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Introduction

Zion Church, the largest black church in Charleston, South Carolina, was packed for a political meeting on the afternoon of May 12, 1865. Most of the five thousand people present had started their lives enslaved and gained their freedom only a few weeks earlier, when the Union army finally arrived in town. The main topic for this meeting, as the last rebel die-hards fought the last battles of the Civil War, was reconstruction—the process of forming new state governments in the South, and whether blacks as well as whites would participate in this process. The afternoon’s first speaker, a white Union general, said that blacks had earned the right to vote through their service during the war. The remarks of the second speaker, a black army major, were interrupted by the arrival of the chief justice of the United States.1

The black crowd stood and cheered, and the military band played “Hail to the Chief,” as Chief Justice Salmon Portland Chase walked down the aisle and up to the platform. “More than anyone else, he looked the great man,” one of his friends recalled: six feet tall, solid, strong, clean shaven, nearing sixty. The crowd cheered Chase not because of his work on the Supreme Court (he had been chief justice only for a few months) or because of his work as Treasury secretary during the Civil War (although some called him “Old Greenbacks” for his role in creating the new green paper currency). No: the black Charleston crowd cheered because Chase was known as a lawyer who had defended fugitive slaves and a leader who, in his various government roles, had always argued against slavery and in favor of black rights.2

Chase did not disappoint his audience. He said that their future was at last largely in their own hands. “Let the soldier fight well, let the preacher preach well, let the carpenter shove his plane with all his might, and the planter put in and gather in as much corn or cotton as he can.… Act thus, and I have no fears for your future.” He told them that he had been speaking for black voting rights for twenty years, since a similar speech in Cincinnati, Ohio, but he cautioned that mere speeches did not have much effect, for in spite of his efforts, blacks still could not vote in Ohio. Chase had been pressing the new president, Andrew Johnson, to insist on black voting in the reconstruction process, and he believed that the president might well follow this course. If there was a delay, however, Chase advised the blacks of Charleston that they should “go to work and show that the United States government was mistaken in making the delay. If you show that, the mistake will be corrected.” When he finished, the crowd cheered Chase nine times.3

Who was Chase, chief justice at this critical, fluid moment in American history? How did his views change from his youth, when he wrote that “little cause exists for that sickly sympathy which many at the North feel or affect to feel with the fancied suffering of the slave,” to his mature years, when he became a leading antislavery agitator? Why did the Republican Party, the party which Chase had done more than any other man to create, choose Abraham Lincoln rather than Chase as its presidential candidate in 1860? Why did Lincoln select his rival Chase for the vital task of managing the federal finances during the Civil War and then, near the end of the war, make him chief justice of the United States? And why was the chief justice touring the South in the last days of the Civil War and giving what many would view as a controversial, political speech?4

Born in rural New Hampshire in 1808, Chase spent some of his youth in southern Ohio before returning east to attend Dartmouth College. After graduation, he lived four years in the nation’s capital, Washington, DC, teaching school and reading law. He moved to Cincinnati to start his legal career, where he married the first of three wives, all of whom died young. He was elected to the city council as a member of the Whig Party in 1840, but a year later, disgusted by the subservience of the two main political parties, the Whigs and the Democrats, to the slave states and the slave masters, Chase left the Whigs and joined the tiny Liberty Party.

Chase’s course, in the 1840s and early 1850s, was very different from that of Lincoln, another midwestern lawyer active in politics. While Chase was busy building and leading antislavery parties, Lincoln remained a loyal Whig, perhaps holding antislavery opinions but rarely expressing them in speeches. In the 1844 presidential election, Lincoln gave speeches for his Kentucky hero, the senator and slaveholder Henry Clay. Chase worked this year for the Liberty Party, publishing a “Liberty Man’s Creed,” in which he declared that the party was simply carrying out the dreams of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, to end slavery through peaceful political processes.

A year later, Chase received a silver pitcher from the free blacks of Cincinnati to thank him for his legal work representing those accused of being fugitive slaves. In a speech that would often be quoted against him, Chase urged the state to amend its constitution so that blacks would have the right to vote. “True democracy makes no enquiry about the color of the skin, or the place of nativity, or any other similar circumstance,” he said. Lincoln, in the course of his long legal career, never represented a fugitive slave; he once served as lawyer for a master in an attempt to keep a black woman and her children in slavery in the free state of Illinois. Chase represented alleged fugitives so often that he was known as the “attorney general for runaway negroes.”5

In 1848, near the end of his single term in Congress, Lincoln campaigned for the Whig presidential candidate, Zachary Taylor, another southern slaveowner. Chase was the key leader that year in forming the Free Soil Party, a combination of the Liberty Party with antislavery elements of the Whig and Democratic Parties. After the Free Soil national convention, of which he was the presiding officer, Chase campaigned relentlessly for the Free Soil Party, helping it secure almost 15 percent of the votes in the northern states. Early in the next year, an even split between the two major parties in the Ohio legislature allowed the Free Soil Party, through a coalition with the Democrats, to send Chase to Washington as one of the state’s two federal senators.

The major speeches of Chase’s six years in the US Senate were speeches against slavery, notably against the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which he denounced for opening the immense northern part of the Louisiana Territory to slavery, and thereby violating the Missouri Compromise. Chase helped start the fire and fan the flames of northern outrage against the Nebraska bill, and from this conflagration would emerge a new political party, the Republican Party, committed to Chase’s brand of political antislavery. It was only at this stage, in the midst of the furor against the Nebraska bill, that Lincoln started to give speeches against the extension of slavery, although he remained a Whig until early 1856.

Meanwhile, in 1855, the Republicans of Ohio nominated and then elected Chase as the first Republican governor of a major state. He served two terms, each of two years, working to protect black rights and to strengthen education. “No safer or more remunerative investment of revenue is made by the state than in the instruction of her youth,” he declared. In 1858 some national Republican leaders favored Stephen Douglas, the Democrat, over Abraham Lincoln, the Republican, in the Illinois senate race, hoping that Douglas would divide the Democratic Party. Chase was one of the few out-of-state leaders who supported Lincoln, speaking in Chicago and elsewhere in that memorable campaign. But even though Chase and Lincoln were now in the same party, they did not yet agree on black rights. Chase would never have said (as Lincoln did in the course of this campaign) that he was not “in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races” and that he was not “in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people.”6

Chase was a leading candidate for the 1860 Republican nomination, but it was Lincoln who received the nomination at the Chicago convention, in part because he was seen as less radical on the slavery issue than Chase or his former Senate colleague, William Henry Seward. Chase was understandably disappointed, but he overcame his chagrin and campaigned widely and effectively for Lincoln, speaking in the East, in New Hampshire and New York, and in the West, in Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan, and even in the slave state of Kentucky. The next year, as some of the Southern states seceded, and as civil war approached, Lincoln offered Chase the second most prestigious position in his Cabinet, as secretary of the Treasury. Chase accepted, starting work in March 1861.

Chase managed, in his three years at the head of the Treasury, to raise the hundreds of millions of dollars necessary to enable the Union to win the Civil War, in part through direct appeals to the public to invest in government bonds. He also used the wartime crisis to create a national bank system and a single national currency. Before the war, American currency was a confusing mix of foreign and domestic coins and more than ten thousand different types of banknotes—difficult to value and easy to counterfeit. After the war, currency consisted of coins minted by the federal government and notes printed and backed by the federal government. Before the war, there were no national banks, only a host of almost two thousand state banks, ranging from the large and stable to the small or spurious. After the war, under legislation devised and pushed through Congress by Chase, there was a strong system of national banks.7

Chase did not forget the slaves or former slaves during the Civil War. No other member of the Lincoln Cabinet was in such close touch with the army officers, government officials, and private volunteers working to help the blacks who fled from slavery to freedom. Chase pressed Lincoln to emancipate the slaves, he favored enlisting black volunteers into the army, and he urged Lincoln to insist that Southern blacks have the right to vote. He was Lincoln’s one serious rival within the Republican Party for the 1864 presidential nomination, something that now seems odd and outrageous but seemed less so at the time, when presidents generally served a single term and were often succeeded by their senior Cabinet officers. Chase pulled out of the race in February but continued his Treasury work until June, and then campaigned for Lincoln’s reelection in the fall. When Chief Justice Roger Taney, whose most famous opinion was that blacks could never be citizens, died in October, Lincoln considered many men before naming Chase, whose views on civil rights were almost the complete opposite of Taney’s, as the nation’s next chief justice.

Chase remained deeply concerned about blacks and black rights while on the Supreme Court. Within weeks of becoming chief justice, he organized the admission of the first black member of the bar of the court. On the eve of Lincoln’s second inauguration, in March 1865, the nation’s foremost black leader, Frederick Douglass, called for tea at the home of his friend Chase, whom he had known since “early antislavery days.” A few weeks later, just before Lincoln’s assassination, Chase wrote the president two long letters, urging him to speak out for black voting rights. Chase was not satisfied with Lincoln’s approach, giving voting rights only to a few intelligent blacks or former soldiers; Chase wrote the president that he was now “convinced that universal suffrage is demanded by sound policy and impartial justice alike.”8

On the morning that Lincoln died of his bullet wounds, April 15, it was Chase who administered the oath of office to the new president, Andrew Johnson. Both in person and by letter, while he was on the southern tour that took him to Charleston, Chase pressed Johnson to adopt the approach he called “universal suffrage and universal amnesty,” linking suffrage for blacks with amnesty for former rebels. After encouraging Chase for a while, Johnson rejected that approach and allowed whites to control the first phase of reconstruction. But by the time Chase died in 1873 at the age of sixty-five, black men had the right to vote throughout the United States, and there was a black member of the Senate and several black members of the House of Representatives. Much work remained, but Chase could take considerable pride in what he and his colleagues had accomplished in ending slavery and securing black rights.9

Millions of Americans see Chase’s name every day—the Chase National Bank was named for him by friends not long after his death—but they know little about his life and work. If Americans know anything about Chase and slavery, they do not know how his views evolved over time; how he gradually became one of slavery’s most vocal and successful opponents. If Americans know anything about Chase’s relations with Lincoln, they know that he was Lincoln’s rival but not that Lincoln could never have become president without the vital work that Chase had done in the two preceding decades—forming and building antislavery political parties—nor the way in which the sixteenth president respected and relied upon Chase. The purpose of this book is to tell Chase’s story, from birth to death, for a new generation of Americans.




CHAPTER 1 “He Called Me Yankee”
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Salmon Portland Chase never liked his name. In his early twenties, Chase wrote to a college classmate that he was thinking of changing his “awkward, fishy name” to something more impressive, like Spencer Payne Cheyce. Five years later, he had another idea: Samuel Paca Chase, taking the names of one of the early justices of the Supreme Court, Samuel Chase, whom Chase believed was a distant relation, and William Paca, another signatory of the Declaration of Independence, apparently simply because his last name started with P. During the Civil War, when an admirer wrote that he was thinking of naming his son Salmon Portland, Chase replied that he “had the misfortune to be born about a year after my uncle Salmon Chase died at Portland; and to have a sort of monument to his memory made of me by giving me the name of Salmon Portland.” His uncle “was an excellent man and Portland a very respectable city; but somehow I never liked the name derived from them.” Chase urged the father to think of “the feelings of your boy, fifteen years hence or twenty,” and to find a better name.1

Cornish, New Hampshire, where Chase was born on January 13, 1808, was a town of about sixteen hundred people, on the edge of the Connecticut River, among green hills and fertile farmland. Chase’s great-grandfather Samuel and his family were the first to settle in Cornish, just before the American Revolution. Samuel’s family was large, and his children had large families, so that according to one local history, Chase was for many years the most common surname in the town. By 1808, a number of these men had left Cornish and distinguished themselves elsewhere. One of Chase’s uncles, Dudley, was the Speaker of the House in Vermont; he would go on to serve as federal senator. Another uncle, Philander, was the first Episcopal minister in New Orleans; he would go on to become the first Episcopal bishop of Ohio and then Illinois, as well as the founder of Kenyon College. Yet another uncle, Baruch, was a leading lawyer in Hopkinton, New Hampshire. All of these Chase men were graduates of Dartmouth College, located in Hanover, New Hampshire, about twenty miles north of Cornish, also on the Connecticut River. Chase’s father, Ithamer, did not attend college; some sources say that he stayed home to run the farm while his brothers went to school. “An upright Christian man,” as his son recalled him, Ithamer served as a member of the state legislature and as justice of the peace.2

The parents of Chase’s mother, Jannette Ralston Chase, moved from Scotland to New England just before the American Revolution. Chase’s grandfather Alexander Ralston, according to a local history, owned not only the Ralston Tavern in the center of Keene, New Hampshire, about fifty miles south of Cornish, but also “several farms and much other real estate”—so much so that, in some years, Ralston “was the largest taxpayer in the town.” Chase’s parents married in Keene in 1792, settled in Cornish, and soon had a large family: Salmon was the seventh of eleven children. He started attending school in Cornish, but in late 1815 or early 1816 the family moved to Keene, where his father started a glass factory with two partners. This proved precisely the wrong time for the farmer to enter the glass business, because the end of the War of 1812 brought imports of cheaper, better British glass. Moreover, the worldwide bitter cold weather of 1816—the result of the eruption of Mount Tambora in what is now Indonesia—depressed the New England economy. There was deep snow on the ground in New England through June, so that crops froze and failed throughout the region.3

Perhaps because of these stresses, perhaps because of genetic factors, Ithamer Chase suffered a stroke in the summer of 1817. A few days later, the father of the nine-year-old boy was dead at age fifty-four. Salmon Chase wrote later that “they called it the numb palsy. No remedies availed. He lingered some days, and then we were called into his room. Father was dying. How still the room was, except the heavy breathing and the ominous rattle. He could not speak to us, and we stood mute and sobbing. Soon all was over. We had no father.… The light was gone out from our home.”4

Ithamer Chase left behind not only ten children—one had died as an infant—but also substantial debts. The family moved to less expensive quarters, and several of the older children moved out; the second son, Dudley, went to sea and died of disease in the Caribbean. Salmon Chase, who had studied up to this point at home and in local schools, spent several months, perhaps a whole school year, at a school in Windsor, Vermont. The school was run by Josiah Dunham, a former newspaper editor for the Federalist Party, the party of John Adams and Alexander Hamilton and the opponents of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Chase remembered finding and reading the back issues of Dunham’s paper, “fiercely Federal in sentiment” and harshly critical of President James Madison. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century New England was the stronghold of the waning Federalist Party, and although Chase never called himself a Federalist, he imbibed some Federalist ideas—especially about banks and commerce—that never left him.5



In early 1820, when he was twelve, Chase learned that he would be leaving New England for Ohio, to live and study there with his uncle Bishop Philander Chase. Young Chase was thrilled, not because he was especially religious, but because Ohio was the heart of the West. As people flooded into Ohio from the East, the population soared: from 230,000 in 1810, to 580,000 in 1820, to almost 940,000 in 1830. Land was cheap—under the Land Act of 1820, one could purchase eighty acres from the federal government for only $100—and thousands were moving to Ohio, buying up land, clearing forests, plowing fields, forming farms, building new communities. Chase was born in New England, and would spend many years in Washington, but the West would be his real home.6

On the first leg of his first trip to Ohio, Chase was with his oldest brother, Alexander, and Henry Schoolcraft, later a famous scholar of Native Americans, who were on their way to join an official expedition exploring the Great Lakes. When they reached Buffalo, the three travelers had to wait for Lake Erie to melt before they could continue. Their vessel, the Walk-in-the-Water, the first steamboat on the Great Lakes and one of the first steamboats in the world, used both a steam engine and sails to travel from Buffalo to Detroit in less than three days, stopping along the way at Erie, Cleveland, and Sandusky. “The accommodations of the boat were all that could be wished,” Schoolcraft wrote in his account of the expedition, “and nothing occurred to interrupt the delight which a passage at this season affords.” Thus did Chase experience for the first time the transportation revolution, one in which he would play a minor supporting role as lawyer and legislator. Over the course of his lifetime, better roads, along with steamboats and railroads, would shorten journeys from months and weeks into days and hours.7

Young Chase disembarked from the Walk-in-the-Water in Cleveland, while his brother and Schoolcraft continued on to Detroit. Cleveland at this time was just a village of five hundred people, among them a friend of the bishop’s who had agreed to host the boy. Chase recalled that he “spent several days—perhaps a couple of weeks—at his house on the west bank of the Cuyahoga [River], amusing myself by going down to the ferry and playing ferryman, taking passengers to and from the Cleveland or eastern side, and sometimes paddling down toward the lake till the waves rolling in rocked my canoe.” Eventually Chase set out to cover the last hundred miles of his journey, south and west to Worthington, Ohio, traveling in the company of two priests, heading to an Episcopal convention. Chase remembered that “great forests stretched across the state” and that the road was so poor they sometimes lost their way in the woods.8

With its schools and small-scale factories, its village green and churches, including the Episcopal church of which Chase’s uncle was the rector, Worthington was a bit of New England, transplanted to rural central Ohio. Worthington had tried and failed to become the state capital, losing out to nearby Columbus, where the legislature had started to meet a few years before Chase arrived in Worthington.9

Born in 1775, Philander Chase had already lived a remarkable life by the time his nephew Salmon came to live with him. As a student at Dartmouth, after reading an Episcopal prayer book, Philander left the Congregational Church, which was so pervasive and powerful in New England, to join the far weaker Episcopal Church. He was ordained an Episcopal priest in 1799 and converted his family, among others; Salmon recalled worshipping as a boy at Trinity Episcopal Church in Cornish. After appointments in New York, Philander Chase was assigned in 1805 to the new territory of Louisiana, where he organized the first Episcopal church in New Orleans. After five years there and five years as the rector of a parish in Hartford, Connecticut, he went to Ohio, organizing the handful of Episcopal congregations there into a diocese, of which he was ordained the first bishop in 1819. The Episcopal Church in Ohio was small and struggling, so, to make ends meet, Bishop Chase ran a farm near Worthington and served as the president of the Worthington Academy, also known as Worthington Seminary. The bishop’s family consisted of his second wife, Sophia, their two children, and a son by his first marriage, Philander Jr., a minister who did much of the teaching at the seminary.10
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Bishop Philander Chase, the uncle with whom Chase lived as a boy in Ohio, and whom he later recalled as “tyrannical.”



Bishop Philander Chase was an intelligent, diligent, difficult, disputatious man. The Episcopal church in Worthington was founded and, for many years, headed by Deacon James Kilbourn, who also served the community in various other capacities, including as land agent and member of Congress. In 1820, the year in which Salmon arrived in Worthington, Bishop Chase filed canon law charges against Kilbourn. We do not know the details, only that the bishop charged the deacon with improper and immoral conduct. Rather than face trial—in a church court that would no doubt be dominated by friends of the bishop—Kilbourn resigned his ministry.11

A few years later, after founding and presiding over Kenyon College, Philander Chase resigned after a bitter dispute with the trustees. Salmon Chase was not especially surprised, writing to a cousin that the bishop was “never qualified for the government of young men.” Chase explained that “for founding a college, for encountering and overcoming obstacles where everything depends upon energy and impulse, he is admirably qualified—but in duties which demand mildness, patience, and forbearance he will always be wanting.” Later still, when Chase recalled his years with the bishop, he was even more pointed: his uncle was “quite tyrannical.”12

If the uncle was difficult, the nephew was not easy, either. Chase would later remember how one of his older schoolmates in Worthington called him a Yankee, “which with them was a reproachful epithet.” Chase replied, “Tom, if you call me Yankee again, I’ll kick you.” The boy insisted that Chase was indeed a Yankee, and Chase immediately kicked him. Tom ran off to the bishop, who summoned his nephew, and asked why he had kicked his classmate. “Because he called me Yankee,” Chase replied. “Well,” said Philander, “are you not a Yankee? I am, and I regard it as a credit and not a reproach.” All right, said Chase, but he would not have the boys insult him with the term. Chase “knew by the look of the old gentleman that my case was won; and, sure enough, I was let off with a very slight reprimand.”13

Chase did not enjoy his two years in Worthington: “There were some pleasant rambles, some pleasant incidents, some pleasant associates, but the disagreeable largely predominated. I used to count the days and wish that I could get home or go somewhere else and get a living by work.” He spent more time working on the farm than he spent at school: milking and tending cows, chopping wood and building fires, sowing and tending and harvesting crops. He did well in his first school year, meriting a prominent place in the graduation ceremony and delivering a short speech in Greek in which he compared the apostles John and Paul. For much of Chase’s second school year, however, the school was for some unclear reason not in session. Chase recalled that “my scholarship, such as it was, grew rusty.”14



In the summer of 1822 the trustees of Cincinnati College offered Bishop Chase a position as its president, at a salary of $1,800 a year plus moving expenses. His duties, they assured him, would be light. The bishop explained to Philander Jr. that he was inclined to take the post for the sake of his wife. “To have removed her from New York to the woods and thus buried her alive has always stung my conscience with a kind of remorse,” he admitted. In Cincinnati, “she will find those who resemble the elegant society to which she has been accustomed. Here her pure mind will not be so frequently disturbed by the viperlike hissing of envy or the toadlike croaking of malice and atheism.” After moving his family to Cincinnati in the fall (over what he termed “indescribably bad roads”), the bishop reported that he had placed Salmon in the freshman class at the college. “I know he is too young: but what could we do? Except for his disposition of becoming too well acquainted with the city, which I will repress or break his pate, he would do well enough.” Indeed, that very evening, the bishop lamented, young Salmon was out in the city, absent without leave.15

Cincinnati, which would be Chase’s home for the next year, and to which he would return and live most of his life, was an amazing place in the early part of the nineteenth century. The population was surging: from 2,500 in 1810, to about 10,000 in 1820, to almost 25,000 by 1830. Steamboats were central to this growth, moving people and goods up and down the Ohio River, while the engine and steamboat factories provided work for hundreds of Cincinnatians. Other factories made furniture, cloth, clothing, glassware, and other goods. Cincinnati was the hub of a large, rich agricultural area, in both Ohio and Kentucky, and the center of the American pork trade. Frances Trollope, the British writer who lived in Cincinnati in the latter part of the 1820s, described how a walk was spoiled when “the brook we had to cross [was] red with the stream from a nearby pig slaughter-house, while our noses… were greeted by odors that I will not describe, and which I heartily hope my readers cannot imagine.”16

Cincinnati was the first place where Chase lived among African Americans. His part of New England was almost entirely white, with only eight hundred blacks in New Hampshire and nine hundred in Vermont, according to the 1820 census. In contrast, Ohio was home to almost five thousand blacks, of whom about a thousand lived in and around Cincinnati. Most of these African Americans were former slaves, living in shacks, speaking poor English, working as laborers. As a legal matter, some of the city’s blacks were still slaves, for they were fugitives subject to recapture by agents for their masters, and all free blacks feared being kidnapped and claimed as fugitives. As a practical matter, however, such captures were not that common in Cincinnati at this time, and the black community there was making modest progress in the years following Chase’s arrival. Foreign visitors almost invariably contrasted the free state of Ohio with the slave state of Kentucky, just across the Ohio River. Alexis de Tocqueville, the French traveler and author, whom Chase would meet a few years later in Cincinnati, wrote that on the Ohio side of the river, “everything is activity, industry,” while on the Kentucky side, “you think yourself on the other side of the world; the enterprising spirit is gone.”17

By December 1822, the bishop could write to his son that “Salmon has done wonders.” The boy was spending almost all his time with his tutor, and he would soon take “an examination which will entitle him to a place among the Sophomores.” Chase probably did not have to work too hard to gain a place in the sophomore class at the age of fifteen, for he recalled later that it “was not a study-loving set of boys who resorted to Cincinnati College at that time.” If Bishop Chase had remained there for two or three more years, Salmon Chase would be known as a graduate of Cincinnati College, now the University of Cincinnati, rather than of Dartmouth.18

In the summer of 1823, however, Bishop Chase, frustrated that he did not have enough priests to serve the “fainting, famishing, dying” congregations of Ohio, and exasperated at the failure of the eastern bishops to respond to his letters, decided that he would set out for England, to raise funds there for a new Episcopal college in Ohio. At first, the plan was for Salmon to remain in Cincinnati under the care of a minister, but then it was decided that the boy would accompany Uncle Philander and his family as far as upstate New York. The Chase family set out by wagon in early August, with the bishop holding the reins, and Salmon probably walking ahead. It took them more than a month to make their way to Kingston, New York, where the bishop planned to place his wife and children with her family while he was abroad. Here Salmon and Philander Chase parted ways, with the bishop heading south to New York City to board his boat for England, and the boy taking the steamboat north to Albany, New York, then walking east over the hills of Vermont to New Hampshire. He would never forget, he wrote later, “the sensations with which I saw the Monadnock Mountain lift up his crest towards the sky after so long an absence. He stood there like a sublime friend to welcome me home while yet afar off. I was greatly fatigued when I arrived thus near to my home and was still some ten miles off, and it was near night. I had a dollar or two left, and I hired a man to take me with his wagon the remaining distance and before bedtime had received again the welcoming embraces of my mother and my sisters.”19



Chase must have written letters to his family during the three years that he spent in Ohio, but none have survived. The first letters that we have from Salmon Chase date from late 1823 and early 1824, after his return from Ohio, while he was studying to prepare for college and also teaching school to help pay his college expenses. Chase did not much like teaching, writing a few years later about the difficulties of trying to instruct “forty noisy dirty ragged young idiots.” In another letter, he said he would “sooner undertake to teach the wild Indians than again undertake to instruct the savages of our enlightened land.” Yet like many other educated but impecunious young men at this time, Chase had no choice; teaching school was the best way for him to earn money.20

Chase’s tone in these early letters was light. In one, he wrote about a girl in town who was “one of the best, not to say the very best young lady that you ever saw, the very vision of perfection, language would fail to express her numerous excellences. So I must leave your own imagination to supply all deficiencies.” In another, he wrote that among ladies of the town, “there’s one always sails with all her streamers flying and under a full press of sails, another but scarce moves along, while a very, very few keep the mean path… never attempting to lift themselves to the stars and never sinking into the mud and filth of this nether world.” In July 1824 he wrote that, although he probably could enter Dartmouth in the junior class and thus complete college in two years, he thought it would be better to have an additional year of college. His mother must have informed him that there was no money, for the next month, he took and passed the examination to become a junior. “My examination was by no means a severe one,” he wrote his sister, “and consequently I bore it very well.”21



Dartmouth College, when Chase arrived on the Hanover campus in the fall of 1824, had only a few faculty members and about 150 students. Chase was only sixteen, but he was not the youngest student on campus; there were boys of fourteen as well as men in their twenties. Some of the students were well prepared, having attended prestigious private schools, and others, like Chase, less well prepared, having studied here and there. The curriculum included Latin, Greek, literature, history, geography, theology, and mathematics. In theory, the students rose each day at five, attended daily chapel services, and prepared their lessons. Most of them, like Chase, lived in small groups, renting rooms and arranging for meals from local families.22

Dartmouth College had just survived an attempt by the New Hampshire Legislature to repeal the college’s charter and turn the school into a public university. From the perspective of the Chase family, and others close to the college, the legislature might as well have closed the school’s doors: a public university would be nothing like their small, serious school. In early 1819 the Supreme Court, in a strong opinion by Chief Justice John Marshall, decided that the state legislature had violated the federal constitutional prohibition against “impairing the obligation of contracts” when it passed laws that abrogated the original charter of the college. Every Dartmouth student knows today that this was the case in which, near the end of his oral argument to the court, Daniel Webster declared that Dartmouth was “a small college” and “yet there are those who love it.” Webster’s famous words did not appear in print, however, until much later, so it is unlikely that Chase knew about them. What he would have known, from family and friends, was that their beloved college had escaped only because of a great lawyer and a great chief justice.23
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Dartmouth College, where Chase was a student from 1824 through 1826, and to which he returned often in later life.



Chase’s letters from Dartmouth provide a wonderful window into the college and his character. A few weeks after he arrived, answering a question about the local women, he wrote, “I have not seen a single fair face since I have been here near enough to distinguish form and features.” As to his studies, Chase admitted, “I love not conic sections so well as I ought,” but he believed that “I shall bend my mind to them sufficiently to get them and get them well too.” The junior class was “far from being contemptible either as to numbers or talents, and one would need considerable exertion to keep a middling rank.” Their first examinations were approaching, and some of his classmates were studying “as if their lives depended upon their appointments,” by which he meant their grades. Chase hints here at what he would later admit: that he did not work too hard at Dartmouth.24

The presidential election of 1824 was approaching, a confused five-way contest that would ultimately be resolved in the House of Representatives. John Quincy Adams, son of the young nation’s second chief executive, John Adams, prevailed over General Andrew Jackson through what Jacksonians denounced as a “corrupt bargain” between Henry Clay and Adams, making Adams president and Clay the secretary of state. Chase probably favored Adams, the candidate from New England, but he did not write about the election, at least not in the letters that remain. In March 1825 he reported that the college had placed lighted candles in all the windows, “a grand illumination… in honor of the president’s inauguration.” In the summer of that same year, writing to his sister, Chase said that their cousin Joseph Denison now had his college degree and that he longed to have his own. Then Chase turned around and mocked college by quoting the Scottish poet Robert Burns: “A set of dull conceited hashes, confuse their brains in college classes; they gang in stirks [go in as young cattle] and come out asses.”25

Friendships, above all, are what come through in Chase’s college letters. In one letter, he noted that his friend “old Bison” had “fallen in love for the ninety-ninth time,” this time to a woman from Hartford. “But as he is a sworn squire of dames, I suppose that his present will last no longer than his former flames.” Chase added that their friend George Punchard, later a leading minister, “has grown fat and hearty as a buck.” Some of the friendships that Chase formed at Dartmouth would last the rest of his life: Charles Cleveland, a member of the class of 1827, became a noted classics scholar, one of Chase’s constant correspondents, and (through Chase’s influence as Treasury secretary) the American consul in Wales. Chase had at least two female friends: he wrote letters during and just after his college years to Adeline and Lauretta Hitchcock, two sisters from Keene, where Chase was spending some of his college vacations.26

In the spring of 1826, Chase’s senior year, there was an intense religious revival in Hanover. Before this, his Christianity had been the calm, rational religion of an educated Episcopal bishop. In his first letter about the revival, Chase wrote that he was “not taught to believe much in the efficacy of such things,” by which he probably meant that his uncle did not believe in revivals. Now, however, like so many other Americans in the early nineteenth century, Chase was swept up in an exciting and emotional Christianity, in a religion that threatened damnation and promised salvation. Writing to a college classmate who was away from school, Chase reported that “compared to last fall, the college seems very sober this spring, I assure you. In the chapel this evening, you might have heard a pin drop, so attentive and silent were the students.” In another letter, he noted the leading role of women of Hanover in the revival, saying that “the revival commenced among the young ladies, all of whom without exception have become seriously disposed.”27

Chase wrote several letters about the revival, including one to the Hitchcock sisters in which he explained that he had completely changed his view about The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Edward Gibbon. He had been reading and enjoying the six-volume work before the revival but now denounced it as “poisonous”—probably because the author attributed the decline of Rome to the rise of Christianity. Gibbon, he claimed, “would I fear have made me an infidel had it not been that, during the revival which has commenced here, it has pleased God of his infinite mercy to bring me as I would humbly hope to the foot of the cross.” Another Dartmouth student, writing at this same time, described the revival as “powerful, astonishing, glorious,” and listed Chase as one of the student leaders who had knelt to “lift their supplications, humble, fervent, and earnest.” Another Dartmouth student, less enthused, recalled years later that “all wholesome discipline was abandoned” and that “in the end, all the functions of college life were suspended for one week by a decree of the faculty.”28

Writing to Denison in June, Chase exhorted his cousin to lead a more religious life. “How important it is that we grow in grace day by day and that we do not suffer ourselves to be led back into the world by any of the numerous temptations which daily beset us.” He urged Denison to use his influence to convert people. “Let your friends and acquaintances see that you are anxious for their eternal welfare and exhort them in the spirit of Christian love to flee from the wrath to come.” Chase reported that there was a revival in a nearby town, and “glorious days seem to be near the Church of Christ. Christians are losing many old prejudices which formerly were wont to divide them from each other.” He hoped that soon all Christians would “be of one heart and one mind” striving to “do most to build up the kingdom of the Redeemer.” Chase would remain religious throughout his life, but he was never quite as religious as he was during this first flush of enthusiasm.29

Chase graduated from Dartmouth in August 1826, eighth out of his class of thirty-seven. His class rank was just high enough to entitle him to membership in the Phi Beta Kappa Society. After graduation, Chase spent some time in Hopkinton, New Hampshire, staying with his sister, Abigail Colby, and talking with the local Episcopal priest, a distant relative, about his future. Chase recalled later, “I had not relinquished the idea of being a minister; but greatly doubted whether I had any right to assume so sacred an office.” The eighteen-year-old was more inclined to become a lawyer, following the advice of his brother Alexander, eleven years his senior, who wrote him that “if you feel an ambition to be extensively useful to your species by being advanced to rule over them, and be known and distinguished as a man both at home and abroad,” then he should “become an honest and conscientious and moral lawyer.”30

In November, armed with not much more than a couple of letters of introduction, Chase set out from New Hampshire, hoping to find a teaching position somewhere near Philadelphia or Baltimore. Chase did not want to teach for the rest of his life—he still viewed teaching as tedious—but he was realistic enough to know that teaching was how he would earn his living while he prepared for another profession. Finding nothing much in the middle states, Chase went on to Washington, DC, where he knew that he could at least call upon his uncle Dudley Chase, about to start his second term in the Senate.31

Salmon Chase was already an unusual young man when he left New England and arrived in the nation’s capital. More than six feet tall, with thick brown hair and large, expressive brown eyes, he made a favorable first impression. In an era when few attended and fewer graduated from college, Chase was an honors graduate of one of the nation’s best colleges. He was a serious, sober, eloquent young man, eager to see the world and to make his mark upon it. First, however, Chase would have to find some kind of work in Washington.




CHAPTER 2 “Metropolis of the Nation”
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A few days after arriving in Washington in December 1826, Chase wrote a long letter to the Hitchcock sisters in New Hampshire. “You will be somewhat surprised,” he started, “to learn that I have taken up my residence in the metropolis of the nation.” He described Washington in almost breathless terms. The Capitol, where Chase would spend so much of his life, first as senator and then as chief justice, was a “most magnificent building,” and he especially admired its four immense historical paintings—scenes from the American Revolution—in the Rotunda. Chase had not only visited the White House; he had met the president at a public reception. Although Jackson’s supporters mocked John Quincy Adams as “King John,” Chase had “never met a man whose appearance was in my estimation more unkingly.” The sixth president was “diminutive,” with “blue eyes and a short nose,” and “exceedingly plain in his dress and his manners.”1

As to himself, Chase told the sisters that he hoped to start his own school in January. Writing the next day to a college classmate, Chase was even more positive, saying that school would open on the second Monday of January. An Episcopal priest whom Chase did not name (probably William Hawley, rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church) had promised “to use all his influence in my favor, and his influence is by no means small.” His uncle, Bishop Chase, now back from England, had written to his friend Henry Clay, the secretary of state, about his nephew, who believed that Clay would “befriend me as far as his multiplicity of associations will permit.” In an advertisement for his Select Classical School in a local paper in late December, Chase listed Secretary Clay, Senator Chase, and Reverend Hawley as references. By the middle of January 1827, Chase could write to his college classmate Thomas Sparhawk that he had twenty pupils in his school already, including the children of Clay and Attorney General William Wirt.2

Years later, recalling these first few weeks in Washington, Chase would paint a darker picture, writing that, after his advertisement yielded only one potential student, he went to his uncle Dudley, begging him for a position as a federal clerk. Senator Chase refused, saying that he “once obtained an office for a nephew of mine, and he was ruined by it.” At the time, Chase was deeply disappointed, but, looking back, he was pleased, for if he had obtained a clerkship, “it is almost certain I would have remained a clerk.” The only way Chase obtained pupils was when another schoolteacher, who felt that he had too many students, divided them with Chase, keeping the girls and giving Chase the boys. So it was the serendipitous kindness of a stranger, at least as much as his own credentials, that gave Chase the pupils he needed in order to remain in Washington.3

Chase did not have many friends in the capital during his first few months there. Writing to his friend Hamilton Smith in May 1827, Chase explained that there were distinct tiers of Washington society: a first tier, composed of members of the Cabinet and their families; a second level, “the lawyers physicians divines and gentlemen generally”; a third tier, “the mechanics and artisans”; and below them, “the laborers and slaves.” These “classes are almost as distinct from each other as the castes of the Hindus,” he observed, and “few have a very extensive acquaintance beyond the class to which they belong.” So far, Chase knew only a few members of the first tier of Washington society, men whose sons were among his pupils.4

Religion would always be a central part of Chase’s life, and so, on Sundays, he went to church, often attending churches of different denominations. He recalled later that he became a member of St. John’s Episcopal Church, on the north side of Lafayette Square, and “for a long while was a teacher in the Sunday school.” He formed a friendship with Reverend Henry Van Dyke Johns, the rector of Trinity Episcopal Church, and one Sunday afternoon, they rode to Rock Creek Church, the oldest Episcopal congregation in the district, so that Johns could hold services there. Chase wrote in his diary that the building was “dilapidated” and the congregation “very small,” but “even that rude place might be a fitting temple for the most high, if humble hearts and contrite spirits were met to worship there.” Chase often attended services at the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, describing the pastor, John Nicholson Campbell, as “one of the most popular preachers at Washington.” One Sunday, when bad weather caused other churches to cancel services, Chase went to Ebenezer Methodist, near the Washington Navy Yard. The enthusiastic preacher described in detail the tortures of hell and the pleasures of paradise. The congregation participated fully: “some shouted aloud in anticipation of heaven,” while others “shrieked in dread of hell” and “sobs and groans resounded through the house.” Chase did not mention it in his diary, but this was an interracial congregation, of which there were many before the Civil War.5

Chase was in many ways like John Quincy Adams: sober, serious, self-critical. In his diary, at the age of twenty-five, Adams wrote that he was “not satisfied with the manner in which I employ my time. It is calculated to keep me forever fixed in that state of useless and disgraceful insignificancy which has been my lot for some years past.” Chase wrote in his diary in almost identical terms at about the same age. “The night has seldom found me much advanced beyond the station I occupied in the morning, and the end of the year has at length come round and finds me almost in the very spot I was in at its commencement. I have learned little and forgotten much and ready to conclude of the future from the past I almost despair of ever making any figure in the world.” The two men came from such similar Puritan backgrounds that they echoed each other.6

Chase and Adams had another similarity: they lacked the common touch. In late 1827, at a banquet in Baltimore, celebrating the anniversary of a victory over the British in the War of 1812, Adams offered a curious toast, thoroughly confusing his listeners. The toast, Chase wrote to a friend, was “another proof if any were wanting of the saying great men are not always wise. The president made an effort at easy dignity and failed most completely.” In another letter, after meeting Adams at a reception, Chase described him as “cold and reserved” and “peculiarly unfortunate in his demeanor.” One of Chase’s clerks would later recall that he never heard Chase “make a joke or tell a story. He never indulged in light or trifling conversation. He did not possess in the slightest degree the charming quality of humor.”7



It was not until November 1827, almost a year after he arrived in Washington, that Chase mentioned for the first time that he was studying law with William Wirt, whom he described as “one who wins the affections and prepossesses the judgment almost instantaneously.” Originally from Maryland, the son of immigrants, Wirt had lived as a young lawyer in Virginia, where he became a protégé of Thomas Jefferson. In 1807 President Jefferson asked Wirt to serve as the lead prosecutor in the treason trial of Aaron Burr—the former vice president who was accused of attempting an armed rebellion in the Southwest. President Madison made Wirt the district attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia in 1816, and, the following year, President Monroe appointed him attorney general. John Quincy Adams, when he became president in 1825, retained many of Monroe’s appointees, including Wirt, who would serve until 1829, the longest tenure of any attorney general. But being attorney general was not a full-time job in the early nineteenth century, so Wirt tutored law students such as Chase. He also had an active private law practice, which often kept him away from Washington for weeks.8
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William Wirt, attorney general for Presidents James Monroe and John Quincy Adams, and Chase’s friend and legal mentor in Washington.



Chase spent more time with the Wirt family than with Wirt himself. The lady of the house, Elizabeth Gamble Wirt, was from a leading Richmond family and was then working on the book for which she would become famous: Flora’s Dictionary, listing more than two hundred flowers and explaining their meaning in the language of love. Chase described Mrs. Wirt as “a very interesting and agreeable woman, though somewhat inclined like most of her sex to remember the faults of the absent.” There were ten children, including two boys in Chase’s school, and two girls, Elizabeth and Catherine, about the same age as Chase. Elizabeth was a “modest girl,” Chase wrote, “with a richly cultivated mind and a most amiable disposition. Her sisters, four in number, do not equal her as to sweetness of temper but all are uncommonly intelligent.” A few weeks later, Chase wrote to another friend that “there are two unmarried daughters who are old enough to go into society, both possessing highly cultivated minds, fine taste, and elegant manners.” At least at first, it seems that Chase did not have a strong favorite among the two sisters; he liked them both and indeed penned a poem to praise them both. He shared the poem with several friends and was annoyed when it made its way into the papers.9

In the spring of 1828 Chase wrote a friend that he had spent three of the past seven evenings with the Wirt family, listening to the sisters play music and enjoying their educated conversation. In another letter, he described them as “highly amiable and lovely girls, as artless and frank as if they had been born and educated in the western forests, yet uniting to this lovely simplicity elegance of manners, refinement of taste, strength of mind, and a cultivated intellect. They share largely in that vivacity and openness which distinguishes Southern manners, while they exhibit not a little less that elegance and cultivation of mind which mark more frequently the character of the Northern lady.” Contradicting his earlier description of Washington society as divided into rigid castes, Chase described the Wirt circle as including men of “all professions, the lawyer, the physician, the minister of peace, and the man of war; and of all ranks, the judge, the advocate, the poor student.” Chase was distressed to hear in June that the two Wirt sisters had (in his words) “mortgaged their fair hands to two young officers in the army.” Chase’s information was not quite correct: Liz Wirt had received a proposal from Edward Hazzard, one of the army engineers working on the first stages of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, but she had not accepted. As she explained in a letter to her father, “you are my beau ideal, and I don’t think I can have anything to say to any beau who does not bear at least some faint resemblance to you.”10
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Elizabeth Gamble Wirt, author and wife of William Wirt. It appears that there are no surviving portraits of the Wirt sisters, so this portrait of their mother, made in about 1810, is our best approximation of the Wirt sisters when Chase knew them.



In July William Wirt invited Chase to join him, his two daughters, and their teenage brother William on a trip to New England, where they would place the boy in a boarding school. Wirt promised Chase that the two of them would work on Chase’s legal preparation along the way, but the young man declined the invitation, writing to a friend that he would “keep close to my books while he is gone and astonish him by my acquisitions when he returns.” Perhaps Chase did not join the Wirt vacation because he did not want to spend weeks in close contact with the sisters when he could not hope to marry either of them. The problem was not only Hazzard and the other army officer; the key problem was his own poverty. When a friend teased him about his “Dulcinea”—the beautiful product of the imagination of Don Quixote in the novel by Cervantes—Chase wrote that he had “no such attachment” but that if he allowed himself “to think of these things, I know no one to whom I would sooner offer heart and hand. But I hold it the merest folly in a young man, not possessed of an independent fortune, who is pursuing the study of law or medicine, to clog his free steps by incumbrances like these.” In another letter, Chase explained that he would “deem a young man guilty of gross infatuation who could permit himself to fix his affections, even were he sure they would be reciprocated, upon one educated as they have been in the bosom of affluence, accustomed to every indulgence, unused to the smallest degree of self-denial, and consequently utterly unfitted for the duties of a poor man’s wife, unless he had more certain and assured prospects of professional success than I can anticipate.”11

While the two older Wirt sisters were away in New England, Chase offered to teach their younger sisters Latin. Mrs. Wirt was not happy, writing to her husband that Chase had “overrated their capacity and his love of truth and blunt sincerity induced him to let them understand as much, which has so discouraged them, that they are quite heartsick about it.” She added that Chase “has not the wit to discover that he is in fact a hard task Master—and not the gentle and encouraging friend that they had a right to expect.” A few weeks later, she was pleased to report that the girls were now taking dancing lessons, and that this had provided an excuse to terminate their Latin lessons with Chase. Not long after Wirt returned to Washington, Latin again caused tension: Wirt wrote Chase a long, harsh letter claiming that his sons (after months under Chase’s instruction) now pronounced Latin improperly. We do not have Chase’s response, but it seems that he both defended himself and explained his own poor Latin training. Wirt sent back an apologetic letter, and the case was closed.12

Wirt guided Chase in his legal studies, but, perhaps more important, the two talked about literature, politics, and history—and especially Thomas Jefferson. For Wirt, Jefferson was not a remote ancient figure but a friend, mentor, and client, one who had died only a few months before Wirt first met Chase. After the deaths of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, on July 4, 1826, the citizens of Washington asked Wirt to deliver a funeral oration, soon printed as a pamphlet. Adams and Jefferson, Wirt declared, were “apostles of human liberty,” sent to lift Man “to the station for which God had formed him, and to put to flight those idiot superstitions with which tyrants had contrived to enthrall his reason and his liberty.” Wirt also shared with Chase lesser details, such as that “Mr. Jefferson was only sixteen when he began to keep regular files of newspapers” thus making himself “master of all that was passing in his own age.” Chase would keep just such newspaper scrapbooks later in his life. As a boy, Chase probably heard harsh words about Jefferson, for Jefferson and his successor, Madison, were not popular in New England. But after his time with Wirt, Chase revered Jefferson.13

Chase learned about the ways of Washington by attending debates in Congress, by reading the papers, by talking about politics with friends. The main issue on the agenda of Congress in early 1828 was the tariff; Northerners wanted a high tariff to protect their industries from imports; Southerners wanted a low tariff because they imported many goods and thus paid the tariff. After Congress enacted a new, higher tariff in May, there were protests in Southern states, especially South Carolina, where people compared the “tyrannical” new tariff with the British tax laws that led to the American Revolution, and some even suggested that the state should secede from the Union.14

By this point, Chase had abandoned all thoughts of becoming a minister; he wanted to be a lawyer and a political leader, like his role models William Wirt and Daniel Webster. He had not abandoned, however, his Puritan religious intensity. Urging his friend Sparhawk to study harder, Chase wrote, “I regard this world not as a place of leisure—not as a place for selfish exertion, but as a vast theater upon which each man has a part allotted to him to perform and duties to discharge which connect him closely with his fellowman. I confess I desire to be distinguished, but I desire more to be useful, and were the choice of exalted honor and undying fame or extensive and humble usefulness offered to me, I do not think I should hesitate a moment in my choice of the latter.” Chase continued: “I do not regard myself as at liberty to make any disposition of my time that may suit my inclination but esteem it as a sacred trust committed to me by my God every moment of which ought to be devoted to a diligent preparation to discharge any duties which He may call upon me to perform.”15

The Wirts, like most leading families in Washington, owned slaves. There were more than six thousand slaves in the District of Columbia at this time, in a total population of about forty thousand. Living and working in this society, it is not surprising that Chase sometimes sounded like a Southerner when talking about slaves. “The truth is,” he wrote his friend Smith, “that little cause exists for that sickly sympathy which many at the North feel or affect to feel with the fancied suffering of the slave. The master has a far more just claim upon our commiseration, for it is a truth that the people of the South live in continual apprehension of an insurrection among their slaves.” In another letter to Smith, Chase mocked a scheme to colonize former slaves on the Pacific coast. The distance and difficulties were too great, and besides, he wrote, “the climate is not congenial to the negroes,” so that they would “long remain in a weak and helpless condition.” Agreeing with those who favored African colonization, Chase wrote that “Africa is their home; they are more willing to go there; and are sure if industrious, when they arrive, of a competence.” And yet Chase also recounted to Smith a conversation with a slave boy about colonization, in which the boy said he did not want to leave “all he holds dear. He feels in all its force that amor patria which makes the Greenlander prefer the rough and bleak land which God hath given him to the fairest portion of the earth. America is as much the home of the negro whose fathers’ fathers have lived here and died as it is of the American white man, whose foot not many centuries ago had never pressed the soil which he now so proudly claims as his own peculiar inheritance.” It is hard to imagine a young Southerner acknowledging in this way that blacks have as much right to America as whites. Perhaps the best way to describe Chase’s views on slavery at this point is that they were not well formed; he had not thought much about slavery, he did not write much about it in his letters, and he was not yet writing essays and briefs on slavery and related issues.16

Later in his life, when Chase wrote about these early Washington years, he did not recall that he had laughed at the “fancied suffering of the slave.” What he remembered instead was that, at the request of some leading Quakers, he drafted a petition to Congress seeking the abolition of slavery within the District of Columbia. “The existence among us of a distinct class of people, who, by their condition as slaves, are deprived of almost every incentive to virtue and industry, and shut out from many of the sources of light and knowledge, has an evident tendency to corrupt the morals of the people and to damp the spirit of enterprise, by accustoming the rising generation to look with contempt upon the honest laborer, and to depend for support too much upon the labor of others.” There is no way of knowing whether Chase agreed with these arguments or simply devised them as a lawyer for his clients, but it is perhaps indicative that he did not sign the petition.17



The year in which Chase got to know the Wirts, 1828, was also the year of the bitter election between John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. Chase was strongly in favor of the incumbent and opposed to Jackson. He wrote that he feared that “the Jackson men will gain the day. It has been truly said that they have the huzza boys with them and unfortunately they are a majority in this land of equal rights and unequal sense.” Chase added that he hoped that recent reports about “the private and public character of Gen. Jackson will awaken the people to a sense of their danger.” Adams supporters called Jackson a murderer, for the way in which he had summarily executed military prisoners, and a bigamist, for the way in which he had married his wife while she was still legally married to another man. In another letter, Chase wrote that “among all the political men in the United States, the most morally pure, the most politically upright and consistent are the president and his Cabinet.” Chase believed that Jackson would not have many votes north of the Potomac River, except perhaps in New York.18

Chase was right in thinking that Jackson would not win many votes in New England, but he received some votes even there, and he carried almost every state outside of New England. As the results trickled into Washington in early November 1828, Chase predicted disaster. “If I do not mistake the signs of the times,” he wrote to Thomas Sparhawk, “you and I will live to see this Union dissolved, and I do not know that New England has much reason to deprecate such an event.” The “signs of the times” that Chase thought were “fearful omens” included “the proceedings at the South during the last summer” (the protests against the 1828 tariff
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