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PREFACE

Abraham Lincoln famously referred to the United States, founded “four score and seven years” before the time of his speaking, as a nation “conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” On the November day in 1863 when Lincoln spoke those words, he and his audience were painfully aware of the fatal flaw in the Republic the founders had established, the contradiction personified in the life of the very man who had penned the statement to which Lincoln was alluding. Thomas Jefferson, chief author of the Declaration of Independence, with its claim that “all men are created equal,” was a slaveholder.

Slavery was the negation of American ideals of liberty, and the founding generation was almost as painfully aware of the fact as was Lincoln’s own. That first generation of United States citizens remained blissfully ignorant of the price that inconsistency would ultimately exact on their country, and they could believe, with no more wishful thinking than comes naturally to humans, that the institution of slavery would die a natural death in America within another generation or two. Through the interaction of the cotton gin, the steam loom, the rich expanse of available farmland in the Deep South states, and the worldwide demand for cotton textiles, slavery did not die in America but rather grew. What John C. Calhoun called the South’s “peculiar institution” became more than ever the basis of southern wealth, and white southerners, whether slaveholders or not, came to regard it as indispensable not only to their region’s economy but also to their social fabric, which was based on the unquestioned supremacy of the white race.

The flaw thus remained in the edifice of American liberty, but for many years the country was able to ignore the issue of slavery and function as though it did not exist. A couple of constitutional provisions and a federal law or two protected the rights claimed by slaveholders, but otherwise the federal government took almost no cognizance of slavery during the nation’s first thirty years. During those decades the United States grew in size and strength and in the freedom that it recognized for all its citizens—but not for the slaves. And during those years the American people remained, with few exceptions, oblivious to their nation’s chief moral problem and went about their own business, caring for their families, enjoying freedom, and seeking economic success, in many cases by moving west.

Americans had been a westering people since the first hardy pioneers had planted their homesteads just beyond the sight and smell of salt water in the colonies of the early seventeenth century. Freedom, opportunity, and a fresh start all beckoned Americans to the edge of settlement, a line that crept steadily west through colonial times and then, without pause, after independence. When in the middle of the 1840s a New York newspaperman wrote that it was America’s “manifest destiny to overspread the continent,” he was merely putting into words what the great mass of his countrymen had felt for more than two centuries—that the extension of what Americans liked to call “the Empire of Liberty” to encompass the whole length and breadth of North America was a blessing and an example to all mankind. What was special when John L. O’Sullivan coined that phrase was that his generation of Americans seemed to be rushing toward the culmination of this goal with a speed their forefathers had never imagined. It appeared that the nation could fulfill its great territorial ambition without dealing with the moral problem that contradicted the ideas of liberty on which it prided itself.

The problem of slavery sometimes reared its head to disturb the peace and happiness of the young Republic. Most notably this occurred in 1819 and 1820 after the new state of Missouri petitioned Congress for admission to the Union as a slave state. A slave state that far north, and where no slavery had existed prior to U.S. acquisition, was a disturbing development to northerners who saw in it the proof that slavery was not, in fact, going to wither away, but was instead becoming the normal arrangement of economy and society in the United States. When these northerners objected to Missouri’s admission without a provision that its slaves eventually be freed, white southern leaders reacted fiercely, and a crisis developed that the aged Jefferson described as being “like a fire bell in the night [that] awakened and filled me with terror.” With difficulty, the politicians of that era worked out a compromise, allowing slavery in some territories and not in others, that once again suppressed the issue of slavery and banished it from the national political arena.

In the two decades after the 1820 Missouri Compromise, Americans reacted to Jefferson’s nocturnal fire bell in different ways. White southerners became more committed than ever to slavery, and some of them began to think that the Missouri Compromise had been a bad bargain, that their leaders should never have conceded that Congress or any power had the right to prohibit slavery in any territory of the United States. Northerners were of different minds on the subject. Some accepted slavery as the natural order of things and wanted no one to interfere with it. A small but growing minority took an opposite view, seeing slavery as the moral wrong it was and believing that the country must face that issue squarely and make the right choice by abolishing the “peculiar institution.” Still others recognized slavery as a moral wrong but believed that it could be solved better later, or at least that it could not be solved at present. They saw no reason to tear down the American “Temple of Liberty” (another favorite expression in that era) in the vain quest for moral perfection.

The divisions between these various groups would shape the political battles of a generation—but not of that generation, the generation of those whose active adult lives were lived between about 1820 and 1845, with the exception of a few whose long careers spanned several eras. The abolitionists were too few in those days. The combination of southerners who defended slavery, northerners who defended slavery, and northerners who wanted to postpone the question was more than strong enough to drown out the voices of the handful of principled opponents of slavery—fanatics, their contemporaries called them—whose only consolation in the midst of their political futility was the comfort of a clear conscience.

One northerner who believed the question of slavery should be postponed because it was simply too dangerous to handle at present was the New York politician Martin Van Buren, who would serve as president from 1837 to 1841. Van Buren did as much as any other political leader to put together a two-party system that would force political disagreements into safe channels and thus prevent the political cataclysm that a clash on the subject of slavery could bring. Topics that could be safely debated would be represented by one of the two parties, thus giving voters a means of expressing their preferences and participating in the national political debate, but the structure of the party system was such that neither major party could afford to take a strong stand either for or against slavery—especially against. With the deadly issue of slavery thus safely excluded from national debate, the country would be free to pursue its continued growth in freedom, wealth, power, and territory.

As the political battles of the early 1840s were to demonstrate, the two-party system was robust enough to handle almost any political dispute, even issues that moved their advocates to intense feelings. Political leaders of opposing factions might become bitter enough toward each other to resort to personal violence, but the system continued to function. The government and the country held together, and the issue of slavery remained marginalized. As the developments of the late 1840s were to prove, the only thing that could reintroduce the question of slavery to the national political arena, and thus prepare the field for a cataclysmic clash on that subject, was the very culmination of the territorial expansion that Americans had cherished and hoped that they could accomplish while ignoring the fate of the nation’s two and a half million slaves. Thus America’s manifest destiny to overspread the continent became its manifest destiny finally to face the issue of slavery.


PART ONE

The Two-Party System



 

North America in 1840
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CHAPTER ONE
The Log Cabin and Hard Cider Campaign

AMERICANS IN 1840 felt confident that their country was on the verge of greatness. The young Republic might be only three score and four years old, but it was already the world’s biggest and oldest land governed of, by, and for the people, a self-conscious beacon of freedom to the rest of the world. And the future seemed to stand open to the United States, just like the rest of the North American continent, beckoning bold Americans to stride forward and take possession and thus increase the power and expand the extent of what they liked to call the Empire of Liberty.

America was growing. The census the government would conduct that year would reveal that the Republic’s population, centered hypothetically on a point 260 miles west of Washington, D.C., numbered just over seventeen million, an increase of 32.7 percent in the past ten years. New states were joining the Union. Two had joined in the past decade (Arkansas in 1836 and Michigan a few months later in 1837), and more were all but certain to follow in the one now dawning. The Iowa and Wisconsin territories would likely be ready for admission inside the next ten years, and interesting prospects lay farther west, even beyond the broad expanse of the Louisiana Purchase lands that the explorer Meriwether Lewis had described as “the fairest portion of the globe.” In 1836 the Christian missionaries Marcus and Narcissa Whitman and Henry and Eliza Spalding had traveled all the way across the Rocky Mountains. Fellow missionary Jason Lee had pushed farther west, to the green and fertile Willamette Valley. Their letters home had brought some of the first reports of that inviting country, and other of their countrymen were already beginning to contemplate migrating.

Even more exciting had been the news in recent years from the Southwest, where Americans had settled the largely empty Mexican province of Tejas at Mexico’s invitation. When that country had tried to subject the colonists to despotic government, they had risen up and in 1836 overthrown Mexican rule of the province, claiming it and a vast region beyond the provincial boundary as the new Republic of Texas. There had been talk of Texas joining the United States, and by all accounts its citizens were eager.

The fast-growing adolescent United States was not without problems. Twenty years before, in 1820, intense political strife had arisen from the very issue of expansion itself, specifically the application of the Missouri Territory to enter the Union as a slave state. Some northern congressmen had objected, and the result had been a prolonged political conflict of alarming proportions. The point of strife was a fundamental contradiction in the nation’s character. Founded on the self-evident truth that all men are created equal and endowed by their Creator with the rights to life, liberty, and that pursuit of happiness that private property ownership made possible, the “land of the free” counted some two and a half million slaves among its seventeen million inhabitants. The slaves were property, their owners maintained, and therefore had no right to liberty. That this was a gross contradiction of the nation’s ideals was once realized even in the South. Now such admissions were out of fashion below the Mason-Dixon Line, and white southerners were asserting with increasing volume that slavery was a positive good for both blacks and whites. Time would tell whether this fundamental flaw would produce serious consequences for the growing nation.

Few in 1840 understood the potential dangers more clearly than the occupant of the White House. Martin Van Buren had recognized, perhaps sooner than anyone else in American national politics, that political conflict was unavoidable and that political parties, far from being the pernicious factions of which James Madison and the other founders had warned, could in fact serve as channels to direct that conflict into safe areas of debate and away from slavery, the one topic that had the potential to destroy the entire system and possibly divide the country. At the time of the Missouri crisis, back in 1820, the country had not possessed a two-party system. All politicians had been at least nominally members of the Republican Party, and this absence of the strife of “factions” had so pleased that generation of Americans that they had referred to the decade after the War of 1812 as the Era of Good Feelings. But feelings had not been at all good when the Missouri issue exploded on the national scene midway through the era. Without the restraints of established political parties, the strife in Congress escalated quickly to a level that former president Thomas Jefferson likened to “a fire bell in the night [that] awakened and filled me with terror.” Congress had with difficulty reached a compromise in its dispute, and a much younger Martin Van Buren had taken a lesson from the incident.1

Van Buren was born in Kinderhook, New York, in 1782, the son of a tavern keeper of Netherlands descent, and the future president’s first language was Dutch. He had received little formal education but had been determined to succeed, studying for six years under a Kinderhook lawyer before being admitted to the bar in 1803. A successful law practice led to an equally successful career in state politics. Van Buren won the nicknames Wizard of the Albany Regency, for his leadership of the state’s most powerful political faction, and Red Fox of Kinderhook, for his considerable political skills. He became a U.S. senator from New York in 1821 and then in 1828, in quick succession, governor of New York and secretary of state under the newly elected president, Andrew Jackson. In Jackson’s second term Van Buren was vice president, and when Old Hickory followed Washington’s example in declining to seek a third term in office, Van Buren was his natural successor. He had won the election of 1836 handily. The eighth president of the United States was very much a self-made man.2

Van Buren’s ideal of a political party was one that would be national in scope, based on an alliance of North and South. By building a party that drew its strength from every section of the country, Van Buren could force the opposing party to do the same—if it wanted to have any hope of competing successfully for control of Congress and the presidency. Each party would seek to maintain its appeal throughout the nation, and as this pertained to the South, that meant each party would do its best to suppress all criticism of slavery. Once established, the system created a political dynamic that made slavery persistently invisible on the national political stage. Van Buren had done as much as anyone to construct the party system by building the Democratic Party, first as a staunch supporter and trusted advisor of party founder Andrew Jackson and later as the party’s victorious standard-bearer. As president he was now the active leader of the more coherent and powerful of the nation’s two political parties.3

And he had a serious problem. Within weeks of his taking office, the bottom had fallen out of the American economy. In April 1837 some 250 businesses had failed in New York City alone, and by mid-May every bank in the city had suspended payments of gold and silver. By the end of that month total losses from business failures in New York had reached $100 million. Over the months that followed, 40 percent of the nation’s banks folded, and many of the others were crippled and on the brink of collapse. An epidemic of bankruptcies swept the country. Unemployment was rampant and economic suffering intense as the United States plunged into a depression that dwarfed any other in the national experience prior to the Great Depression of the 1930s.4

Why had all this happened? As usual with economics, the root causes are hard to untangle, but it seems that British investors had been bullish on America during the early 1830s, investing so lavishly that the inflow of their gold effectively doubled the U.S. money supply. At the same time, U.S. bankers had recklessly expanded credit, with banknotes in circulation jumping from $95 million to $140 million during the middle years of the decade. With the easy credit provided by scores of eager investors, a number of state governments foolishly borrowed dizzying sums to finance lavish programs of transportation improvements—railroads, canals, and the like. Midway through the decade, the Bank of England became alarmed at the ongoing export of capital and changed its policies so as to make investing in Britain more attractive. The resulting diversion in the flow of British investment capital might at first seem an insignificant cause for the massive financial crash America suffered in 1837, but credit bubbles, such as the one that had formed in the United States during the first half of the 1830s, are notoriously skittish. Like a slight vibration on a snow-covered mountainside, even a small tremor in the money supply can trigger an avalanche that carries away everything in its path. So it was with the U.S. economy of the 1830s, as the withdrawal of British investments triggered an inexorable credit contraction that historians would come to call the Panic of 1837.5

Van Buren handled the situation about as well as any president could have. He resisted the temptation to get the government entangled in the economy—and thus compound the nation’s troubles and prolong the depression. He worked hard to establish an independent subtreasury system that would keep government funds from distorting the banking and credit markets, and he did his best to secure the federal government’s financial situation so that it at least would not drag the economy down further. That was more than could be said of a number of the state governments, several of which defaulted on payments after their mid-decade binges of unrestrained borrowing for infrastructure spending.

Public opinion, however, was not necessarily going to be shaped by a calm assessment of Van Buren’s performance. As Theodore Roosevelt would observe more than half a century later, “When the average man loses his money he is simply like a wounded snake and strikes right and left at anything, innocent or the reverse, that presents itself as conspicuous in his mind.”6 The president was conspicuous. Unlike Congress, he was a recognizable individual. Thus, if a scapegoat was needed, the public would look first to the White House. The Whigs gleefully did their best to encourage that reaction, with Whig newspaper editors referring to the president as “Van Ruin” and blaming the nation’s economic woes squarely on the president’s economic policies, such as his opposition to the Bank of the United States and his support for sound money.

Exuberant at their prospects for finally winning a presidential election, the Whigs held their first nominating convention in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in December 1839. The Democrats had been holding such conventions for years, but the Whigs had previously nominated their candidates by means of the Whig congressional caucus. Now, eager to copy their opponents’ successful tactic, the party embraced the convention system with its (at least theoretically) more democratic mode of choosing a presidential candidate. The Whigs were determined to present their party as more democratic than the Democrats, even if they had to adopt all of the Democratic Party’s methods that they had, until recently, been loudly denouncing as demagoguery far below their dignity.7

Henry Clay had high hopes that he would be the convention’s choice, and a plurality of the delegates agreed with him. If the Whig Party had a father, he was Clay. As the party had coalesced during the 1830s out of every faction and splinter group that opposed Andrew Jackson for any reason whatsoever, Clay had been the most vocal and consistent foe of Old Hickory. To the extent that the party had any coherent program, it was Clay’s so-called American System. This consisted of support for a central bank to create inflation, with its illusion of prosperity; high tariffs to protect domestic producers at the expense of foreign trade; and federal taxpayer funding for each locality’s pet infrastructure project. It had the makings of a dandy system for buying votes. Clay had been the presidential nominee of the Whigs’ predecessor party, the National Republicans, in the election of 1832. He had stood aside in 1836, and now, with Whig chances looking better than ever before, it was his turn again. If ever a party had an obvious choice, Clay was the man for the Whigs in the 1840 race.8

Several of the party’s major power brokers were of a different mind. They cared much more about a Whig victory than they did about which Whig won that victory. They had no intention of squandering the opportunity afforded their party by the country’s gratifyingly miserable current economic condition. Determined to take every possible step to maximize the party’s chance of success at the polls, they came to the conclusion that some other candidate might be, in the parlance of the time, more “available,” by which they meant more electable. Clay was well known, but so were his positions. He and his American System had come before the voters twice before, in the presidential elections of 1824 and 1832, and lost both times. Furthermore, the party’s anti-Masonic bloc, a holdover from a popular movement of the previous decade, opposed Clay, and that bloc still swayed an important number of votes in New York and Pennsylvania. Abolitionists and other opponents of slavery, many of them evangelical Christians, were far from enthusiastic about the slaveholding—and reputedly loose living—Henry Clay. This was all the more true after he made in February 1839 a widely reported Senate speech denouncing abolitionists. And though Clay had as much personal charm as any politician in American history, in twenty-eight years on the national political scene he could hardly have avoided making a number of enemies.9

Thus, when the delegates gathered in Harrisburg, certain astute political managers, like New York’s jovial Thurlow Weed and his henchman, the newspaper editor Horace Greeley, as well as the humorless Pennsylvanian Thaddeus Stevens, were ready to work such magic as they could in favor of a more available candidate. When Stevens learned that the Virginia delegation was contemplating support for its favorite son, Winfield Scott, the politically ambitious commanding general of the United States Army, he contrived to saunter over to that delegation’s part of the hall and drop, quite casually and apparently accidentally, a letter he had somehow obtained, written by Scott to a New York politician aiming to conciliate the abolitionist vote in that state. It did not conciliate Scott’s fellow Virginians, who promptly, as Stevens had calculated, dropped Scott from consideration. Having persuaded the convention to adopt the unit rule, mandating a one-state, one-vote nomination, Weed and Stevens then skillfully maneuvered one delegation after another toward their chosen candidate, if not as a first-ballot choice, then as a second. When the wheeling and dealing was finished and the smoke-filled rooms had cleared, the Whigs had passed over Henry Clay and chosen instead the soldier and politician William Henry Harrison of Ohio.10

Born at Berkeley Plantation in 1773, Harrison was the youngest son of a wealthy and prominent family of the Virginia Tidewater gentry. His father was a member of the Continental Congress, signed the Declaration of Independence, and subsequently served as governor of Virginia. After his father’s death in 1791, young Harrison joined the army, receiving a commission as ensign in the First U.S. Infantry Regiment. Posted to Cincinnati, Harrison became part of General “Mad Anthony” Wayne’s army and helped defeat a confederation of Indians at the 1794 Battle of Fallen Timbers. The following year, Harrison was one of the signers of the Treaty of Greenville, by which the Indians ceded much of Ohio for white settlement. In 1797 he resigned from the army to become secretary of the Northwest Territory, and two years later, at the age of twenty-six, he was elected the territory’s first delegate to Congress.11

In 1800 Congress created the Indiana Territory, separating it from Ohio, which was by then on the fast track to statehood, and President John Adams appointed Harrison its first governor. In 1810 the Shawnee brothers Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa formed a coalition of tribes with the goal of driving the whites out of the lands the Indians had previously occupied north of the Ohio River. The following year, the secretary of war authorized Harrison to raise an army and visit the brothers’ village in a show of force that it was hoped would lead to negotiations. On November 6, 1811, his army arrived and encamped near the village, which was located at the confluence of the Tippecanoe and Wabash rivers. Tenskwatawa, in the absence of his brother, requested a truce and a parley to be held the next day. Harrison agreed, but before dawn the next morning the Indians launched a surprise attack on the army encampment. After several hours of fighting, Harrison’s troops drove off the attackers, who then abandoned their village in retreat.12

The nation hailed Harrison as the victor of what came to be called the Battle of Tippecanoe, and in later years his nickname would be Old Tippecanoe. Despite the fame of the 1811 fight with Tenskwatawa in what would become northwestern Indiana, Harrison’s greatest victory came two years later, during the War of 1812, when an army under his command defeated the British at the Battle of the Thames. In that battle, Tecumseh himself, who was fighting for the British, was killed. After the war, Harrison became active in politics. He served as a U.S. commissioner in negotiating two Indian treaties and was elected to a term in the U.S. House of Representatives, another in the Ohio legislature, and one in the U.S. Senate, with an unsuccessful race for governor along the way. He left the Senate in 1828 to accept an appointment as U.S. minister to Colombia, but he held that post for less than three months, leaving office the following March on the inauguration of the new president, Andrew Jackson. Thereafter, Harrison retired to the large farm he had received from his father-in-law. His acres were located near the village of North Bend, Ohio, on the Ohio River near Cincinnati. He came out of retirement in 1836 for an unsuccessful run for the presidency. Now the Whigs had decided to run him again, under much more favorable auspices.13

The convention’s choice of Harrison was a bitter pill for the supporters of Henry Clay, who were numerous among the delegates, especially among those from southern states. Some wept openly when Harrison won the nomination. Others were simply furious. To placate them and also to balance the ticket, the convention looked for a southerner and at least a nominal Clay supporter for the vice-presidential nomination. The immediate problem, as it turned out, was in getting such a man to accept the spot. So great was the disgust of the Clay supporters toward the convention’s nomination for the top of the ticket that the first four men to whom the vice-presidential nomination was offered turned it down. The man the convention settled on was John Tyler, a stiff, dignified Virginia aristocrat. Tyler was a delegate at the convention and, at least in theory, a supporter of Henry Clay, and he was said to have been among those reduced to tears when the convention’s vote for Harrison was announced.14

In later months, the question of just how the convention’s choice happened to fall on Tyler became one of unusual interest—as well it might, considering that Tyler’s political views were the reverse of Clay’s on almost every issue. In some ways Tyler could be thought of as a doctrinaire follower of John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, the strident spokesman for the rights of slaveholders and of the South as a special section of the country, but Tyler identified himself with a coterie of Virginia politicians who were hard-core purists for old-style Jeffersonian Republicanism in its most distilled form. In their eyes, Andrew Jackson’s sin had lain in his using the powers of the presidency too forcefully. The irony of this, in view of the fact that Jefferson had been a forceful president and that Jackson had been acting forcefully in defense of the very constitutional principles that the hard-core Republicans professed to hold even more stringently than he did, seemed to be lost on Tyler and his band of Virginia true believers. Like Calhoun, Tyler and the Old Republicans maintained a death grip on precise constitutional scruples at least in part because they saw those scruples as the best defense of slavery.15

Tyler disagreed with Calhoun on some nuances of the alleged rights of nullification and secession, as well as on such matters as Van Buren’s independent treasury and subtreasury program, but in most other respects Tyler would have found himself in agreement with the fiery South Carolinian. Like Calhoun, Tyler despised all tariffs and the idea of a national bank. The only reason he was in the Whig Party was that he had broken with Jackson over Jackson’s determination to enforce the existing tariff in the face of South Carolina’s attempt at nullification seven years before. Although Clay and Tyler were said to be personal friends, Tyler had little in common with the Kentuckian politically besides his residence south of the Mason-Dixon Line and his ownership of slaves, but those were definitely factors of importance and apparently enough to secure Tyler’s support for Clay among the several potential Whig candidates for 1840.16

Tyler’s perceived affinity for Clay—and his perceived attractiveness to southern voters—helped win him the nomination, despite his open and avowed opposition to Clay’s American System. Whig delegates may also have reasoned that Tyler’s presence on the ticket would help hold the allegiance of the Nullifiers and their various southern sympathizers, many of whom, following old Calhoun himself, were already starting to drift back to the Democratic Party. Besides, after several prominent backers of Clay indignantly rejected overtures for the vice presidency, Tyler was at least available. What did his political opinions matter? Vice presidents had always been irrelevant once in office. The Whigs had a ticket: “Tippecanoe and Tyler too.” As one Clay supporter noted, “There was rhyme, but no reason in it.”17

As the convention was winding up, a young delegate ventured to point out that they had not yet adopted a platform. Ought they? The opinion of his colleagues was emphatic that they ought not. In fact, Whig leaders had for some time been discussing the policy of adopting a platform, and they were decidedly against it. Nicholas Biddle, the director of the Second Bank of the United States, who, with Henry Clay, had waged the so-called Bank War against Andrew Jackson, wrote that if the Whigs were to nominate Harrison, “it will be on account of the past, not the future.” In that case, Harrison should “rely entirely on the past. Let him say not one single word,” Biddle continued, “about his principles, or his creed—let him say nothing—promise nothing.” No questioners, the bank director warned, should ever be able to “extract from him a single word, about what he thinks now, or what he will do hereafter.”18

This policy of blatantly offering the voters a pig in a poke had much to recommend it in a political party composed of various factions that disagreed with one another on many issues of policy. Almost the only matters on which all Whigs were of one mind were that they hated Andrew Jackson and all his adherents and that they wanted very badly to get into office. Northeastern Whigs longed for high tariffs that would shift more of the nation’s wealth into the pockets of northeastern businessmen. Western Whigs sought federally financed internal improvements that would enhance their region’s economic infrastructure at the expense of taxpayers in other regions. Both hoped for the easy credit and perceived economic boom times they dreamed would be produced by a powerful central bank. Southern Whigs might or might not favor those programs, but they were eager to vote against the party of Andrew Jackson, who had made South Carolina back down in the nullification crisis of the early 1830s. Already Whigs in the South were presenting themselves to voters as the most reliable defenders of slavery, while Whigs in the North billed themselves before the electorate as the only party on which a sensible abolitionist should bestow his vote. For a polyglot party of this sort, discussion of the issues was fraught with danger. Far better, if it could be done, to say nothing at all about the issues and attract votes solely with slogans and hoopla. After making various plans for the campaign now beginning, the convention adjourned.19

Prior to the convention Henry Clay had written a magnanimous letter all about how he would be happy to let the convention choose whomever it might see as the best candidate and pledging to give his cordial support to whomever that should be. Of course, he assumed that it would be himself, despite some forebodings about other candidates and hints party leaders had tried to give him about the inexpediency of his own nomination. Uneasy about the outcome but still not believing the Whigs would dare to pass him over, Clay remained in Washington awaiting news of the convention. On the final day he beguiled the time in the dining room of Brown’s Hotel, where he poured one drink after another at a bar that was described as “well-loaded.” Clay was too by then, and he launched into a long, loud, and profane rant against his political opponents, much to the astonishment of the others in the dining room. After Clay had staggered off to his boardinghouse, one shocked witness turned to another and said, “That man can never be my political idol again.”20

Clay was back at the boardinghouse by the time the delegation from the convention in Harrisburg arrived to break the bad news to him. He was sitting down when they told him, but on hearing the news he jumped up and began pacing, stamping his feet, waving his fists in the air, and shouting an almost unbroken stream of curses. “Such an exhibition we never witnessed before,” recorded one of those present, “and we pray never again to witness such an ebullition of passion, such a storm of desperation and curses.” “My friends are not worth the powder and shot it would take to kill them!” Clay snarled between imprecations. “If there were two Henry Clays, one of them would make the other President of the United States!” Gradually his rage subsided into a state of lugubrious self-pity. “It is a diabolical intrigue, I now know, which has betrayed me,” he moaned. “I am the most unfortunate man in the history of parties; always run by my friends when sure to be defeated, and now betrayed for a nomination when I, or any one, would be sure of an election.”21

Given time, Clay recovered—and sobered up. Within a week he delivered a speech to a Whig gathering in Washington, proclaiming that it did not matter that the party had passed over him, since the Whig Party had never been about individuals anyway. “No!” Clay intoned. “We have been contending for principles. Not men, but principles, are our rules of action.” It was an impressive display of party unity, but it pointedly ignored the fact that the convention had just nominated a man and refused to make any statement whatsoever concerning principles.22

Democrats were not slow in reacting to the man—and the lack of principles—put forth by the Whig convention, denouncing Harrison’s obvious avoidance of any reference to the issues and styling him “General Mum.” They also pointed to his age. At sixty-seven he was the oldest man yet to seek the presidency. Hearing that a disgruntled Clay supporter had complained that they should have left the old general to enjoy his log cabin and his hard cider in peace, a Baltimore Democratic newspaper editor pounced on the remark. “Give him a barrel of hard cider, and settle a pension of two thousand a year on him,” he wrote, “and my word for it, he will sit the remainder of his days in his log cabin.”23

For the astute Whig managers, this was a gift. They were soon trumpeting Harrison as “the people’s candidate,” “the Log-Cabin Candidate.” The New-York Daily Whig, not usually considered the voice of the rugged frontiersman, inveighed against the “pampered office-holders” who would “sneer at the idea of making a poor man President of the United States.” The Whigs soon had developed a story line much to their liking. Harrison was a simple farmer who lived in a log cabin and drank hard cider, the simple beverage of the common man. Van Buren, on the other hand, was an effete epicure who lived in wanton luxury at public expense, wore silk shirts with ruffles, and drank champagne from fancy glasses. Harrison was a man of the people; Van Buren an aristocrat, disdainful of ordinary mortals. It was utter moonshine, but it became the theme of the campaign. The Whig press took it up virtually in unison.24

That William Henry Harrison became the “log cabin candidate” was all the more remarkable in view of the fact that he did not live in a log cabin but in a commodious mansion on his spreading acres at North Bend. He had not been born in a log cabin but in an opulent plantation house. In fact, if he had lived in a log cabin at any period of his life, it had been only when he could not avoid it, and such periods had been few and brief. While serving as governor of the Indiana Territory and holding frequent negotiations with the occasionally hostile tribes, Harrison had commissioned the building of a two-story plantation-style brick mansion named Grouseland in the rough-hewn territorial capital of Vincennes. By birth, background, upbringing, and taste, Harrison was far more the aristocrat than was Van Buren. Nevertheless, the Whigs set out to sell the American people just the opposite story. They had a small log cabin constructed near Harrison’s North Bend mansion so that the candidate could at least honestly say that he currently lived in such a structure, and log cabins, in various degrees of miniaturization, appeared at rallies and parades across the country as the leading symbol of Harrison’s candidacy.

The Whigs first launched their political campaign in the very halls of Congress itself, and the nation’s business had to take a backseat to the party’s business. The Twenty-sixth Congress had convened for its first session two days before the Whig convention in Harrisburg. With the campaign now formally under way, congressional Whigs took the floor to denounce the Van Buren administration’s conduct of the Second Seminole War, a low-grade conflict that had been simmering for a number of years in the Florida swamps, with the army trying with little success to move the Seminoles from Florida to a projected new home in the Indian Territory (now Oklahoma). Catching the elusive Indians in the trackless swamps had proven well-nigh impossible, and the failure now became grist for the Whigs’ campaign mill. They flayed the Van Buren administration mercilessly for allowing the army to use allegedly inhumane methods (bloodhounds to track the Seminoles), but then turned right around and complained that Van Buren had not taken steps strong enough to conclude the war successfully. When the administration requested a reorganization of the militia system, Whig members practically fell over themselves in their haste to raise the hue and cry about this new evidence of Van Buren’s plan to create a standing army and have himself crowned “Martin the First, King of North America.”25

Next the congressional Whigs fastened their outrage on an appropriation bill for $3,665 for the upkeep of the White House. Although the amount was very small for such a large building and the frugal Van Buren would approve only the most necessary repairs and renovations, the Whigs denounced the expenditure as further evidence of Van Buren’s royal pretensions. On three successive days in mid-April, Pennsylvania Whig congressman Charles Ogle made an extended speech called “The Regal Splendor of the Presidential Palace.” The White House, Ogle maintained, was a “palace as splendid as that of the Caesars, and as richly adorned as the proudest Asiatic mansion.” The president, to whom Ogle applied the Whigs’ favorite derisive nickname, Sweet Sandy Whiskers, had, Ogle asserted, spent $20,000 on furniture and on having the White House grounds landscaped in obscene representations. Worse, the luxury items with which Van Buren had allegedly stocked the White House were foreign-made. The president might at least have had the decency to buy American. But no, Ogle continued, this “democratic peacock” dressed in foreign finery preened himself in front of oversized gold-framed mirrors, and ate off gold and silver tableware. The congressman concluded by announcing that he was going to vote against the current appropriation because Van Buren might just as well use it to install a throne and buy himself a crown.26

This would have been a merited indictment of the president if any part of it had been true. None of it was, and Ogle knew it. He had fabricated the entire story out of whole cloth. An Englishman who visited the White House during Van Buren’s residence there told quite a different story. After attending a March 1838 open house, James Silk Buckingham, member of Parliament, wrote that the White House was much more modestly furnished and decorated than a typical English country gentleman’s residence. It was “unostentatious … without parade or displays … well adapted to the simplicity and economy … of the republican institutions of the country.”27

Even some of Ogle’s fellow Whigs could not stomach the blatant barrage of lies he had launched in his speech. The very next day Massachusetts Whig representative Levi Lincoln rose in the House to protest Ogle’s “unwarranted and undignified attack” on the president, pointing out that Van Buren had spent less money on the White House than any preceding president and “invariably expressed reluctance to have anything expended for that object.” Whig newspaper editors, however, seized on the issue with delight, not only reporting it as truth but adding their own embellishments. One editor reported that the speech had so angered Van Buren that he had burst his corset. Another falsehood, but a lie would serve as well as the truth for getting the Whig candidate elected—better, in this case, since suitable truth did not exist. Horace Greeley even pretended to believe that published reports of Levi Lincoln’s speech were in fact a Democratic hoax. Ogle, meanwhile, had his speech printed and sent to thousands around the country. Numerous Whig newspapers also helped disseminate their own copies.28

Before adjourning their national nominating convention in Harrisburg, the Whig delegates had made plans for conventions—party rallies, in effect—to be held in every state of the Union. The most ambitious of these would be a nationwide Whig Convention of Young Men, to open in Baltimore on the first Monday in May, simultaneously with the Democrats’ national nominating convention in that city. The agenda for each of these Whig rallies was flamboyant showmanship and as much noise as possible, as the party continued to drown out its policy differences—both with the American people and within its own ranks—in a cacophony of raucous campaigning.29

The Baltimore event was a smashing success. Delegations were on hand from twenty-one of the twenty-six states, for a total crowd variously estimated at from eight thousand to more than three times that number. A grand parade through the streets of the city formed a procession three miles long that took an hour and fifteen minutes to pass any given point, with several marching bands, hundreds of banners, Whig dignitaries in elegant barouches, and no fewer than eight log cabin floats, some of which had come all the way from Pennsylvania. One such mobile log cabin featured smoke emerging from its chimney and, standing in front of its door, a barrel of hard cider, from which the cheerful float riders refreshed themselves more or less continuously. Leading the parade, the Baltimore delegation carried a large white banner with a picture of an eagle and another of a barrel of cider and a twelve-line poem about how the people were rising up to make Harrison president, concluding:


Speeds on in his glory Old Tippecanoe
The iron arm’d soldier, the true hearted soldier
The gallant old soldier of Tippecanoe!30



The most celebrated item in the parade, however, was a parade ball, a stuffed leather sphere, eight or nine feet in diameter, decorated with campaign slogans and transfixed horizontally by a long pole along which half a dozen men could stand on each side of the leather globe and “roll the ball,” as the saying went, for Old Tippecanoe. In fact, Harrison supporters had rolled this particular ball all the way from Allegany County in western Maryland. Now as eager volunteers rolled the ball along the parade route, marchers and spectators chanted the doggerel inscribed on it:


Farewell, dear Van
You’re not our man;
To guide the ship
We’ll try Old Tip.31



Once the procession reached the spacious grounds of the Canton Race Track, it was the orators’ turn, and all the big guns of Whig rhetoric were on hand. “The time for discussion is passed,” intoned Henry Clay. “We are all Whigs. We are all Harrison men. We are united. We must triumph.” Then Daniel Webster, the foremost orator of the era, took his turn at the podium. “The time has come when the cry is change. Every breeze says change,” declaimed Webster, proving that in politics, at least, some things never change. Webster did not specify what sort of change he wanted—as if only one sort of change was possible—but he did not neglect to touch on the campaign’s main theme: “We have fallen, gentlemen, upon hard times,” he announced, “and the remedy seems to be hard cider.” Other speakers followed, but their eloquence was lost on much of the crowd, since a very stiff wind blew throughout the festivities and kept most in attendance from hearing any of the oratory. Nevertheless, the crowd was enthusiastic, with much cheering and singing and drinking of hard cider. It was by all accounts a memorable event.32

Meeting simultaneously in Baltimore, within earshot of the raucous parade as it passed through town, was the much smaller and quieter national Democratic nominating convention. The ongoing economic depression gripping the nation would have been enough to cast a pall over an incumbent party’s electoral efforts, but the Democrats in 1840 had other problems, of which the noisy Whiggish multitudes in the streets were only a part. The convention duly renominated Van Buren for the top spot on the ticket, but the vice-presidential nomination presented a far thornier question.

A veteran of the War of 1812, Vice President Richard Mentor Johnson had commanded the Kentucky Mounted Rifles and led them in the fierce charge that had not only decided Harrison’s victory at the Battle of the Thames but had also killed Tecumseh. Indeed, Johnson himself was reputed to have fired the shot that felled the renowned Shawnee warrior. No one could question the scars of five wounds Johnson had suffered in the desperate fight. His heroism at the Thames, and his killing of Tecumseh, brought him tremendous fame and popularity, especially in the West. In that sense, the Democrats could scarcely have hoped for a better candidate to run as part of their ticket against Old Tippecanoe.33

Yet Johnson was not in every way the perfect candidate, even for the vice presidency. At sixty, he was definitely not the dashing fellow who had charmed voters and led men in battle a generation before. Portly and unkempt, he cut an unimpressive figure. He kept a tavern at White Sulphur Spring, Kentucky, when not occupied by his duties as vice president of the United States, and he seemed to enjoy the business of tavern keeping, conversing convivially with his guests. As an added complication, he openly cohabited with one of his slaves.

That last point was by far the most notorious. Johnson had never legally married, but he had lived for years with an octoroon slave of his named Julia Chinn. Despite her pale complexion, Julia’s African descent made it illegal for Johnson to marry her. But he had acknowledged her as his common-law wife and had claimed her two daughters as his own, paying for their education and giving them large tracts of land when they married. After Julia died of cholera in 1833, Johnson had started a relationship with another of his female slaves. She ran away but was caught, so Johnson sold her and took up with her sister, also one of his slaves. To say these activities constituted a severe political liability is putting it far too mildly. The South and much of the North as well had no tolerance for interracial unions. No part of the country had much tolerance for cohabitation outside of marriage. Thus Johnson’s strong claims to popularity were at least counterbalanced by a personal life that was scandalous by any standard and doubly scandalous in the South. The Whigs, eagerly playing the race card, had made all they could of the matter. “He is married to, or has been in connection with a jet-black, thick-lipped, odoriferous negro wench, by whom he has reared a family of children whom he has endeavoured to force upon society as … equals,” raged a southern Whig newspaper.34

Former president Andrew Jackson was determined that Johnson had to go, as were many other Democrats, particularly in the South. Despite a number of forceful letters from Jackson, however, Van Buren declined to take action to ensure that Johnson would not be on the ticket for his second term. Many northern Democrats still admired Johnson, and Van Buren was unwilling to offend them. Instead, he left the choice of a vice-presidential candidate to the uninfluenced decision of the convention. The delegates were no more eager to go on record about Johnson than was Van Buren, and their solution was to punt the matter to the states. The Democratic Party in each state was to adopt whomever it might fancy for its vice-presidential candidate. It was, all things considered, about as bad a decision as could readily be conceived and seemed to set the stage for a bizarre situation in which the vice president would be a Whig even if Van Buren won another term in the White House. As it turned out, and somewhat to the Democrats’ relief, no other Democratic contenders for the vice presidency put themselves forward. Johnson therefore remained, by default, the party’s nationwide vice-presidential candidate.35

Before closing their convention, the Democrats adopted a platform that expressed strong opposition to Clay’s American System, the presumptive real policy position of the Whigs. The Democratic platform also opposed the idea of any congressional action on the subject of slavery. Complete noninterference was the party’s policy toward what Calhoun called the South’s “peculiar institution,” as it was toward many other aspects of social and economic relations.36

And so the campaign continued through the spring and summer and into the fall. Whig rallies took place across the country, as loud and boisterous as the extravaganza in Baltimore and sometimes perhaps even bigger. More than thirty thousand were claimed, albeit by an enthusiastic Whig source, to have attended a May 29 rally at the Tippecanoe battleground in Indiana, featuring numerous bands as well as floats that included a four-ton wheeled replica of a fully rigged sailing ship, drawn by six horses and bearing various banners praising Harrison and denouncing Van Buren. There was a sixty-foot canoe on wheels, pulled by a fine team of horses, and of course the obligatory log cabin “adorned with coon skins, gourds, and a variety of log cabin furniture, and pulled along the parade route by six more stout horses.”37

A similar rally at Fort Meigs in Ohio, scene of one of Harrison’s battles during the War of 1812, featured a stationary log cabin seventy-five feet long as well as the by now customary parade with bands and a giant canoe float. After the parade there were plenty of Whig orators on hand to make speeches denouncing Van Buren, and then, amid the great excitement of his supporters, Harrison himself arrived to help celebrate his past victory and, in a definite breach of etiquette for presidential candidates in those days, stump for his next victory. He wore a broad-brimmed hat in place of his usual high silk hat, since the latter might have looked like the kind of aristocratic paraphernalia that only the likes of Van Buren was supposed to use. Whigs claimed thirty-five thousand in attendance.38

At this and other Whig rallies reasonably close to Harrison’s home in southwestern Ohio, Old Tippecanoe appeared in person and made a speech. That was a stark departure from the standards of political propriety then prevailing. In imitation of George Washington, a presidential candidate was to remain quietly at home, demurely taking no interest in the political campaign until and unless, with the election finally over, he received formal notification that his fellow citizens had chosen him to assume the presidency. A candidate who appeared at his own rallies and made speeches on his own behalf risked appearing immodest, conceited, and dangerously ambitious. Somehow in the midst of all the mind-numbing hoopla, Harrison got away with what no candidate had previously attempted. It was a not-inconsiderable part of the Whigs’ accomplishment that year that their wild electioneering practices seemed to make voters forget all previous standards of electoral propriety. In boldly going where no presidential candidate had gone before, Harrison did not immediately change the customs of American elections. Twenty years later Stephen Douglas would campaign for himself, and another thirty-six years after that, in 1896, William Jennings Bryan would do the same. By the mid-twentieth century, however, such tactics had become accepted, and “front porch campaigns” were quaint memories.39

Some estimates put the crowd at a September Whig rally in Dayton, Ohio, at more than one hundred thousand. There marchers chanted:


Old Tip he wears a homespun coat;
He has no ruffled shirt-wirt-wirt.
But Mat he has the golden plate,
And he’s a little squirt-wirt-wirt.



Whig rhymesters churned out campaign songs in surprising numbers. There seems to have been one for every occasion or circumstance. Horace Greeley brought out The Log Cabin Song-Book with such selections as “Tippecanoe,” “Old Tippecanoe,” “The Soldier of Tippecanoe,” “The Flag of Tippecanoe,” “Tippecanoe and Jackets of Blue,” and “A Tip-Top Song About Tippecanoe,” most of them set to familiar tunes. There was the New Jersey Whig song “Keep the Ball Rolling,” and there was “The National Whig Song,” to the tune of “La Marseillaise.” By far the favorite, however, was “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too,” to the tune of “The Little Pig’s Tail”:


What’s the cause of this commotion, motion, motion,
Our country through?
It is the ball a-rolling on
For Tippecanoe and Tyler too.
And with them we’ll beat little Van, Van, Van,
Van is a used up man.
And with them we’ll beat little Van.



Alexander Coffman Ross, a jeweler from Zanesville, Ohio, composed the song and introduced it at a Whig rally in that Ohio River town. Ross wrote eleven more verses to develop every possible nuance of the song’s theme.

Nor was that all. The Whigs unleashed a veritable blizzard of creativity and savvy marketing, 1840-style, in support of their candidate. A dozen or so campaign biographies sang Harrison’s praises, including one book geared for children and two published in German. Then there were log-cabin-shaped liquor bottles brought out by the E. G. Booz distillery of Philadelphia. There were canes with miniature log cabins for heads, and of course there were more giant parade balls rolled along by eager cider-fueled volunteers, more log cabin floats and canoe floats of various sizes and descriptions, as well as an amazing plethora of merchandise aimed at reminding citizens of log cabins, hard cider, or both. Attendees at one Whig rally were even treated to the sight of the aristocratic South Carolina planter and Whig politician Hugh S. Legaré sporting a coonskin cap.

Coons and coonskins figured prominently in Whig electioneering, usually in the form of a coonskin nailed to the wall of the candidate’s imaginary log cabin, as depicted in innumerable pictures and floats. As a result, the raccoon became one of the symbols of the Whig Party from that time forth, though somewhat incongruously it was Henry Clay, rather than Harrison, who came to be called the Old Coon or the Chief Coon. Of course, Old Tippecanoe already had his nickname.40

When all the campaign’s bedlam failed in its purpose, other forms of persuasion could be used to motivate voters to back Tippecanoe. Some Whig employers dismissed workers who refused to sign testimonials for Harrison. Some Whig editors and politicians spoke darkly of a possible resort to violence if their side did not win the coming election. Former New York mayor Philip Hone wrote, “Men’s minds are wrought up to a pitch of frenzy, and like tinder a spark of opposition sets them on fire. Riot and violence stalk unchecked through the streets, and lying is no longer considered a crime.”41

The Democrats seemed to have little to offer in reply. Attempts to address the issues before the country could not really compete, in the eyes of a great many voters, with the Whigs’ circuslike entertainment, and yet the Democrats did continue to direct most of their energies into earnest attempts to persuade voters, by such outmoded means as logic and evidence, that their party’s principles were the true ones. Beyond that, they made at least a feeble reply to the Whigs’ focus on personalities by criticizing Harrison’s military record, pointing to the fact that he had resigned from the army before the end of the War of 1812, and suggesting that he was too old to be president, a point they tried to emphasize by referring to him occasionally as Granny. They also set up O.K. clubs in many localities, with “O.K.” standing for “Old Kinderhook,” one of Van Buren’s nicknames. The practice may have introduced the word “OK” into the English language, or it may merely have reinvigorated its use. Accounts vary as to when and how the term originated.

Surprisingly, Richard M. Johnson, campaigning vigorously in the western states, proved to be one of the party’s strongest assets. By contrast, the Whigs sternly admonished their vice-presidential candidate, John Tyler, to make no statements at all, lest his decidedly un-Whiggish opinions should come out. Another of the seemingly endless Whig rhymes intoned, “We will vote for Tyler therefore, without a why or wherefore.” In the end, neither party would carry the home state of its vice-presidential candidate.42

While the two major parties thus did battle for the hearts and minds of American voters, a little-noticed third party was also in the lists. James G. Birney was the candidate of the tiny Liberty Party. The party was a creature of the abolitionist movement, which was committed to ending the institution of slavery. Abolitionists had been disappointed when neither major party had nominated a candidate with a clean escutcheon on the slavery issue, and they had decided that a third party was their only option. The new party held its first convention, billed the National Convention of the Friends of Immediate Emancipation, in Albany, New York, in April 1840 and nominated Birney, a Kentuckian and former slaveholder turned abolitionist, on a platform that called for abolishing slavery in the District of Columbia and ending the interstate slave trade. Birney’s transition to champion of freedom had involved a slow pilgrimage from advocacy of colonization to gradual emancipation to a conversion to fullblown abolitionism in 1833. He had freed his slaves, moved to Cincinnati, and in 1836 founded the weekly Philanthropist, by which he spread his abolitionist ideas.43

Neither Birney nor his supporters had any illusions about their chances of success in the 1840 election. Theirs would be protest votes. They saw the issue of slavery as a straightforward moral challenge. The two major parties were dodging that challenge, giving the voters no morally acceptable choice in the election. All that remained to men of awakened conscience was to take their lonely stand for truth, let the consequences be what they may. Whether they won or lost was less important than knowing they had stood for what was right. Their votes would be wasted only if they voted against their own principles.

The Liberty Party could not claim the support of all abolitionists, not to speak of more moderate opponents of slavery. Most of them adhered to the Whig Party. Nothing in the antislavery creed required support for the Whigs’ policies of government intervention in the economy through tariffs, internal improvements, and a central bank, but the Whigs also tended to be the party of moral reform, while the Democrats were more likely to carry their laissez-faire tendencies from economics into other areas as well. In addition, the parts of the country in which economic self-interest brought many adherents to the Whig Party happened to be the same parts in which many abolitionists lived, although economic Whigs and abolitionists were not necessarily always the same people.44

The Whig Party endeavored to make the most of the abolitionists’ natural and regional affinities by presenting itself in the North as the true party of at least moderate antislavery convictions. If those who opposed slavery wanted to make a practical difference in favor of their cause, Whigs exhorted, they should vote Whig. What northern Whig advocates did not add was that their counterparts in the South were simultaneously assuring voters in that region that slavery would be safer in the hands of the Whig Party than in those of their Democratic rivals.

There was no national election day during the first half of the nineteenth century. The various states set their own election days, so that the voting straggled along from when Ohio and Pennsylvania led off on October 30 to when the South Carolina legislature met on November 23 and allocated the state’s electors without reference to the voters (South Carolina was the only state still retaining that custom). When all the votes were counted, the result was surprising only in the closeness of the popular vote. Harrison garnered 1,275,016 votes to Van Buren’s 1,129,102, a fairly competitive margin of about 53 percent to 47 percent. The electoral vote was not nearly as close. Moderate margins of victory in nineteen states gave Harrison a total of 234 electoral votes to Van Buren’s 60, including 11 cast by the South Carolina legislature.45

Interestingly enough, all of the mindless electioneering jollification the Whigs brought to the campaign was effective in getting a much larger than usual percentage of eligible voters to the polls that year. Participation had been running in the 55 to 58 percent range during the 1830s, but in 1840 it shot up to 80 percent. Apparently, large numbers of Americans were willing to flock to the polls so long as they were not asked to do any thinking about their votes or to consider issues and policies. It was more fun to chant slogans, roll big leather balls, and drink hard cider.46

The Liberty Party drew only 7,069 popular votes, one-fourth of a percent, and, of course, did not carry—or even affect the outcome in—a single state. Whig newspapers sneered at the Liberty Party’s ineffectiveness, but The Oberlin Evangelist, voice of much of the evangelical segment of the population, was undaunted. “Where is the man in this ‘glorious minority,’ who regrets his vote?” asked its editor. “We have heard of none.” He went on to assert his confidence that the Liberty Party faithful would remain just that and that their numbers would increase as more men reflected on the rights and wrongs of slavery.47

In the resounding, if entirely expected, defeat of the Liberty Party lay a sort of victory for Martin Van Buren, even in the midst of his own defeat for reelection to the presidency. The explosive issue of slavery had remained largely submerged. Only seven thousand out of nearly two and a half million voters had seen fit to decide their choice solely on that issue. The two major parties had ignored it, and both of them had drawn their support from every section of the country. True, the Whigs were a bit stronger in the Northeast
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