
		
			
				[image: Cover for Heirs of the Founders]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			ALSO BY H. W. BRANDS

			The Reckless Decade

			T.R.

			The First American

			The Age of Gold

			Lone Star Nation

			Andrew Jackson

			Traitor to His Class

			American Colossus

			The Murder of Jim Fisk for the Love of Josie Mansfield

			The Man Who Saved the Union

			Reagan

			The General vs. the President

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Book Title, Heirs of the Founders, Subtitle, The Epic Rivalry of Henry Clay, John Calhoun and Daniel Webster, the Second Generation of American Giants, Author, H. W. Brands, Imprint, Doubleday]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Copyright © 2018 by H. W. Brands

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			www.doubleday.com

			DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Portrait of Daniel Webster by Francis Alexander (1835, oil on canvas) courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution; bequest of Mrs. John Hay Whitney. All other images courtesy of the Library of Congress.

			Cover design by Michael J. Windsor

			Cover paintings (details): John C. Calhoun by Arthur E. Schmalz Conrad; Daniel Webster by Adrian S. Lamb; Henry Clay by Allen Cox. Courtesy of the U.S. Senate Collection

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Brands, H. W., author.

			Title: Heirs of the founders : the epic rivalry of Henry Clay, John Calhoun

			and Daniel Webster, the second generation of American giants /

			H. W. Brands.

			Description: First edition. | New York, NY : Doubleday, a division of Penguin

			Random House LLC, [2018] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2018010542 (print) | LCCN 2018030089 (ebook) |

			ISBN 9780385542531 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780385542548 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: United States—Politics and government—1801–1815. | United States—Politics and government—1815–1861. | Calhoun, John C.

			(John Caldwell), 1782–1850. | Clay, Henry, 1777–1852. | Webster, Daniel,

			1782–1852. | Statesmen—United States—Biography. | Constitutional history—United States.

			Classification: LCC E338 (ebook) | LCC E338 .B73 2018 (print) |

			DDC 973.5—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2018010542

			Ebook ISBN 9780385542548

			ep_prh_5.4_151269556_c0_r4

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by H. W. Brands

				Title Page

				Copyright

			

			
				Prologue: January 1850

			

			
				Part One: The Spirit of ’76

				
					Chapter 1

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

				
					Chapter 7

				

			

			
				Part Two: To Build a Nation

				
					Chapter 8

				

				
					Chapter 9

				

				
					Chapter 10

				

				
					Chapter 11

				

				
					Chapter 12

				

				
					Chapter 13

				

			

			
				Part Three: The People’s Government

				
					Chapter 14

				

				
					Chapter 15

				

				
					Chapter 16

				

				
					Chapter 17

				

				
					Chapter 18

				

				
					Chapter 19

				

				
					Chapter 20

				

				
					Chapter 21

				

				
					Chapter 22

				

				
					Chapter 23

				

				
					Chapter 24

				

				
					Chapter 25

				

				
					Chapter 26

				

			

			
				Part Four: A Deep Game

				
					Chapter 27

				

				
					Chapter 28

				

				
					Chapter 29

				

				
					Chapter 30

				

				
					Chapter 31

				

				
					Chapter 32

				

				
					Chapter 33

				

				
					Chapter 34

				

			

			
				Part Five: Temptations of Empire

				
					Chapter 35

				

				
					Chapter 36

				

				
					Chapter 37

				

				
					Chapter 38

				

				
					Chapter 39

				

				
					Chapter 40

				

				
					Chapter 41

				

				
					Chapter 42

				

				
					Chapter 43

				

				
					Chapter 44

				

				
					Chapter 45

				

				
					Chapter 46

				

				
					Chapter 47

				

			

			
				Part Six: The Fatal Compromise

				
					Chapter 48

				

				
					Chapter 49

				

				
					Chapter 50

				

				
					Chapter 51

				

				
					Chapter 52

				

				
					Chapter 53

				

				
					Chapter 54

				

				
					Chapter 55

				

				
					Chapter 56

				

				
					Chapter 57

				

				
					Chapter 58

				

				
					Chapter 59

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				Sources

				Notes

				About the Author

				Illustrations

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			JANUARY 1850

			The marvelous news from the West was the last thing Henry Clay had wanted to hear. Gold! Gold in California! It set the pulse of America racing; it sent a hundred thousand brave souls to that far-off land to make their fortunes. It hastened the day when the institutions of American democracy, and not merely the American flag, would be planted on the Pacific shore. And it meant that Henry Clay—aging, ailing Henry Clay—must leave Ashland, his home and refuge at Lexington, Kentucky, and once more make the long journey to Washington.

			Five years he had been at home. Five years he had sought and eventually found solace from ambition definitively frustrated. He would never be president. The White House would never be more than a place for him to visit. No one had come closer to its portal more often than he. No one had a better claim to the knowledge, temperament and character required of its residents. But the American people were fickle and easily swayed, and at the crucial moments they had turned from him to others.

			He had learned to accept his fate. A statesman did what he could in his country’s service, not what he would. And it was for his country that he felt so dispirited by the news from California. Whatever it would cost him personally—in effort expended, health further compromised, obloquy endured—it would cost the Union more. Henry Clay had been born amid the American Revolution and come of age with the Constitution; for his entire adult life the Union had been his guiding star. Twice he had steered the Union between the Scylla of jealous states’ rights and the Charybdis of rampant centralism. But the turbulent seas of democracy grew more tempestuous with each passing decade. And the gold fever whipped them higher still, for the sudden peopling of California compelled Congress to rule on the fate of slavery in the new American West. California sought admission to the Union as a free state. The North demanded California’s admission, and would probably get it. What would the South demand in return? And what would the competing demands do to the creaking hull and strained rigging of the American ship of state?

			
			The genius of Henry Clay was a knack for compromise, for finding formulas neither side loved but both sides could live with. He had conjured one such formula in the Missouri crisis of 1820, and another in the South Carolina crisis of 1833. The genius of American democracy was its ability to muddle through crises—to accept answers as tentative and let principle nod to expedience. Henry Clay had been criticized for pliant principles, but he pleaded the higher aim of preserving the Union, the guarantor of American democracy. Democracy was a work in progress, never perfect but never finished. Given time, democracy would find a way forward.

			California’s gold meant democracy might not have time. With everyone else, Henry Clay had supposed that filling the territories acquired from Mexico in the recent war would take decades. The Louisiana territory had been American for half a century and wasn’t a tenth full. Clay, though a slaveholder, was an emancipationist at heart: he judged slavery a curse and looked to the day when the Southern economy would outgrow slavery, as the Northern economy had done. A few decades, no more time than had already passed since the Missouri Compromise, was all that was needed.

			Clay knew he didn’t have a few decades. He would be lucky to last a few years. But if he could somehow conjure another compromise, he might give the Union the time it required.

			

			—

			JOHN C. CALHOUN had less time than Henry Clay. His consumption—tuberculosis—was more advanced than Clay’s. He might have months; he might have weeks. Some days he couldn’t get out of bed. His voice, for decades the trumpet of the South, could barely rise above a whisper.

			
			Upon the news from California, his thoughts turned to Henry Clay. The two had entered the House of Representatives together amid the troubles that sparked the War of 1812. For years they had worked in harness, defending and bolstering the country their generation had inherited from America’s founders. But ambition drove them apart, like sons contesting control of an estate they were supposed to share. Clay was the elder, in years and seniority, yet Calhoun had gifts of intellect and guile Clay couldn’t match. It was the guile that surprised most people, including Clay, who puzzled at Calhoun’s ability to advance himself—and get past Clay—without appearing to try.

			But it was the intellect that brought Calhoun down. Or maybe it was the ambition, disguised as intellect. Calhoun’s political strength was his base in South Carolina, yet his strength was also his weakness. Other states insisted on what they considered their sovereign rights vis-à-vis the national government, but none were so vigilant and quick to take offense as South Carolina. The founders had left deliberately vague where the boundary lay between state and national authority; similarly blurred was who would determine the boundary and how it would be enforced. They knew that any explicit answer might wreck their experiment in self-government before it got fairly started; they left to their heirs to find a solution the country could live with. The task had been the work of Calhoun’s—and Clay’s—lifetime.

			South Carolina had registered particular umbrage at a tariff that harmed planters in the state. Those planters sought an advocate, and they discovered one in John Calhoun. He penned an exegesis that would have made a medieval scholastic proud, investing South Carolina with the exclusive authority to determine its rights and privileges. The planters applauded; their respect for Calhoun grew. So did Calhoun’s own regard for his skills as an interpreter of the Constitution and a shaper of America’s destiny.

			But he found he had mounted a tiger. South Carolina pushed its case to the brink of armed conflict with the national government. Calhoun took alarm: for his state, for the country, for his political future. He worked with Henry Clay to defuse the crisis; characteristically, each man claimed credit for averting civil war.

			Yet where the nation honored Clay, the man of the Union, it suspected Calhoun, the guardian of his state. In serving South Carolina, Calhoun tainted himself in the eyes of America. Those who had watched him for years—and they were many, for in his prime he was one of the most arresting figures in Washington, tall and straight, with curling auburn hair and eyes of the fiercest blue—increasingly detected a change in him. His defense of states’ rights, and especially of the right most important to Southern planters, the right to own slaves, became a monomania. Where other defenders of slavery were content to call it a necessary evil, essential to the operation of the Southern economy but nothing to boast of, Calhoun pronounced it a positive good, an ornament of the South’s superior culture. As his national reputation diminished, and with it his hopes for national office, he retreated into state and section, which honored him the more. He became a Miltonian figure: rather than serve in heaven, he determined to reign in hell.

			
			And now he found himself confronting Henry Clay again. Clay would save the Union, if he could. Calhoun would wreck the Union, if that’s what it cost to preserve slavery and states’ rights.

			Coughing, Calhoun reckoned his body might stand one final battle. He would defeat Henry Clay once and for all. Or he would die trying.

			

			—

			DANIEL WEBSTER WAS two months older than John Calhoun and five years younger than Henry Clay. But he looked a decade younger than either man. He had never felt the responsibility that weighed on them: Clay for the Union, Calhoun for the South. Nor had ambition driven him as hard as it drove them. At least not until now.

			In an age of orators Daniel Webster had no peers. Henry Clay’s words danced and laughed, setting to sound the Kentuckian’s open, engaging personality. Clay won arguments less often than he won followers; the Henry Clay Clubs that sprang up around the country revealed but the tip of his celebrity. John Calhoun’s speeches impressed all and intimidated many; his tightly marshaled arguments advanced like a Roman phalanx across the field of political battle.

			But Daniel Webster had a way with words that seemed almost supernatural. Indeed, some said he must have struck a bargain with the devil to acquire such a gift. He perfected the art of persuasion in the courtroom and became the most sought after, and generously compensated, advocate of his era. The stern justices of the Supreme Court were no match for Webster; at the conclusion of his argument for Dartmouth College in a landmark case, even John Marshall—John Marshall!—wept. When Webster spoke in Congress, Washington stopped what it was doing and hurried to hear him.

			
			Yet Webster was profligate: with his talents, his time, his earnings. Things came too easily to him. It was said of Webster that he must be a fraud: no one could be as great as he looked. “God-like Daniel,” people called him, and it went to his head. His most important speeches he prepared carefully, but lesser ones—lesser for him yet beyond mere mortals—he tossed off with scarcely a thought. As much as he earned, he spent even more. He was always in debt and in need of the income his law practice supplied. He wasn’t above taking discreet payments from powerful people whose interests he promoted in Congress.

			He had the caliber to be president but not the true aim. He had come close to the White House almost by accident. Yet of the three towering figures of the age—Clay, Calhoun and Webster were spoken of as the “great triumvirate,” not always admiringly—he was the only one, in 1850, who retained a chance of reaching the summit of American politics. Which was to say, as the California crisis loomed, that from a personal perspective Daniel Webster had the most to lose.

			He could easily lose it all. His Massachusetts constituents had long loved him, but the abolitionist movement was powerful in the state, and its leaders were demanding that he share their intolerance of slavery. Many abolitionists had no more devotion to the Union than the most secessionist Southerners did, if the Union required toleration of slavery. Siding with them risked making Webster as much a pariah outside New England as John Calhoun had become outside the South. Yet opposing them, and taking an uncompromising stand for the Union—beside Henry Clay—could cost him his political base and possibly his livelihood.

			Throughout his career Webster had dodged difficult choices, and gotten away with it. His silver tongue had talked him out of one cul-de-sac after another. But he had never faced a test like this. He would have to speak as he had never spoken. He could make John Marshall weep, but to hold his home base and maintain his hopes for the presidency—to sustain his section without imperiling the Union—Daniel Webster might have to go back to the devil for a second mortgage on his soul.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			The Spirit of ’76
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				It is the war of the Revolution revived. We are again struggling for our liberty and independence.

				—JOHN CALHOUN, 1812

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			GEORGE GLEIG HAD seen thousands of soldiers in battle, but he had never seen any perform more disgracefully than the Americans assigned to defend Washington in the summer of 1814. “No troops could behave worse than they did,” wrote Gleig, an officer with a British force attacking the American capital. “The skirmishers were driven in as soon as attacked, the first line gave way without offering the slightest resistance, and the left of the main body was broken within half an hour after it was seriously engaged.” The British hadn’t dreamed that their assault would proceed so swiftly; they had barely engaged the defenders before the path to the city lay wide open.

			The British commander, General Robert Ross, sent a flag of truce from the edge of Washington. But the bearer of the flag was fired upon from a window of a house, and his horse was killed beneath him. “You will easily believe that conduct so unjustifiable, so direct a breach of the law of nations, roused the indignation of every individual, from the General himself down to the private soldier,” George Gleig continued. “All thoughts of accommodation were instantly laid aside; the troops advanced forthwith into the town, and having first put to the sword all who were found in the house from which the shots were fired, and reduced it to ashes, they proceeded, without a moment’s delay, to burn and destroy every thing in the most distant degree connected with the government. In this general devastation were included the Senate-house”—the Capitol—“the President’s place, an extensive dock-yard and arsenal, barracks for two or three thousand men, several large store-houses filled with naval and military stores, some hundreds of cannon of different descriptions, and nearly twenty thousand stand of small arms.”

			
			A spirit of righteous retribution moved the British in their sack of Washington, for earlier in the war American troops had gratuitously torched British government buildings in York, Canada. “All this was as it should be,” George Gleig said of the British reprisal. “And had the arm of vengeance been extended no farther, there would not have been room given for so much as a whisper of disapprobation. But unfortunately it did not stop here. A noble library, several printing offices, and all the national archives were likewise committed to the flames, which, though no doubt the property of government, might better have been spared.”

			Years later Gleig recalled the awesome spectacle of Washington afire. Night was falling as the last of the British regiments marched into the city. “The blazing of houses, ships, and stores, the report of exploding magazines, and the crash of falling roofs informed them, as they proceeded, of what was going forward. You can conceive nothing finer than the sight which met them as they drew near to the town. The sky was brilliantly illumined by the different conflagrations; and a dark red light was thrown upon the road, sufficient to permit each man to view distinctly his comrade’s face. Except the burning of St. Sebastian’s”—in Spain during the Peninsular War—“I do not recollect to have witnessed, at any period of my life, a scene more striking or more sublime.”

			

			—

			THE BURNING OF Washington made Henry Clay look a fool. He had spearheaded the campaign in Congress in favor of the war against Britain and predicted a rapid victory. His drumbeating had started as soon as he entered the House of Representatives in 1811, when he earned the unprecedented—and never repeated—distinction of being made speaker of the House on his first day in the chamber. American grievances against Britain dated to the Revolutionary War. Britain had been slow to honor the treaty that ended that war, retaining posts near the Great Lakes, obstructing American commerce, and generally according the United States little of the respect due the independent nation America had become. The troubles escalated when war broke out between Britain and France in the early 1790s. American merchants and shipowners argued that they ought to be able to trade with both countries, since America was a neutral. But neither Britain nor France bought the argument, even as each continued to purchase the goods the Americans were selling, while trying to prevent the other from doing so. British ships seized American vessels bound for France and confiscated their cargoes; French seized American ships bound for Britain.

			
			The American government complained, although the direction of the complaints depended on which party held power. The founders had uniformly decried parties as baleful manifestations of the selfish opportunism that had characterized British politics and prompted America’s bolt from the empire; they prayed their infant republic would be spared. But the new federal government was scarcely up and running before parties began to form, and the first divisive issue was the European war. Thomas Jefferson looked favorably on France, contending that revolution was usually a good thing and that France, having aided America in America’s hour of need, deserved American support now. A faction, then a party, of like-minded Francophiles coalesced around Jefferson and called themselves Republicans. Alexander Hamilton preferred Britain, citing ties of commerce and cultural affinity and detesting revolution on principle. American Anglophiles followed Hamilton and called themselves Federalists.

			When the Federalists were in power the finger of American blame for ship seizures pointed at France. Indeed the Federalist administration of John Adams fought an undeclared naval war against France over the issue. When the Republicans took charge, Britain bore the brunt of American anger. The administration of Thomas Jefferson attempted diplomacy, then an embargo of American foreign trade, to end the seizures. Neither worked, and the seizures continued into the administration of Republican James Madison, who held the presidency when Henry Clay became House speaker.

			A second issue intensified American anger at Britain. The British navy was desperate for seamen, and its officers had orders to man their vessels by any means possible. Service in the British navy was notoriously hard, and British sailors were chronically tempted to jump ship. Some did so in American ports, where British craft resupplied, and disappeared into the wharf-side populations. Not infrequently they then signed on with American merchantmen. British officers, alert to the practice, intercepted American vessels when they could and reclaimed the deserters.

			
			The searches and seizures alone rankled Americans, as violations of American sovereignty. Even more infuriating was the British habit of seizing sailors who had never been in the British navy, on specious claims that they had been. This was nothing less than kidnapping and was condemned by Americans as intolerable.

			The British provocations grew more egregious over time. In 1807 a British warship fired on an American navy vessel, the Chesapeake, within sight of the Virginia shore. The commander of the British vessel had called for the Chesapeake to stop and allow a British search party to board. The American commander refused, and the British officer ordered his gunners to blast a broadside into the unready American ship. Three Americans were killed and more than a dozen wounded, including the commander.

			The attack outraged American opinion. Americans were shrewd enough to realize that the owners and captains of merchant vessels were making a gamble when they put to sea against the British; sometimes the gamble paid off and sometimes it didn’t. But an attack against a ship of the U.S. navy was an affront to the entire country.

			Still another issue angered Americans toward Britain. From bases in Canada, British traders provisioned Indians living in the American Northwest. The provisions included weapons some of the tribes used to attack American settlements and kill American citizens. Westerners (in particular) resented the British role in the violence, and many demanded that Canada be seized and the British evicted from their last North American redoubt.

			

			—

			HENRY CLAY WAS one of those Westerners, by adoption. His birthplace was Hanover County, Virginia, and his earliest memories included the looting of his boyhood home by British soldiers during the Revolutionary War. The image would stick in his head as he grew older and dispose him to think the worst of Britain. More important at the time was the death that same year—1781—of his father, a Baptist minister and middling planter. Clay’s mother inherited the farm and a score of slaves; Henry and his brothers got two slaves each. Henry’s mother remarried, and Henry’s stepfather moved the family to Richmond, where he introduced Henry to George Wythe, a prominent jurist, signer of the Declaration of Independence, delegate to the Constitutional Convention, and mentor of Thomas Jefferson. Wythe saw promise in young Clay akin to what he had seen in Jefferson, and he made Clay his personal secretary. Clay read law in Wythe’s office and was admitted to the Virginia bar in 1797. He was twenty years old.

			
			Richmond was thick with lawyers, leaving little room for a novice, even one with friends like George Wythe. So Clay did what generations of ambitious young Americans had done and would do: he headed west. Kentucky had been part of Virginia until 1792, by which time the trans-Appalachian portion of the Old Dominion had attained sufficient population to qualify for admission to the Union as a state of its own. It also had gravity working on behalf of statehood. In the 1790s, and indeed until the introduction of steamboat service on America’s rivers, the West began at the apex of the Appalachians. Cargoes floated downstream with ease and upstream with expense; rivers that flowed to the Mississippi made Westerners of the farmers and merchants who lived in their valleys.

			Henry Clay crossed the mountains and became a Westerner. He settled in Lexington and commenced trying lawsuits, probating wills, drafting contracts and contesting them, and arranging the purchase and sale of real estate and other property, including slaves. Currency in the West was scarce, and his clients often paid in land or horses. He acquired a farm he called Ashland, for the trees there. He married Lucretia Hart, a daughter of one of Kentucky’s earliest settlers. Neighbors pointed him out as one of their community’s most promising young men.

			Yet he stepped on toes. Kentucky’s first try at a constitution didn’t suit all the important political actors in the state, and various groups supported a new constitutional convention. Clay joined them, and in doing so challenged the state’s single most powerful interest. Slaveholders feared that a convention might threaten slavery in Kentucky. The existing constitution prohibited the legislature from tampering with the institution; certain proponents of a convention wanted to undo this prohibition. Northern states were freeing their slaves, and some Kentuckians thought their state should follow suit.

			Clay agreed with the emancipationists, despite being a slaveholder himself. He thought slavery did harm to masters as well as slaves. The latter lacked freedom, the former pride in honest labor. “All America acknowledges the existence of slavery to be an evil,” he declared, “which while it deprives the slave of the best gift of heaven, in the end injures the master too, by laying waste his lands, enabling him to live indolently, and thus contracting all the vices generated by a state of idleness.” Kentucky had a chance to start anew, to rid the state of this curse. “If it be this enormous evil, the sooner we attempt its destruction the better,” he said.

			
			Yet Clay was a realist. The dismantling of slavery must be gradual, even if it should begin at once. Otherwise slaveholders would be unfairly divested of their property in slaves, and elderly slaves thrown out of their homes and onto an uncaring world. Gradual emancipation was unfolding in several Northern states; Kentucky should try something similar.

			Clay won his skirmish yet lost the battle. A convention was called, but it left the safeguards around slavery in Kentucky in place. In fact it reinforced them, by withdrawing from Kentucky’s free blacks the right to vote. Clay had hoped to push slavery toward dissolution. He still held that hope, but he realized the struggle would be harder than he had thought.

			

			—

			HE RAN FOR office as a Republican. His choice of the Republicans reflected his admiration for Thomas Jefferson, his animus toward Britain, and his judgment that the Republicans were the party of the future. Jefferson and the Republicans swept into office in Washington just as Clay was testing the political waters in Lexington; Kentucky Republicans fared comparably well. Clay jumped aboard.

			He wore his Republicanism on his sleeve and defended it with vigor. He won election to the Kentucky legislature and tussled with remnant Federalists there. One, Humphrey Marshall, ridiculed Clay for slavish devotion to Jefferson. Clay called Marshall a poltroon; Marshall pronounced Clay a liar. Clay demanded a duel; Marshall obliged. The affair followed the punctilious code of honor of the venerable practice, specifying the ground rules with lawyerly precision:

			
				
					
					Each gentleman will take his station at ten paces distance from the other, and will stand as may suit his choice, with his arms hanging down, and after the words Attention! Fire! both may fire at their leisure.

				

					
					A snap or flash shall be equivalent to a fire.

				

					
					If one should fire before the other, he who fires first shall stand in the position in which he was when he fired, except that he may let his arms fall down by his side.

				

					
					A violation of the above rules by either of the parties (accidents excepted) shall subject the offender to instant death.

				

			

			Clay was no duelist. He lacked pistols and had to borrow them. He didn’t shoot often enough to have any confidence in his ability to hit his antagonist. But he had been called a liar and must go forward. Dueling was illegal in Kentucky, as it was in most states, but authorities in one state rarely pursued duelists into another. For this reason Clay and Marshall traveled to Ohio to settle their dispute. On the appointed day the two, with their seconds, some friends and a surgeon crossed the Ohio River near Louisville and repaired to a level spot on the north bank. The ten paces were taken and the duelists assumed their positions. “Attention! Fire!” was called out.

			Each man fired. Marshall’s first shot missed Clay completely. Clay’s ball nicked Marshall, who had turned sideways to shoot, in the abdomen. The rules said nothing about how many shots would be exchanged. The practice was to keep firing until one or both could no longer fire or until they agreed that injured honor had been assuaged.

			Marshall and Clay weren’t finished. They reloaded. Marshall fired again, once more missing Clay. Clay took aim and pulled the trigger. “My damned pistol snapped,” he said in disgust afterward. Under the rules, this counted as Clay’s second shot.

			They reloaded again. Marshall fired a third time, hitting Clay in the fleshy part of his thigh but sparing the bone. Clay’s third shot missed Marshall.

			Clay wanted another round. But Marshall had had enough. So had the seconds, whose job included bringing their principals home alive, when possible. They talked Clay into accepting an end to the matter.

			
			Because the purpose of duels was to demonstrate courage and devotion to honor, seconds typically concluded their function by delivering a report. The seconds in this duel filed theirs with Kentucky’s newspapers. “We deem it justice to both the gentlemen to pronounce their conduct on the occasion cool, determined and brave in the highest degree,” they declared.

			Clay’s fellow Republicans were more enthusiastic. “Worthy Friend!” hailed one. “Your firmness and courage is admitted now by all parties. I feel happy to hear of the heroism with which you acted.” Their mutual enemies would take the lesson. “This will serve to stop the mouths of all snivel faced Tories.”

			

			—

			IN FACT IT did nothing of the sort. Clay continued to tangle with Federalists, including Joseph Daveiss, who had been appointed by John Adams to be United States district attorney for Kentucky. Clay and Daveiss regularly traded barbs in newspapers, and they went toe-to-toe in the courtroom. Clay had engaged to defend former vice president Aaron Burr, who had survived his own duel, with Alexander Hamilton, but whose political career hadn’t long outlived Hamilton’s death in that duel. Daveiss got it into his head that Burr was engaged in treasonous activity designed to separate the West from the United States. Thomas Jefferson dismissed the charges against Burr as too monstrous to believe. Clay shared Jefferson’s opinion. He also valued the opportunity to represent a famous client in a high-profile case.

			Clay defended Burr before a grand jury Daveiss had summoned. He ripped into Daveiss for waging partisan war against Burr. “You have heard of inquisitions in Europe,” Clay said. “You have heard of the screws and tortures made use of in the dens of despotism, to extort confession; of the dark conclaves and caucuses, for the purpose of twisting some incoherent expression into evidence of guilt. Is not the project of the attorney for the United States a similar object of terror?” Clay professed faith in the jurors’ ability to see through Daveiss’s conspiracy mongering. “All the art of the attorney will not effect his purpose.”

			Clay won the case, and then some. The grand jury not only refused to indict Burr; it joined locals in treating Burr as a Republican hero. A ball was held in his honor, with Republicans coming from miles around to congratulate Burr and Clay on defeating Daveiss and malicious Federalism.

			
			Within months, though, Clay wished he had never met Burr. Jefferson received new information that caused him to change his mind entirely about his erstwhile number two. The president himself now leveled against Burr the very charge Clay had ridiculed as Inquisition-like. Jefferson didn’t immediately share the new evidence, but Clay deemed it prudent to take the word of Jefferson against that of Burr. “It seems that we have been much mistaken about Burr,” Clay wrote to Thomas Hart, his brother-in-law. He hoped his friends would accept that he had made an honest mistake. He concluded that the best thing for him to do was to keep his head down until the furor passed.

			

			—

			OR UNTIL ANOTHER furor took its place. War has long been a rite of passage, with new generations feeling a need to prove their courage and earn the right to supplant their elders. Clay’s generation grew up on the hero tales of the American Revolution—the stories of boldness in the political arena and valor on the battlefield. Often implicit in the stories, as in the stories of every generation of elders, was skepticism that the younger generation had what it took to match the elders’ feats. Where was the George Washington of the younger set, the general who could smite the British as Washington had done at Yorktown? Where were the Patrick Henry and Thomas Jefferson, whose words inspired a nation and brought down an empire? Where the James Madison and Alexander Hamilton, the framers of a new government for the new nation?

			Henry Clay had heard the stories and felt the skepticism. He was burdened with no conspicuous sense of personal inferiority, but he reckoned that an ambitious young politician could do worse than demand that the country complete the work commenced by the generation of the founders. Britain had been the enemy then; Britain would be the enemy now. Clay didn’t fancy himself another Washington; military service didn’t appeal. But he could emulate Patrick Henry, the great orator of American independence, and could dream of following Jefferson into political leadership, perhaps even to the White House.

			He argued for war from the moment he took up the gavel as House speaker. Congressional Federalists, representing the commercial classes of America in opposition to war, asserted that the British seizures of American ships were a mere tactic in Britain’s struggle against France, and not an existential threat to America. Clay rejoined that the Federalists couldn’t be more wrong. “The real cause of British aggression is not to distress an enemy but to destroy a rival,” he said. British merchants and shippers saw America as a mortal rival in the trade of the Atlantic region, and were bent on its destruction. The Federalists gravely underestimated Britain’s malevolence. “She sickens at your prosperity and beholds in your growth—your sails spread on every ocean, and your numerous seamen—the foundations of a power which, at no very distant day, is to make her tremble for naval superiority.”

			
			Clay’s words grew sharper with passing time. “All hope of honorable accommodation is at an end,” he told the House in April 1812. “Where is the motive for longer delay? The final step ought to be taken, and that step is war.” Faint hearts feared for America’s safety. Yet courage dictated focusing not on what might befall America but on what had befallen it already. British policies systematically worked to America’s mortal harm. “They violate the rights, and wound deeply the best interests, of the whole American people. If we yield to them, at this time, the cause may be considered as abandoned. There will be no rallying point hereafter.” American patience had been pushed to the limit; the crisis allowed but one resolution. “It is by open and manly war only that we can get through it with honor and advantage to the country. Our wrongs have been great; our cause is just; and if we are decided and firm, success is inevitable. Let war therefore be forthwith proclaimed against England.”

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			JOHN CALHOUN COULDN’T have agreed more. Calhoun was a scion of the clans of Scots-Irish who had settled the upcountry of the Carolinas in the eighteenth century. The immigrants, who included the parents of Andrew Jackson, were men and women hungry enough in Ulster to consider emigration, resourceful enough to make the journey across the ocean, and pugnacious enough to seize and hold plots of ground in a region still claimed by Indian tribes. The Scots-Irish were said to keep the Sabbath and anything else they laid hold of; in America this started with the land they made their own. Calhoun’s father fought in the French and Indian War and then in the American Revolutionary War; after independence he won election to the South Carolina legislature. He opposed the Constitution of 1787 on grounds that it stole authority from South Carolina. He lost that argument but never changed his mind.

			His son John was the fourth of five children. The boy was born six months after the Battle of Yorktown, and he was thirteen when his father died. The death appeared to foreclose a career as anything but a farmer tending the property on which his widowed mother lived. But John was an avid reader of whatever printed matter he could find, and he began to imagine the world beyond his fence and a life past the plow. A brother back from Charleston sang the praises of city life, spurring Calhoun’s ambitions further. His mother recognized his drive and arranged the family finances to fund his education. He prepped in Georgia and entered Yale College at the age of twenty. He was older than his classmates, at least the ones from the North. Afterward remarking that Southern boys often entered college later than Northern boys, he contended that they benefited from the delay. The Southerners developed their character before they developed their intellect. “At the North you overvalue the intellect,” he said. “At the South we rely upon character. And if ever there should be a collision that shall test the strength of the two sections, you will find that character is stronger than intellect, and will carry the day.”

			
			Yale was foreign in other respects to a Southerner of Jeffersonian sentiments. Calhoun endured an Independence Day oration by the brother of Yale’s president, lamenting the decline of the republic under the Republicans. “We have now reached the consummation of democratic blockheadedness,” Theodore Dwight declared. “We have a country governed by blockheads and knaves. The ties of marriage, with all its felicities, are severed and destroyed. Our wives and our daughters are thrown into the stews. Our children are cast into the world from the breast and forgotten. Filial piety is extinguished, and our surnames, the only mark of distinction among families, are abolished. Can the imagination paint any thing more dreadful this side of hell?”

			Calhoun’s displacement to Connecticut confirmed his attachment to South Carolina. To a cousin at home he described himself as “far removed from his native land.” This friend had evinced envy of Calhoun’s career as a student. Calhoun set him straight. “Your opinion of the pleasures of a collegiate life is too exalted,” he wrote. “Day after day presents the same unvariegated scenes, a tiresome sameness. Books, books, books engross our whole time and attention. Call up to your mind a student, and trace him through one day of his existence. Let it be a winter’s day. Begin when the morning bell, ere yet the sun has dispelled the darkness, summons him to the chapel. In vain the warm bed entices to indulgence and the piercing cold forbids to rise; rise he must. He riseth, and hastily having thrown on his clothes, half frozen, he repairs to chapel. He spends the day in poring over long and abstruse mathematical demonstrations. The sun now sinks below the western horizon. All the world retires to rest, the student alone excepted. To him rest is a stranger. When now day has surrendered its dominions to night, not contented with that time nature has allotted to man to labour, he trims his lamp and sits down to study. He studies till the clock strikes twelve. Pale and meager, with a shattered constitution, he retires to bed. His sleep is short and interrupted. Again the bell rings, he rises again and again goes the same round.”

			
			Yet books became Calhoun’s friends, and intellectual arguments his passion. After graduation from Yale he moved to Litchfield, Connecticut, where America’s first law school had been operating for two decades. He spent a year at Litchfield, then repatriated to South Carolina, landing in Abbeville, in the western part of the state.

			He was preparing to take the bar examination when the British assault on the Chesapeake sent waves of patriotic outrage rolling across America. An angry crowd gathered in Abbeville, and the young man gave his first public speech. The neighbors were impressed enough to ask that he draft a series of resolutions summarizing their grievances against Britain. The assignment called to Calhoun’s mind the work of Jefferson in drafting the Declaration of Independence three decades earlier, and he poured himself into it. “When on our coasts, and almost in sight of our capital,” he proclaimed on behalf of Abbeville, “our citizens, by her brutal violence, are murdered; a public armed vessel wholly disabled; the American Eagle struck and insulted; when unheard of indignities and outrage are offered to a humane, just, patriotic and powerful nation, every tongue should be raised to denounce the insult; every arm be stretched to avenge the injury; there should be one burst of national indignation.” The resolutions followed: that Abbeville abhorred the assault on the Chesapeake, that anyone who didn’t share Abbeville’s abhorrence should be regarded as an enemy of the United States, that all who allowed partisanship to dilute their outrage were equally culpable, that men of military age should rally to the national colors.

			The document was just what the patriotic citizens of Abbeville and its district desired, and at first opportunity they elected Calhoun to the South Carolina legislature. Two years later, still angry at the British and impressed by Calhoun, they nominated him for Congress.

			

			—

			BY THEN HE had fallen in love. Floride Colhoun was the daughter of John E. Colhoun, a cousin of Calhoun’s father and a distinguished figure in South Carolina politics until his sudden death in 1802. Calhoun, a traditionalist in affairs of the heart, cultivated the mother before approaching the daughter. He was also waiting for the daughter to grow up. Floride was ten when her father died and Calhoun began writing to the widow. Topics ranged from family matters to politics. Gradually references to Floride crept into his letters. Mrs. Colhoun encouraged his suit, to his delight. “I know not how to express my gratitude for that almost maternal regard which you have always exercised towards me,” he wrote. “Such is the warmth of affection which I feel towards you that I can scarcely refrain from addressing you by the endearing epithet of mother. I hope the time will not be long when I may with propriety use it.”

			
			Floride responded as Calhoun and her mother hoped, and in due course she and Calhoun were engaged. His anticipation knew no bounds. “I rejoice, my dearest Floride, that the period is fast approaching when it will be no longer necessary to address you through the cold medium of a letter,” he wrote in September 1810, when she was eighteen. Floride and her mother were in Newport, Rhode Island, where they annually escaped the heat and disease of South Carolina’s summer. “At furthest it cannot be much longer than a month before I shall behold the dearest object of my hopes and desires.” He extolled the life they were about to commence together. “To be united in mutual virtuous love is the first and best bliss that God has permitted to our natures. My dearest one, may our love strengthen with each returning day, may it ripen and mellow with our years, and may it end in immortal joys.”

			Floride appreciated her fiancé’s gushings, as befitted the bride-to-be. But she also had a practical side, one that took a close interest in her husband’s career. Calhoun addressed this as well. “I am much involved in business at present,” he explained. “Court commences in two weeks, and in a week the election for Congress will take place. My opponent is Gen. Elmore of Laurens, but it is thought that I will succeed by a large majority.”

			

			—

			HE DID SUCCEED, and handsomely. He and Floride married. He left for Washington to make his wife and constituents proud.

			Appointed by Henry Clay to the House committee on foreign relations, Calhoun picked up the thread he had started spinning in his Abbeville resolutions. His committee colleagues recognized his gift for argumentation, and as the mood of the House grew ever more anti-British, they assigned him the drafting of a statement summarizing the indictment against Britain.

			
			Calhoun began by condemning Britain for waging “a desolating war upon our unprotected commerce.” Yet British insults touched far more than commerce; they traduced American honor and independence. Would the United States defend itself against foreign aggression? Would the American government insist on the rights of its citizens? Or would it let Britain essentially recolonize the country? Congress must take a stand, Calhoun declared. “We have borne with injury until forbearance has ceased to be a virtue. The sovereignty and independence of these states, purchased and sanctified by the blood of our fathers, from whom we received them, not for ourselves only but as the inheritance of our posterity, are deliberately and systematically violated.” The injury and violations must cease. “It is the sacred duty of Congress to call forth the patriotism and resources of the country.” Calhoun urged his colleagues to gird the country for war. Ten thousand new army regulars should be enlisted, fifty thousand volunteers recruited, the state militias readied for action, the navy rounded into fighting trim, and American merchant vessels armed. By these means, and with God’s aid, America would teach Britain a lesson it wouldn’t forget.
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			HENRY CLAY, JOHN Calhoun and the other advocates of war were called “war hawks.” The phrase had originated with Thomas Jefferson as a scornful label for the Federalists who wanted a fight with France in the 1790s. Yet when the Federalists employed it a decade later against Republicans who sought to battle Britain, Clay and the others didn’t object, and war hawks they became.

			The war hawks controlled Congress but not completely. Their opponents included a man who held the rare distinction of having bested Patrick Henry in rhetorical combat. John Randolph cut an oddly striking figure. A bookstore owner in Charleston, South Carolina, recalled encountering Randolph one morning in his shop. “A tall, gawky-looking, flaxen-haired stripling, apparently of the age of sixteen or eighteen, with complexion of a good parchment color, beardless chin, and as much assumed self-consequence as any two-footed animal I ever saw,” the bookseller described Randolph, who acted as though he owned the store and perhaps the city. “I handed him from the shelves volume after volume, which he tumbled carelessly over and handed back again. At length he hit upon something that struck his fancy—my eye happened to be fixed upon his face at that moment—and never did I witness so sudden, so perfect a change of the human countenance. That which was before dull and heavy, in a moment became animated, and flashed with the brightest beams of intellect.” Randolph had a companion that morning, a distinguished-looking, elderly fellow. Randolph slapped him on the shoulder and said, “Jack, look at this!” The bookseller concluded, “I was young then, but I never can forget the thought that rushed upon my mind at the moment, which was that he was the most impudent youth I ever saw.”

			
			John Randolph, of Roanoke, Virginia, was in fact twenty-three. His appearance consistently belied his years. Not long after his Charleston visit he was elected to Congress. He presented himself to the House clerk to claim his seat, and the clerk, wondering if the young man before him met the constitutional threshold of twenty-five, asked his age. Randolph disdained to answer, saying haughtily, “Go, sir, and ask my constituents. They sent me here.”

			Randolph’s family was among Virginia’s proudest. He boasted descent from Pocahontas, and he and his brother split forty thousand acres and several hundred slaves upon their father’s death. The land John Randolph always cherished. “Johnny, all this land belongs to you and your brother,” his mother told him one day on a ride about the property. “It is your father’s inheritance. When you get to be a man you must not sell your land: it is the first step to ruin for a boy to part with his father’s home. Be sure to keep it as long as you live. Keep your land and your land will keep you.”

			But the land did not keep him. Tobacco exhausted the soil, with each year’s crop yielding less than the year before. Virginia produced little in the way of consumer goods; in colonial times its planters depended on trade with England to support the lifestyle they desired. The annual trading ship from London brought clothing, furniture, books, wines and other items, and it carried away tobacco. But the tobacco dwindled while the purchases didn’t, and debts rose. John Randolph inherited a London debt from his father, along with the land and slaves, and the yield from the land hardly allowed him to carry the debt, let alone extinguish it.

			Others shared his condition. American independence freed some of the planters from their British debt burden, namely those who preferred dependence on merchants of New England and the North. Randolph couldn’t abide Yankees, and he stubbornly insisted on maintaining his British ties. Yet both groups of planters struggled, and Virginia grew poor. Randolph had traveled enough to know that others lived better than Virginians. “I passed the night in Farrarville, in an apartment which, in England, would not have been thought fit for my servant,” he wrote while touring the state. “Nor on the Continent did he ever occupy so mean a one. Wherever I stop it is the same: walls black and filthy; bed and furniture sordid; furniture scanty and mean, generally broken; no mirror; no fire-irons. In short, dirt and discomfort universally prevail.” The educated classes couldn’t be bothered to improve things. “Poverty stalking through the land, while we are engaged in political metaphysics, and, amidst our filth and vermin, like the Spaniards and Portuguese, look down with contempt on other nations, England and France especially.”

			
			The Randolph family slaves were a burden of a different sort. “I want not a single negro for any other purpose than his immediate emancipation,” Randolph’s brother declared. “I shudder when I think that such an insignificant animal as I am is invested with this monstrous, this horrid power.” Randolph had a higher opinion of himself, but he shared his brother’s horror of slavery. Like many other slaveholders of the day, including Thomas Jefferson and Henry Clay, he judged slavery corruptive of all it touched, demeaning slaveholders as well as slaves. He looked forward to the time when Virginia would be rid of the curse. He hoped his own day of deliverance would be sooner.

			But two things barred its coming. The first was his debt. His plantation required the labor of its slaves to keep his creditors from foreclosing. Randolph lacked the wherewithal to free his slaves; they were collateral for his debt. His creditors would seize the slaves, and Randolph’s plantation, before they would let the slaves go. The second problem was the general difficulty freed slaves encountered. Emancipation broke slave families apart, because slaves often married across plantation lines. And free blacks found themselves competing in the labor market with slaves, in which competition they couldn’t win without reducing their living standard to that of the slaves.

			

			—

			RANDOLPH ENTERED POLITICS as an ally of Jefferson, who happened to be a kinsman, and as a foe of John Adams and the Federalists who then controlled Congress. Randolph’s family name sufficed to win him nomination for the Roanoke seat in the House. The campaign proved a referendum on Federalist policies, including the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, which, amid the undeclared naval war with France, outlawed much dissent against the Adams administration. Patrick Henry gave a speech in Randolph’s district in support of Adams and the Federalists. Henry had grown old since immortalizing himself with the words “Give me liberty or give me death!” but his speech summoned the echoes of those early days, and when he finished he collapsed into the arms of friends “like the sun setting in his glory,” one of them recounted.

			
			Until this moment John Randolph had never spoken in public. No one knew if he had the talent; he himself hardly suspected it. But when he opened his mouth in reply to Henry, the words poured forth with ease and eloquence. He complimented Henry, affirming what Virginia owed him for his candor and long service, and then proceeded to eviscerate him. He declared the Alien and Sedition Acts an affront to the rights of Americans; more important, the noxious measures were an assault on the rights of Virginians. If Virginians allowed the laws to stand, they would surrender all that the blood of the Revolution had cost them. They would have swapped the tyranny of King George III for that of King John I. And Patrick Henry would have been complicit in the betrayal.

			Randolph’s reply to Henry caught a wave of Republican opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts, which had triggered America’s first constitutional crisis. Jefferson, at that time Adams’s vice president, and James Madison, the author of the Bill of Rights, covertly drafted resolutions against the acts. These resolutions, or resolves, were adopted by the legislatures of Kentucky and Virginia respectively. In the late 1790s the Supreme Court had yet to assert the judiciary’s right to assess the constitutionality of congressional statutes; in the silence of the court, the Kentucky and Virginia resolutions claimed that right for the states. They also claimed the states’ right to nullify—prevent the enforcement of—laws the states judged invalid.

			Jefferson rode the wave of opposition into the White House; Randolph and a majority of Republicans rode it into Congress. The Alien and Sedition Acts were allowed to expire, and the crisis ended, though not before giving other states ideas about how federal power might be resisted.

			Randolph became Jefferson’s lieutenant in the House, as chair of the ways and means committee. But though the views of the two men ran parallel, their temperaments and philosophies diverged. Jefferson was a democrat, an advocate of the ordinary people of America. Randolph was an elitist, a believer in government by the best. Jefferson favored small government, fearing that big government would trample the rights of the people. Randolph’s complaint against big government was that it threatened the rights of Virginia.

			
			The break occurred during Jefferson’s second term. Some said the precipitant was Jefferson’s selection of Madison over Randolph as his secretary of state and heir apparent. Randolph himself said—perhaps facetiously: with Randolph one could never be sure—that the cause was a victory he won over Jefferson in a game of chess. A more likely trigger was the growing belligerence of the Republicans toward Britain. Randolph, the tory at heart, preferred Britain over France in the struggle between those two countries. Randolph detested what the French Revolution had done to France and what its principles might do to America. The French Revolution had inspired the slaves of Haiti to rise up and massacre their masters; the slaves of America might do the same. Randolph disapproved of slavery as an institution, but he didn’t want to be murdered in his bed. Britain’s fight against France, he felt, was the fight of reason against unreason, of order against chaos.

			This feeling inspired Randolph’s response to Henry Clay and John Calhoun. Randolph resisted a Republican war against Britain in 1812 as ardently as Republicans had resisted the Federalist war against France in the 1790s. He castigated Clay and Calhoun as ambitious men eager to magnify slights into occasion for armed conflict. He accused them of deliberately downplaying the expense of a war; the American people would never agree to a war if they knew how much it was going to cost them. Randolph said there were such things as just, defensive wars; he could support a military response to the actual injuries the United States had suffered at British hands. But what the war hawks advocated, with their talk of taking Canada, was a war of naked aggression.

			War power had ruined the Federalists, Randolph declared, and it would ruin the Republicans. “Soon or late, some mania seizes upon its possessors; they fall from the dizzy heights through the giddiness of their own heads.” A recent massacre by Indians of settlers in the Northwest had angered Americans across the country. The war advocates blamed the British, for providing the weapons used by the Indians in the attack. If the allegation was true, Randolph said, it required a response. But he didn’t believe the allegation, and the war hawks had produced no evidence. Randolph thought the tale a pretext for a seizure of Indian land, and for gouging by war profiteers. “No sooner was the report laid on the table than the vultures were flocking around their prey, the carcass of a great military establishment.”

			
			The war hawks predicted swift victory; Randolph forecast defeat. He noted that the United States had no answer to the British navy. While Western militia forces were invading Canada and taking Indian land, the Eastern seaboard, where most Americans lived, would be open to attack. “The coast is to be left defenseless whilst men of the interior are reveling in conquest and spoil.” There were just wars, Randolph repeated, but the war the Republicans projected was nothing of the sort. And he wanted no part of it.
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			JOHN CALHOUN KNEW Randolph by reputation, and he had heard that Randolph was a dangerous man to cross. Once Randolph took a dislike to another lawmaker, he spared no effort to ridicule and embarrass him. Randolph was too much the elitist to move bills through the House, where successful legislating required a democratic touch. But he could obstruct, for he knew the intricacies of House procedure and could talk forever. No one liked him; many feared him. When Randolph rose to speak, other members stopped what they were doing. If they sensed he was looking their way, they froze and made themselves as inconspicuous as possible. None could match him for insult, and none wanted to try. If his baleful gaze and wicked tongue passed them by, they breathed again and went back to their reading or correspondence.

			Calhoun was not deterred. Standing erect and proud, he rebutted Randolph point by point. Randolph had branded Calhoun and his allies warmongers. Nothing could be further from the truth, Calhoun declared. “War, in this country, ought never to be resorted to but when it is clearly justifiable and necessary.” And now it was both. Britain continued to kidnap American seamen and hijack American ships. “The evil still grows, and in each succeeding year swells in extent and pretension beyond the preceding.” The question confronting the House reduced to a single point: “Which shall we do, abandon or defend our own commercial and maritime rights, and the personal liberties of our citizens employed in exercising them?” Honor dictated the latter. “War is the only means of redress.”

			
			Randolph had complained of the expense of a war and said the American people would not be willing to pay for it. “Why not?” rejoined Calhoun. “Is it a want of capacity? What, with one million tons of shipping, a trade of near $100,000,000, manufactures of $150,000,000, and agriculture of thrice that amount, shall we be told the country wants capacity to raise and support ten thousand or fifteen thousand additional regulars?” Plainly the country had the ability to pay. What about the willingness? “Is not the course a just and necessary one? Shall we, then, utter this libel on the nation?” Would Randolph put a price on American honor? Calhoun would not. “I am not versed in this calculating policy. I cannot dare to measure, in shillings and pence, the misery, the stripes, and the slavery of our impressed seamen.” Randolph had distinguished between a defensive war and an offensive war. Calhoun answered that in the present case this was splitting things too finely. “By his system, if you receive a blow on the breast, you dare not return it on the head; you are obliged to measure and return it on the precise point on which it was received. If you do not proceed with mathematical accuracy, it ceases to be self-defense; it becomes an unprovoked attack.” Britain was already warring on America; the United States was free to defend itself however and wherever it chose. Only a fool would think otherwise.

			

			—

			CALHOUN WAS REPLYING to John Randolph, but he was also speaking to an audience beyond the House of Representatives. Foremost of his absent listeners was James Madison, who was leaning toward war but hadn’t quite made the decision. The president initially asked Congress for funds to ready the United States for war, should matters come to that. Reiterating the war hawks’ indictment of Britain, Madison told the lawmakers, “With this evidence of hostile inflexibility in trampling on rights which no independent nation can relinquish, Congress will feel the duty of putting the United States into an armor and an attitude demanded by the crisis.” He urged the lawmakers to approve measures that would fill out the ranks of the regular army, mobilize the state militias, manufacture more weapons and build more warships. Madison added an item that would be hotly contested during the following decades: tariff protection for American manufactures. “We should not be left in unnecessary dependence on external supplies,” the president said.

			
			When the British insults continued, Madison went further. In June 1812 he announced that he had had enough of Britain and its arrogance. “The conduct of her government presents a series of acts hostile to the United States as an independent and neutral nation,” he told Congress in a special message. Impressment continued, with the number of Americans stolen from their ships running into the thousands. American trade had been ruined. “Our commerce has been plundered in every sea.” On the Western frontier, British officials encouraged the Indians to “a warfare which is known to spare neither age nor sex and to be distinguished by features peculiarly shocking to humanity.” Diplomacy had failed. “Our moderation and conciliation have had no other effect than to encourage perseverance and to enlarge pretensions.” Americans saw their rights and interests affronted daily. “We behold, in fine, on the side of Great Britain a state of war against the United States, and on the side of the United States a state of peace toward Great Britain.”

			In later decades an indictment like Madison’s against Britain would have culminated in a presidential request for a war declaration. But no president had ever asked Congress for a war declaration, and Madison wasn’t sure he should. As one of the framers of the Constitution, he took very seriously the prerogatives of the legislature on this subject. He made the case for war, then concluded simply that the issue was “a solemn question which the Constitution wisely confides to the legislative department of the Government.”

			

			—

			JOHN CALHOUN KNEW exactly what to do with Madison’s message. Calhoun, as head of the House foreign relations committee, took it upon himself to convert the president’s statement into a resolution for war. “If long forbearance under injuries ought ever to be considered a virtue in any nation, it is one which peculiarly becomes the United States,” Calhoun wrote. “No people ever had stronger motives to cherish peace; none have ever cherished it with greater sincerity and zeal.” But forbearance had its limits. “The period has now arrived when the United States must support their character and station among the nations of the earth or submit to the most shameful degradation.”

			
			Calhoun cast his resolution as a second Declaration of Independence. “The United States must act as an independent nation, and assert their rights, and avenge their wrongs,” he said. “The contest which is now forced on the United States is radically a contest for their sovereignty and independence.” The American Revolution had won Americans their freedom from Britain; the contest at hand would confirm that freedom. “Your committee, believing that the free born sons of America are worthy to enjoy the liberty which their fathers purchased at the price of so much blood and treasure, and seeing in the measures adopted by Great Britain a course commenced and persisted in, which must lead to a loss of national character and independence, feel no hesitation in advising resistance by force, in which the Americans of the present day will prove to the enemy and to the world that we have not only inherited that liberty which our fathers gave us, but also the will and power to maintain it….Your committee recommend an immediate appeal to arms.”
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			DANIEL WEBSTER ARRIVED in Washington too late to stop the rush to war. He was busy building a law practice and hadn’t time to bother about American honor and British perfidy. A son of the rocky soil of New England, a child of a home where money was always scarce, he had only just found the key to society’s cash drawer and wouldn’t deny himself. But when his own business intersected the nation’s business—when his clients complained that the policies of the Republicans in Washington were ruining them—he found his way to politics.

			He brought to his new calling a love for the written and spoken word. The written word had entranced him first. “I do not remember when or by whom I was taught to read, because I cannot and never could recollect a time when I could not read the Bible,” Webster remarked in middle age. But he did recall something else. “I remember one occurrence that shews the value then attached to books. The close of the year had brought the next year’s almanac. This was an acquisition. A page was devoted to each month, and on the top of each page were four lines of poetry—some moral, some sentimental, some ludicrous. The almanac came in the morning, and before night my brother and myself were masters of its content—at least of its poetry and its anecdotes. We went to bed upon it, but awaking long before the morning light, we had a difference of recollection about one word, in the third line of April’s poetry. We could not settle it by argument, and there was no umpire. But the fact could be ascertained by inspection of the book. I arose, groped my way to the kitchen, lighted a candle, proceeded to a distant room in search of the almanac, found it, and brought it away. The disputed passage was examined. I believe I was found to be in the wrong, and blew out my candle and went to bed. But the consequences of my error had been well nigh serious. It was about two o’clock in the morning, and just as I was again going to sleep, I thought I saw signs of light in the room I had visited. I sprang out of bed, ran to the door, opened the room, and it was all on fire. I had let fall a spark or touched the light to some thing that had communicated fire to a parcel of cotton clothes; they had communicated it to the furniture and to the sides of the room, and the flames had already begun to shew themselves through the ceiling, in the chamber above. A pretty earnest cry soon brought the household together. By great good luck, we escaped. Two or three minutes more and we should all have been in danger of burning.”

			
			The house was saved by the quick action of Webster’s father, but the
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