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Every law on the statute book so wrong and mean that it cannot be executed, or felt, if executed, to be oppressive and unjust, tends to the overthrow of all law, by separating in the minds of the people, the idea of law from the idea of right.



Salmon P. Chase​[1]
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PART ONE

CHASE
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​Chapter One – Don’t You Know Who I Am?
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MY NAME IS SALMON PORTLAND CHASE. I invented money.
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​​Figure 1: Salmon Portland Chase, circa 1862 (PD)

Well, yes, I am only kidding. 

I didn’t invent money. That happened long before anyone ever wrote anything about it. I did, however, invent a kind of money that we in the United States of America use today. It is made of paper, not metal, and it is backed by ... well, nothing. Nothing except a law that says that you must consider it to be money.

More of that later. Right now, let me tell you more about me. It so happens that I have been enormously important to these United States of America. 

[image: image]

​​Figure 2: The Salmon P. Chase Birthplace in Cornish, N.H. (© Jerrye and Roy Klotz, MD, by SA 3.0 Deed)

I was born on Wednesday, January 13, 1808, in the town of Cornish, New Hampshire. Cornish is a small village that at the time of my birth was in Cheshire County, but now is part of Sullivan County.​[2] 

My father and mother were Ithamar Chase and Jannette Ralston Chase, originally from Keene, New Hampshire.​[3] I was the eighth of their eleven children. 

When I was eight years old, our family moved from Cornish to Keene and moved into the house of my grandfather, Alexander Ralston.​[4] My father quickly became an important figure in Keene – he joined the Masons and enjoyed a close friendship with Congressman Daniel Webster of Massachusetts. Father used a small inheritance that my mother had received to establish a glass factory, but business failed after the conclusion of the War of 1812 put an end to America’s high tariffs that had protected entrepreneurs like him from British competition.​[5] 

About a year after we moved to Keene, Father had a stroke and died.​[6] Mother received only a small sum from the remains of the estate. She moved our family out of Grandfather’s home into a smaller house in Keene.​[7]  

In the three remaining years that I lived there, much happened. My eldest sister was married in that house in 1818, and my sixteen-year-old brother Dudley left from there to go to sea. He wrote us letters from his voyages all over the world. Sadly, we learned after two or three years that he had left the ship and died in South America. He was the first of my siblings to pass away.​[8]

I spent much of my time in Keene at the Latin school that Colonel Dunham ran in nearby Windsor. He had formerly published a local newspaper called the Washingtonian, and I found yellowing copies of his work in crates in his attic. I read them with great interest. The Colonel had been quite the Federalist in his day, and was not too fond of Thomas Jefferson’s protégé, James Madison.​[9]

I was an assiduous student at Colonel Dunham’s school. I studied the Latin classics and was considered by the teachers to be a prodigy. Reverand Barstow taught me Greek and the mathematics and logic of Euclid.​[10] Unlike other students, I was good at memorization and thus did not have to reason things out much. I did rather well in these lines of study.​[11]

When I was twelve years of age, my uncle Philander Chase came east from Ohio to visit. He was the Episcopal Bishop of Ohio. One day on his visit, he sat down with Mother and had a talk with her. I was in the next room, and when I realized that they were talking about me, I hid behind the wall near them to listen.

“Jan,” he said, “Salmon is a truly remarkable boy. I am very impressed with his love of learning.”

“He is indeed an amazing boy, Philander,” Mother replied. “I hear from the schoolmaster that his mastery of Greek and mathematics is far above average, even for boys who are two years older than he.”

“This may sound presumptuous of me, sister, but I am inspired to make a great request of you. Will you allow me to take Salmon west back to Worthington to study at my school there? I am convinced that it will greatly open his mind and impel Salmon to do great things with his knowledge.”

Mother was shocked. “Philander, how can you expect me to allow Salmon, at his age, to travel to Ohio, so far from home, to enroll in school? Many children leave home for college, but only at a much older age.”

“I am a man of the cloth, and I promise you that I will look after his interests assiduously.”

There was a long silence. Finally, I heard Mother say, “Well, all right, Philander, you may take Salmon with you to Ohio, if he agrees to go. I expect you to treat him like your own son, of course, and to see to his feeding, housing, and clothing. I have nothing to pay you with, brother, so you must be prepared to take on this responsibility.”

“If I agree to go?” I thought as I listened. I was already convinced! Uncle Philander was going to take me to Ohio! What an adventure it would be!

I readily accepted and, with Mother’s blessing, I accompanied Uncle Philander on the arduous journey west in 1820.​[12]

- $  $  $ -

- $ -

At Uncle Philander’s school I studied more Greek. I even gave an oration in Greek on a comparison of Peter and Paul, of which both the Bishop and I were very proud.​[13] When not in school, I did chores that Uncle Philander assigned to me – taking grain to the mill and returning with the meal or flour; milking the cows, driving them to or from the pasture; bringing wood into the house for the winter; making maple-sugar, planting and reaping; in short, all that a boy of my age at the time might do on a farm.​[14]

Uncle Philander’s role as Bishop of the Episcopal Church of Ohio did not earn the family much revenue. Worthington, on the northern edge of Columbus, was a poor rural village in the middle of the new state. Most of the church members were farmers, and prices for farm produce was very low. There were no good roads and no accessible markets for their goods. Uncle would say on occasion that his whole monetary income as a bishop did not pay his postage bills. Not surprising, considering that it cost a bushel of wheat to pay for the conveyance of a letter over one hundred sixty miles!​[15] 

While living and working in these stressful circumstances, Uncle was offered the presidency of Cincinnati College in 1822. That November, the family and I moved to that city and I enrolled as a freshman at the College at the age of fourteen.​[16] 

My erudition at the College was so outstanding that I advanced by extra study into the sophomore class in my first year. But my college friends in the class did not make study quite as primary an aspect of their lives as I did. Fun and mischief prevailed. 

One morning, Dr. Slack, our dean, entered chapel for morning prayers, only to find a stuffed owl standing on the pulpit, wearing a pair of spectacles much like his own! Dr. Slack ever so calmly removed the owl from the pulpit and proceeded with the service, without a hint of the explosion that we boys all eagerly awaited.​[17]

I had little or nothing to do with these activities. I preferred reading in my spare time, and meditating on religious topics. I had a strong sense of religious obligation and responsibility.​[18] This predilection occasionally got me into trouble anyway. 

One day, a fellow sophomore set fire to one of the desks in the classroom just before the tutor arrived. I tried to put the fire out, but it was still burning when the tutor arrived. He put the fire out and directed us to take our seats.​[19]

The tutor then walked to the last desk in my row; mine was the first in the row. He questioned the student there: “Sophomore, did you set fire to the desk?” “No, sir,” was the reply. “Do you know who did?” he next inquired of him. “No, sir,” came the reply.​[20] 

He moved up the row and eventually reached the culprit. “Did you set fire to the desk?” “No, sir,” came the unabashedly false reply. “Do you know who did?” “No, sir,” the culprit lied again.​[21]

The tutor finally reached me. I was determined to tell the truth, but I could not reveal the culprit for in my mind that would be as evil as lying itself. 

“Sophomore Chase, did you set fire to the desk?” 

“No, sir.” 

“Do you know who did?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

The tutor’s eyes widened and he bent down to position his nose directly across from mine.

“Who was it?” 

“I shall not tell you, sir.”​[22]

The tutor sprang up straight, cocking his eyebrows in confusion. He said no more and went to the head of the classroom to begin the day’s lessons. 

I later heard that the faculty had discussed this incident at length afterwards. They decided, however, that it was not worthwhile to convene an inquiry.​[23]I have thought many times of that episode in my early life, particularly since I have matured as a lawyer and politician. That was the first time that I used my innate sense of logic to extricate myself from a sticky situation, and my comeback deterred condign punishment. As I will show here eventually, that skill has oft come in handy.

- $  $  $ -
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I studied at Cincinnati College for a little less than a year. Uncle Philander despaired of his position heading a college in such a poor diocese of the church, and wanted instead to start a theological seminary for educating young men for the ministry, as well as a college. He determined to go to England to enlist the help of the church elders themselves. And so, he resigned the presidency of the College and transported himself, his family, and me to Kingston, New York. There I parted from the family and I, then a mere lad of fifteen years of age, made my way east on foot back to my mother’s house in Keene.​[24] ​​
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Chapter Two – Keene To Dartmouth To Washington
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I WAS OVERJOYED TO SEE MOUNT Monadnock on the horizon, signifying the end of my journey home to Keene. I entered the little yellow house and was greeted by my surprised and joyous mother and sisters. It was good to be back!​[25]

[image: image]

​​Figure 3: Mount Monadnock, near Keene, N.H., in young Salmon Chase's Day (Life of Chase, at 16-17)

It was not long before I was again engaged in scholarly pursuits, this time with remuneration. At the age of sixteen, I was hired as a schoolmaster for eight dollars a month in the nearby town of Roxbury and boarded with a farmer there.​[26]

I was determined to be a good tutor, but my young age proved to be an impediment to my control over students the same age as myself. I resolved to rectify this imbalance by maintaining a good offense as the best defense. So, when one older boy attempted to bully me, I punished him. 

It was no more than two weeks into my job there when I was told by the school board on behalf of the boy’s parents that my services were no longer needed.​[27]I learned then and there that good offenses often get you fired.

Following that unpleasant attempt at the profession of teaching, I applied for admission to the junior class of Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire. I was examined by the faculty and admitted in 1824. Following my first term there, I sought another school to manage, and was employed by one in Roxbury, Vermont. That, fortunately, was a greater success than my experience in Roxbury, New Hampshire. I returned to Dartmouth for the new term, adequately paid.​[28]

I graduated a year later, and ranked eighth in my class. I was admitted to Phi Beta Kappa Society with the uppermost third of my senior class.​[29] After Dartmouth I headed south to Philadelphia to meet up again with Uncle Philander, who had returned from England and was now engaged on behalf of the elders of the church in founding Kenyon College in central Ohio.​[30] 

[image: image]

​​Figure 4: Bishop Philander Chase, circa 1824 (PD)

After a short stay with Uncle, I traveled around Maryland in search of a school to administer, but without success. By 1826, I decided to try my luck in the Nation’s Capital, Washington City in the District of Columbia.​[31]

Although I was well-equipped with letters of introduction from two elders of the Episcopal Church, I found it hard to find employment in Washington. Accordingly, I placed an advertisement in the National Intelligencer of December 23, 1826, announcing over my signature that on the second Monday of the following January, I would open, in the western part of the city, a “select classical school” to be available for not more than twenty students.​[32]

The response was underwhelming. One student, the son of a Frenchman whose name was Columbus Bonfils, managed to sign up. Being financially destitute, I became desperate. I searched for a government job with no success. Finally, one of the authors of my letters of introduction contacted a teacher in the city who had a large school for boys and girls that needed an administrator. I contacted Mr. A.R. Plumley, and after an interview with him and his wife, Ms. Plumley, I secured the position. Mr. Plumley put me in charge of the boys’ department, made up of eighteen or twenty pupils, to which I added my own student, Master Bonfils.​[33]

My “Select Classical Seminary” had twenty pupils who studied a range of classical subjects. We pursued Latin and Greek languages, English Grammar, Geography, History, Mathematics, Rhetoric, Moral Philosophy, and several religious subjects.​[34] My pupils were among the elites of Washington City, including the sons of Senator Henry Clay, U.S. Attorney General William Wirt, and other prominent men.​[35]
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Chapter Three – A Switch of Careers from Academics to Law
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IT WAS NOT LONG BEFORE MY SCHOLARLY pursuits led one of my pupils’ parents to enlist me for another purpose. In September 1827, Attorney-General Wirt encouraged me to join his law office as a student to read for the bar.​[36] 

[image: image]

​Figure 5: U.S. Attorney-General William Wirt (Library of Congress)

It was not necessary to attend law school at that time to become a member of the bar – a certain amount of law office practice would do.

I became acquainted with the law-students and lawyers of Washington, attended sessions of courts and Congress, and became a member of the Blackstone Club of law students and attorneys, at one time serving as its president.​[37] 

It was not long before my natural inclinations in this arena drew me to the world of politics. What grabbed me was the case of Gilbert Horton.

Gilbert Horton was a free black citizen of New York who worked aboard a ship named The Macedonian. In the summer of 1826, the ship docked in Norfolk, Virginia. On July 22, Horton came to Washington on business, but was arrested and jailed on the suspicion of being a fugitive slave.​[38] He was to be sold at auction to pay the costs of jailing him, as provided by District of Columbia law.

A short while later, John Owen, owner of a paper mill in Croton Falls, New York, received a package that had been wrapped in an August 1 edition of the National Intelligencer. Looking casually over the Washington newspaper, a notice caught his eye:


“Was committed to the jail of Washington County, District of Columbia, on the 22nd of July last, a runaway negro man by the name of Gilbert Horton. He is five feet high, stout made, large full eyes, and a scar on his left arm near the elbow; had on when committed a tarpaulin hat, linen shirt, blue cloth jacket and trousers; says that he was born free in the State of New York near Peekskill. The owner or owners of the above-described negro man, if any, are requested to come and take him away, or he will be sold for his jail fees and other expenses, as the law directs.”​[39]


Owen knew Horton, and knew that he was indeed a free man.

Owen brought the matter to the attention of William Jay, the son of John Jay, one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, co-author of The Federalist Papers, and the first Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.​[40] Together with the aid of New York Governor DeWitt Clinton, Owen and William Jay wrote a letter to President John Quincy Adams demanding Horton’s release. They succeeded.​[41] 

The case stirred a controversy that had already been brewing in the District of Columbia concerning the odious presence of slavery and slave markets there. There were already calls for several years to abolish slavery in the District. A U.S. Representative from New York, prompted by the Horton case, submitted a resolution to Congress to determine whether District laws authorized “the imprisonment of any man of color and his sale as an unclaimed slave” to cover jail costs, which had been applied against Horton.​[42]

Southern legislators were infuriated by the resolution. They suggested that it had been introduced solely to generate controversy over a District law that was identical to the laws of many states. The law was hotly debated and was finally referred to the Congressional committees governing the District of Columbia. Those committees upheld the legality of the law. In 1828, as this controversy roiled Congress, I jumped into the fray and assisted a group in drawing up a petition to Congress to abolish slavery and the slave trade in the District of Columbia.​[43]

My impression of the members of Congress at this time was one of profound disappointment. Their indifference to appearances and the needs of the people was astonishing! On the floor of the House, one Representative would stretch out on a sofa trying to sleep; a group would be engaged in conversation; others would write letters or read newspapers.​[44] I was not inspired to become one of them.
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​​Figure 6: Part of a DC anti-slavery broadside issued during 1835-1836 petition campaign (Library of Congress)

Presently, in December 1829, I attended court to be examined for the bar of the District of Columbia. I was examined in the United States Circuit Court for the District of Columbia, which served as the District’s highest local court, by none other than the illustrious Chief Judge William Cranch. After asking me a few questions, the Chief felt that I should study law for another year. I begged him to reconsider, as I had already made arrangements to go to the Western country to practice law. He accepted my plea and had me sworn in.​[45]

[image: undefined]

​​Figure 7: Chief Judge William Cranch, circa 1844-1860 (PD)

Once I was admitted, I left Washington for Cincinnati, Ohio in March 1830. I passed the Ohio Bar in June of that year and commenced upon my legal career.​[46]

​
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Chapter Four – The Difficult Births of My Family Life and Legal Practice 
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HAVING LEASED AN OFFICE AND upon hanging out my shingle, which proclaimed that “SALMON P. CHASE, ESQUIRE, ATTORNEY AT LAW” worked therein, I began to suffer the queasy feelings that most young lawyers experience of having nothing to do and no one to administer to in my office. One does not hang a sign on one’s window advertising a “SALE” on wills and trusts, nor place an advertisement in the newspaper announcing “Buy One Deed and Get Another One Free,” as one might do when hawking one’s wares. No, a lawyer must wait patiently until a potential client walks into the office with a particular type of problem that presents an opportunity for legal resolution that he can offer and receive payment for undertaking.

I did those things that most new young lawyers do, of course, to get my name mentioned around town and to attract the attention of an appropriate clientele. I published my business card as an advertisement in the Cincinnati Daily Gazette and waited at my desk for a reaction. 

There was none.​[47] 

Early on, clients were few and far-between. One of my first clients, in fact, paid me a fee of a silver half-dollar on a Tuesday that he borrowed back on the following Wednesday, never to repay it!​[48]

In 1832, after an attempted law partnership with two other attorneys failed, I formed a new partnership with Daniel T. Caswell. The association proved to be very profitable for me because Caswell was the solicitor for the local branch of the Bank of the United States. My partnership entitled me to an equal share of the branch’s legal business. The bank was the largest one in Cincinnati.​[49]

Having thus adequately secured my financial affairs, I embarked on projects that would garner a measure of public attention to myself. I made frequent visits to the courthouse to watch cases, walk through the halls, and greet the many lawyers who stood with their clients outside courtrooms, waiting for their cases to be called to the bench. This was not an easy task for me, because I am a naturally shy fellow and I have somewhat of a speech impediment.​[50] Fortunately for me, lawyers are a very talkative lot, and engaging in such conversations at the courthouse helped me beat back the frequent depressions of spirit that happen upon me from inaction.

I took the moot court classes offered by Cincinnati College to improve my public speaking.​[51] Relying upon the letters of introduction that William Wirt had written to prominent lawyers in the city on my behalf, I was able to dine with men such as Daniel Caswell (my new law partner) and Joseph Benham.​[52] I also made the acquaintance of Nicholas Longworth, the richest man in Cincinnati, whose acquaintance opened doors for me.​[53] 

By 1837, I had successfully handled some legal matters, paid some of my outstanding debts, and amassed a small savings that I proceeded to invest. I’m afraid to say, however, that much of that was lost in the nationwide financial panic of that year. 

I spent some of my free time founding a lyceum in the city for the dissemination of useful knowledge to the public.​[54] I prepared lectures for delivery at the lyceum. One subject in particular, a series of lectures on the life of Lord Brougham, ended up being printed as an article in the North American Review of January 1832 and was very favorably received.​[55] 

One major project that I embarked upon at the outset was a compilation of the Statutes of Ohio, which up until 1833 had been gathered into four volumes but had not been updated. The four volumes of statute laws that had been adopted by the Legislature of the State of Ohio were arranged only chronologically and were not at all indexed or annotated. There were also three volumes of enactments from the Legislatures of the Northwest Territories that had been promulgated between 1788 and 1833. There were also some thirty-one volumes of general statutes and local statutes from around the state.​[56] 

I compiled these laws, arranged, and indexed them by subject-matter in a rational way, and included below each statute reports of court cases that related to it. This treatise, which came to be known as “Chase’s Statutes,” proved to be a great help to the legal profession that was rapidly developing in the northwest of the country.​[57] It was not a moneymaker for me, however; only 150 copies were sold.​[58]

- $  $  $ -
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Of the many projects in which I engaged at this time, the one that gave me the most trouble was my relationship with the opposite sex.

I certainly made an effort to attract young ladies to me. I could recite poetry and have always been fluent in French. The entertainment of young ladies and gentlemen of Cincinnati centered at that time in hotel and boarding-house parlors, where conversations covered many interesting topics. I flirted with many of the doyennes of the city – the daughters of William Wirt, Daniel Webster’s niece Emeline, Nicholas Longworth’s daughter Catherine. Alas, they were not as drawn to me as I was to them.​[59]

As luck would have it, Eros nabbed me in a strange locale. At the hotel where I was boarding at that time, a family moved in there by the name of Garniss. John P. Garniss, the head of the household, was a local industrialist. He was a rather gruff and boorish social climber, and I took an instant dislike to him. Mrs. Amelia Garniss, his wife, was much kinder. Their daughter Catherine, whom they called “Kitty,” was a somewhat affected and shallow girl with little real delicacy or refinement of character, it seemed to me.​[60]

The family and I found ourselves thrown together socially many a time because of the proximity of our living arrangements. While I never warmed to Mr. Garniss, I came to appreciate Kitty more and more. She was well-versed in religion and literature, and was somewhat flirtatious with me. It was not long before, in
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