which would go furthest towards

pquieting the public mind." Thus the stage was set for 
a momentous event— the marriage of abolitionism and the 
issue of civil liberties.

*lrthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Jackson 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1950)» pp. l$0-9i, 424-2^.

^Benton, op. cit., I, p. 588.



CHAPTER IV

THE CONGRESSIONAL SOLUTIONS

In tHe Senate tile problem of reception soon cen
tered around a Quaker petition presented by Buchanan of 
Pennsylvania on January 11, 1836. The petition of Jan
uary 7th— presented by Morris of Ohio and objected to 
by Calhoun— was withdrawn on the 19th by the Senator 
from Ohio, thus separating the issue of the right of pe
tition from that of disrespectful language, for the 
Quaker petition was admittedly unobjectionable in tone. 
The question of reception was therefore squarely drawn 
along the lines of constitutionality, which was precisely 
where Calhoun was determined to take his stand.

Calhoun heard with regret King’s argument that 
non-reception would abridge the right of petition. Was 
the Senator from Georgia ’’aware of the extent to which 
this doctrine would cariy him? . . .  If the right to 
have petitions received was constitutional, then there 
could be no qualification of that right.” The fact that 
the present Senate was opposed to the aims of the aboli
tionists was of little interest to Calhoun. ’’All they 
jthe abolition!stsj had to do was get sufficient numbers
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to control the electors, and place abolition members 
there, to carry out their designs.

The South Carolinian argued in vain. The major
ity clearly favored reception, either from the belief 
that Congress had the power of emancipation in the Dis
trict— thus making the request constitutional— or from 
a pragmatic desire to allay excitement. But how then to 
express the Senate*s disapproval of the prayer of the pe
titioners? Should some type of explanation be given 
them,as Henry Clay suggested, or should a more drastic 
"seal of reprobation" be put on the requests? The Sen
ate *s solution to the Quaker petition was finally found, 
after much debate, in a compromise first suggested by 
Buchanan. Let the petition be received, argued Buchanan, 
and then the prayer be immediately and summarily re
jected instead of the usual reference to committee.

Buchanan*s compromise carried the day. On March 
9th the Senate voted 36-10 to receive the petition, the 
ten dissenters all from slave states and representing all 
political factions— 5 Democrats, 3 Whigs, and 2 Nullifiers. 
And on the 11th the prayer of the petition was rejected 
34-6, only five New England Whigs and an Indiana Democrat

•̂ Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
pp. 122, 237
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in the minority. "*■
The question of reception flared up again, how

ever, on March 16th on the presentation of similiar pe
titions by Webster and others, each of which was objected 
to by a Southern member. The question of reception was 
immediately tabled in each case. Out of this grew the 
standing procedure of the Senate for the disposal of anti
slave iy petitions during this period. Such a petition 
was presented, its reception was challenged, and the ques
tion of reception was tabled.

The proponents of the theory that the right of 
petition embraced the right of some type of responsive 
action had no wholehearted champion in the Senate of the

■^Shall the petition be received?
Free states = 24 yes, 0 no 
Slave states = 12 yes 10 no
North = 18 yes, 0 no 
South = 7 yes, 5 no
West = 11 yes, 5 no
Democrats = 21 yes, 5 no 
Whigs = 15 yes, 3 no 
Nullifiers = 0 yes, 2 no

Shall the prayer be rejected?
Free states = 17 yes, 6 no 
Slave states= 17 yes, 0 no
North = 12 yes, 5 no 
South = 6 yes, 0 no
West = 16 yes, 1 no
Democrats = 24 yes, 1 no 
Whigs = 9 yes, 5 no 
Nullifiers = 1 yes, 0 no
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necessary stature to buck the tide of general aversion 
to the discussion of slavery. The great Whig leaders, 
Webster and Clay, both defended the constitutional power 
of Congress to act in the District, but, in common with 
the majority, had no desire to grant the requests of the 
petitioners. While he voted against the summary rejection 
of the prayer of the Quaker petition, Webster seems to 
have been content to put himself on record, in his speech 
of March 16th, as a defender of the right of petition, 
urging that such petitions be referred to the committee 
on the District and a report made to the people on why 
their prayers should not be granted.1

Clay also desired some type of explanation rather
2than a summary rejection, but his position was much more 

difficult and delicate than Webster*s. While undoubtedly 
an opponent of slavery in the abstract, Clay was deeply 
enmeshed in the system both as a slaveholder and as a 1 2

1The Writings and Speeches of Daniel Webster, National Edition tBoston: Little, Brown & CoT,~T.9&3)»
VII, pp. 230-34.

20n March 9th Clay introduced an explanatory 
amendment to the proposed rejection of the prayer of 
the Quaker petition that neither affirmed nor denied 
the power of Congress. But on the 10th, after an argu
ment with Benjamin Leigh of Virginia who wanted to amend 
Clay's amendment to read that "in the opinion of the Sen
ate, Congress has not the power to abolish slavery in 
•the District of Columbia," Clay withdrew it for the sake 
of harmony. Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st ses
sion, pp. 238-427
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politician.'1' He was caught in the dilemma that was 
afflicting so many Southerners who could see no solution 
in emancipation nor could go to the extremities of the 
Calhounites. fhe only answer that Clay could see to the 
problem was Negro colonization, a hope he embraced early 
and one to which he clung to the very end of his life, 
even after its impracticability should have been obvi- 
ous. As the leader of a national party, he was as hor
rified as his Democratic counter-parts at the clamor 
raised by the abolitionists, and any anti-slavery senti
ments he may have had at heart came to the surface very 
much qualified."^

^■Clay^ anti-slavery sentiments go back at least 
to 1799» when he took part in the unsuccessful agitation 
to incorporate gradual emancipation in the Kentucky con
stitution. In later years he spoke of slavery as T,the 
darkest spot in the map of our country,” "this great 
evil,” and ”a curse to the master; a wrong, a grievous 
wrong to the slave.” But he embraced the institution as 
a practical business man— at one time owning over fifty 
slaves— and went on record as an advocate of effective 
fugitive slave laws, taking part in several runaway slave 
cases. Van Deusen, op. cit., pp. 20, 136-38, 311-12*

2Krom 1816 Clay was one of the recognized leaders 
of the American Colonization Society and in 1836 was its 
active president. His will provided for gradual emanci
pation of his slaves, and directed that they ”be taught 
to read, to write and to cipher, and that they be sent 
to Africa.” Ibid., 419-20.

Although he had been taught from his childhood 
to believe that every man, no matter what his color or 
condition, was entitled to freedom, yet the retaining of 
the black race in slavery was justified by the necessity 
of the measure. If he was a Southern man, he would re
sist emancipation in every form, either gradual or other-



Webster, Clay and others continued to defend 
the right of petition in the Senate, but, on the whole, 
it was a lukewarm defense. As Clay said on April 12,
1836, on the presentation of some anti-slavery memorials 
regarding the admission of Arkansas: "He had merely 
performed a sacred duty, and asked for no other action 
upon them than to lay them on the table. . . he wished 
the petitioners had selected some other organ through 
which to present them to the Senate. . .,,*L

Events took a more drastic turn in the House, 
for there the outcome was the first of a series of ”gag 
rules” or resolutions. Ihe reasons were various. Not 
only were the same conditions present as in the Senate—  
Southern hostility to the prayers of the petitioners, 
and the administration* s desire to avoid discussion—  
but it was the more responsive and popularly elected 
lower house that was to bear the brunt of the petition 
campaign. Petition floods were nothing new, but they 
had always been relatively short-lived. When the issue 
of the Bank of the United States or the tariff was set * 9

wise, because he would go for his own race, which was 
the superior of the two. • ." Clay in the Senate, March
9, 1836; Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st session, 
p. 239.

^Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
p . 347
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tied., they would subside. But now the House was faced 
with a prospective deluge that would continue indefinite
ly, and, even without the anti-slavery petitions, the 
House, with its antiquated rules, interminable oratory,
and increased membership and business load, was desper-

1ately plagued by legislative congestion.
The method of presentation in the House was laid 

down in the 45th Rule:
Petitions, memorials, and other papers addressed 

to the House, shall be presented by the Speaker, or 
by a member in his place; a brief statement of the 
contents thereof shall be made by the introducer, 
and shall not be debated or decided on the day of 
their being first read, unless where the House shall 
direct otherwise, but shall lie on the table, to be taken up in the order they were read.

And the order of calling for petitions favored both the 
anti-slavery agitators and the obstructionists, for it 
proceeded geographically, beginning with Maine and run
ning west and south through the heart of the anti-slavery 
strongholds.

Px’oposals to cope with the situation varied from 
outright rejection, to the use of the District Committee 
or a select committee, to a number of proposed gag rules 
of varying severity.^ The long debate was momentarily

See Barnes, op. cit.. pp. II3-I5 .

^George L. Owens, a "Unionist" from Georgia, and

1
2Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st session

p. 27
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ended on February 8, 1836, when the House adopted a 
resolution of Henry L. Pinckney of South Carolina that 
called for the formation of a select committee to which 
all papers and propositions relating to the subject of 
alaveiy in the District be referred. The committee was 
instructed to report that Congress had no constitutional 
authority to interfere with slavery in the states; that, 
in the opinion of the House, Congress ought not to inter
fere with slavery in the District "because it would be a 
violation of the public faith, unwise, impolitic, and dan
gerous to the Union”; and to assign "such reasons for 
these conclusions as in the judgment of the committee may 
be best calculated to enlighten the public mind, to re
press agitation, to allay excitement, to sustain and pre
serve the just rights of the slaveholding States and of 
the people of the District, and to re-establish harmony 
and tranquillity among the various sections of the Union."1

Leonard Jarvis, a Jackson Democrat from Maine, introduced 
the first, calling for the tabling without reading of any 
petition requesting abolition in the District. Wise of 
Virginia and Thomas Glascock of Georgia offered amendments 
denying the power of Congress over slavery in the District 
and that any attempt to agitate on the question bf slavery 
was dangerous to the Union. Glascock was a Democrat, and 
Wise a Jackson Democrat— to be elected to the next Con
gress as a Whig. For these resolutions and amendments see Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st session, pp. 
38, 73.

1U 2 iiW  170
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The nine-man select committee, with Pinckney 
as its chairman, finally made its long one and one-half 
hour report on May 18th. It concluded with three recom
mended resolutions, the first two in accordance with the 
committee's instructions:

Resolved, That Congress possesses no constitu
tional authority to interfere in any way with the 
institution of slavery in any of the States of this 
Confederacy.

Resolved, That Congress ought not to interfere 
in any way with slavery in the District of Columbia.

The third, however, had not been mentioned in the instruc
tions and was the first of the gag rules to be adopted 
by the House:

And whereas it is extremely important and desir
able that the agitation of this subject should be 
finally arrested for the purpose of restoring tran
quillity to the public mind, your committee respect
fully recommend the adoption of the following reso
lution, viz;

Resolved, That all petitions, memorials, reso
lutions, propositions, or papers, relating in any
way, or to any extent whatsoever, to the subject 
of slavery, or the abolition of slavery, shall, with
out being either printed or referred, be laid upon 
the table, and that no further action whatever shall 
be had thereon. 1

On May 25th and 26th the resolutions regarding 
slavery in the states and in the District were passed 
182-9 and 132-45 respectively. The gag rule was approved 
117-68, a vote that had. both sectional and political

1Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
p. 469
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aspects. The slave states voted almost as a unit* 56- 
9 in favor regardless of political affiliations, and 
even among the nine opposed— six Democrats and three 
Whigs— certain of them were extremists, opposed to the 
reception of the petitions not the gag on discussion.
On the other hand, the free states were sharply divided 
62-59 in favor along lines definitely political. Of the 
62 favoring the gag, 61 were Democrats; of the 59 opposed, 
42 were Whigs.'*'

The methods chosen by both houses of Congress 
were definitely not those of the Southern extremists.
Both houses had upheld, at least by implication, the 
constitutional power of Congress to act on slavery in 
the District, and this had struck at the very heart of 
their position. What then were the origins of the Pinck
ney resolution of February 8th out of which came the 
first gag rule?

Whether the idea was Pinckney* s own or whether it

^Pree states = 62 yes (61 Democrats, 1 Whig),
59 no (14 Democrats, 42 Whigs, 3 other)

Slave states = 56 yes (35 Democrats, 17 Whigs,
4 other), 9 no (6 Democrats, 3 Whigs)

North = 50 yes, 45 no
South = 31 yes, 8 no
West = 37 yes (12 free), 15 no (1 slave)
Democrats = 96 yes (includes Union Democrats),

20 no (includes nullifiers)
Whigs = 18 yes, 45 no
Others (Unionists, Republicans and unknown) =

4 yes, 3 no
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was planted by the followers of Van Buren is unknown.
But, while Pinckney was a nullifier and intimately con
nected with, the Calhounites, his resolution was not dis
cussed in advance with them. Only Francis Pickens, a 
South Carolina colleague, saw it prior to its first read
ing on February 4th, and he and the other Calhounites 
pleaded in vain during the next four days to dissuade 
Pinckney from calling it up. However, the resolution was 
discussed prior to introduction with the Van Buren strat
egists and perhaps even modified by them.'1' The Calhoun
ites were bitterly opposed to its adoption. As Hammond 
argued:

We deny the power of this House to act upon the 
subject at all, and desire to exclude it entirely 
and forever from these walls. My colleague calls 
upon you to legislate upon it. and thereby yields 
you the power to act upon it.2

For the same reason, the gag rule was even in
adequate to the Calhounites and other Southern extremists. 
Wise was opposed to it ’’even more than against the abol
ition memorials themselves, and John Robertson of Vir
ginia pressed in vain for some amendment limiting the

%iltse, op. cit., pp. 282-84.
Q̂uo'ked- from the Register of Debates, Ibid., 284. 

Pinckney was later purged in the South Carolina election 
of 1856 for his part in this affair. Ibid., 295-94.

^Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
p. 469
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power of Congress. As we have seen from the vote anal
ysis, the passage of the gag was a party measure, and, 
in a column entitled "Nullifiers and Abolitionists," the 
Globe, an administration organ, hailed "the final over
throw of the ¿joint plot of these malcontent confederates 
to unsettle the Government and disturb the Union; by 
agitating the slave question in Congress." But to the 
Charleston Mercury: "It yields the constitutional right 
to abolish Slavery in the District of Columbia: and that 
is the sum total of good and evil which it has done."'*’

The Southern extremists, however, were not the 
only group dissatisfied with the House*s action. Although 
undoubtedly many of the Northern Whigs opposed the gag 
from mere party considerations, some of the free state 
Representatives were quite dubious over the wisdom of 
any curtailment of the right of petition. And by the 
identification of this right with the slavery question, 
the anti-slavery movement was to receive its most vocal 
and able Congressional champion in the person of John 
Quincy Adams.

Adams*s antipathy towards slavery had begun to
2crystallize during the Missouri debates, but, as he was

■*3oth papers quoted by Wiltse, op. cit., p. 286.ô"Slavery is the great and foul stain upon the 
North American Union, and it is a contemplation worthy 
of the most exaulted soul whether its total abolition is
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convinced that emancipation could be achieved only by 
a dissolution of the Union, his inner convictions were 
long suppressed. His public record— as Senator, diplo
mat, Secretary of State, and President— shows no indica
tion of ary anti-slavery position or public statement on 
the subject.^ He was content to let the Union grow in 
strength, and, although the occasion for his first ad
dress to the House in 1831 was the presentation of fif
teen anti-slavery petitions, his remarks on the one he 
read were "chiefly to declare that I could not support 
that part of the petition which prayed for the abolition 
of slavery in the District of Columbia.” As he later ex
plained his action: ”. • . 1  believed discussion would 
lead to ill will, to heart-burnings, to mutual hatred, 
where the first of wants was harmony; and without accom-

or is not practicable. . . A dissolution, at least tem
porary, of the Union, as now constituted, would certainly 
be necessary. . . The object is vast in its compass, aw
ful in its prospects, sublime and beautiful in its issue. 
A life devoted to it would be nobly spent or sacrificed.” 
Adams Memoirs, IV, p. 531«

■̂ See Samuel Flagg Bemis, John Quincy Adams and 
the Union (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, l9$6), PP•' 32?(- 
3U. hart even calls Adams a pro-slavery man on the ba
sis of his public record prior to 1835* for as a Senator Adams voted against prohibition of the slave trade 
in 1807; at Ghent he insisted on compensation for slaves 
taken by the British; and as Secretary of State he was 
unfriendly to British overtures for a slave trade treaty. 
Hart. op. cit., p. 263. One must be careful with such 
evidence, however, remembering Adams*s great propensity 
for "twisting the lion's tail".
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plishing anything else.”1 He entered Congress in 1835 
with the hope to have nothing to do with ’’the Slave and 
Abolition whiligig.”^

Any tampering with the right of petition, however, 
touched Adams in a tender spot,^ and the early proceed
ings of the Twenty-Fourth Congress clearly worried him.
He continued to argue for a continuation of the old meth
od of referring appropriate petitions to the Committee 
on the District, warning his colleagues that any suppres
sion would only serve to multiply discussion rather than 
stifle it:

Here is a petition referred to the Committee for 
the District of Columbia— ’my word for it, if you 
leave it there, you will have the same result— your 
committee is not an abolition committee. You will 
have a report, and let the House sub silentio adopt it, and you will hear no more abouF”it. But, sir, 
if you are to come to a resolution that this House 
will receive no more petitions, we may look to the voice of the people of the country.4

Adams realized all too clearly that the early de-

1Adams Memoirs, VIII, pp. 434, 454.
pFrom a letter of Oct. 15, 1835? quoted in Bemis, op. cit., p. 330»
In 1832 he described the reception of petitions 

as ”a most tedious operation in the practice, though to 
a reflecting mind a very striking exemplification of the 
magnificent grandeur of this nation and of the sublime 
principles upon which our government if founded.” Adams 
Memoirs, VIII, p. 475.4Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,p* 40.
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bates were one-sided, but be was still the reluctant 
champion. "The voice of Freedom has not yet been heard," 
he wrote his son at the beginning of the controversy,
"and I am earnestly urged to speak in her name. She will 
be trampled under foot if I do not; and I shall be trampled 
under foot if I do. . . What can I do?""1*

But Adams was no longer hampered by the restraints 
of practical politics as were the Northern Whig leaders.
The proposed resolutions returned by the Pinckney Commit
tee were more than the doughty old man could stand. His 
attempts to debate them, however, were cut off by a mov
ing of the previous question, and the votings of May 25th 
and 26th were extremely disorderly. Extremists on both
sides refused to vote and the rules of the House were of-

oten disregarded. When his name was called on the gag

^Prom letters to Charles P. Adams, Dec. 15, 19» 
1835; quoted in Bemis, op. cit.« p. 336-

^The Speaker of the House in the 24th and 25th 
Congresses was James K. Polk of Tennessee. He was elected 
as a reward for party loyalty in his fight against White 
and Bell in Tennessee. Partisan feelings were exception
ally bitter at the time, and Polk’s position was a diffi
cult one throughout his tenure, particularly during the 
petition fight when he was harassed with hairsplitting 
questions on parliamentary detail. He was often accused 
of unfairness by both factions of the opposition, but 
the Northern Whig taunts that he was acting as a slave
holder seem to have little basis. Although he himself 
was a slaveholder and he detested abolitionists, his 
course throughout the affair was that of a strict party 
man. He rigidly enforced the gag rules but never sup
ported the extreme Southern views. Primarily an expan
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resolution, Adams, to loud cries of "order”, replied:
"I hold the resolution to he a direct violation of the 
Constitution of the United States, the rules of this 
House, and the rights of my constituents."^ His inner 
abolitionist tendencies had finally found a constitutional 
outlet, and Adams had begun his last great fight— one in

sionist, Polk, as Speaker and later as President, contin
ued to act in the Jacksonian tradition of the 1830*s and 
refused to admit the existence of slavery as a political 
question. Eugene Irving McCormac, James K. Polk, a Po
litical Biography (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1922;, pp. 92-95» 612-13. For Polk’s later attempts as President to carry on the Jacksonian tradition 
of neutrality towards slaveiy, see Schlesinger, op. cit., 
pp. 452-53.

•̂ Congressional Globe. 24th Congress, 1st session,
p. 5O6• Adams*s relationship to the abolitionists is an 
interesting one, for the ex-President was torn between 
his hatred of slavery and his constitutional scruples.
Often their hero and Congressional leader, Adams was gust 
as often denounced by them. See Hart, op. cit., pp. 263- 
64; and Henry Wilson, History of the Rise and Pall of the 
Slave Power in America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1872')* T,’ pp~433-Ty."Ihis inner conflict was reflected in his views 
on the right of petition, which over the years were to be 
quite inconsistent. His true position seems to have been 
that definite action must be taken on all petitions, ei
ther rejection or consideration. It was the tabling with
out consideration that violated the rights of the petition
ers. But his public position varied all the way from the 
unqualified right of reception to the so-called Adams 
gag of the 27th Congress, in which all petitions were de
posited directly with the Speaker to be disposed of at 
his discretion. Adams’s sometime absurd stand on the 
meaning of the right of petition did not arise from any 
lack of parliamentary knowledge, but the issue was his 
constitutional means of attacking the institution he so 
detested. For an excellent discussion of Adams and the 
right of petition, see Barnes, op. cit., pp. 124-29, 257- 
58.
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which lie was to persevere, "fierce as ten furies, ter- 
tible as bell," until the very last day of his life.1

Anti-slavery agitation had begun in Congress 
and the South had commenced its counter-attack. Although 
he had received his setbacks, Calhoun was, on the whole, 
for from discouraged. "I am of the impression," he 
wrote in June of 1836, "that much has been effected dur
ing the Session. We stand stronger than we ever did on

2the Slave question." And, while he had failed to block 
the nomination of Van Buren, the agitation had at least 
forced the candidates to take a public stand against the 
abolition movement. Harrison, the Whig nominee, pub
licly repudiated abolitionist methods during a dinner 
at Vincennes, Indiana, and was understood to be "sound" 
on the subject.-'* White, of course, had clearly taken 
his stand by his votes for the incendiary publications 
bill and against the reception of the Quaker petition.
As for Van Bureni

Perceiving before my election the deep interest 
this subject was beginning to excite, I believed it 
a solemn duty freely to make known my sentiments in 1 2

1The quoted description of Adams is Andrew John
son's, quoted in Barnes, op. cit., p. 124.

2Prom a letter of June 28, 1836, in Calhoun 
Correspondence, p. 361.

^Bower, op. cit., p. 436; Tremain, op. cit.,
p. 90
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regará to it. . . 1  then declared that if the de
sire of my countrymen who were favorable to my elec
tion was gratified, r,I must go into the Presidential 
chair the inflexible and uncompromising opponent of every attempt on the part of Congress to abolish 
slavery in the District of Columbia against the 
wishes of the slaveholding States, and also with a 
determination equally decided to resist the slight
est interference with it in the States where it 
exists.”!

■^From Van Buren*s inaugural address of March 4, 
1837; Messages and Papers of the Presidents, IV, pp. 3.554-35; "



CHAPTER V

THE GAG RULES BECOME HABITUAL

Soon after the beginning of the second session 
of the fwenty-Pourth Congress in December of 1836, it 
was decided by the Chair that the gag rule of the pre
ceding session had expired under the rules of the House. 
Therefore, the controversy over the reception of anti
slavery petitions flared up again until January 18, 1837, 
when it was cut short by the adoption— 122-69— of a res
olution, submitted by Albert G. Hawes, an administration 
Democrat from Kentucky, that was practically identical 
with the gag rule of 1836:

Resolved, That all petitions, memorials, reso
lutions, propositions, or papers, relating in any 
way, or to any extent whatever, to the subject of 
slavery shall, without being printed or referred, 
be laid upon the table, and that no further action 
whatever shall be had thereon, 1

This session of the House was also the occasion
v

of the first attempt to censure Adams for his outspoken 
opposition. Even after the adoption of the Hawes reso
lution, the ex-President continued his fight by attempting 
to circumvent the gag by using every available loophole.

p• 106.
Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 2nd session,
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His persistence not only antagonized the Southerners, 
hut many other members as well, who objected to his in
terference with the ordinary legislative business of 
the House. The storm finally broke upon Adams*s head 
on February 6th, when "Mr. Adams next stated he had in 
his possession a paper, upon which he wished to have a 
decision of the Speaker. The paper (he said) came from 
twenty persons declaring themselves to be slaves." Adams 
desired to know if it came under the rule of January 18th.^

The Southern members were infuriated, and a num
ber of resolutions of censure were immediately forth
coming. Adams carefully pointed out that he had not 
presented the petition but had merely asked for a de
cision of the Speaker. The whole affair took on a far
cical aspect when it presently developed that the paper 
in question was actually a prayer against abolition lest 
it interfere with the slaves* welfare, and was probably 
delivered to Adams as a hoax. But goaded Southerners 
were in no mood to be quieted, with Waddy Thompson even 
presenting a resolution censuring Adams for "creating 
the impression and leaving the House under such impres
sion, that said petition was for the abolition of slavery,

p. 164.
•̂ Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 2nd session,
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when he knew it was not. • . The old master of de
bate defended himself ably, however, and on February 
9th two very watered-down versions of censure were re
jected, the key vote on the first resolution being 92- 
105.2

Adams had escaped censure but the closeness of 
the vote and the ferocity of the attack had shaken him. 
As he confided to his diary on April 19th:

The exposure through which I passed at the late 
session of Congress was greater than I could have 
imagined possible; and, having escaped from that 
fiery furnace, it behooves me well to consider my 
ways before I nut myself in the way of being cast into it again.2

"This subject of slavery, to my great sorrow 
and mortification, is absorbing all my faculties," he 
complained, and he believed that he had gone as far as 
public opinion in Massachusetts would allow. With his 
family pleading with him to avoid abolitionism, he now 
privately advised his abolitionist friends to ease up 
their agitation and began his attempts to deflect the

■^Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 2nd session,
p. 165. pFor the Congressional Globe*s account of the debate see 24th Cong7, 2nd sess., pp. 164-85 passim. 
Bemis, op. cit., has an excellent description of the whole affair on pp. 543-48.

On February 11th the House passed a resolution 
that "slaves do not possess the right of petition se
cured to the people of the United States by the Consti
tution."

^Adams ¡ytemoirs, IX, pp. 349-50.
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object of the anti-slavery crusade from the District 
of Columbia to Texas.1 "Were there in the House one 
member capable of taking the lead in this cause of uni
versal emancipation. . • I would withdraw from the con
test." But, he lamented with his usual low opinion of 
his colleagues, there "is no such man in the House."2 
Adams was wrestling with his old problem:

The object is noble, the motive pure— but the 
undertaking of such tremendous magnitude, difficulty 
and danger, that I shrink from the contemplation of 
it. I have abstained, perhaps too pertinaciously 
abstained from all participation in"measures lead
ing to that conflict for Life and Death between Free- 

x dom and Slavery, through which I have yet not been 
at»le to see Jbow this Union could ultimately be preserved from passing.>

During the extra session of the Twenty-Fifth Con
gress that convened in September of 1837» a meeting of 
Congress was for the first and last time during this 
period free from agitation over slavery. The country 
was in the throes of a severe economic panic. Seemingly 
by mutual consent, few petitions were presented, and, 
except for the automatic objection to reception in the

Ibid., 344, 418; Bemis, op. cit.« pp. 348-51.
It was also this period that saw the first of many threats 
on Adams's life that were to arrive via the mail from 
the South in the years to come. For some examples see Bemis pp. 348, 375-76.pAdams Memoirs, IX, 418.

X-'Quoted by Bemis, op. cit.. pp. 349-50.
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Senate, there is no record of any debate or discussion 
in the Congressional Globe. But the gag rules had only 
served to multiply the numbers and stimulate the flow 
of the abolition petitions and memorials, giving to the 
anti-slavery movement thousands of adherents who would 
have looked askance at it a few years before.1 The flood 
of petitions was mounting.

By 1837 the American Anti-Slavery Society had 
finally realized the importance and potentialities of 
the Congressional struggle. In May of that year the 
Society’s executive staff was ordered to launch a new 
and coordinated campaign, and the local societies were 
told by form-letter that the success "which has attended 
the exercise of the right of petition thus far. . . has
shown, that it is one of the most efficient instrumen-

• ptalities which friends of the slave can employ.”

1,1 In this public error there was an ironic jus
tice. The public had erred in their understanding of 
immediatist doctrine, and that error formed an insuper
able obstacle to anti-slavery success in the North. Now the public erred in their understanding of the right of 
petition. On that error the antislavery forces built an 
agitation which swerpt the nation. The scales were evened 
and more than evened for the abolition cause.” Barnes, 
op. cit., p. 120.

^This form-letter that initiated the petition 
deluge was presumably written jointly by those in charge 
of the campaign— Weld, Wright, Whittier and Stanton. It 
is merely dated 1837 from New York. Weld Letters, I, 
pp • 403-4-05 •
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Undex* the direction of Theodore Weld, Elizur 
Wright, Jr., John G. Whittier, and Henry Stanton, an 
amazingly efficient circulation organization was evolved 
■under the control of the Hew York headquarters. Printed 
petitions and minute instructions were sent out, and 
scores of volunteers covered the free states with them. 
Results were an unqualified success. Petitions poured 
in in incredible numbers, and, either directly or from 
central collection points, they were sent in great bales

pto "safe men" in Congress.The Congressional anti
slavery agitators would have no lack of ammunition in the 
coming sessions, and no respite was in sight for the 
harassed House.

By the second session of the Twenty-Fifth Con
gress Adams was once again in a pugnacious mood, and, 1 2

1For example, the American Anti-Slavery Society 
reported that during 1837-1838 they had sent 412,000 
petitions to the House alone. Their categories were: 
182,400 against the admission of Texas; 130,200 for abol
ition in the District; 32,000 for repeal of the gag rule; 
23,160 for abolition of the slave trade; 21,200 against 
the admission of any new slave states. Stanton calcu
lated that the national society gathered some 2,000,000 
signatures in 1838-1839. See Hye, op « cit., p. 37.
Such figures, however, were only part of the story of 
the petition flood. Records were incomplete, and other 
non-abolition groups, such as church organizations and 
benevolent societies, all added their bit to the deluge.

2For the finest and most comprehensive descrip
tion of the organization and scope of the petition flood 
see Barnes, op. cit., pp. 132-43, 266.
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on December 7» 1837» in a strategy meeting, the members 
of the Massachusetts delegation agreed with him that 
an attempt should be made to have all the accumulated 
anti-slavery petitions and memorials sent to a select 
committee.Adams anticipated another gag rule, but it 
was Slade of Vermont who precipitated the conflict on 
December 20th, when he launched into a two-hour anti
slavery, anti-Southern tirade, ignored the Chair, shouted 
down his critics and "shook the very hall into convul
sions. Wise, Legare, fihett, Dawson, Robertson, and the 
whole herd were in combustion."^

The pandemonium ended only with a walk-out of 
the Southern Representatives, who then held two meetings—  
one in the afternoon, one at night— in the District of 
Columbia Committee room in the basement of the Capitol. 
Sixty-four of the one hundred and six slave-state Repre
sentatives attended the afternoon meeting. In the even
ing session the Representatives were joined by the South
ern Senators, and, according to one account, eveiy slave- 
state member of Congress attended with the exception of 
Benton and Clay.^ 1

1Adams Memoirs. IX, pp. 443-44.
^Ibid., 433* Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session, p. 41. To Benton it was the "most angry 

and portentous debate which had yet taken place in Congress. . ." Benton, op. cit.. II, p. 150.
%iltse, op. cit.. pp. 366-69.
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Some of the young radicals proposed extreme 
measures,1 but there was no unanimity, and the only 
solution that could be agreed upon was the passage of 
a new gag rule. Accordingly, on the next day, John M. 
Patton, a Virginia Democrat, proposed a more severe res
olution than the previous two:

Resolved, That all petitions, memorials, and 
papers, touching the abolition of slaveiy, or the 
buying, selling, or transferring of slaves, in any 
State, District, or Territory, of the United States, 
be laid on the table, without being debated, printed, 
read or referred, and that no further action whatever shall be had thereon.

Adams*s objections were shouted down and immediately 
squelched by moving the previous question, and the Patton 
Resolution was rammed through by a vote of 122-74.2

A vote analysis shows much the same pattern for 
the new Congress as for the previous one: the passage of

Robert B. Rhett of South Carolina went so far 
as to propose resolutions stating the expediency of a 
dissolution of the Union and calling for the appointment 
of a committee "to report upon the best means of peace
ably dissolving it." But his resolutions should not be 
over-exaggerated. Por, as he explained in a letter to 
his constituents, they were intended as amendments to any 
motion to report a bill for abolition in the District.
"I expected them to share the fate, which inevitably 
awaited the original motion. . . to be laid upon the 
table. My design in presenting them, was, to place be
fore Congress and the people, what, in my opinion, was 
the true issue upon this great and vital auestion. . ." Quoted in Benton, op. cit.. II, p. 152. pCongressional Globe. 2 5th Congress, 2nd session,pp. 45-46.
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the Patton gag was secured by a solid slave-state vote 
plus strong free-state Democratic support. Of the 
seventy-one slave-state Representatives voting, only 
John Milligan, a Delaware Whig, was opposed. Free-state 
opposition had risen, but fifty-two free-state Democrats 
still favored a gag.'*'

The gags had become habitual. Wise*s attempt 
in the early days of the session to use the Senate’s pro
cedure in the House was ended by Slade’s outburst, and

2was never tried by the House again. The gag still had

^The 52 Democrats were from New York (21), Penn
sylvania (14), New Hampshire (5), Maine (4), Connecticut 
(3), Illinois (3), Indiana (1), and Ohio (1). The sectional vote was as follows:

Free states = 52 yes, 73 no
Slave states = 70 yes, 1 no
North = 47 yes, 50 &oSouth = 41 yes, 1 no
West = 34 yes (5 free), 23 no (0 slave)

^Barnes, op. cit., pp. 254—55» On December 12th 
Wise declared hisintention to quit objecting to reception 
as that issue had been voted on so often, and he would 
now insist on tabling each as it was presented. The very 
numbers of the petitions made Wise’s plan -unfeasible, for 
Adams and others refused to include their petitions in 
one motion and insisted on presenting each one individu- 
ally. Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 19-20. The routine was soon established however, and 
was the immediate cause of Slade’s tirade: ”1 waited, 
in fact, till my spirit stirred within me, witnessing the 
contempt with which petitions of this description were 
treated by votes to lay them on the table with the avowed 
purpose of nailing them there. I waited till I could 
wait no longer.*’ From the National Enquirer, quoted by Barnes, op, cit., p. 254.
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obvious administration support but there were already 
portents of the coming change of character. The South 
was drawing closer together and the Patton gag had been 
hatched in a slave-state caucus, not in the councils 
of the administration’s strategists, 
politics to sectionalism was begun.

The trend from



CHAPTER VI

JOHN C. CALHOUN AND THE NATURE 
OP THE UNION

«It will not avail. The South will not be de
ceived. The Slaveholder sees the true nature of the 
Northern mobs and Anti—Abolition Meetings. He asks for 
more——he demands legislative action.!> John Greenleaf 
Whittier - 1835

“Thus thinking, the gentlemen opposite must ex
cuse him, if he could not, in the hour of danger look to 
them. He thanked them for their good feelings, and he 
accepted their avowal of opposition to abolition with 
all sincerity; but he wanted something more substantial; 
something that would not pass away with the present in
cumbents; some constitutional barrier and guaranty. . •" 
John C. Calhoun to the Senate - January of 1838.^

In the Senate, during the same session that saw 
the adoption of the Patton Resolution by the House, Henry 
Clay arose on December on December 18, 1837, and urged 
a reconsideration of the course pursued by the Senate 
the past two years. He wondered whether the abolition 
movement was growing or whether it was becoming mixed 
with other matters "such, for instance, in -the belief 
that the sacred right of petition had been assailed.”
This led to a debate between the followers of Clay and

1
W hittier,
1 W ) , P .2

Quoted by James A. Pollard, John Greenleaf 
Friend of Man (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co

Calhoun Works, III, p. 152.

• »
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Calhoun, hut the same method of tabling the question 
of reception was followed on the petition that had 
started the discussion,1 ". , .if the subject had 
rested at that point," Benton later wrote, "there would 
have been nothing in the history of this session, on the 
slavery agitation, to distinguish it from other sessions 
about that period: but the subject was revived; and in 
a way to force discussion, and to constitute a point for

pthe retrospect of history." For on the next day, Decem
ber 19th, Benjamin Swift of Vermont complicated the sit
uation and injected a new aspect into the controversy by 
presenting anti-slavery memorials and resolutions from 
his state legislature regarding slavery in the District 
and Texas.

Calhoun was deeply shaken. "Vermont has struck 
a deep and dangerous blow into the vitals of our confed- 
ercy," he complained to the Senate, but the high priest 
of state sovereignty could hardly agree with King of Ala
bama who opposed its reception. Calhoun "could not, 
would not entertain the idea of rejecting or losing sight 
of the document before the Senate," and, in response to 
his request for time to think the matter over, Swift

Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 34-39»pBenton, op. cit., II, p. 135.
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withdrew his memorials for a week.1
Calhoun*s answer came on December 27th in the 

form of six resolutions which were actually an attempt 
to set forth his constitutional theories. The first 
resolution restated the compact theory of the Constitu
tion, declaring that each "free, independent, and sover
eign” state had entered the Union voluntarily "with the 
view to its increased security against all dangers, do
mestic as well as foreign. . •" The second contained 
the reserved powers theory that had been put forth in the 
incendiary publications report of 1836î the states re
tained "the exclusive and sole right over their own do
mestic institutions and police," and any intermeddling 
by other states or their citizens, "under any pretext 
whatever, political, moral, or religious," was condemned 
as unconstitutional and "tending to weaken and destroy 
the Union itself." The third resolution stated that the 
federal government, a "common agent" of the states was 
bound "to resist all attempts by one portion of the Union 
to use it as an instrument to attack the domestic insti
tutions of another. • ." The fourth placed domestic 
slavexy in the category of such institutions. As it was 
recognized at the adoption of the Constitution as "an

Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 39-40.
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essential element in the distribution of its powers. . . 
no change of opinion, or feeling, on the part of other 
States of the Union in relation to it, can justify them 
or their citizens in open and systematic attacks thereon, 
with the view to its overthrow. • • ” By the fifth res
olution, nthe intermeddling of any State or States, or 
their citizens, to abolish slavery in this District, or 
any of the Territories, on the ground, or under the pre
text, that it is unmoral or sinful; or the passage of 
any act or measure of Congress, with that view, would be 
a direct and dangerous attack on the institutions of all 
the slaveholding States.” The sixth condemned any at
tempt to refuse to extend the territories of the country 
or admit new states on anti-slavery grounds as ”contrary 
to that equality of rights and advantages which the Con- 
stitution was intended to secure alike to all the members 
of the Union, and would, in effect, disenfranchise the 
slaveholding States, withholding from them the advantages, 
while it subjected them to the burthens of the Government.”1 

Why had Calhoun chosen this method of answering1
the Vermont memorials? Swift* s presentations had been 
”a new and bold step, and from a higher quarter,” Calhoun 
wrote to his brother-in-law on December 20th.

Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session,
p. 55.
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• • • the whole question must assume to us a 
new and momentous form. I think the sooner the 
issue is nade the better for us and the country; 
but how it is to be brought on, I am not prepared 
to say. I think a Southern Convention at the ear
liest period that the South can be brought fto < act 
indespensible.1
His plan for a Southern convention was opposed, how

ever, in the slave-state meeting of the 20th following 
the walk-out of the Southern Representatives, and he was 
also defeated on the subject of the gag rule when he 
could not muster a majority to oppose reception of the 
abolition petitions. In addition, the disunion senti
ment displayed by the small but aggressive minority

palarmed him.
Calhoun, in 1836, was still convinced that both 

Union and slavery were possible, and that "the constitu
tion has placed in our power ample means, short of se-

* 7cession, or disunion, to protect o u r s e l v e s . B u t  the 
growing separatist tendencies of the young radicals con
vinced him that only an acceptance of his version of the 
Constitution stood a chance of arresting the anti-slavery 
agitation and the disruption of the Union. By December 
24th he was determined to force the issue and was prepar-

^Calhoun to James E. Calhoun, Dec. 20, 1837; Cal- 
houn Correspondence, p. 386.

%iltse, op. cit., p. 370.
^From a letter of Aug. 5, 1836; quoted Ibid., 364.
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ing his six resolutions to meet the attack from Ver- 
mont "directly and fully". As he told the Senate on 
the 28th, they were a test question and touched on the 
very nature of the Union.

This confederacy consisted of free, sovereign, 
and independent States, each invested with supreme 
nr\c\ indisputable rights. Some there were, however, 
who considered this a great national Republic, made 
up of individuals, with rights common to all. • •
It was the object of these resolutions to bring 
forward the facts.2

Calhoun had attempted in vain to get acceptance 
for his constitutional theories in the tariff debate of 
1833, and he had received a sharp rebuke in 1836 over 
the abolitionist literature bill. And even now many 
Southerners disagreed with his course. "What would ab
stract propositions of this nature effect?" asked William 
Preston, a fellow nullifier from South Carolina, "he had 
them in the decaloge, but did they prevent crime?" To 
Robert Strange of North Carolina, agitation of the slaveiy 
question "in any shape was ruinous to the South. . . we 
had everything to lose, and nothing to gain."^ Northern 
Whig opposition was automatic, and to a slave-state Whig

■^Calhoun to James E. Calhoun, Dec. 24» 1837* 
Calhoun Correspondence, p. 387*

^Congressional Globe, 25th Congress, 2nd session,
p. 39

^Ibid., 59-60.
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such as Clay, the resolutions led to "the most unprof
itable discussion that ever engrossed the attention of 
a deliberate body."1 Benton well summed up the feelings 
of the administration by calling them "abstract, lead
ing to no result, made discussion where silence was de
sirable, frustrated the design of the Senate in refusing 
to discuss the abolition petitions, gave them an impor
tance to which they were not entitled, promoted agitation, 
embarrassed friendly senators from the North, placed 
some in false positions; and brought animadversions from

pmany."
Considering this widespread dislike of Calhoun*s 

resolutions and his previous unsuccessful similiar at
tempts, the results of the voting seem, on the surface, 
quite remarkable. The first two were slightly altered 
with Calhoun*s consent and passed 32-13 and 32-9. Web
ster, Calhoun*s old constitutional nemesis, voted no, 
but made no serious attempt to reopen the debate of 1833. 
Clay voted for both, and the administration too fell in 
solidly behind them. The third was adopted after a three- 
day debate, but all amendments were approved by Calhoun. 
The fourth was changed in language but not in meaning and 1 2

1Clay to Francis Brooke, Jan. 13, 1838; The Pri
vate Correspondence of Henry Clay, ed. Calvin Colson (.Mew York: A. S. Barnes Co., 1835), p. 424-.

2Benton, op. cit», II, p. 138.
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passed 55-5«1 The vote analysis shows the only signif
icant opposition coming from the Northern Whigs:

First resolution Second resolution
Free states = 14 yes, 11 no 11 yes, 9 noSlave states = 18 yes, 2 no 20 yes, 0 no
North = 9 yes, 8 no 7 yes, 6 no
South = 8 yes, 2 no 10 yes, 0 no
West = 15 yes, 5 no 14 yes, 5 no
Democrats = 27 yes, 5 no 24 yes, 5 noWhigs ss 5 yes, 10 no 5 yes, 6 noNullifiers = 2 yes, 0 no 2 yes, 0 no

Third resolution Fourth resolution
Free states = 12 yes, 9 no 12 yes, 5 noSlave states = 19 yes, 2 no 22 yes, 0 no
North = 7 yes, 6 no 7 yes, 5 no
South = 9 yes, 2 no 10 yes, 0 no
West = 15 yes, 5 no 17 yes, 2 no
Democrats = 26 yes, 4 no 26 yes, 2 no
Whigs = 5 yes, 7 no 6 yes, 5 no
Nullifiers s= 2 yes, 0 no 2 yes, 0 no

The successful passage of Calhoun’s first four 
resolutions can only be explained by their timing. Few 
slave-state Senators, of course, could afford to vote 
negatively. In addition, there had been a recent 
rapproachment between Calhoun and Van Buren caused by 
tiie panic of 1857» and the administration desperately 
needed Calhoun’s support on their economic and financial 
measures.

Calhoun was dealing from a strong hand and knew 
it. As he later explained his action to R. Y. Hayne:

■hviltse, op. cit., p. 572.
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"My first effort was to unite both parties at the North 
against the abolitionists, but when I found that to be 
impossible, my next was to force a conflict between them, 
so as to throw the sounder on our side, in their polit
ical struggles at home.*’1 By the passage of the third 
resolution, Calhoun was very pleased, and believed he 
was successfully carrying the fight into the free states 
and forcing the Northern Democrats "into conflict with

pthe abolition and consolidation p a r t i e s . T o  the old 
fire-eater Adams,"the debate was as servile as Calhoun’s 
re soluti ons.

The fifth resolution, however, ran into more 
strenuous opposition. Clay first offered a long series 
of counter-resolutions as a substitute, and they were in 
turn modified by Buchanan, with the result being two sep
arate milder resolutions passed January 10th and 11th, 
36-8 and 35-9. Calhoun’s sixth resolution was tabled

^Calhoun to Hayne, Nov. 17, 1838; Calhoun Cor
respondence, p. 416.

^From a letter of Jan. 8, 1838, quoted in Wiltse, 
op. cit., p. 372.

^ Adams Memoirs, IX, p. 465»
^Clay’s resolutions approved the rejection of 

petitions on slavery in the states, but upheld the right 
of petition for abolition in the District. They cen
sured abolitionist activities, opposed any attempt to 
eliminate slavery in the District or Florida, and de
clared that Congress had no power over the inter-state 
slavetrade. Van Deusen, op. cit., pp. 314-17* As mod
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and. never put to a vote.1
What had caused the opposition to the fifth and 

sixth resolutions? Calhoun’s own explanation was that 
he had been overpowered by the force of presidential 
aspirations;

The debate was close and animated throughout, 
with crowded galleries from m o m  to night. From 
the beginning, every effort was made to evade or 
defeat the resolutions, but I succeed fecf, in break
ing down every combination for the purpose and 
car fry] ing them successfully till I came to the 5th 
Resolution, when I was overpowered, by adverse feel
ings growing mainly out of the presidential contro
versy. The two prominent candidates Mr Van Buren 
and Mr Clay naturally come together on all ques
tions on which the North and South come into con
flict. . . Their hostility prevented their early 
union against my resolutions; but they naturally 
gravitated together in the course of the discussion, 
which will explain the fate of the 5th and 6th Resolutions.

A few first gave way, from the South, which of 
necessity compelled the whole north to do so.2

ified by Buchanan, they were to the effect that any 
attempt at abolition in the District would be danger
ous to the rights and security of the people of the Dis
trict, a violation of faith with Maryland and Virginia, 
a just cause of alarm to the slaveholding states, and 
tend to endanger the Union; any attempt to abolish 
slaveiy in the territories where it existed would cause serious alarm and apprehension in the slave states. Cal
houn’s repudiation of moral criticism was eliminated. 
Wiltse, op. clt., p. 573»

^ h e  Congressional Globe’s account of the debate over Calhoun’s resolutions is veiy sketchy and incom
plete. The appendix to the 2nd session of the 25th Con
gress contains some elaboration on pp. 21-32, 53-65,
57-59• 2Calhoun to Armistead Burt, Jan. 24, 1838; Cal- houn Correspondence, p. 389.
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Whether or not one accepts completely Calhoun’s 
analysis of the situation, the fact remains that the en
tire debate had strong political overtones. Calhoun 
himself often mentioned his supposed revival of the old 
States Rights Party in its pristine state, and Clay, for 
his part, was convinced that the protection of slaveiy 
was only the professed object of Calhoun's resolutions, 
iheir real aim was "to advance the political interest of 
the mover, and to affect mine." He believed he had foil
ed Calhoun’s attempt to force him to abandon his middle- 
of-the-road position on slavery. "I have borne myself 
in such a manner as to lose nothing neither at the South 
nor at the North." Calhoun too was rather pleased with 
the results of his attempts to drive the Northern Demo
crats into an open anti-abolitionist position. But he 
was not overly optimistic. The resolutions had "in a 
great measure, effected the object I had in view. . . 
but I look only to ourselves for permanent security."
In such an aura of partisan, personal, and sectional 
motives was the nature of the Union debated in the winter 
of 1837-1838.

\jlay to Porter, Jan. 10, 1838, in Van Deusen, 
op. cit., p. 317* letter of Jan. 13, 1838, Clay Cor
respondence, p. 424.

2Calhoun to Hayne, Nov. 17, 1838; Calhoun Cor
respondence, p. 416.



CHAPTER VII

HIGH TIDE OP SUCCESS POR THE 
SOUTHERN EXTREMISTS

"As to the State of things here, politically, it 
is about as good as could be expected. The House has 
refused to receive abolition petitions; the strongest 
measure yet taken and which must be productive of good 
consequences." John C. Calhoun to James E. Calhoun, 
February 1, 1840.1

During the winter of 1837-1838 a new issue was 
stirring that was destined to grow in intensity and ab
sorb the energies of the anti-slavery Congressmen. The 
burning question of the annexation of Texas— one which 
would eventually swallow up and drive into oblivion the 
issue of abolition in the District— was already rearing 
its head in the Twenty-Fifth Congress. The United 
States had recognized the independence of Texas by Jack
son’s reception of the Texan envoys on March 4, 1837» 
and by August 4th the Texan minister made a formal pro
posal for annexation.

These events brought about a flood of anti-Texas 
petitions along with a change of heart on the subject 
by Adams. The negotiator of the Transcontinental Treaty,

1Calhoun Correspondence, P* 444.
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who had fought so hard for Texas, now believed his 
country to be in the wrong because of slavery.^ Al
though modern scholarship has effectively attacked the

pidea of a slaveholders* conspiracy to annex Texas,
Adams was convinced that one existed.^ Although Van
Buren had temporarily shut the door on annexation as

4early as August 25, 1837» Adams remained suspicious. 
When the House Committee on Foreign Affairs returned 
a non-committal report on a group of anti-Texas and pro- 
Texas resolutions and memorials from states as well as 
individuals, Adams ended the 1837-1838 session of the 
House with a three-week semi-filibuster, which was in

^■"There is no valid and permanent objection to 
the acquisition of Texas, but the indelible stain of 
slaveiy." Adams to Channing, Aug. 11, 1837» quoted 
in Bemis, op. cit., p. 360.

PSee for instance: Chauncey S. Boucher, "In Re 
That Aggressive Slavocracy," The Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, VIII (June, 1921;, pp. ±3-78. *■

^Bemis believes that the arguments and "evi
dence" of the Quaker abolitionist, Benjamin Lundy, were 
the decisive influences in convincing Adams of a slave
holders* plot. Bemis, op. cit., pp. 355-57»

^"If the overture of General Hunt were even to 
be reserved for future consideration, it would imply 
a disposition to espouse the quarrel of Texas with Mex
ico, something wholly at variance with the spirit of 
the treaty of amity with Mexico and contrary to the uni
form policy and obvious welfare of the United States." 
Secretary of State Forsyth to General Hunt, Minister from 
Texas; quoted Ibid., p. 359»
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reality a long indictment of slavery.
It was now apparent that, in the future, slavery 

would he discussed in the House regardless of the gag 
rule, for both sides would be willing to debate the Texas 
question. But by the next session of Congress the sub
ject had been temporarily shelved, as the Texan envoys 
formally withdrew their proposal on October 12, 1838, 
and agitation would again center around the disposal of 
anti-slavery petitions.

The third session of the Twenty-Fifth Congress 
is of particular interest in the House because of the 
adoption of the five so-called Atherton resolutions, 
which had the same net effect that the Calhoun resolu
tions had had in the Senate the previous session. Deter
mined to forestall agitation, a Democratic party caucus 
met on the evening of December 10, 1838, and worked un
til midnight drawing up a new set of resolutions to re-

pplace the expired gag. They were presented the next 
day by Charles G. Atherton of New Hampshire. The gist 
of their argument was that petitions for abolition in 
the District and the territories were part of a plot to

^As debate was limited in the House, Adams spoke 
one hour each day on the subject. The Congressional 
Globe is very meagre on his speech, but a good account—  
taken from a pamphlet published by Gales and Seaton—  
is given by Bemis, op. cit., pp. 369-70.

%/iltse, op. cit.. p. 397*

1
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destroy indirectly slavery in the states, and, as Con
gress had no power to do indirectly what it could not 
do directly, the requests of such petitions were beyond 
the jurisdiction of Congress. They were cleverly worded,^ 
contained strong elements of the Calhounite states rights 
theories, and the last was a still more stringent gag rule 
which passed easily, 126-78, the voting pattern being 
almost identical with the Patton Resolution: this time 
fifty-five free-state Democrats crossed sectional lines 
and assured passage of the new gag.

Resolved, therefore, That all attempts on the 
part of Congress to abolish slavery in the District 
of Columbia or the Tei'ritories, or to prohibit the 
removal of slaves from State to State, or to dis
criminate between the institutions of one portion 
of the Confederacy and another, with the views afore
said, are in violation of the Constitution, destruc
tive of the fundamental principle on which the Union 
of these States rest, and beyond the jurisdiction 
of Congress; and that every petition, memorial, res
olution, proposition, or paper, touching or relating 
in any way, or to any extent whatever, to slavery 
as aforesaid, or the abolition thereof, shall, on 
the presentation thereof, without any further action 
thereon, be laid upon the table, without being debated, printed, or referred.2

XTo Adams, the resolutions were "cunningly enough 
composed, blending together questions of State rights 
and Congressional powers, and arguments, and inferences—  
all in wretched grammar, and worse logic, and yet puzzling 
enough to ensnare the Whigs, and some of the abolition
ists, many of whom voted for parts of the resolutions. . ." Adams Memoirs, IX, p. 62.

pCongressional Globe, 25th Congress, 3rd session, 
pp. 21-23, 25-26. During the voting on December 12th, 
in reply to an inquiry "if the affirmation of this last
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In addition to the adoption of the Atherton 
resolutions by the House, the anti-slaveiy movement in 
Congress received two serious blows during the third 
session of the Twenty-Fifth Congress in the form of 
speeches by Adams and Clay. On January 21, 1839, Adams 
received permission of the House to give what he called 
his real position on abolition in the District, which he 
felt had never been understood by the country:

I wish distinctly to aver that though I have 
earnestly advocated the right of persons to peti
tion for the abolition of slavery in the District 
of Columbia, I myself am not prepared to grant their 
prayer. On the contrary, if the question were pre
sented at once, I should vote against it.l

Slade, for one, was quite aghast, and, by a letter 
of January 23rd, asked Adams if the country was not due 
an explanation. "’Must we wait until the ’Northern men 
with Southern principles’ shall consent to ungag us, for 
an exposition of those reasons?" Adams’s curt reply of 
the 25th was that he would do so if a suitable occasion 
arose in the House. If not, he would make a statement

proposition would be id e n tica l with a v ir tu a l reception  
of a ll  p etitio n s on the abolition of slavery," Pblk, the 
Speaker of the House, replied that "that was a question 
which each gentleman must interpret for him self." How
ever, on the 14th, in  response to sim iliar questions by 
Wise, Polk ruled th at once a p e titio n  was on the table  
the question of reception could not be raised as the pe
t it io n  was already received and disposed o f. pp. 26, 32- 3 3 .

^Bemis, op. c i t . , p. 380. Congressional Globe,
25th Congress, 3rd session, p. 130.



to ills constituents at the end of the session.'*' While 
faithfully continuing to present hundreds of petitions 
of every possible type, Adams was clearly becoming dis
enchanted with the abolitionists. On February 25» 1839, 
he proposed his own anti-slavery program by means of 
resolutions to the House for the abolition of slavery 
by Constitutional amendment.

I had no expectation that my resolutions would 
be received by the House. I knew they would not 
be discussed. I presented them rather to the peti
tioners, as compromising the only mode by which I 
believe the abolition of slavery could possibly be 
effected without violence and without injustice.2

By the end of the Twenty-Fifth Congress, Adams 
was warning his abolitionist friends that immediate 
emancipation was "utterly impracticable", and in April 
and May of 1839 the National Intelligencer carried a long 
public statement by Adams on the slavery question, sear- 
ingly critizing the abolition societies and their imme
diati st doctrine, and concluding that they were weaken
ing rather than promoting ultimate emancipation.^ By 
September his diary speaks of the "dampers which I have 
put upon their senseless and overbearing clamor for the

^Bemis, op. cit., pp. 380-81.
^From a public letter of May 21, 1839» quoted 

/Ibid., 381.
^Ibid., 382-83; Barnes, op. cit«, pp. 165-67.
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immediate, total, and uncompensated abolition of slavery 
in the District of Columbia.

Meanwhile, in the Senate, the pressure on Clay 
to make a stand was mounting, as the Whig Party was be
ginning to feel the rending effects of the issue that 
was to prove its ultimate destruction. In the fall elec
tions of 1838 the influence of the abolitionists was un
happily noticed by Clay for the first time. "The intro
duction of this new element of Abolition into our elec
tions can not fail to excite, with all reflecting men,

pthe deepest solicitude." It was not long before influ
ential Whigs were warning him of approaching troubles. 
"The danger is that the Whigs will identify themselves, 
at least in appearance, with the abolitionists," warned 
Harrison Gray Otis from Boston. "It is clear that the 
efforts of the Administration are directed to the iden
tifying Whiggism and Abolitionism, and the Whig party
has not sense enough to keep free from the coils of the 

xblack s n a k e . C a l h o u n  wrote home with obvious satisfac
tion that evidence was strong that Clay and his friends 
would soon be compelled "to take high grounds on the

Adams Memoirs, X, p. 132.
2Clay to Brooke, Nov. 3, 1838; Clay Correspon

dence, p. 430.
^Otis to Clay, Dec. 24, 1838, and Jan. 11, 1839; Ibid., 434, 438.
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abolition question, and other measures favorable to 
the South. .

On February 7» 1859» Clay finally made his move,
using as a sounding-board an anti-abolition petition
from a group of leading citizens of the District. He
bitterly attacked the abolition movement, stating his
opposition to any tampering with slavery in the District
or Florida, or in regards to the inter-state slave trade.
The government had no right to meddle with slavery where
it was established, and the abolitionists were not only
economically unjust but were retarding the cause of eman- 

3cipation. Calhoun, of course, was delighted:
The only political movement of any importance 

since I last wrote you was Mr. Clay on the abolition 
question. He has chopped round on it. . .His speech 
is far from being sound on many points, but he has 
said enough to offend mortally the abolitionists, 
which will do much.to divide the north and consoli-

^Calhoun to Burt, Dec. 24, 1838; Calhoun Cor
respondence, p. 423«pThere is a distinct probability that Clay him
self inspired the framing of the petition. Many of the 
signers were longtime friends of Clay, and Adams was 
told by an acquaintance that Clay was behind its being 
drawn up. Adams Memoirs, X, p. 116; Wiltse, op; cit.. 
p. 397» Even 61 ay*s biographer, Van Deusen, dryly com- 
ments: "It scarcely seems probable that the remark 'I 
had rather be right than be President,* attributed to 
him by Preston of South Carolina. . . afforded a com
plete exposition of his motives.” Van Deusen, op. cit.. 
p. 318. ------

^Van Deusen, op. cit., p. 318; for text of Clay’s 
speech see the appendix to the Congressional Globe, 25th 
Congress, 3rd session, pp. 534-59.
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date us.1
During the first session of the Twenty-Sixth 

Congress, the yearly ritual of adopting a new gag res
olution came to an end, for the most severe of all the 
gags hecame a standing rule (the 21st) of the House.
With the adoption of the Johnson amendment of January 
28, 1840, the very reception of anti-slavery petitions 
and memorials was for the first time denied:

That no petition, memorial, resolution, or other paper praying the abolition of Slavery in the Dis
trict of Columbia, or any State or Territory, or the 
slave trade between the States, or Territories of 
the United States, in which it now exists, shall be 
received by this House, or entertained in any way whatever.2

The vote was close: 114-108. Only 28 of the 
131 free-state Representatives voting were in favor. One 
reason for the large drop in free-state support was un
doubtedly the fact that the Twenty-Sixth Congress con
tained a higher proportion of Northern Whigs than had 
the previous two. But there were also signs that pres
sure from home and the severity of the standing rule were 
working for the breakdown of the coalition of Southerners

1

and Northern Democrats upon which the continuence of the 
gags depended. The slave states were still solid, 85-4,

1Calhoun to Burt, Febr. 17, 1839j Calhoun Correspondence, p. 424.
^Congressional Globe, 26th Congress, 1st session,2

p. 150
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but tbe free-state Democrats, who had favored the orig
inal gag 61-14, were now opposed 38-25. Although there 
was still enough administration support to tip the scales, 
what had begun primarily as an administration measure 
was now primarily a sectional one.

Calhoun had finally rallied the South into ac
cepting his position on non-reception. The Southern ex
tremists’ fight against abolition petitions had reached 
its high tide of success, and they would now defend the 
gag rule rather than oppose it. Although the vote had 
been close, Calhoun still believed the tone of the admin
istration was generally good, and that the same vote 
against reception could have been obtained in the Senate

Oif it had been necessary. His "outer defenses"had been

In this respect it is interesting to note that 
the author of the 21st Rule was a Whig, William C. John
son of Maryland. Eor a more complete analysis of the vote:

Free states = 28 yes (25 Democrats, 2 unknown, 1 Whig)
IO5 no (38 Democrats, 65 Whigs)

Slave states = 85 yes (47 Democrats, 37 Whigs, 1 unknown)4 no (all Whigs)
North » 19 yes, 85 no
South = 55 yes, 0 no
West = 39 yes (9 free), 22 no ( 4 slave)
Democrats = 72 yes, 38 no (includes states-rights Demo

crats and nullifiers)
Whigs = 38 yes, 69 no (includes states-rights Whigs)Unknown = 3 yes, 0 no

pCalhoun to A. P. Calhoun, Pebr. 14, 1840, and 
Calhoun to J. E. Calhoun, Pebr. 1, 1840; Calhoun Corres- pondence, pp. 444, 448.
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retaken. To Adams, the difference ’’between the resolu
tions of the four preceding sessions of Congress and 
the new rule of the House is the difference between 
petty larceny and highway-robbery.”1

1Adams Memoirs, X, p. 206.



CHAPTER VIII

REVOLT OF THE WHIG INSURGENTS

«The last mail brought me a letter from brother 
Leavitt at Washington, written at the request of a num
ber of the Abolition members of Congress. . . He says 
that since the passage of the new gag, and under the circumstances of aggravation attending it, these mem
bers are thoroughly roused and are determined to carry 
the war in upon the enemy, to shift the plan of the cam
paign and attack slavery at every point.u Theodore
Weld to Lewis Tappan, December 14, 1841.1

The year of 1840 was, of course, another Presi
dential election year, one which saw the first Whig vic
tory in the election of William Henry Harrison. Prior 
to the election, Calhoun described Harrisonism ”as nei
ther more or less than old federalism, tainted with 
anti mason and abolition,” and Jackson wrote from his 
retirement at the Hermitage that he had always viewed
General Harrison as ”a Federalist, and now believe him

oan abolitionist.” Of what substance were such charges?
Leaving aside the relationship of Whiggery to 

Federalism, the abolitionist taint to the Whig Party 
took, in reality, merely the form of a small group of 
Northern insurgents, and if old "Tippecanoe” was an

^Weld Letters, II, pp, 879-8 0 .
Calhoun to Burt, Aug. 20, 1840; Calhoun Corres- 

ondence, p. 463. Jackson to Darcy and Murphy, July 3, 
Jackson Correspondence, VI, p. 68.pond

T5ÏÔ-
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abolitionist, the abolitionists were quite unaware of 
the fact. The Whigs were, after all, a truly national 
party, and it is not surprising that during the cam
paign of 1840 the same North-South alliance against 
anti-slavery agitation would exist as previously seen 
in the Democratic Party.

The Whigs had no platform in the ordinary sense 
of the term, but Clay and a few friends did lay down 
an unofficial one on June 27, 1840, at Taylorsville, 
Virginia, which included the provision that Congress 
should not interfere with slave property rights. While 
Clay admittedly had no authority to speak for the nominee, 
and Harrison did disagree on some points, he was in gen
eral accord with Clay's stand on slavery.^

What of Webster, the other Whig titan? His 
speech on Whig principles and purposes of September 10, 
1840, contained no mention of slavery, but, as he pro
ceeded south in his campaigning, he was forced to take 
a stand. On October 5th, before a Whig convention at 
Richmond, Virginia, he spoke strongly:

Well, I repeat it; proclaim it on the wings of 
all the winds, tell it to all your friends,— [cries 
of "We will! We will|r,j tell it, I say, that stand
ing here in the Capitol of Virginia, beneath an Oc
tober sun, in the midst of this assemblage, before 
the entire country, and upon all the responsibility

^Van Deusen, op. cit., pp. 335-36
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which belongs to me, I say that there is no power, 
direct or indirect, in Congress or the general 
government, to interfere in the slightest degree 
with the institutions of the South.1

During the campaign Harrison let it be made 
known that he was unfriendly to abolitionist petitions, 
and in his inaugural address of March 4, 1841, he stressed 
forbearance on the question of slaveiy, stating that all 
states should respect the institutions of one another.
Any attempt of those of one state "to control the domes
tic institutions of another can only result in feelings
of distrust and ¿jealousy, the certain harbingers of dis-

o■union, violence, and civil war. . ."
The abolitionists were hardly sanguine at the 

change of administration. "What a wet lid affair is 
Gen. Harrison’s Inaugural Address«" wrote Gerrit Smith.
"We have reason to believe— have long had it— that his 
administration will be more devotedly pro slavery than 
any which has preceded it."^ Whatever the validity of 
Smith’s prediction, we shall never know, for death cut

^Webster Writings, III, pp. 37-52, 93-94.2Messages and Papers of the Presidents, IV, pp. 
1871-72. Henry Wilson "claims that Harrison had pre
pared a paragraph "highly offensive to the members of 
his party who had advocated the right of petition and 
the freedom of debate," but it was thus modified at the 
suggestion of Clay. Wilson , op. cit., I, pp. 423-24.

^smith to Weld, March 14, 1841; Weld Letters,
II, p. 863.
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short Harrison* s term a short month after his inaugura
tion, and the Presidency was filled by a foe of aboli
tionism in any form, Tyler was a former Democrat, a 
slaveholder, and a nullifier to the extent that he had 
voted against the Force Bill of 1833« His presence on 
the Whig ticket had been specifically to allay the fears 
of the South.1

In the lame-duck session of the Twenty-Sixth 
Congress Adams began his long fight to rescind the 21st 
Rule, but his motion was promptly laid on the table,
82-58» on December 9, 1840, and, except for isolated 
outbursts, the session was quiet in both houses. But 
the Twenty-Seventh Congress that convened in special 
session on May 31» 1841, was Whig controlled. The 
Speaker of the House was John White of Kentucky, a Clay 
partisan, and the key committees were controlled by men 
of similiar politics. How was the change from Democrat 
to Whig to affect the maintenance of the gags?

With the exception of a small group of Northern 
Representatives— mostly anti-slavery Whigs— the free- 
state opposition to the gag rules had not been primarily 
an ideological one. As Barnes writes:

More than one member defended the right of pe-

^harles M. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, Sectional- 
ist, 1840-1850 (Indianapolis': The Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., 
1951), p. 18; Bemis, op. cit., p. 418.
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tition rather from expediency than from conviction, 
"particularly if he was pretty hard run in his dis
trict. . . and more especially- if he had been making 
a loud oratory for the right of petition as a great 
and fundamental doctrine of the constitution." In 
the North the right of petition was cheap ammuni
tion. No Northern interest was involved, and many 
members. • . came to Congress pledged in advance 
to oppose the gags. Other members, when the legis
latures of their States began sending resolutions 
to Congress protesting against the gags, were con
strained to speak for their State, whatever their 
personal conviction. 1

The majority of the Northern Whigs had used the 
issue of the right of petition over the right of the 
House to conduct its business as a means of obstruction, 
but once in power they began to have their doubts, and, 
in the first session of the Twenty-Seventh Congress, 
they even passed a general gag denying reception to any 
petition not referring to the party program for the ses-

psion. Despite attempts by Adams, the rescinding of the 
21st Rule was never made an item of party policy by the 
Whigs. The trend towards sectionalism had gone too far. 
It was becoming a Northern issue. Its rescinding would 
await the time when its small group of Northern Demo-

^Barnes, op. cit., p. 122.
^Ibid., 118-19» 256. Even Slade and Adams ad

mitted for" a time that the House had the right to re
ject petitions, p. 119. To remove any doubts that the 
Whigs were champions of "the right of petition" against 
Democratic attacks, the vote on the "general gag" was a 
strict party one— all Democrats opposed, all Whigs in favor except Adams, p. 256.
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cratic supporters would no longer see fit, either from 
conviction or political advantages, to back the South 

The margin, however, was already razor-thin.
The first session of the Twenty-Seventh Congress be
gan with a bitter two-week fight over the rules of the 
House. Mams presented another motion to rescind the 
21st .Rule and attempted to identify it as a party meas
ure, but the Southern Whigs fought back. In the debate 
that followed almost all party lines were obliterated, 
anri on June 7th Adams's amendment— modified to excepting 
rather than rescinding the 21st Rule— was adopted 112- 
104, with only 21 free-state men voting in opposition—
19 Democrats and 2 Whigs. Party lines began to stiffen, 
however, and there now followed a series of votes on re
consideration. Although 17 slave-state Whigs, mostly 
from the border states, switched into the camp of the 
opponents of the Rule, 22 Democrats, the majority from 
New York and Pennsylvania, also changed their votes and 
came to the rescue of the Southerners. On June 15th, 
the House back-tracked 106-110 against Adams's amend
ment, this time 43 free-state Representatives,— 42 Demo
crats and 1 Whig— in opposition.1

Meanwhile, the petition campaign had been having

Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 1st session, 
pp• 8—6  ̂passim.
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profound effects on the organization of the anti-slaveiy 
movement itself. The change of emphasis from agents 
controlled by the national abolition society to local 
petition volunteers had brought about an overall decen
tralization, and by 1838 active leadership was passing 
from the hands of the national and state societies. The 
panic of 1837 and the drying up of contributions pro
vided the coup de grace, and by 1840 the abolitionist 
organization was in collapse, the national society in 
schism and existing in little more than name only.'*' The 
petition flood, however, showed no signs of subsiding. 
Northern anti-slaveiy sentiment was waxing stronger, 
but its leadership had passed into the hands of the anti- 
si aveiy Congressmen in Washington who were waging the 
petition battle.

Early attempts to form a distinct abolitionist 
lobby in Congress did not materialize, but the small vote 
of the Liberty Party in 1840 convinced many of the po
litical abolitionists of the necessity of working through

pthe existing parties. In January of 1841 Joshua Leavitt
1 * 2

■^Barnes, op. cit., pp. 146-52, 161-70.
2The Liberty Party was formed at an anniversary 

meeting of the American Anti-Slave xy Society in August 
of 1839, when resolutions were adopted calling for Pres
idential and Vice-Presidential nominations. Pollard, 
op. cit., p. 195« James G. Birney, the nominee, drew 
only some 7*000 votes in 1840.
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went to Washington as a correspondent of the Emancipa
tor and there met and was taken into the confidence of 
the small bloc of anti-slavery Whigs, such as Joshua 
Giddings and Sherlock J. Andrews of Ohio, Seth M. Gates 
of New York, William Slade and John Mattocks of Vermont, 
Francis James of Pennsylvania, and Nathanial Borden of 
Massachusetts. Leavitt urged them to change the object 
of their strategy from the right of petition to the sub
ject of slavery itself. They at first demurred, but, by 
the second session of the Twenty-Seventh Congress, the 
course of events in the preceding session and Leavitt* s 
influence had convinced them "to attack slavery at every 
point" by using all subjects that could evade the gag. 
This was a momentous decision, a revolt against party 
regularity, for the Whig leaders had only sanctioned 
previous attacks on slavery as incidental to the ob
structionist petition struggle. 1

Theodore Weld was called to Washington and around 
him a distinct lobby was formed to aid what Giddings 
liked to refer to as the new "select committee" on slav-

pery. The opening gun of the new campaign was to be the 1 2

1Barnes, op. cit., pp. 177-79. See also Weld to Tappan, Dec. 14, 1841; Weld Letters. II, pp. 879-82.
2"We are now members of a select committee about which little is said and little is thought but which in 

the future history of our government will fill a larger
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presentation by Giddings of a series of resolutions 
on the Creole slave mutiny case, Adams, however, claimed 
a place for himself on the "select committee”^ and, de
termined to keep the fight tied in with the freedom of
petition, he seized the initiative and decided to open

othe new war on slavery himself.
Adams began the revolt of the Whig insurgents 

on Januaiy 21st with the presentation of a petition from 
some citizens of Georgia asking for his own removal as 
Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee "because, 
although they admit him to possess patriotism, talents, 
and all the qualifications of a statesman in the most 
eminent degree, yet they believe he is possessed of a 
species of monomania on all subjects connected with 
people as dark as a Mexican; and therefore he is not fit 
to be entrusted with the business of our relations with

space than that of any other select committee of this or 
any former Congress." Giddings to his wife, Febr. 18, 
184-2; in Weld Letters, II, p. 883.

^Barnes believes that a dinner given by Adams for 
the insurgents on Januaiy 8th may have been the occasion 
that Adams joined the group. By February 18th Giddings, 
in a letter to his wife, included Adams on the "committee" 
indicating that the association had occured some time be
fore. See Ibid., 890. Adams was back in the good graces 
of most of the abolitionists because of his defense of 
the Africans who had mutinied aboard the slave ship 
Amistad. See Bemis, op. cit., pp. 385-414.pBemis, op. cit., pp. 424-25.



Mexico." Adams then demanded the privilege of defending 
himself against its imputations, and in the ensuing com
plicated debate on parliamentary procedure, he succeeded 
in airing his views on slavery. As Adams had promised 
Weld he had set the Southerners "in a blaze". Five 
Southern members resigned from his Foreign Relations Com
mittee and three more refused appointments before the 
vacancies were filled.'1'

The Southern Whigs were now determined to crush 
the agitation by stopping its leader. A caucus was held 
and they decided to bring forth a formal censure of the 
House against Adams at the first opportunity. The North-

pern Whigs silently acquiesced. Thus the stage was set 
for the second attempt to censure Adams for his anti
slavery agitation, but this time it was "a family quarrel 
in which Whig met Whig," and in the coming days the Demo
crats "stood by. . . without taking part in the con
flict." * 2 * * 5

On January 24th the Southern Whigs were given 
their chance when Adams presented a petition from some

^Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 158-64; Weld to Angelina Weld and Sarah Grirnke, Jan. 
1231, 1842, Weld Letters, II, p, 899; Bemis, op. cit., 
pp. 425-27.2Bemis, op. cit., p. 247; Barnes, op. cit., p.
285«

5,Ihe quotations are by Edward Black, Democrat 
from Georgia; quoted by Barnes, op. cit., p. 185
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citizens of Massachusetts praying that Congress immedi
ately adopt measures to dissolve peaceably the Union. 1 
He wished to refer it to a select committee with in
structions to report on wby the prayer should not be 
granted. Wise immediately asked the Chair if a censure 
was in order, another member wished to burn the petition 
on the floor of the House, and Thomas Gilmer of Virginia 
proposed a resolution of censure.

The next day, however, the Southern Whigs were 
well organized behind the hand-picked leadership of 
Thomas F. Marshall of Kentucky, who offered a long pre
amble and two resolutions of censure against Adams.
Such a petition, Marshall declared, was contemptuous of 
the House, a direct proposition to every member to vio
late his pledge to uphold the Constitution, and thus in
volved the destruction of the country and the crime of

lrThere is reason to believe that this petition 
was the work of John G. Whittier. Pollard, op. cit., p. 
188. The reasons given for the dissolution of the “Union 
are an interesting example of the relatively new objec
tions against slavery as an economic threat to the North 
due to its inefficiency: "’First: Because no union can 
be agreeable or permanent which does not present' pro
spects of reciprocal benefits. Second: Because a vast 
proportion of the resources of one section of the Union 
is annually drained to sustain the views and course of 
another section without any adequate return. Third: 
Because (judging from the history of past nations) that 
Union, if persisted in in the present course of things, 
will certainly overwhelm the whole nation in utter de
struction.” Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 2nd 
session, p. 15BT---- --------
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high treason, Adams*s presentation of it had offended 
the dignity of the House, insulted the people of the 
United States, and, if he went unpunished, would have 
disgraced his country in the eyes of the world. Although 
he deserved expulsion, the merciful House would only in
flict its severest censure, leaving Adams to his own

iconscience and the indignation of his fellow citizens.
Adams was in for the fight of his life. He 

argued that the House had no jurisdiction over the crimes 
with which he was charged, and, as for the petition in
volving high treason, he dramatically demanded that the 
Clerk read aloud the first paragraph of the Declaration 
of Independence. Thus we have the rather incongruous, 
if not ridiculous, situation of Adams, the old nation
alist, defending the right of a people to throw off an 
oppressive government; ana Calhoun, the high priest of 
state sovereignty and nullification, writing: ”1 have 
no doubt, that his i Adams* sj object is disunion. 1,2

As the battle progressed, however, it soon be
came obvious that Adams*s opponents were no match for 
him in the rough and tumble of debate. On February 5th, 
when the decision of the Speaker that Adams had the

^Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 169-70»

2Calhoun to Hammond, Febr. 4, 1842; Calhoun 
Correspondence, p. 504-»
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right to discuss slavery was sustained by the House, 
he knew he had won.

I saw my cause was gained, and Marshall was 
sprawling in his own compost. I came home scarcely 
able to crawl up to my chamber, but the sound of 
"Io triumphe" ringing in my ear. 1

The Whigs, already divided into Clay and Tyler 
factions, now began to break into Northern and Southern 
wings. On Februaiy 7th the Southern Whigs called off 
the fight, and by motion of John Botts of Virginia the 
whole affair was put on the table by a vote of 106-93. 
Adams, who needed another week to complete his defense, 
did not object, seeing "that the House was tired of the 
whole subject, and that to close it now would afford

prelief to all parties."
" . . .  the triumph of Mr. A. is complete," re

joiced Weld. "This is the first victory over the slave
holders in a body ever yet achieved since the foundation 
of the government, and from this time their downfall 
takes its date, it will be as certain as that of Haman."^ 
On February 28th Giddings presented a similiar petition

Adams Memoirs, XI, p. 87.
2Ibid., 87. For the Congressional Globe’s ac

count of the entire affair see 2yth Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 168-215 passim. Bemis has an excellent description 
of the episode op. cit., pp. 427-37•X ,■'Quoted in a letter from Sarah M. Grimke to 
Elizabeth Pease, Febr. 11, 1842} Weld Letters, II, pp. 
919- 20.
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for dissolution of the Union, and, although it was not 
1'eceived, there were no serious attempts at censure."^
"The Slave-holders had been so horribly burned by the 
hot iron before that they took especial care not to make 
any more errors,” Weld informed his wife. 2

The burn soon healed however, and, while Adams 
had escaped their wrath, the Southern Whigs were to take 
their revenge on Giddings, who lacked both the prestige 
and parliamentary skill of the ex-President. Giddings 
has been described as ”unfaltering persistent, violently 
outspoken, certain of the unquestionable rightness of his 
ideals, acutely conscious of his duty, suspicious of 
others, humorless, harsh, courageous, incurably conten- 
tious. . He, along with Gates and Andrews, had been
one of Weld’s converts in the Great Revival, and was one 
of the few men in the House for whom Adams had ary affec-

htion. A delegate from Ohio’s anti-slavery hot-bed, the 
Western Reserve,^ Giddings was a constitutional aboli- * 2 * 4 5

^ongressional Globe, 27th Congress. 2nd session.p. 268.
2Quoted by Barnes, op. cit., p. 187.
^Robert P. Ludlum, "Joshua R. Giddings, Radical," 

The Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXIII (June. 
1956), p. 59.4Barnes, op. cit.. pp. 181-82.

5A resident of the Western Reserve once described it as "the home of the various isms, the vagaries. . . of 
a people, noted throughout the land for this distinctive



tionist who believed the Constitution to be an anti
slavery document in that the federal government was for
bidden to take any action to the benefit of slavery out
side of the states. * 1 In line with this interpretation
he presented to the House on March 9th the nine resolu-

otions on the Creole case that had been planned as the 
opening of the insurgent war. (Their gist was that the 
states lost their power over the slaves once they were 
on the high seas, and that the federal government should 
not use its influence in protecting and maintaining a 
coast-wise slave trade.

A motion of censure was immediately offered on 
the grounds that Giddings’s resolutions were on a deli
cate subject that might involve war between the United
States and Great Britain; their only object was disunion

*and dissatisfaction at a time when unity was necessary; 
and that they justified and approved mutiny and murder.

feature, so that whoever had a hobby elsewhere rejected, 
rode it straightway to the Reserve, where it was quite 
certain of hospitable pasturage and shelter." Ludlum, 
loc. cit., p. 50»

1Ibid., 51-52.
^In October of 1841 the slaves aboard the Vir

ginia-owned Creole mutinied and took the ship to the 
Bahamas. (The British authorities at Nassau arrested the 
ringleaders for murder but refused to turn them over to 
the U. S. consul or detain the others. Wiltse, John C. 
Calhoun, Sectionalism p, 69.
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On the next day, ary defense by Giddings was cut off 
by the previous question, and, by a vote of 125-69, 
he was formally censured. 1

Giddings immediately resigned and returned home 
to run for reelection. It was made an issue of party 
regularity, and Whig leaders in Washington as well as 
Ohio threw the full weight of their influence against 
the insurgent. Gates’s attempt to call a caucus of 
Northern Whigs in Washington to aid Giddings was squelched 
by party whips. "The Lord send you deliverence," he 
wrote to Giddings, "for your Whig colleagues won’t. . .

pYou are getting no help from here." But Giddings needed 
no help except the ardent anti-slavery sentiment of his 
district. The voters of the Western Reserve sent their 
hero back to Congress with one of the largest majorities 
ever given a Representative, and within six weeks of his 
censure Giddings was again in the House attacking slavery 
along the same lines that had brought about his resigna
tion.

Gidding’s reelection, along with Adams’s escape1

Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 2nd session, 
pp. 542-45. The resolution read; "Resolved, That this 
House hold the conduct of the said member as altogether 
unwarranted, and deserving the severe condemnation of the 
people of the country, and of this body in particular."

?Gates to Giddings, April 4, 1842; quoted in 
Barnes, op. cit., p. 188.
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from censure, broke for all time the control of the 
Whig Party leaders over the discussion of slavery. A 
secure anti-slavery bloc had been created in Congress 
that could now agitate on the subject without fear of 
party discipline and without the need of masking their 
agitation behind such issues as the right of petition.

At any time thereafter, endorsement of their program could be made a test question for Whig candidates in the antislavery belt; while on the hustings, aspirants for office would be free to denounce slavery without sacrificing party regularity. %ch operations were bound to enlarge the bloc in Congress and deepen sectional hostility. Inevitably the time must come when this broadening impulse would escape its party bounds and divide the nation. The victory of insurgency was thus a true turning point in history, the-,nucleus of a new movement in national 
affairs.

The insurgents had won cheir freedom and in the 
coming sessions would speak with relative immunity. The
Southern hope for silence on their "peculiar institution"%
had received a mortal blow. With Whig party regularity 
broken the only barrier left to the "select committee" was 
the gag rule, but the rescinding of the 21st Rule was 
beyond the power of the Northern Whigs. It awaited the 
"political treachery" of the Northern Democrats.

■^Barnes, op. cit., pp. 188-90.



CHAPTER IX

THE END OF THE STANDING RULE

"It was, with few exceptions, the votes of the two sections, slave holding and. non slave holding arrayed against each other. They appear to me to be coming daily, more and more, into deadly conflict. . . It would seem, that we can look no longer to our northern allies for support in reference to it." John C. Calhoun to R. M. T. Hunter, December 29» 1844.
Although the anti-slavery Representatives had 

gained the freedom of agitation that had been the under
lying cause in their opposition to the gag rules, the 
issue of the right of petition still raged. In the mind 
of the North, the entire affair had become associated 
with the abridgement of civil liberties, and the petition 
flood roared on. There was still political capital to 
be gained, both in opposition and in support of the 21st 
Rule. To Adams, however, its retention was a bit of worm
wood in his soul, and, although the Texas question was 
more and more monopolizing his thoughts, he continued his 
incessant attacks.

After the attempts of the Southern Whigs to si
lence Adams and Giddings, the remaining days of the second 
session of the Twenty-Seventh Congress passed quietly

^Calhoun Correspondence, p. 636•
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"excepting an occasional outbreak from that mischievous 
bad old man, J. Q. A d a m s . M u c h  to Adams’s disgust, 
the third session of the (Twenty-Seventh Congress re
fused for days either to vote on or even table his usual 
motion to rescind the 21st Rule. Finally on December 
12, 1842, the motion was tabled, 106-102, on the grounds 
that it was interfering with the public business of the

pHouse. During the session, the Whig insurgents finally 
assumed formal leadership over the petition campaign by 
sending out a signed appeal for more petitions against 
the standing rule, and Adams’s name led all the rest.^ 

The House of Representatives of the Twenty- 
Eighth Congress was solidly controlled by Van Buren men 
in number and in organization. The old Jacksonian pol
icy of neutrality towards slavery was , however, fast 
changing, as the Democratic Party was feeling the same 
rending effects from the anti-slaveiy agitation as were 
the Whigs. Although the tendency, on the whole, was 
still towards working within the framework of the old 
.party to a greater extent than the more loosely Ipiit * 2

"^Calhoun to T. G. Clemson, April 22, 1842; Cal
houn Correspondence, p. 513»2̂Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 3rd session, pp. 31-42, passim.

%emis, op. cit., p. 446; Barnes, op. cit., p.
195
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Whigs, the Northern democratic radicals showed a def
inite shift in the 1840's towards an anti-slavery po
sition.1 Hetention of the gag depended on the con
tinuance of the Van Buren-Calhoun alliance, and por
tents of its dissolution were not long in appearing 
during the new Congress.

Although Adams’s perennial motion to rescind 
the 21st Rule was beaten December 4, 1843, by a vote 
of 91-95, 2 the Democratic majority agreed to the for
mation of a committee— under the chairmanship of Wise, 
but with Adams as a member— to revise the rules of the 
House. Meanwhile, on December 21st, Adams introduced 
a series of resolutions from the Massachusetts legisla
ture calling for an end to the five-three slave repre
sentation formula. Not only did the South see the res
olutions referred to committee and printed on the jour
nal by votes of Van Buren Democrats, but it was also 
learned that the state legislature that had originated 
them was controlled by Van Buren partisans. And on Jan
uary 2, 1844, it was Adams, not Wise, who reported the 
Rules Committee’s recommendations, one of which called

1See Schlesinger, op. oit.. pp. 428-33»
^26 free-state Democrats voted with the South from Pennsylvania (8), Illinois (6), New fork (4), Ohio (/+), New Hampshire (3). Indiana Cl), and New Jersey (1).
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for the elimination of all barriers to discussion.
Two Yan Buren Democrats on the committee had voted with 
the majority."1*

To Calhoun, this was r,a case of political treach
ery almost without example." He believed that the North
ern Democrats had made definite, if inferential, pledges 
in return for his past support. He warned his friends 
that there could be no support for Van Buren or his 
followers "till they redeem fully the pledges given af
ter the catastrophy of *37, and before the election of 
*40, in their Address, especially in reference to the 
tariff and abolition; and, also, their pledge in refer
ence to the latter in adopting the resolutions I offered 
in the Senate, in relation to abolition." Yet in the
face of all tbis, "the great majority of the N. York

*delegation, including the confidential friends of Mr.
V. B. have acted as they have in the H. of Representa
tives this session." He would support Van Buren*s nom
ination only "after a tariff bill strictly for revenue 
has been reported by the V. B. Committee of the House, 
and voted and passed by his friends there, and the 21st

prule restored by the same vote." * 2

*%iltse, John C. Calhoun, Sectionalist, pp.
172-73.

2Calhoun to R. M. T. Hunter, February 1, 1844; 
Calhoun Correspondence, pp. 562-63.
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After long debate, the report of the Rules 
Committee was finally put to a vote on February 28th 
and was tabled by a single vote, this time only 14- 
Democrats crossing the sectional line. The original 
vote had been 85-90, but, in the melodramatic words of 
Adams, "the slavers plied their northern Democratic 
allies with personal menace and entreaty till three of 
them changed their votes from no to aye.”^ Calhoun, 
however, certainly did not consider the tabling of the 
question by one vote to be a triumph for the South.

The conduct of the Northern Wing of the Demo
crats appears to me to be outrageous on the aboli
tion question. • ♦ and I must say, that I regard 
with surprise, that the deceptive vote of laying 
the question on the table by one vote, should be 
regarded as a triumph by some of our Southern 
friends. It is obvious that it is but a trick, 
in the infamous scheme of endeavoring to catch the 
abolition votes, without offending the South. . .2

In his opinion, the reprieve for the 21st Rule had only
come because of the fact another Presidential election
,year was at hand.

It is in the power of the V. Buren leaders in 
Congress to settle the only two questions of press
ing importance, as they please; I mean the Tariff 
and abolition. They will settle both simply in 
reference to the presidential question.3 1 2

1Adams Memoirs, XI, p. 522; Congressional Globe, 28th Congress, 1st session, p. 34-5.
2Calhoun to Burt, March 9» 1844, Calhoun Cor

respondence, p. 573»
^Calhoun to Hammond, March 5, 1844; Ibid., 572.
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There is little doubt that in 1844- the ques
tion of slavery was for the first time a decisive fac
tor in a Presidential election. The focal point of the 
agitation of the 1830’s— abolition in the District—  
had been almost completely overshadowed by the much more 
momentous issue of the annexation of Texas.

Although he was qualifiedly on record as opposed 
to annexation, Clay, as a slaveholder, was particularly 
vulnerable, for not all of the political abolitionists 
were content to work within the framework of the Whig 
Party. Anti-slavery Whig defections into the abolition
ist Liberty Party were becoming significant enough to 
cause concern among the Clay men. "We have difficulties 
and embarrassments to contend with," lamented John Davis 
from Massachusetts.

The Abolitionists, who appear to be disenclined to all connection with the Whigs, have strength e- 
nough, which they take from us, to put us in some 
peril. . .You are, however, the object at which 
they aim most of their shafts, and who the leading 
members of the party are most desirous of defeating.

In 1844 the Liberty Party even ran a candidate against
Adams who was greatly grieved "at their classing in the
same level of exclusion the Whig and Democratic parties,"
as it would lead to "the triumph of the worst party.

“Davis to Clay, Oct. 14, 1843; Clay Correspondence, p. 480.pAdams Memoirs, XII, p. 80.
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On the other side of the coin, opposition to 
the annexation of Texas could prove fatal to a candi
date, for there was a sentiment abroad in the United 
States of 1844 stronger yet than the anti-slavery im
pulse: manifest destiny. Van Buren practically elim
inated himself as the leading Democratic hopeful by his 
famous open letter against annexation that appeared in 
the Globe on April 27, 1844. Jackson was »excited" and 
"mortified" when he heard the news that not only Van 
Buren but also his old Senatorial war*—horse, Benton, was 
on record against Texas. "I write under a vertigo," he 
sadly wrote to Blair, "great pain in head and body, and 
fearful that the letters of my dear friends— you are 
aware of my friendship for both— has afforded the means
for their political destruction. .

*

Due to the cross-currents of anti-slavery and 
expansionist sentiments, it is difficult, if not impos- *

Jackson to  B la ir ,  May 7, 1844; Jack so n C orres

pondence^]? g l e t t e r  opposing annexation  appeared in  the 
N atio n a l I n t e l l i g e ncer the same day as Van Buren’ s  in  the 
G lo b e --A p ril 2 7 tiu  U n fo rtu n a te ly  fo r  C lay , who had not 
t h e " s l i g h t e s t  apprehension " in  s t a t in g  h i s  p o s it io n  as 
he knew Van Buren was a lso  opposed, h is  opponent was not 
to  be Van Buren, bu t r a th e r  Polk who was u n eq u ivo ca lly  
fo r  immediate annexation : " I  have no h e s i ta t io n  in  de
c la r in g  th a t  I  am in  fa v o r  o f the immediate re -an n exa tio n  
o f Texas to  the t e r r i t o r y  o f  the U nited S ta te s .  I e n te r 
t a in  no doubt a s  to  the  power or expediency o f the r e -  
annexation*11 See McCormack op*—niti pp# 226 27*



sible, to ascertain accurately the precise importance 
of the slavery question on the election results. As
suming that the bulk of the Liberty Party votes were 
nominally Whig, a good case can be made that Birney 
swung the election to Polk, considering the Democratic 
margin of victory, particularly in New York where Polk 
had the added advantage of Silas Wright on the state 
ticket.'1' Although it remains a moot point, Clay’s sup
porters in New York, at least, were convinced that the 
Whigs had been defeated by abolitionists, the foreign 
vote, and the “frauds" of Locofocoism. 2

The days of the gag rule were now numbered. It 
had long since become primarily a sectional issue, and 
now the Southerners could no longer expect the aid of 
"the confidential friends of Mr. 7. B.” At the second 
session of the Twenty-Eighth Congress, Adams's motion 
to rescind the gag rule (now the 25th Pule) at long 
last passed on December 3, 1844, by a vote of 108-80.
There was no debate.^ With the exception of 16 diehard

■^Wiltse gives the popular vote as: Polk'- 1,337,000 
Clay - 1,299,000; Birney - 62,000. Polk’s margin in New 
York, the key state, was approximately 5,000 votes, while 
Birney drew about 15,000 there. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, 
Sectionalist, pp. 185-86.

2.'"- •For example, see letters of Frelinghugsen, Fill
more, and Spencer to Clay* Clay Correspondence, pp. 495- 98 , 501-502. —  ------- --------

^Congressional Globe, 28th Congress, 2nd session,
P* 7*
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free-state Democrats who remained loyal to Calhoun, 
and. 4 slave-state Whigs and 1 Democrat who opposed re
tention, the voting was sectional.^

On December 10th Adams presented a series of 
petitions praying for abolition in the District. The 
old question of reception was again raised, but the ob
jection was voted down 107-81, with the petitions finally

oending up in the Committee on the District. After 
this last flicker of life the problem was completely 
swallowed up by the Texas debate. * 1

^Free states = 105 yes (52 Democrats, 48 Whigs,
1 Independent, 2 unknown)

16 no (all Democrats)
Slave states = 5 yes ( 4 Whigs, 1 Democrat)

64 no (48 Democrats, 15 Whigs)
North = 75 yes, 7 noSouth = 4 yes, 52 no
West = 29 yes (1 slave), 40 no (9 free)
Democrats = 55 yes, 64 no 
Whigs = 52 yes, 15 n o ■
Others = 5 yes, 0 no

2Congressional Globe, 28th Congress, 2nd session,
p. 18.



CHAPTER X

CONCLUSION

By the standard of passed legislation, the anti- 
slavery agitation in Congress during tHe 1830‘s and 
early 1840's Had achieved nothing. In spite of their 
numerical disadvantage, the Southern Congressmen, partly 
due to their abilities and long terms of service, re
mained powerful. After 1840 no recognized abolitionist 
and few outright anti-slavery men were appointed to im
portant government posts, and none of the Northern Pres
idents until 1860 took a public stand while in office 
against the pro-slavery men. The bitter defeat over 
the annexation of Texas more than overshadowed any joy 
aroused by the rescinding of the 23th Rule of the House.

However, few, if any, of the abolitionists se
riously expected any legislative action on their prayers. 
They were offsprings of an age in ferment, humanitarians

1
and reformers, and, above all, evangelists with their 
roots in a great religious and benevolent revival. No 
one realized this more clearly than their arch-enemy him
self, John C. Calhoun: "He did not expect the Abolition-

"Hiart, op. cit.. pp. 168-69.
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ists were coming with arms in their hands to wage a 
war with them, but it was to be a moral and religious 
war, the most dangerous of all wars.”'*' The abolition
ists' agitation in Congress was primarily a means of 
obtaining an excellent sounding-board for their propa
ganda and doctrines. In this they were supremely suc
cessful, and their success was due in no small part to 
the overly aggressive defensive tactics of the slave- 
state Congressmen.

The renewed anti-slavery impulse, as personi
fied by the birth of militant abolitionism and its im- 
mediatist doctrine, began to permeate the North at the 
very time that the South, too, was undergoing a pro
found change. For slavery in 1835 was no longer the 
dying institution so hopefully envisioned by the men of 
1789. Social and economic forces had made it the main
spring of a Southern way of life, a positive good to a 
growing number of apologists. Even those slaveholders 
who abhored the institution and its effects could see 
no way out of their dilemma, and, with the South uneasy 
over slave insurrections, both real and imaginary» It 
is little wonder that the pamphlet campaign and the anti
slavery petitions aroused an exaggerated response in the

•̂Congressional Globe, 24th Congress, 1st session,
p. 239
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South and among its representatives in Congress.
In Congress, the Southern desire to crush aboli

tionist agitation coincided with a widespread Northern 
dislike of abolitionism and merged with pragmatic po
litical desires to avoid inter-party dissensions and 
to transact administration programs. The result was 
political and sectional alliances aimed at stifling the 
anti-slaveiy agitation. Although the Whigs tolerated 
the agitation as a means of obstruction, once in power, 
they too would attempt to play the Democratic game of 
silence.

Regarding practical results, the procedure used 
by the Senate was much more effective in suppressing 
discussion than the formal rules of the House. While 
the House was undergoing one crisis after another, Bu
chanan could tell the Senate in 1841 that ’’all agitation 
had entirely ceased so far as the Senate was concerned 
. . •” But it is a moot point whether the Senate*s 
tabling of the question of reception was less a viola
tion of the right of petition than the first four gag 
resolutions of the House. The new Whig President of the 
Senate in 1841 was informed that it was "his duty" to 
consider the question of reception made whenever abolition

^Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 1st session,
p. 35
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petitions or memorials were presented,'1' and by 1843 
the entire Senate procedure was referred to as ’’the 
rule”. But the Senate procedure was smooth, and, al
though the abolitionists thought that the Senate was 
infringing upon their rights, it was difficult to prove 
precisely where the supposed violation lay. "Their 
craftiness rendered the violation of our rights. • . 
more complicated than it was in the House," complained 
an abolitionist editor,^ and it was the more responsive 
House with its formal rules that bore the brunt of the 
petition campaign.

In the House, the very magnitude of the petition 
deluge made some type of restriction imperative. Even 
without the widespread aversion to the discussion of 
slavery, some type of gag rule probably would have been 
necessary in the face' of determined agitators and ob
structionists armed with a vast and inexaustable supply 
of petitions. But did the House, in the exercise of its 1 2

1Ibid., 35.
2On the presentation of a group of anti-slavery resolutions from the state of Vermont, "the Chair re

marked that resolutions of the Legislatures of the States, 
upon the subject of abolition, fell under the operations 
of the rule, to the same extent as abolition petitions." 
Congressional Globe, 27th Congress, 3rd session, p. 133.

^Quoted by Barnes, op, cit.. p. 113.
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undoubted right to regulate its proceedings, infringe 
upon the right of petition?

The question of the degree, if any, that the gag 
rules violated the rights of the petitioners was a com
plex one, and, in the end, remained substantially un
settled. Even the abolitionists were undecided . To 
Weld, it was an obvious case of "the right of petition 
ravished and trampled by its constitutional guardians, 
and insult and defience hurled in the faces of the sover
eign people," but to many others, more legalistically in
clined, the denial was considered "virtual" rather than 
"specific" until the standing rule of 1840. Even the
most ardent of the Congressional defenders would take

1varying positions over the years.
The great historical significance of the issue, 

however, lies not in the fact that Calhoun may have pre
sented the more cogent or logical arguments, nor that 
the opponents of the gags often used the right of petition 
as a smokescreen for ulterior motives. The right of pe- 
tion may have been a false issue, but to the people of 
the North, steeped in the American tradition that each 
petition, regardless of its request, was a private one

^For excellent discussions of the gag rules in 
regard to the right of petition, see Barnes, op. cit., 
pp. lll-17i and Nye, op. cit., pp. 45-52. The quota- 
tions are from Bames pV 1117
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and deserving of consideration, the course of the House 
seemed a compromise of their civil liberties for the 
benefit of the protection of slavery, and gave great 
impetus to the spread of one of the abolitionistgreat
est propaganda weapons: the existence of a Southern slave- 
power conspiracy.

This identification of the issue of slavery with 
the violation of civil liberties, both real and imaginary, 
that arose from the incendiary publications controversy 
and the petition struggle, was to have momentous results 
in the spread of anti-slavery sentiment in the North. 
Abolitionism, for the first time, became "respectable”, 
and the anti-slavery movement not only gained thousands 
of adherents but also its first political foothold in
Congress. On the other hand, results in the South were

*equally significant, for there the entire affair un
happily emphasized the section’s numerical inferiority 
and added to the trend towards towards sectionalism and 
extreme states-rights positions that would culminate in 
secession.

^For the growth of this idea in the North, see 
Nye, o p * cit., pp. 217-49. The British coped with a 
similiar anti-slavery petition deluge in I833 by dividing 
petitions into two classifications; private and public. 
Public petitions— those praying for requests for others 
than the petitioners— were merely sent to a select com
mittee and reported on periodically. Barnes, op. cit., 
pp. 116-17. ------
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The motives of the actors of the drama were both 
petty and. lofty, the usual compound, of the vices and. 
virtues of mankind.. But any stereotyped idea that the 
enactment of the gag rules were part of a Southern plot 
and maintained by the support of subservient and bullied 
"Northern men with Southern principles" is entirely un
tenable. Until 1840, much to the despair of Calhoun, 
there is no Southern unity on the best course of action 
to be taken. Although the gags grew more and more strin
gent, there is a distinct dividing line between the first 
four and the standing rule of 1840. The first four were 
primarily administration measures and were opposed by 
the Southern extremists as they implied the right of re
ception. It was not until the adoption of the 21st Rule 
that the Calhounite position was reached, and its reten
tion depended on the ever-decreasing support of Northern 
political ties.

Calhoun*s objective in leading the Southern de
fense against the abolition petitions was not disunion. 
Although he accepted it as a possible eventuality, he 
still recoiled at "how many bleeding pores must be taken 
up in passing the knife of separation through a body 
politick. . . which has been so long bound together by 
so many ties, political, social and commercial."^ Benton

■^Calhoun to Anna Maria Calhoun, Jan. 25, 1838; 
Calhoun Correspondence, p. 391.



12'3

was convinced that Calhoun*s course on slavery was "a 
mere continuation of old tariff disunion; and preferred 
because more available." While this idea is undoubtedly
distorted as to motive, there remains a certain element 
of truth in it, as there was a definite connection in 
Calhoun’s thought between the tariff and slavery: both 
symbolized to him a dangerous error of constitutional 
interpretation, a growing belief in a body politic com
posed of individual citizens of the United States. His 
attempted remedy for both "evils” was the same.

As for the free-state Democratic support of the 
Southern foes of reception, there is little question of 
any solicitude for the institution of slavery. While 
the Van Buren Democrats were probably decisive in the 
tipping of the scales, first for the retention and then 
the rescinding of the standing rule, it should not be 
forgotten that Calhoun represented more than a defense 
of slavery. He openly admitted that he stood for a pur
gation of the Jacksonian "heresies" and a return to the 
principles of the Jeffersonian states-rights party, and 
there were not a few Calhoun men in the free states who 
would support him for a number of reasons having nothing 
to do with slavery. During this period Calhoun was not

"^Benton, op. cit., II, p. 579.



yet the narrow sectionalist of the late 1840*s and 
1850fs, and he was still regarded as Presidential tim
ber prior to the election of 1844.

The gag males ultimately failed to achieve their 
purpose of stifling the discussion of slavery for various 
reasons. The rising tide of anti-slavery sentiment, and 
its mixture with the issue of civil liberties, eventu
ally proved too strong for political considerations. Then 
too, one should not forget the strong personal element 
in their failure, for it is not a common occurence to 
find in the lower house of Congress a man of such stature, 
persistence, and parliamentary skill as John Quincy Adams, 
who is at the same time rather uniquely unhampered by 
national political considerations and ambitions. Once 
the Whig insurgents had broken the bonds of party regu
larity in 1842, freedom of agitation, the underlying cause 
of their opposition, had been won and the barrier of si
lence was down. But the events of the Twenty-Eighth Con
gress leading to the rescinding of the standing rule are 
also of interest as a manifestation of another signifi
cant trend in the anti-slavery movement— the breakdown 
of the Northern radical Democratic policy of neutrality 
towards slavery. After his open letter against the an
nexation of Texas, the Van Buren of 1844 was but four 
years away from his candidacy for President on the ticket

124
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of the Free Soil Party.
Before passing into history, the petition battle, 

like so many issues that were to come, had run the gamut 
from national political considerations into sectional 
hostility. The controversy had been bitter, and its 
acrimonious charges and counter-charges had eventually 
made dispassionate discussion impossible. In many ways 
this was the most tragic result of the entire agitation. 
The sectionalism that had emerged from the Missouri de
bates of the 1820’s was now further crystallized and de
fined, and both sides were to be characterized in the 
future by a heightened intransigency. The South's only 
answer to the irresistible anti-slaveiy impulse was the 
enactment of a stricter slave code, but she could not 
stand still in a changing world and conflict was the re
sult. The Northern abolitionist, however, who refused 
to recognize the existence of any social and economic 
problems inherent in emancipation, must bear, along with 
the leaders of the South, his share of the responsibility 
in contributing to the violent tenacity with which the 
South clung to her way of life.
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