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			Andrew Jackson

			Key information

			
					Born: 15 March 1767 in the Waxhaws region of South Carolina.

					Died: 8 June 1845 in Nashville, Tennessee.

					Political party: Democratic Party.

					Election dates:	3 December 1828.

	5 December 1832.




					Time in office: eight years (1829-1837).

					Impact:	Opposition to secession in South Carolina.

	Reimbursement of the federal debt.

	Strengthening of presidential power.

	Closure of the Second Bank of the United States.

	Forced resettlement of Native Americans to the West of the Mississippi River.

	Opening of government jobs to ordinary people.

	Affirmation of US power on the international stage. 




			

			Introduction

			In his monumental work Democracy in America, first published in 1840, the French historian Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) delivered a scathing criticism of Andrew Jackson, the seventh president of the United States:

			“General Jackson, chosen by the Americans twice as head of their abilities, is a man of violent disposition and mediocre ability; nothing in the course of his career has ever proved that he had the necessary qualities to govern a free nation […]. So, who has placed him upon the President’s chair and still keeps him there?” (Democracy in America and Two Essays on America, p. 342)

			But to what extent is this a fair assessment? It is true that there were few signs that this hot-tempered politician would ascend to the highest office in the country: his humble origins stood in sharp contrast to the social and cultural pedigree of his predecessors, who came from affluent East Coast families. However, he was elected twice by the American people. De Tocqueville attributes his electoral victories to his glorious defence of New Orleans against the British forces in 1815, but this is perhaps an overly simplistic evaluation: Jackson’s popularity did not emerge overnight or for one reason alone, and he possessed a number of positive qualities. He was a self-made man, a skilled jurist, a self-taught general and a gifted politician, and he strengthened the powers of the presidency, ensured that the young republic was respected abroad and stamped out secessionist movements at home. He represented a changing society, and a number of historians have referred to his presidency as the Jacksonian Era.

			Nicknamed the American Lion by the British, Jackson owes his reputation largely to his desire to democratise political life in the USA, which made him one of the country’s most popular presidents.

		


		
			Biography

			Soldier at 13, orphan at 14

			Jackson’s parents were Scots-Irish colonists who moved to South Carolina in 1765. Andrew was the couple’s third son and was born in 1767, shortly after the death of his father. His widowed mother then moved in with her sister and enrolled her sons at Presbyterian schools.

			However, the most important formative experience for the young Andrew Jackson was not school, but war. He was eight years old when the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783) between mainland Britain and its 13 American colonies broke out. Having been driven back in New England, the British tried to maintain control over their colonies in the South, but did not anticipate such tenacious resistance from the local patriots, who defeated the British troops at Hanging Rock on 1 August 1780. Jackson served in the battle as a courier on the American side, and was captured along with his brother Robert a year later. When he refused to polish a British officer’s boots, he was slashed across the face and hands with a sword, leaving him with permanent scars that were widely viewed as tangible proof of his courage and patriotism.
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			Engraving of Jackson being attacked with a sword by a British officer.

			Although their mother Elizabeth managed to secure their release, it was too late for Robert, who fell seriously ill while in captivity and died shortly after his return. Six months later, Elizabeth contracted cholera in the port of Charleston and soon died, leaving Andrew an orphan at the age of 14. His difficult childhood imbued him with an unshakeable loyalty to the pioneers of the American frontier, a staunch faith in egalitarianism, an acute sense of honour, steadfast patriotism and a profound hatred of the British.

			
				
					The American frontier

					The American frontier refers to the area that was being conquered, cleared and developed by the colonists. Once each area had been colonised and there was no more space to clear, the colonists who had not yet been able to claim any land as their own had to try their luck further West, so the frontier was in fact a constantly shifting boundary. Between the early 17th and late 19th centuries, it gradually moved from the East to the West of the United States. As the historian Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) demonstrated in his 1893 essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History”, the frontier is a crucial concept not only in the geography of the USA, but also in its political culture. Specifically, Turner showed that the spirit of conquest and enterprise, the will to tame nature and the clash between the colonists and Native Americans had a lasting impact on American mentalities and political culture, as it taught the country’s citizens to value independence, autonomy and freedom.

				

			

			An unlikely election to the Senate

			After the Treaty of Paris which recognised American independence in 1783, Jackson moved to Salisbury, North Carolina to study law. In spite of his volatile temper, he qualified as a lawyer in 1787, and then decided to join the pioneers who were flocking to Tennessee at the time. He became a prosecutor in Jonesborough, a town in eastern Tennessee, but did not stay there long before moving further west to Nashville in October 1788. He worked as both a lawyer and a prosecutor, and boarded with a widow by the name of Donelson. He soon embarked on a relationship with her daughter Rachel (1767-1828), who was separated from her husband, and began living with her even before her divorce was finalised in 1793, which caused a stir in puritanical Nashville. After their wedding in 1794, the couple adopted a boy, whom they named Andrew Jackson Jr.

			Thanks to his marriage, Jackson began associating with the upper echelons of Tennessee society. Now that the territory had over 60 000 inhabitants, it could request to join the Union and draw up its own constitution. A constitutional convention was formed for this purpose, and Jackson was elected as a delegate on 19 December 1795. After the Constitution was signed in June 1796, he was chosen as the new state’s Representative to Congress, before being elected to the Senate the following year. However, he felt ill at ease in the Senate, which was populated exclusively by upper-class men, so in 1798 he resigned and returned to Tennessee, where he served as a judge on the state’s Supreme Court for six years. In 1804, he purchased the Hermitage, a property in Nashville, but earlier speculation almost landed him in debtors’ prison. He retained an aversion to debt for the rest of his life.

			In 1802, he traded with Louisiana, which was purchased from France in 1803, and was elected major general of the Tennessee militia. His argumentative nature saw him become embroiled in a series of duels and sustain a number of injuries: in 1806, he was shot and the bullet remained lodged near his heart for the rest of his life, and in 1813 he received another bullet to the shoulder, which was removed while he was president. These altercations only strengthened his reputation for toughness and courage.

			Military success and the presidency

			When another war broke out between Britain and the fledgling American nation in 1812, Jackson was tasked with defending Tennessee’s southern border against the Creek Indians, who had allied themselves with the British. He won a decisive victory and forced the Creeks to accept an exacting peace treaty, which earned him the nickname Old Hickory, after the tree known for its solid wood. He was promoted to the rank of general and headed to New Orleans, which was under threat from British veterans of the Napoleonic Wars, with a rag-tag group of militiamen, Native Americans and pirates. He inflicted a crushing defeat on the British troops on 8 January 1815.
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			Painting of Jackson leading his troops during the Battle of New Orleans.

			Intoxicated by his growing popularity, Jackson attacked Spanish Florida on 15 March 1818. Although he was widely criticised for this move, he received support from an unexpected quarter: the Secretary of State John Quincy Adams (1767-1848). Adams managed to raise five million dollars to purchase Florida, and Jackson became governor of the new US territory. However, he only held this post for some five months, as a greater role awaited him: president of the United States.

			Jackson was seen as the ideal candidate for the Democratic-Republican Party because he was very popular with ordinary people and hailed from neither the Northeast nor the South of the USA. He achieved a sizeable share of the vote in 1825, but did not have an overall majority, so it was up to the House of Representatives to select the president. Henry Clay (1777-1852), another Democratic-Republican candidate, told his supporters to vote for John Quincy Adams, who subsequently became president and appointed Clay as his Secretary of State. A disappointed Jackson returned to Nashville, but his fate made him a martyr in the eyes of the public. Clay and Adams’s manoeuvrings caused a schism in the Democratic-Republican Party, and Jackson’s supporters founded the Democratic Party and launched a strong electoral campaign. Meanwhile, citizens in the South were growing dissatisfied with Adams, particularly after he refused to forcibly resettle Native Americans, a step that Jackson had no qualms about taking later on. Eventually, Jackson’s widespread popularity saw him elected the seventh president of the United States in 1828.
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			Andrew Jackson’s Inauguration, 1829, painting by Allyn Cox.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The struggle for independence

			The true nature of the American Revolutionary War is a question that continues to divide historians: was it a heroic struggle by the colonists against British tyranny, a mere tax revolt, or a political and social movement that foreshadowed the French Revolution in 1789? Although the taxes imposed on North America by the British government were certainly unpopular, it was Britain’s overbearing response to Massachusetts, which revolted in 1775, that drove most colonists to support independence. America’s independence was proclaimed by delegates from the 13 colonies to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia on 4 July 1776. Britain responded immediately by sending troops and ships to America. France remained neutral until October 1777, when it backed the American side and gave the young nation the support it needed to win the war at the Battle of Yorktown on 19 October 1781. Britain realised that it could not keep fighting indefinitely, and called for peace negotiations which culminated in the recognition of the United States’ independence two years later, on 3 September 1783.

			In June 1812, a further conflict broke out between the USA and Britain, which was also occupying Canada. The USA started the war and was hoping for a quick victory, but it actually ended up lasting for two and a half years. Although there is no universal consensus on why the USA provoked a further conflict with Britain just 30 years or so after securing its independence, the most popular explanation posits that some of America’s politicians wanted to take control of Canada. Although this was certainly the case, it is not enough to justify going to war. Another possible explanation is the fact that Royal Navy ships kept unjustly seizing goods from American ships suspected of trading with France and forcing their crew to fight in the war between Britain and Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821). Other factors included the Americans’ fear that, from their position in Canada, the British would provide support to the Native American tribes in the West, the fact that struggling American farmers blamed their misfortune on the British blockade of Europe, and President James Madison’s (1751-1836) close diplomatic relationship with Napoleon – too close for Britain’s liking.

			While the US navy’s ships were fighting with skill and courage at sea, the country’s army was advancing into Canada. In order to take some pressure off this territory, the British successfully landed on the East Coast of the USA, set fire to Washington and bombed Baltimore. The defence of Baltimore inspired the lawyer Francis Scott Key (1779-1843) to write “The Defence of Fort McHenry”, the poem that the US national anthem, “The Star-Spangled Banner”, is based on. However, the British found themselves hemmed in in the Northeast, and were on the verge of suing for peace when the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte in Europe allowed them to bring new troops into play and press for a favourable peace settlement. They decided to focus the bulk of their efforts on New Orleans, which had been founded by the French and which they assumed would be easy to subdue. However, they were soundly defeated by the 5000 soldiers led by Andrew Jackson on 8 January 1815. This American victory prevented Britain from demanding more favourable terms for the Treaty of Ghent, which had been signed on 24 December 1814. Consequently, although the Battle of New Orleans did not directly lead to peace, it ensured that its terms were favourable to the Americans.
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			The Battle of New Orleans, painting by Edward Percy Moran, 1910.

			Social change

			When this victory was secured, there were five million Americans living in rural states governed by conservative elites. By the time Jackson was elected president almost half a century later, the nation was in the midst of a period of profound change.

			At the start of the 19th century, the USA underwent a demographic boom, with its population doubling between 1800 and 1830 to reach 13 million inhabitants. There were two reasons for this increase: the naturally high growth rate of American society, and the continued arrival of European immigrants. The citizens of this young population were constantly on the lookout for land, which was increasingly hard to come by in the 13 former colonies that made up the nation at that time. Consequently, many pioneers set out to conquer new land to the West, resulting in the creation of new states, including Kentucky in 1792, Ohio in 1803 and Mississippi in 1817. Between 1791 and 1837, a total of 13 new states were established, and by 1830 a third of all Americans lived in these territories.

			This territorial expansion went hand in hand with widespread urbanisation and industrialisation

			
			The election of 1828
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