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An unjust scale representing corrupt legislation. One section of a five-part mural in the Jefferson Building in the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., painted in 1898 by Elihu Vedder.
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To the majority of
 politicians, local and
 national, who are elected
 honestly, lead without
 corruption, and behave
 ethically






The purification of politics is an iridescent dream. Politics is a battle for supremacy. The Decalogue and the Golden Rule have no place in a political campaign. The object is success.

—Senator John Ingalls, 1890




Scandals in Government are not a new phenomena. What seems to be new about these scandals is the moral blindness or callousness which allows those in responsible positions to accept the practices which the facts reveal. It is bad enough for us to have corruption in our midst, but it is worse if it is to be condoned and accepted as inevitable.

—SenatorJ. William Fulbright, 1951
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INTRODUCTION

For many American adults, contemporary political history has been defined more by negatives than positives. In the past thirty-odd years, major scandals have marked the executive and legislative branches of the federal government in a relentless parade of revealing headlines. Keywords now brand the recent presidencies: Iran-Contra, Watergate, Abscam, Whitewater, Monica Lewinsky. The collective response has been to lower our approval rating for the very officials who require the highest confidence.

When first exposed, any scandal now seems to have the potential to be career threatening, and too few voters are willing to take a politician’s avowal of innocence at face value. Worse, many Americans believe that all politicians are tainted—with scandal, unethical standards, corrupt behavior, or similar substandard character—and the country is gradually regressing, losing its traditional values, and spiraling downward toward a degraded, immoral finale.

Is this perception appropriate, much less accurate? One of the goals of this project is to provide a new measuring rod with which to gauge the breadth and depth of the current political environment, both the activities of politicians and the process of electing them. A chronological history—from our colonial roots onward—provides just such a unique barometer of reality. And it becomes quickly apparent, once this approach is underway, that the past provides a considerable wealth of evidence to support the folk saying, “The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

Pick any category of modern political wrongdoing—sins of the flesh, theft, bribery, extortion, lies, cover-ups, election fraud—and historical precedents are easy to find. Add an element missing from most political activity in the past few decades, bloodshed, and the historical record often outshines today’s antics.

Yet our human inclination to focus on the sensational does us a disservice. Even in colonial America, people read newspapers, the main source of information about current events, but then, as now, “normal” isn’t news. As the saying goes, it’s only news when the man bites the dog. The current and historical record of political misdoings covers just that, misdoings, not the standard, mundane, day-to-day operations that keep local and national systems operational.

Consider the bigger picture. Since the first Congress, just under 12,000 individuals have served in the U.S. House and Senate, but far less than one percent of these have been expelled, indicted, or tried for criminal activity. Only two presidents out of forty-two have been impeached, and neither of those was convicted. Out of more than 2,100 governors, only fifteen have been impeached, with only seven convicted after impeachment. A similar record holds for federal judges: more than 3,100 have served and only seven have been convicted after impeachment. Politicians who screw up are the exception, not the rule.

Even when politicians have erred and elections have been rigged, life goes on. The country and the Constitution have survived. Rules have been added to reduce opportunities for malfeasance, to remove barriers for participation in both politics and voting, and to provide fairer platforms for both. Those who do not play by the rules—then or now—are individuals who may be “good people making bad decisions,” sinister manipulators, or followers more willing to imitate their peers than do what is right. But these miscreants have one thing in common: they are all in the minority.

Here we focus on that minority with the knowledge that their brethren were tending to business while they were screwing up or screwing around. It’s an equal opportunity exposé, with plenty of room for participation regardless of party affiliation, wealth, intelligence, age, race, ethnicity, gender, or geographical location.

Most important, the story of this group of misfits is much more entertaining than that of their mainstream colleagues. And it is a story that is unlikely to end. With that in mind, we wrote the last line first… to be continued.
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A political cartoon entitled “Election Day.” McClure’s Magazine, March 1905.




PRE‐1776


The United States created a demonstrably unique form of I government after its independence from England, but it can’t take credit for the concept of political corruption and scandal. British officials who were appointed to positions in the American colonies committed misdeeds from graft to bribery to extortion. One estimate of the loss to the British Treasury in the year 1765 due to corrupt colonial officials was £700,000 ($132 million in today’s dollars). 1 They had their share of scandals as well. Lord Cornbury (Edward Hyde), the appointed governor of the colonies of New York and New Jersey, was rumored to wear women’s clothes, although some contemporary scholars believe this was false information spread by his political enemies. While his dressing habits may have given his subjects cause for concern, what got him in real trouble was his significant personal debt, a serious issue in those days. Because of this failing, he was stripped of his position by Queen Anne and locked up in an American debtors’ prison.
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Colonial authorities burn votes from towns in Long Island.

Francis Lovelace (1621-1675), colonial governor of New York, was credited with introducing important improvements during his term of leadership. But he also had his share of trouble. In 1670, residents of the colony’s towns were requested to vote to approve a new tax to help expand the fortifications that protected New York City. Some towns in Long Island voted against the tax, which prompted Lovelace to have their votes publicly burned. He also benefited personally from the profits of a tavern that he built adjoining city hall, an establishment carefully designed to benefit from its location. The pub had a door that offered a direct connection to the courtroom next to it. 2
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Edmund Andros

In 1689, the residents of New England deposed and imprisoned colonial governor Sir Edmund Andros (1637-1714) in a revolt against his harsh leadership. Charges against him included restraining freedom of the press, arbitrary taxes, high taxes, and “exorbitant charges” for residents to obtain titles to their own property. He was shipped back to England, but not before escaping twice. In England, British authorities declined to put him on trial and instead sent him back to the new country as governor of the Virginia colony. He was subsequently recalled from there as well. Earlier, he held the governorship for the colony of New York and New Jersey, but was recalled from there in 1681, also because of complaints.
3

[image: ]

Edmund Andros escaped from captivity twice, once disguised as a woman.

Benjamin Fletcher (1640-1703), royal governor of New York, was investigated and removed from office in 1697 by the Board of Trade, acting under the authority of the British government. Fletcher was found guilty of “abetting piracy,” conspiring with pirates to use the city’s port in exchange for sizable bribes. One notorious pirate, Edward Coates, testified at Fletcher’s trial that he paid the governor £1,800 ($320,000 in today’s dollars) in exchange for safe entry for a ship; the governor reportedly shared this income with his council. At that time, the annual revenue from the pirate trade in New York was estimated to be up to £100,000 ($18 million in today’s dollars). According to some sources, Fletcher did not limit his quest for extra income to the port trade but had his hand in a variety of other schemes as well. A rival of Fletcher’s wrote

“To recount all his arts of squeezing money both out of the publick and private purses would make a volume instead of a letter.”
4

In 1700, the British parliament passed a law entitled “An Act to Punish Governors of Plantations in this Kingdom for Crimes by Them Committed in the Plantations.” This legislation came in response to an increasing number of complaints—from colonials as well as officials-pertaining to abuse of power. This was the first type of formal recourse with which misdeeds by governors could be addressed, not counting offenses such as that committed by Benjamin Fletcher. Previously, the colonial rulers—as direct representatives of the monarchy—were answerable solely to the English king. However, the act was put into practice only once, and not on the American mainland. It was used to punish Walter Douglas, governor of the Leeward Islands, in 1711, on a variety of charges, including the theft of the royal silver communion service.
5
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Edward Hyde (Lord Cornbury) was rumored to wear women’s clothes, but the rumor was likely only a political attack. This portrait, with Hyde in a dress, is likely a forgery.

Lord Cornbury (1662-1723), provincial governor of New York and New Jersey, was recalled to England in 1708 by order of Queen Anne. The governor, born Edward Hyde, was targeted by political enemies, who sent letters back to England describing Cornbury’s shortcomings as well as his eccentricities. In one letter it was written, “My Lord Cornbury has and dos still make use of an unfortunate Custom of dressing himself in Womens Cloaths and of exposing himself in that Garb upon the Ramparts to the view of the public.” Although repeated in history texts for centuries, this may have been a fiction made up to discredit him. There is no corroborating evidence from contemporary publications, personal journals, or letters, and the single portrait of him dressed in a gown is now thought to be a forgery. More substantive was the charge he borrowed money that he did not repay. He was jailed as a debtor in New York City before he was allowed to leave the country.
6

In 1730, Jonathan Belcher (1682-1757) was appointed royal governor of Massachusetts and the province of New Hampshire. Belcher had ongoing problems with the residents, including charges of corruption. The legislature refused to grant him an annual salary, although this was an issue based more on colonial vs. British rights than a personal affront; the assembly refused the same request for twelve other governors. He remained in office until 1741, when he was forced out for receiving a bribe, a charge he successfully defended against. He later served as the governor of the Province of New Jersey and is credited as the founder of Princeton University.
7

In 1734, George Burrington (1680-1759), royal governor of North Carolina, was sent back to England because of complaints about his leadership. Burrington had previously been the Lord Proprietor of North Carolina (1724-1725) before the territory was made a colony. While there, he had incurred charges of improper conduct, including an indictment for assaulting the previous governor. Some—or all—of the dislike for his rule may have been politically motivated. In any case, there was no shortage of vindictive descriptions of his character and activities. The slurs included: “notorious ignorance and profligacy,” “vileness of character,” “mad extravagence of behaviour,” “drunken and quarrelsome,” “character unadorned by a single virtue,” and “dirty rogue and villain.” One of his political enemies circulated a story that while in England, he had been convicted and imprisoned for physically attacking an old woman. He was reportedly killed in a street brawl in London.
8

At the end of the colonial era in America, 130 governors had served as heads in the colonies, including those in the Caribbean Islands. Of those, forty died in office and the rest served terms of varying length before they were replaced. The record for the longest term was twenty-five years, for Benning Wentworth in New Hampshire. The record for the shortest term was two days, for Sir Danvers Osborn in New York, who killed himself two days after his inauguration. Average term: about five years.
9


1776‐1779


The American Revolution began in 1776 with the I publication of the Declaration of Independence, the jumping-off point for the history that follows. George Washington became the country’s first president in 1789, the first year when nationally elected officials can be held accountable within this chronology (though Washington was not elected by voters, but the Electoral College). But things were stirring even before this. During the war, as commander of the American army, Washington was the subject of many rumors, including one that suggested he had conducted an extramarital affair with a cleaning woman in Philadelphia. He was also scolded for using alcohol to tempt voters, even though during colonial days, politicians routinely used free alcohol as an enticement for voters. In the national elections of 1792, the Gazette of the United States commented “That the Voice of the People, was the Voice of Grog.” Physical attacks were also employed against other politicians in this era, as when the representative from Vermont, slighted by the representative from Connecticut, spat a mouthful of tobacco juice at him.
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Button Gwinnett

On May 16, 1777, Button Gwinnett (1735-1777), acting governor of Georgia, dueled with General Lachlan McIn tosh (1725-1806), a delegate from Georgia, near Savannah. The men had been feuding about McIntosh’s brother, who had been arrested by Gwinnett on “suspicion of treachery,” as well as McIntosh’s own inefficient actions in leading Continental troops against the British. During an official state inquiry into the latter, McIntosh publicly called Gwinnett a “scoundrel and a lying rascal,” sufficient instigation for a duel. Both McIn tosh and Gwinnett were wounded in the fight; Gwinnett died from his wounds several days later.
1
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George Washington

A popular war hero, George Washington (1732-1799) was also a popular president. Yet he had detractors who were happy to spread rumors diminishing his stature. Among the barbs: he had an illegitimate son named Lawrence Posey, a resident of a farm near Mount Vernon; another illegitimate son was reported to be Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s secretary of the treasury; and during Washington’s command of the American troops in the war, he had a mistress who was a British supporter. The British themselves circulated a bogus letter—supposedly written by Washington—which suggested the general was intimate with a young maid, whom he called “pretty little Kate, the Washer-woman’s daughter.” Benjamin Franklin Bache, Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, was an outspoken critic and used his position as editor of an influential newspaper to publish this kind of anti-Washington content. At various times, he called the first president a “despotic, anemic counterfeit of the English Georges,” deceptive, and guilty of having “treacherous mazes of passion.”
2

Henry Osborne (1751-1800), superior court judge in Georgia, was expelled from office in December 1791 by the state senate because of fraud during the election of Anthony Wayne to the U.S. House. Osborne was charged and convicted of altering the results—from a total of twenty-five votes to eighty-nine votes—with an increase of sixty-four for Wayne. Osborne had previously held several state positions in Pennsylvania but was expelled there as well, in June 1783, after he was found to be a bigamist.
3

During the gubernatorial election of 1792 in New York State, Federalist John Jay (1745-1829) received the majority of votes but lost the election. The ruling Democratic-Republican party seized all of the ballots in three counties and declared them invalid, citing irregularities in how the ballots had been collected. Although none was found to be fraudulent, the action resulted in the runner-up, incumbent George Clinton (1739-1812), being declared the winner. Clinton— who became known as the father of New York after serving a total of twenty-two years as governor—later went on to be elected vice president of the United States. Jay won the following election for governor and later was appointed Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.
4
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Alexander Hamilton

In 1792, an informal group of U.S. congressmen investigated allegations that Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804) had used confidential information about government activities to enrich his investments. Their inquiry did not substantiate this charge, but it did uncover a previously unknown scandal involving Hamilton as the victim of a blackmail plot. A woman named Maria Reynolds had a sexual tryst with Hamilton in Philadelphia while Hamilton’s wife was home in New York. The event turned out to be a setup, a trap set by James Reynolds, Maria’s husband, who encouraged the continuation of the affair in exchange for hush money from Hamilton. Hamilton ended the affair a year later when Mr. Reynolds upped his demands and demanded a government job in return for silence. The report of Hamilton’s blackmail was kept secret until 1796, when a political rival learned of it and published an account in a pamphlet, creating a public scandal. In the interim, Maria Reynolds divorced her husband, relying on attorney Aaron Burr to do the legal work. In 1804, Burr and Hamilton fought a fatal duel over a different issue.
5

Albert Gallatin (1761-1849) was the first U.S. senator denied a seat after an election. On February 28, 1794, a committee of the Senate voted to keep him from serving on the grounds that he failed to meet the Constitution’s requirement for residency. He had emigrated from Switzerland in 1780 but had not been a citizen for a minimum of nine years at the time he was elected in 1793 because the “start date” was considered the ratification date of the Constitution, 1788. But the real issue behind the ouster was that Gallatin, a Republican from Pennsylvania, was a leader in opposing the financial policies of Alexander Hamilton and the majority Federalist party. His politics gave the Federalists the motivation to remove him from power. The committee voted along party lines—fourteen to twelve—to keep him out.
6
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Albert Gallatin

Kensey Johns (1759-1848), Federalist senator from Delaware, was removed from office on March 28, 1794, by a majority vote of the Senate. Johns committed no wrong but was an early victim of national politics, in this case having been appointed to replace George Read (another Federalist, and a signer of the Declaration of Independence) by the governor of Delaware, Joshua Clayton. The vote to unseat Johns was motivated by party politics—Republicans angry at the recent successful ouster of one of their own, Albert Gallatin—and focused on a technicality. In this case, Clayton was found to have made the appointment while the Delaware state legislature was in recess, a violation of a provision in the U.S. Constitution.
7

On July 8, 1797, the full Senate voted to expel William Blount (1749-1800), a Republican from Tennessee. The case focused on Blount’s questionable activities in the acquisition of land. The evidence included a letter he wrote attempting to instigate an attack on the Florida and Louisiana territories with the hope that Great Britain might acquire the land, benefiting Blount’s real estate investments there. The Senate voted to expel him on the grounds of disloyalty but failed in a later attempt to impeach him, because of a technicality in the impeachment rules.
8

On January 30, 1798, Congress engaged in a debate about potential American involvement in a war then under way in Europe. In the House of Representatives, an argument between Matthew Lyon (1749-1822), Republican from Vermont, and Roger Griswold

(1762-1812), Federalist from Connecticut, escalated to a shouting match. Lyon, a tobacco chewer—like many members of Congress in that era—spat in the face of Griswold. The House voted on expelling Lyon, but failed to reach the two-thirds majority necessary for this action. It was the first recorded case of an attempt to discipline a congressman and the first recorded case of violence in the House. On February 15, Griswold resorted to his own retribution and attacked Lyon with a hickory cane; Lyon used a pair of fireplace tongs to return the blows. A recommendation to expel both parties was brought to the floor, but not enough votes were raised to pass the resolution.
9

In July 1798, Congress passed the Sedition Act, a Federalist-sponsored bill that outlawed speech that was critical of Congress or the president. Matthew Lyon opposed this move and took action. He wrote a letter to a prominent newspaper in his home state, stating that President Adams had “a continual grasp for power…. unbounded thirst for ridiculous pomp, foolish adulation and selfish avarice.” Shortly thereafter, he was the first person arrested under the Sedition Act. In court, his defense was that the act was unconstitutional. The jury—all Federalists—found him guilty and sent him to prison for four months. Out of jail in time for the elections of 1798, he was reelected.
10
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“He in a trice struck Lyon thrice / Upon his head, enrag’d sir, / Who seiz’d the tongs to ease his wrongs, / And Griswold thus engag’d, sir” A 1798 print of the Lyon-Griswold fight.


PROFILE XYZ Affair

In 1798, in Paris, U.S. diplomats were targeted in a scheme to extort money from the United States in exchange for a diplomatic agreement to solve problems between the two countries. Three French agents were involved in the deal. To provide a cover of secrecy when communicating this development to Washington, the American representatives dubbed the French agents X, Y, and Z, which provided a label for the ensuing scandal, thereafter known as the XYZ Affair. When news of this unethical activity was published, some politicians attacked President Adams and the Federalist party because they believed the whole thing was a political ploy. The evidence, in the form of the official correspondence from the diplomats abroad, proved otherwise, and the focus of the attack shifted to the French. The result was escalating military confrontations, which lasted until a treaty was negotiated, one with no bribes involved.
11
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After George Washington’s death in 1799, George Washington Bowen claimed to be the son of George and Betsy “Elixa” Bowen, a former prostitute, who later married Aaron Burr. Born in 1794, Bowen instituted a lawsuit after his mother died because he had not been the beneficiary of her estate. His case lasted thirteen years and ended in the Supreme Court, which decided against him. In the interim, coverage of the proceedings prolonged the scandal about the former president, but it was eventually proven that Bowen was unrelated to Washington. Another scandal involved Washington’s wife, Martha, whose family was reported to have sired children with black slaves on the Mount Vernon estate. These descendants, with the family name Syphax, were sometimes linked to the president as well.
12


1800‐1819


In this era, electoral votes were the key to national politics, making them an attractive target for corruption. In the 1800 election, a tie vote between Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr for president required a lengthy debate—and thirty-five separate ballots—in the House of Representatives before Jefferson emerged the winner. As president, he wrestled with various scandals, including patronage, fathering an illegitimate child with one of his slaves, and rumor-mongering. Jefferson and his allies reportedly spread the word that John Adams, a political rival, had sent a friend to England to acquire four young women as mistresses. In this period, the first federal judge was impeached for “tyrannical conduct” and an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court was impeached (although later acquitted), the first of a wave of attacks on judicial conduct that continues to the present day.
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Thomas Jefferson

By the time that Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) was elected president in 1800, the practice of attacking the character and personal activities of elected politicians—even the president—was well established. In Jefferson’s case, the mudslinging began while he was minister to France, with rumors of “libertine” behavior in circulation back in the States. Among the charges: he made sexual advances on the wife of a friend when he was younger; he had several affairs with married women while he was posted in France; and he had fathered one or more children with Sally Hemings, one of his own slaves. At least some of this turned out to be true, although it was not publicly proven in his lifetime. The last of the charges was a long-running contention that endured more than two hundred years of speculation. Recent DNA tests on the descendants of Hemings found a strong match with Jefferson’s legitimate descendants.
1

[image: ]

Aaron Burr

Shortly after being elected vice president, Aaron Burr (1756-1836), a Democratic Republican, was the target of attacks by Federalists in New York. At one point they published a handbill accusing him of being immoral, against the Constitution, and guilty of political intrigue. The charge of immorality was addressed in some detail, for example: “His abandoned profligacy, and the numerous unhappy wretches who have fallen victims to this accomplished and but too successful debauchee, have indeed been long known to those whom similar habits of vice, or the amiable office of humanity have led to the wretched haunts of female prostitution.” Specifics were added—all untrue—including his seduction of a young woman during his trip to the inauguration.
2

On July 31, 1802, DeWitt Clinton (1769-1828), the Democratic Republican senator from New York, fought a duel in which his opponent, John Swartwout, was hit twice in the leg. The two were allies of Aaron Burr and had argued over political patronage, a dispute that escalated from a quarrel to the duel. Clinton was elected governor in 1817, and George Clinton, his brother, became the vice president in 1804. Swartwout also had a political lineage: his brother Samuel became the collector of customs for the Port of New York, a patronage position, and was the focus of a major scandal in the administration of President Jackson.
3

On September 5, 1802, Richard Dobbs Spaight (1758-1802), a former anti-Federalist representative from North Carolina, was wounded in a duel and died the following day. His adversary was John Stanly (1774-1834), leader of the Federalist party in North Carolina. Spaight had been a member of the Continental Congress as well as the Constitutional Convention, governor of North Carolina, and had just been defeated in his bid for reelection to Congress by Stanly. The duel, held in New Bern, North Carolina, was instigated by an exchange of handbills between the two, a method favored at the time for exchanging public insults. In Spaight’s words, “I must now gentlemen, declare to you, that in my opinion, Mr. Stanley [sic] is both a lyar [sic] and a scoundrel.” Stanly responded, “To your disappointment, this letter informs you, that humiliating as it is to my feelings, to fight a man who can descend to the filth contained in your handbill, I shall expect that you will meet me as soon as may be convenient.”
4

On December 16, 1806, William Harris Crawford (1772-1834), state representative in Georgia, fought a duel with General John Clark, in which a shot from Clark’s pistol shattered his left wrist. Crawford had fought an earlier duel in 1802, in which he had killed Peter Lawrence Van Alen, a political foe. A long-simmering feud with Van Alen’s political colleagues festered and eventually led to the encounter with Clark. Crawford survived his wound and went on to bigger accomplishments, in both politics and scandals.
5
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James Wilkinson

In March 1807, President Jefferson removed James Wilkinson (1757-1825) as governor of the Louisiana territory. Wilkinson, who had previously been the senior officer in the U.S. Army, was implicated in a plot to form a separate country from the northeastern states, making him an unsound government appointee. Aaron Burr, former vice president, was also implicated. But Wilkinson was also involved in other suspect activity, including receiving secret payments from the government of Spain in exchange for information and advice on boundary rules from the U.S. government, diplomatic plans, and military readiness. In 1808, two formal investigations dealt with this issue, one by a military court of inquiry and one by the U.S. House. Neither found enough evidence to charge him; written proof of his activities did not surface until the 1900s.
6

On August 3, 1807, a trial for Aaron Burr, former vice president of the United States, opened in Richmond, Virginia. Burr had been arrested on a charge of treason, specifically, conspiring to remove western states from the country. He and others concocted a plan to lead an armed assault on Mexican territory, then ruled by Spain, with the goal being the creation of a new country. Because the prosecution was unable to provide two witnesses to any explicit act of treason—a written rule required by the judge, Chief Justice John Marshall of the U.S. Supreme Court—the jury voted for acquittal.
7

In 1807, the U.S. Senate investigated one of its members, John Smith (1735-1824), Republican senator from Ohio, on charges he had conspired with Aaron Burr in a plot to generate a revolt in the western territories. The Senate voted not to expel Smith—the outcome was one vote shy of the two-thirds majority required—but facing extreme negative publicity because of the charges and the link to Burr, he resigned his seat on April 25, 1808.
8
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Bladensburg, Maryland, about eight miles north of Washington, D.C, was a favored site for duels because of its proximity and its isolation. It was also the site of a battle in the War of 1812.

On March 2, 1808, Barent Gardenier (?–1822), Federalist U.S. representative from New York, faced George Washington Campbell (1769-1848), Democratic Republican U.S. representative from Tennessee, in a duel in Bladensburg, Maryland, just north of Washington, D.C. The two men had a vigorous debate in Congress over the effects of a recently initiated embargo on British trade; when the debate escalated to personal abuse, Gardenier challenged Campbell to a duel. The duel was originally scheduled to be held in Georgetown, but a large crowd of spectators deterred the combatants, who preferred to settle their grievances privately. Both men survived the final confrontation, although Gardenier was wounded.
9

On February 26, 1808, Vice President George Clinton (1739-1812) read to an open session of the Senate from diplomatic dispatches about pending embargoes between the United States and Great Britain. The dispatches, which were marked confidential, indicated that war with England was likely. Clinton, a Democratic Republican, later claimed that he had made a mistake, not noticing the warning about confidentiality, but the public disclosure was widely reported, diminishing his stature and credibility.
10
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George Clinton

On January 25, 1809, Josiah Quincy (1772-1864), Federalist U.S. representative from Massachusetts, initiated a scandal in the administration of President Jefferson by claiming the president had committed a “high misdemeanor.” If substantiated, this charge was an impeachable offense and could have resulted in Jefferson’s expulsion from office. Quincy’s charge was that Jefferson had refused to accept an offer of resignation from the government customs collector for the Port of Boston because Jefferson wanted to hold it for a later date, when he could award it to his then secretary of war, Henry Dearborn. A debate in the House concluded that the charge represented too little merit to be considered, and the issue was dropped.
11

Samuel Smith (1752-1839), Republican senator from Maryland, was accused—along with his brother, Robert Smith—of misuse of government funds. The charges were made by a political rival, who was also a Republican politician. Although not found guilty of this charge, Smith lost a reelection race early in 1809 because of the negative publicity attached to the issue. Robert Smith, his brother, was secretary of state at the time, an appointed position, and may have triggered the attack on his brother because of the position, which was coveted by others. Then, as now, accusations of wrongdoing were sometimes used as a political tactic. Samuel regained his seat in an election held in late 1809.
13




PROFILE Burr-Hamilton Duel

On July 11, 1804, the second-highest-ranking American politician confronted another prominent politician in a deadly duel. Vice President Aaron Burr faced Alexander Hamilton, former secretary of the treasury, near Weehawken, New Jersey. The two men had once been friends but had fallen out over a clash of political philosophy and ambitions. Burr was a Democratic Republican, and Hamilton, a leading force among the Federalists. In a campaign for governor of New York, one of Hamilton’s friends opposed Burr, who lost the election, causing further friction. This and other political differences fueled a personal animosity that led Burr to challenge Hamilton to a duel. In their encounter on July 11, he shot and wounded Hamilton, who died the following day. The dueling pistols used in this confrontation had also been used in 1801 by Philip Hamilton, Alexander’s son, in another duel triggered by a political argument; the Hamilton heir was killed in that fight. According to legend, these guns were used in a total of eleven fatal duels. In the ethics of the day, duels were common but illegal and the official response, if any, varied. In this case, a grand jury in New York City indicted Burr for a misdemeanor (“challenging to a duel”). In the New Jersey county where the action took place, another grand jury indicted him for murder. The vice president ignored both charges and returned to his duties in Washington, D.C. No further legal action on either charge was ever pursued.
12
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Humphrey Marshall (1760-1841), Federalist member of the Kentucky state legislature and formerly a U.S. senator (he was also a cousin of John Marshall, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court) opposed a state resolution sponsored by Henry Clay (1777-1852), a Republican and at the time secretary of state of Kentucky. Clay’s resolution required state legislators to wear suits made of homespun fabric instead of imported British cloth. An angry debate led to Clay hitting Marshall in the face, then challenging him to a duel. Both men were wounded in this confrontation. During his earlier term in Congress, Marshall was accused of fraudulent activity, but the Senate voted not to deal with the issue because it had occurred before Marshall had been elected.
14

[image: ]

Henry Clay

On December 4, 1809, John George Jackson (1777-1825), Republican representative from Virginia, engaged in a duel with Joseph Pearson (1776-1834), Federalist representative from North Carolina. Pearson was seriously wounded, and Jackson was permanently crippled from a shot to the leg during the encounter. The fight involved political disagreements in Congress over negotiations with Spain about the Yazoo Lands. Jackson offered other challenges related to the same issue, but no others resulted in violence.
15

In 1809, just after leaving office as president, Thomas Jefferson was sued by Edward Livingston (1764-1836), a politician from Louisiana and formerly from New York, where he had been a U.S. representative and senator, as well as mayor of New York City. Livingston owned land near New Orleans, but was evicted by the federal government in 1805 because of nonpayment of federal funds. In lieu of payment, the land reverted to the government. After years of legal wrangling, Livingston’s claim was upheld—although his suit against Jefferson was dismissed—and upon payment of his debt, he got the land back. In 1831, he was appointed U.S. secretary of state.
17


PROFILE Yazoo Land Fraud

The so-called Yazoo Lands spanned most of present-day Alabama and Mississippi. The area, about 35 million acres, was claimed by the state of Georgia as well as several Native American tribes. The Georgia legislature sold the entire parcel in 1795 to four companies for about one and a half cents an acre. The land was then carved up and resold in smaller parcels at a huge profit to the original speculators. The buyers included groups of businessmen from Georgia and other states, as well as state and national elected officials. To help push the deal through the Georgia state legislature, shares of land were offered as bribes. The following year, news of the sale triggered major negative publicity because of the corrupt politics involved. A new reform legislature was elected as a result, and it promptly nullified the E sale. The original bill authorizing the sale was symbolically burned as a public statement of this cleansing. In 1802, the entire Yazoo territory was ceded by Georgia to the federal government, ultimately leading to the creation of two new states, Alabama and Mississippi. However, in the interim, some parcels were bought and sold several times over, and ownership of large chunks ended up in the hands of New England businesses, all potential losers if a nullification of the Georgia sale could be engineered. In 1806, the U.S. House opened an investigation into the issue, because several senators and congressmen were beneficiaries of the original sale. In 1810, the issue landed in the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled that Georgia had to honor its original contracts, a contentious ruling because it turned out that at least one Supreme Court justice had benefited from Yazoo investments.
16
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“Burning the Yazoo Act,” an illustration published in Georgia school textbooks in the 1800s.



On August 28, 1816, two politicians in St. Genevieve, Missouri territory, settled their differences with firearms. Auguste De Mun and William McArthur were both running for seats in the legislature when McArthur challenged De Mun to a duel because his opponent suggested he had ties to counterfeiters. De Mun, however, followed the prevailing cultural code, which did not allow a gentleman such as himself to fight an honorable duel with someone who was lower in social rank—namely, his opponent. Instead, De Mun confronted McArthur in the St. Genevieve town square in a less formal encounter. In the ensuing exchange of pistol shots, he was shot and killed.
18
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Daniel Tompkins

At the end of the gubernatorial campaign of 1816 in New York, incumbent Republican governor, Daniel D. Tompkins (1774-1825), was reelected. During the campaign, the opposing Federalist party accused Tompkins of misusing both state and federal funds. The allegations involved transactions Tompkins undertook with his own money to support the War of 1812. The charges brought about a long-running series of hearings in New York over what was owed and who owed it, eventually resulting in a trial in U.S. district court in 1822, after Tompkins had been elected vice president of the United States. He was completely vindicated in this trial, but when he died a few years later, broke, he had still not been paid back.
19

Before Missouri became a state and Thomas Hart Benton (1782-1858) was elected a U.S. senator (in 1821), he was involved in several duels while he was practicing law. One of these occurred on August 12, 1817. He was opposed by Charles Lucas, a lawyer and son of a noted Missouri judge who had argued a case against Benton. Disagreements from their legal battle escalated into a personal confrontation, ending in the August duel, in which Lucas was hit in the throat by a bullet and almost died. Benton, slightly wounded in the encounter, demanded a rematch. On September 23, after Lucas had recovered sufficiently, the two opposed each other again on “Bloody Island,” a notorious dueling site on the Mississippi River, across from St. Louis. Firing at each other with pistols at a distance of ten feet, Lucas was hit by a fatal shot.
20
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Thomas Hart Benton

In 1816, Armistead Thomson Mason (1787-1819), former Democratic Republican senator from Virginia, moved and ran for office in a new district. In a notably bitter campaign, political arguments triggered several duels, the last of which resulted in Mason’s death on February 6, 1819. His final fight was at the Bladensburg, Maryland, dueling grounds outside of Washington, D.C. His opponent was John Mason McCarty, his brother-in-law.
21

On March 12, 1804, John Pickering (1737-1805) became the first federal official to be removed from office by impeachment. Pickering, a U.S. district court judge in New Hampshire, had been appointed by President Washington but was targeted for replacement by Jefferson in a move to control the judiciary. The judge’s peculiar behavior provided a rationale for attack, as well as a complex issue for the first use of the impeachment standard. Pickering might have been clinically insane by the standards of any era—among his known symptoms were hypochondria and a fear of crossing water—and he attracted animosity from both friends and foes because of his belligerent behavior, not the least of which was the frequent use of profanity while hearing cases. Plus, he was a heavy drinker. During one of his federal trials, Pickering postponed the proceedings in order to have time to get sober; the questionable ruling in this case was one of the issues examined in the House hearings. With no other recourse to remove a federal judge from office, impeachment was reserved for cases of treason, bribery, high crimes, and misdemeanors, leaving Pickering—who refused to resign—with a singular defense: insanity. That is, if considered insane, he could not be removed because this condition did not fit any of the prescribed causes for conviction. A letter from his son claimed the judge was “for more than two years before, and ever since has been, and now is, insane, his mind wholly deranged, and altogether incapable of transacting any kind of business which requires the exercise of judgment, or the faculties of reason.” Nevertheless, both the Senate and the House voted to expel him.
23


PROFILE Dueling Politicians

By the late 1700s, dueling was an entrenched part of the culture of the upper classes even though it was often outlawed and shunned by many individuals. The culture of the duel came to the United States from Europe, where the “code duello” provided twenty-six rules of proper dueling etiquette. It was not universally acceptable to participate in a duel, either by challenging or by accepting a challenge, and by the 1800s, most states had laws that prohibited the activity. Among elected officials, duels played a noticeable role in local and national politics up to the Civil War, mostly in the southern states. Although typically fought in private, duels by politicians were often well publicized—in advance and after the fact—even if, as in most cases, they ended with a handshake before any violence took place.22 Some politicians killed in duels:


	Delegate to the Continental Congress Button Gwinnett (Georgia), 1777


	Governor George Wells (Georgia), 1780.


	State Senator Richard Spaight (North Carolina), 1802.


	Former Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, 1804.


	U.S. Senator Armistead Mason (Virginia), 1819.


	U.S. District Attorney Joshua Barton (Missouri), 1823.


	Territorial Supreme Court Justice Joseph Selden (Arkansas), 1824.


	U.S. Representative Robert Vance (North Carolina), 1827


	Territorial Representative Henry Conway (Arkansas), 1827


	U.S. Representative Spencer Pettis (Missouri), 1831.


	U.S. Representative Jonathan Cilley (Maine), 1838.


	State Representative Augustus Alston (Georgia), 1839.


	U.S. Senator George Waggaman (Louisiana), 1843.


	U.S. Representative Edward Gilbert (California), 1852.


	U.S. Senator Solomon Downs (Louisiana), 1854.


	U.S. Senator David Broderick (California), 1859.


	State Representative William Lake (Mississippi), 1861.
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Samuel Chase

In 1805, Samuel Chase (1741-1811), associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, was impeached by the House. Chase was accused of misconduct during several critical court cases involving treason and sedition. According to some elected officials—including President Jefferson—he appeared to make decisions based on a political preference, and in one instance included political content in a presentation to a grand jury. The House found this adequate grounds to begin the impeachment process, but when his case moved to the Senate, the vote came up short of the two-thirds majority necessary for conviction. In essence, he was acquitted because his actions did not meet the standards of a criminal act, a decision that set an important precedent for future impeachments.
24


1820 1839


In 1832, President Jackson vehemently vetoed a controversial bill rechartering the national bank, declaring it a “hydra of corruption,” as well as un-American. In the campaign leading up to the bill’s passage, politics and corruption played key roles. Jackson’s veto, the act of a president thought to be above corruption himself, brought an abrupt and surprising end to this event. In this same period, however, Jackson engineered the Indian Removal Act, which provided federal muscle—and legal grounds—to transfer most Native Americans in the South to land west of the Mississippi. The “Trail of Tears” that resulted from this forced transplant stood in stark contrast to the land speculation that it made possible, speculation that played a role in the removal. Jackson is not known to have accepted bribes for his leadership in this event, but bore responsibility. On a lesser scale, he was also the one responsible for appointing Samuel Swartwout to be collector of the Port of New York. When Swartwout abruptly left the country for England in 1838, he had the distinction of being the first person to steal more than $1 million from the U.S. government.



On June 30,1823, a duel was held on “Bloody Island” in the Mississippi River in St. Louis, Missouri. The duelists were Joshua Barton, U.S. district attorney and previously the first secretary of state of Missouri, and Thomas Rector, standing in for his brother, General William Rector, the U.S. surveyor for the region. Barton had previously accused the general of corruption, prompting the challenge. The duel ended with Barton dead.
1

Joseph Selden, justice of the Arkansas territorial supreme court, was killed on May 26, 1824, in a duel with Andrew Scott, another justice of the court. The duel was held in the state of Mississippi, across the Mississippi River from Helena, Arkansas, because dueling was illegal in Arkansas.
2

During the election campaign of 1824, Secretary of the Treasury William Crawford (1772-1834), a Democratic Republican, former secretary of war, and former senator from Georgia, suffered from a string of attacks. Among these were a charge that he had engaged in the illegal sale of slaves, while secretary of war had treated Cherokee Indians too fairly in upholding their treaty rights—white settlers in Tennessee burned him in effigy for this favoritism—and had mismanaged federal funds at the Treasury Department. The latter allegations were included in a series of fifteen letters published in a Washington, D.C., newspaper, signed only with the initials “A. B.” Crawford successfully defended himself against these charges, which were politically motivated, but lost the election to John Quincy Adams. During this era, letters published in newspapers—often unsigned or signed with fictitious nicknames—were a favorite method for political attacks.
3
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James Monroe

President James Monroe (1758-1831) was the object of three investigations by Congress into his expenditures for furniture. Following the burning of the White House in 1814 and Monroe’s inauguration in 1817, the official presidential residence had not been fully restored nor its furnishings replaced. An agreement was reached between Congress and Monroe, allowing the new president to use his own furniture, which would be purchased with government funds and sold back to him after he left office, with the transactions of the “Furniture Fund” monitored by two government appointees, William Lee and Samuel Lane, both friends of Monroe. When Lane died, a large sum of government money was unaccounted for, and questions were raised regarding the president’s potential profits from the furniture deal. The investigations turned up no evidence of improper conduct on the part of Monroe but the affair did generate negative publicity.
4

In 1826, John Randolph (1773-1833), U.S. senator from IVirginia, and Secretary of State Henry Clay (1777-1852) fought a bloodless duel, firing several rounds at each other before shaking hands. Both men were Republicans. The duel resulted from statements Randolph made during a debate in the Senate over an amendment to the Constitution that would provide for the direct election of the president and vice president. In his argument, Randolph had compared Clay and President Adams to two disreputable characters in the novel Tom Jones.
5
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John Randolph
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Sam Houston

Sam Houston (1793-1863), unaffiliated representative from Tennessee (and later Democratic senator and governor of Texas), was a supporter of General Andrew Jackson (then a Democratic Republican from Tennessee) and quarreled with General William White, who was politically opposed to Jackson. Houston and White fought a duel triggered by their political differences on September 21, 1826, while standing on the border between Kentucky and Tennessee. White was wounded in the exchange of fire but Houston escaped injury. Although he was known to have been challenged several other times in his life, Houston never again gave or accepted a dueling challenge.
6

Robert Brank Vance (1793-1827), U.S. representative from North Carolina, was mortally wounded during a duel in 1827 with Samuel Price Carson (1798-1838), who had beaten him in his campaign for reelection. The duel took place in Saluda Gap, North Carolina, and was triggered by a comment made by Vance during the election campaign, in which he stated that Carson’s father had “turned Tory” during the Revolution.
7

In 1827, Henry Conway (1793-1827), a delegate from the Arkansas Territory, dueled with Robert Crittenden (1797-1834), the territorial secretary of state. The two men had a falling out when Crittenden switched his political support from Conway to an opponent. Crittenden challenged Conway to a duel, which was held across the Mississippi River in Mississippi because dueling was illegal in Arkansas. Wounded in the duel, Conway died eleven days later, on November 9.
8

During the presidential election campaign of 1828, Democratic candidate Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) was politically attacked from several fronts. One rival published a pamphlet titled “The Indiscretions of Andrew Jackson,” in which the author listed 103 violent encounters and unethical activities the hot-tempered candidate had reportedly been guilty of. Several of these were duels, one of them resulting in a fatality. In that encounter, in 1806, Jackson shot and killed a man in a dispute over the payment of a gambling debt involving Jackson’s best racing horse. Opponents also singled out Jackson for “living in sin” with his wife, Rachel, because she had reportedly married Jackson before she had been legally divorced from her first husband. A newspaper editorial at the time stated, “Ought a convicted adulteress and her paramour husband be placed in the highest offices of this free and Christian land?” In response, Jackson scheduled a second marriage ceremony. On the opposing side of the race, Federalist candidate John Quincy Adams was accused of having had premarital sex with his wife, not to mention she had been born an illegitimate child.
9
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An early form of attack ad was the political poster This 1828 poster exposes candidate Andrew Jackson’s past. Among his alleged misdeeds are the deaths of six militiamen who were executed on his orders during the Creek War.


PROFILE The Petticoat War

President Andrew Jackson (1767-1845), already smarting from campaign attacks charging he had not been lawfully married to his wife, ran afoul of new scandals just after he was elected. One of the messiest became known as the “Petticoat War.” It was initiated by John Eaton, a close friend of the president, after he was appointed secretary of war. Eaton was romantically linked to Margaret Timberlake, an attractive widow who had a somewhat dubious reputation—not deserved, by most accounts— among Washington’s elite. After she married Eaton, the wives of the other members of the cabinet refused, because of Mrs. Eaton’s reputation, to call on or receive her socially, a major breach of protocol. The affair escalated over the course of a few years—despite a strong defense of Eaton and his wife from the president—culminating in a mass resignation of I the cabinet in 1831, after Jackson attempted to force a I resolution. Although major partisan politics were at play at the time, the public and many Washington politicians I concluded the issue was mostly about social standards. According to some contemporary accounts, a popular toast was “To the next cabinet-may they all be bachelors—or leave their wives at home.”
10
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A political cartoon about the mass resignation of President Jackson’s cabinet in 1831. The title: “The Rats Leaving a Falling House.”
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This election ticket for the campaign of 1836 makes a racist appeal against Richard Johnson because of his nonwhite mistress. The caption reads: “Let ebery good dimicrat vote for my husband, and den he shall hab his sheer ub de surplum rebbenu wat is in my bag.”

During the 1828 election campaign in Kentucky, Senate candidate Richard Mentor Johnson (1780-1850) lost the support of his party, the Democratic Republicans. Although he had already served several terms in Congress, Johnson became a political liability due to his openly living with, though not being married to, Julia Chin, a slave he had inherited. Johnson fathered two children with Chin, who died in 1833. He was later successful in a bid for a seat in the House, and in 1837 was elected vice president of the United States despite lingering political ill effects related to publicity about his private life. While serving in this office, he stirred up more scandal and embarrassment for the president. Deeply in debt, the vice president opened a hotel and tavern in White Sulphur Spring, Kentucky, where it was reported he was living with “a young Delilah of about the complexion of Shakespears swarthy Othello.”
11

In 1829, Dr. Tobias Watkins, former auditor with the treasury department, was convicted and sent to prison for embezzling more than $7,000 ($151,000 in today’s dollars) while he was serving in the administration of President Adams. His public trial was an embarrassment to the former president, but did not implicate him. Watkins stole the money on his own in order to cover gambling debts.
12

On April 24, 1830, James Hawkins Peck (1790-1836), U.S. district court judge in Missouri, was impeached by the House and tried on a charge of “usurpation and exercise of arbitrary power.” The judge was accused of imprisoning a lawyer for twenty-four hours and suspending his license for eighteen months after the lawyer had published an article criticizing one of Peck’s legal opinions. The Senate found him not guilty the following year.
13

Spencer Darwin Pettis (1802-1831), recently elected Jacksonian U.S. representative from Missouri, was killed in a duel on August 26, 1831, in the aftermath of a bitter election campaign. His opponent was Major Thomas Biddle, who also died from wounds suffered in the duel. According to contemporary accounts, the men were only five feet apart when they drew their pistols, and the barrels of the guns overlapped as they fired. Their violent encounter took place on “Bloody Island” on the Mississippi River, across from St. Louis. The instigation was an article written by Biddle, in which he opposed Pettis’ election using terms that Pettis felt were designed to “render him contemptible in the eyes of his constituents.” Pettis was the challenger, giving to Biddle, by custom, the choice of weapon. He selected flintlock pistols that had previously been owned by Aaron Burr and had been used in his fatal duel with Alexander Hamilton.
14

[image: ]

Governor William Marcy was depicted in political cartoons with a prominent patch on his trousers.

In the election of 1832, the governor’s race in New York was between Francis Granger (1792-1868), a state assemblyman, and William Learned Marcy (1786-1857), a U.S. senator. The former was backed by the National Republicans and the latter by the Jacksonian Democrats. The campaign was marked by mud-slinging and a variety of charges. In one, Marcy was accused of requesting official reimbursement for fifty cents he had spent on having his trousers mended, resulting in a taunting nickname, “Marcy pantaloons.” Nevertheless, he managed to withstand the personal attacks and won the election.
15

On January 30, 1835, Richard Lawrence, an unemployed house-painter, attacked President Andrew Jackson inside the House of Representatives during a funeral service. Lawrence had two pistols, but both of them misfired. Following this event, the president instigated an investigation into George Poindexter (1779-1853), Republican senator from Mississippi and a noted political foe of the president. Jackson and others, including some newspapers, accused Poindexter of organizing the assassination attempt, the first in the history of the presidency. A Senate committee concluded there was no evidence that implicated Poindexter in the event; two witnesses who testified against him were found not believable. But the senator, reportedly an “irascible” man, was not reelected and never served in public office again.
16

Jonathan Cilley (1802-1838), U.S. representative from Maine, was killed in a duel with William J. Graves (1805-1848), U.S. representative from Kentucky, on February 24, 1838. Cilley, a Democrat, and Graves, a Whig, had political disagreements, but the challenge for the duel was personal and instigated by Graves. It began when Cilley criticized James Watson Webb, a newspaper editor and Whig supporter, for publishing an article linking Cilley with corruption. The editor wrote a note requesting that Cilley detail his complaints. Graves was selected to deliver the note, but it was refused by Cilley, who commented that it would not be accepted because it came from “a person of disputed respectability.” Although Cilley was referring to Webb, Graves took it as a personal insult, believing it was intended for him as well as the editor. Their duel took place on the Marlboro Pike just outside of Washington, D.C. The loss of a prominent politician generated widespread protests against dueling. On February 20, 1839, a congressional act was passed prohibiting duels in the District of Columbia.
18
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Public sympathy was high for Congressman Jonathan Cilley after he died in a duel in 1838. Political allies and many citizens believed that the killing was provoked by James Webb, a well-known newspaper editor and political rabble-rouser. Following the duel, various threats were made against Webb, prompting this cartoon, which shows the editor parading brazenly in public, daring retaliation. The caption reads: “I’m a small Army in Myself: I am afraid there is not much danger here after all.”


PROFILE Robert Potter

[image: ]

One of the few politicians to leave a legacy in more than one state, Robert Potter (c.1800-1842) had a remarkable history. A native of North Carolina, he was a midshipman in the U.S. Navy and then a lawyer in Halifax County. In 1826 and 1828, Potter was elected to the North Carolina State House of Commons, but not without a fight. Literally. After his first attempt at election in 1824 led to a defeat at the polls, he charged his opponent, the incumbent, with fraud and challenged him to a duel. Refusing to fight, the incumbent and his supporters were then attacked by Potter—well known for his reckless temperament—and a group of his friends, leading to one death and several injuries. The event, which occurred in Potter’s hometown, was labeled “The Hell in Halifax.” Because of the threat of continued violence, the election in 1825 was canceled, but Potter finally succeeded in ousting his opponent in the election of 1826. During his term in office, Potter was involved in a number of political issues that attracted contention, chief among them a bill he sponsored to create
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