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FOREWORD

This book does not pretend to be a definitive study of President John
Tyler and his times (1790-1862). Nor, obviously, is it the last word
on his wife, the vivacious Julia Gardiner Tyler (1820-188¢). It is,
instead, an attempt to humanize John Tyler and bring him out of the
shadow into which history has cast him; to see him as his wife, his
family and his intimate friends saw him, and as he saw himself. The
book is therefore an informal social history of the Tylers and the
Gardiners, two proud families who numbered in their midst many able
and ambitious people. Not the least of these were the tenth President
of the United States and his second wife. The backdrop against which
the Tyler-Gardiner family alliance is viewed is the political and sectional
history of the United States from 1810 to 1890.

Few Americans today know much about Tyler save that he was
the “Tyler too” who ran for the Vice-Presidency on the ticket that
elevated someone nicknamed “Tippecanoe” to the White House back
in the distant reaches of the 18cos. That Tyler became the first Vice-
President to succeed to power when an elected President died in office
is also not as well known as it might be among contemporary Americans.
Ironically, few American Presidents have so wanted to be remembered
to posterity for their deeds. Yet John Tyler has become one of America’s
most obscure Chief Executives. His countrymen generally remember
him, if they have heard of him at all, as the rhyming end of a catchy
campaign slogan. Only one solid biography of him has appeared in the
century since his death—Professor Oliver P. Chitwood’s fine study
which was published twenty-five years ago. Unfortunately, it has long
been out of print and is virtually unobtainable today.

When I began the research for this volume there seemed to be a
place for a new evaluation of Tyler that, insofar as possible and prac-
ticable, would emphasize the human side of the man—his fears, frus-
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trations, ambitions, joys, sorrows and loves. The recent appearance of
some ten thousand new Gardiner and Tyler family letters, many of
which include revealing insights into the private lives of Tyler and his
intimates, fixed my decision in the matter of emphasis. These valuable
letters have never before been employed by an historian. They are the
foundation upon which this book has been based. They help fill the
vacuum of primary source material created when the bulk of Tyler’s
private papers were burned in the fires set by the retreating Confederate
Army during Lee’s evacuation of Richmond in April 1865. In addition
I bave employed several thousand Tyler and Gardiner letters reposing
in known manuscript collections and in the three volumes of Tyler
papers and letters published by the late Dr. Lyon Gardiner Tyler in
the mid-1880s. The intense personal quality of much of the available
material has encouraged an effort to convert the bronze statue of the
forgotten President into a flesh and blood creature. The reader will dis-
cover that T am as interested in Tyler the husband, the father and the
planter as I am in Tyler the President, the states’ righter and the
secessionist.

This is as much the story of the New York Gardiners as it is of
the Virginia Tylers. It details the love of a widowed President for a
woman thirty years his junior, their courtship, their marriage, and their
life together in the White House and afterwards at Sherwood Forest
plantation. It is largely through Gardiner eyes, especially those of the
incomparable Julia and her delightful sister Margaret, that we see John
Tyler the family man and the statesman. Surely the nineteenth century
produced few American women as fascinating, attractive and forceful as
Julia Gardiner Tyler. Whether she was flirting with politicians, “reign-
ing” as First Lady over her White House “Court,” lobbying for Texas
annexation, advising the President on patronage, raising her seven
children, presiding over a James River plantation house, demanding
secession, or running the Union blockade, her every action and activity
revealed her boundless energy. Like her domineering mother Juliana
and her ambitious brother Alexander Gardiner, Julia Tyler was a posi-
tive and dynamic personality who usually got what she wanted. For-
tunately for the historian, the members of the loquacious Gardiner
clan liked nothing better than to write each other long, candid, and
gossipy letters. Because of this, nearly half of the book turns on the
intimate history of the Gardiner family before, during and after its
connection with the ill-starred tenth President.

As for Tyler the politician, it seemed presumptuous for me to
attempt to rewrite Professor Chitwood’s excellent Jokn Tyler: Cham-
pion of the Old South (1939), which deals primarily with Tyler’s
public life until 1845, or to rework the materials in two first-rate
scholarly monographs on the subject—Robert J. Morgan's 4 Whig
Embattled: The Presidency under John Tyler (1954), and Oscar D.
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Lambert’s Presidential Politics in the United States, 1841-1844 (1936).
For this reason, T have treated cursorily those sectors of Tyler’s political
career’ about which Chitwood, Morgan and Lambert have already
written in great detail. Only when the new documentary evidence has
warranted a closer look at Tyler’s motives and attitudes on crucial pub-
lic issues have I discussed that side of his life with any completeness at
all. For example, I have gone rather extensively into his third party
movement in 1843-1844 and the patronage questions involved, and
into his motives in Texas annexation. The Gardiners were quite close
to these developments and their private correspondence throws much
new light on the problems encountered. Otherwise, many of the ac-
tivities of Tyler’s long and controversial public career have been
drastically compressed, mentioned only in passing, or slighted alto-
gether.

Similarly, it proved impossible to provide as historical background
more than a cursory account of the many issues and personalities in
American history from Tyler’s birth in 1790 to Julia’s death in 1889.
Consequently, I have sketched in only enough of this material to make
Tyler’s actions and reactions, and those of the members of his family,
intelligible to the reader whose college course in American history may
have become hazy over the years. In doing so, I have made no par-
ticular effort to resolve the great national controversies with which
Tyler concerned himself—the Bank of the United States, the tariff,
internal improvements, slavery, secession and the Civil War. I un-
limber little of the available scholarly artillery—the hundreds of
biographies, monographs, Ph.D. theses, memoirs, and articles—that
might be brought to bear on every nuance of each of these complex and
controversial issues. It was clear to me at the outset that I would have
the space in a single volume to do little more than state the basic
nature of these problems, provide a few passing references to each
in the backnotes and bibliography, and move on to emphasize the
Tyler-Gardiner view of the matter as it personally affected them and
as it was revealed in their private correspondence. This decision may
have made for some imbalance in my interpretation.

Nor have my personal biases always been well camouflaged in
these pages. Tyler owned Negroes and he accepted the institution of
human slavery. He believed in rigid states’ rights, strict construction of
the Constitution, the territorial dismemberment of the Mexican Empire,
and secession. I have little confidence that any of these ideas and poli-
cies were in the best interests of the United States at the time, although
I try to treat Tyler’s view of them in a manner which is neither hostile
nor patronizing. He opposed the Bank of the United States, the pro-
tective tariff and popular democracy. My twenty-twenty hindsight tells
me that the nation needed a national bank, a moderate tariff, and an
expansion of the democratic process in the ante-bellum period. I can
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not accept human slavery in any form although I think I can appreciate
and sympathize with Tyler’s moral dilemma on the agonizing questions
of abolition and secession. To the Gardiners money and social position
were the root of all good and the measure of all worth; I think not.
Both families were Anglophobes; I am not. While I have tried to
suspend my biases the better to appreciate and understand theirs, I
am certain that mine remain and push through to the surface. The
reader should therefore be aware of these fundamental conflicts be-
tween the biographer and his subjects and make allowances accord-
ingly.

¢ yNevert_heless, the reader will learn very quickly that I like John
and Julia Tyler and most of the members of their immediate families.
By and large they were engaging people. Tyler made many mistakes,
and his intellectual window on the world of his day appears a clouded
one to me a hundred years removed from the period in which he lived
and worked. He was somewhat too thin-skinned about personal criti-
cism; he could be maddeningly self-righteous; he managed money
casually. Yet I find him to be a courageous, principled man, a fair and
honest fighter for his beliefs. He was a President without a party. Con-
sidering this overriding political fact, his achievement of Texas annexa-
tion by manipulating Polk and the Democracy was the intrepid and
successful playing of a weak hand. He was a skillful politician in the
best sense of that often misused word. The inberent rebel in Tyler’s
stubborn nature also impresses me as a laudable characteristic. It seems
a refreshing quality in this era of social and political togetherness. When
the majority said, “Yes...how true...you’re so right,” John Tyler
could generally be counted upon to say, “No, gentlemen, it won’t do.”
He seldom compromised his principles. If anything, he was too rigid
in them. He lived in great psychological fear of historical obscurity and
economic insolvency. Yet on more than one occasion he accepted eco-
nomic hardship and the prospect of certain obscurity rather than take
what he considered the hypocritical road to political popularity. He

died insolvent and unsung,.
"7 True, he was neither a great President nor a great intellectual.
He lived in a time in which many brilliant and forceful men strode
the American stage—Clay, Calhoun, Benton, Webster, Jackson, Douglas
and Lincoln—and he was overshadowed by all of them, as was the
office of the Presidency itself. The leading issues with which he grappled,
relatively few in number by today’s standards, ultimately required a
bloody civil war to resolve. Save for the success of his Texas policy
and his Maine Boundary treaty with Great Britain, his administration
has been and must be counted an unsuccessful one by any modern
measure of accomplishment. Had he surrendered his states’ rights and
anti-Bank principles he might have salvaged it. He chose not to sur-
render and the powerful Henry Clay crushed him. From then on he
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administered a caretaker government amid mounting threats of im-
peachment and assassination.

He was, however, a good lawyer, a fine farmer, an excellent husband
to two wives, and an understanding father to fourteen children. In Julia
Gardiner he had one of the great belles of the nineteenth century for a
wife. She cured him of an inherent prudery and brought his best personal
qualities to the fore. In a word, she made him happy. She was an able,
bright, determined, and socially ambitious woman, and the reader will
soon discover that I am both impressed and amused by her sheer drive
and her immense extrovertism. Her will power was exceeded only by her
personal charm and her often cynical sense of humor. As a hostess she
was without peer. She remains, with few real challengers, one of the
most interesting First Ladies in White House history. I like her and
her numerous children and the essentially tragic figure who was her
husband. I hope the reader does too. It is a bias for which I make no

apology.
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TRUE LOVE IN A COTTAGE

You must not believe all the President says about
the homeymoon lasting always—he kas found out
that you in common with the rest of Eve’s daughters
are fond of flattery.

—JULIANA MC LACHLAN GARDINER, 1844

The Right Reverend Benjamin Treadwell Onderdonk, fourth Bishop
of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, was a busy man. But not too
busy to see Alexander Gardiner, the twenty-six-year-old lawyer and
Tammany politician who had requested an appointment at noon on that
hot Saturday of June 22, 1844. No time was wasted after young
Gardiner strode into the Bishop’s chambers. Characteristically, he came
right to the point. His mission, he explained, was as simple as it was
confidential. Would the Bishop officiate at the marriage of his younger
sister, Miss Julia Gardiner, to John Tyler, President of the United
States? Taken aback, Onderdonk pressed Gardiner for the details, and
Alexander briefly explained that the proposed ceremony was being
planned for the Church of the Ascension on Fifth Avenue at Tenth
Street at 2 .M. on Wednesday, June 26. The Reverend Dr. Gregory
Thurston Bedell, rector of the church and clergyman to the family when
the Gardiners were resident at their Lafayette Place town house, would
assist the Bishop at the ceremony. Gardiner impressed on Onderdonk
the importance of absolute secrecy in the matter, pointing out that the
wedding date had been hastily arranged and that President Tyler would
arrive incognito in the city late on Tuesday evening, June 25. Only four
months had elapsed since the tragic death of David Gardiner, the bride’s
father. He had been among those struck down when the great experi-
mental gun aboard the steam frigate Princefon exploded the preceding
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February. The family was still in deep mourning. For this reason, ex-
plained Alexander, the Gardiners were planning a very small ceremony.
There was to be no publicity of any kind. With that admonition,
Alexander Gardiner departed.?

Aside from the Bishop’s ready assent to perform the nuptials, no
record of his reaction to this brief interview has survived. But Benjamin
Onderdonk was a worldly man. He lived in no stained-glass tower and
several practical thoughts undoubtedly crossed his mind after Alexander
had left. He knew that the Gardiners were a long-established, wealthy,
and prominent family, residents at various times of Gardiners Island,
East Hampton, and New York City. They were the direct descendants
of Lion Gardiner, the professional soldier who had first come to America
in 1635 under contract to the Connecticut Company as a fortifications
engineer. He was aware that Julia Gardiner was an attractive and ac-
complished woman, for several seasons one of the reigning belles at
Washington and Saratoga Springs. Surely he wondered at the propriety
of so conspicuous a wedding following hard on the heels of so pub-
licized a family funeral. He could imagine what the gossips would do
with that (as they did). And he may have ruminated on the plain fact
that John Tyler was fifty-four and his bride-to-be fully thirty years his
junior. If such were his thoughts, however, he kept them to himself.

The courtship of John Tyler and Julia Gardiner had begun in
Washington in January 1843, four months after the death of the tenth
President’s first wife, the beautiful Letitia Christian Tyler of Virginia.
It matured quickly during the early spring of 1843 amid a storm of
rumor, speculation, and gossip, much of the latter salacious and vicious.
In March 1843 a “definite understanding” had been reached, although
no formal engagement was then announced. Julia’s mother had blocked
that. The sudden death of David Gardiner on the Princeton necessitated
a further delay in plans. Thus it was not until April 20, 1844, seven
weeks after the tragedy aboard the Princeton, that the President of the
United States, using a second-hand envelope (John Tyler was a frugal
man), wrote to Juliana McLachlan Gardiner, mother of the intended
bride, asking formally for Julia’s hand in marriage:

I have the permission of your dear daughter, Miss Julia Gardiner, to ask your
approbation of my address to her, dear Madam, and to obtain your consent
to our marriage, which in all dutiful obedience she refers to your decision.
May I indulge the hope that you will see in this nothing to object, and that
you will confer upon me the high privilege of substituting yourself in all that
care and attention which you have so affectionately bestowed upon her. My
position in Society will I trust serve as a guarantee for the appearance which
I give, that it will be the study of my life to advance her happiness by all
and every means in my power.2

Juliana Gardiner knew perfectly well what Tyler’s “position in
Society” was. In answering the President’s letter on April 22 she implied
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that this fact was not sufficient to dull her sense of judgment on so
important a matter. She must insist that her daughter receive from
Tyler’s hands “all the necessary comforts and elegancies of life” to
which the Gardiners had been long accustomed. It would have been im-
polite to look the Presidential gift horse straight in the mouth, but
Juliana did want to make certain that the Tylers had a horse of some
value:

In reply to your letter received day before yesterday I confess I am at a loss
what answer to return. The subject is to my mind so momentous and serious,
rendered doubly so by my own recent terrible bereavement, that I know of no
considerations which this world could offer that would make me consent with-
out hesitation and anxiety, to a union so sacred but which death can dissolve.
The deep and solemn emotions of my mind are not to be regarded as a cri-
terion of the mind of others neither do I desire by any reference to my own
feelings to cast a shade over the future hopes of those whose anticipations of
life are comparatively unclouded. Your high political position, eminent public
service, and above all unsullied private character command the highest respect
of myself and family and lead me to acquiesce in what appear to be the
impulse of my daughter’s heart and the dictates of her judgment. In cases of
this kind I think the utmost candor should prevail and I hope you will not
deem the suggestions I consider my duty as a mother to urge otherwise than
proper. Her comfortable settlement in life, a subject often disregarded in
youth but thought of and felt in maturity, claims our mutual consideration.
Julia in her tastes and inclination is neither extravagant nor unreasonable tho’
she has been accustomed to all the necessary comforts and elegancies of life.
While she remains in the bosom of my family they can be continued to her. I
have no reason to suppose but you will have it in your power to extend to
her the enjoyments by which she has been surrounded and my reference to
the subject arises from a desire to obviate all misunderstanding and future
trial.3 -

For a woman torn emotionally by the sorrows and psychological
readjustments of early widowhood, Juliana Gardiner had a canny ability
to penetrate to the core of the practical economic realities of life, par-
ticularly those relating to its “enjoyments” and ‘“elegancies.” Her con-
cern was a natural one, conditioned by the fact that for two centuries
the Gardiners had held high status in fashionable New York society.
Thus when Juliana Gardiner questioned the President of the United
States on his ability to provide adequately for young Julia it was an in-
grained family reflex action. Unfortunately, Tyler’s reply to her in-
terrogatory (if indeed he did reply) is not extant. The important point
was that his future mother-in-law—nine years younger than himself—
had consented to the union. )

Tyler’s party arrived in New York by rail from the capital at
10:30 P,M. on Tuesday, June 23, and slipped unobserved into Howard’s
Hotel. “His traveling companions from Washington included John
Lorimer Graham, Postmaster of the City of New York and patronage
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dispenser for the Tylerite political forces in the area; John Tyler, Jr.,
his second son and private secretary; and Robert Rantoul, prominent
Boston politician, sometime Collector of Customs there, tw1ce unsuc-
cessfully nominated to high public office by the President. /So insistent
was Tyler on secrecy that he persuaded D. D. Howard, the proprietor
of the establishment, to lock up his servants for the night lest they
leak the news of his arrival in the city. In the best tradition of a
Renaissance poisoning, the secret was kept.

At two o’clock on the sultry Wednesday afternoon of June 26 the

ceremony was held, Bishop Onderdonk and Dr. Bedell presiding. Present
in the small wedding party at the Church of the Ascension were the im-
mediate family: Juliana, the bride’s mother; Margaret Gardiner, Julia’s
twenty-two-year-old sister; Alexander and David Lyon Gardiner, her
older brothers. Of the numerous Tylers, only John, Jr., accompanied
his distinguished father. Nonfamily guests included United States Post-
master General and Mrs. Charles A. Wickliffe, their daughters Mary
and Nannie, Miss Caroline Legaré, daughter of Hugh S. Legaré of South
Carolina, the late Attorney General and Secretary of State in the Tyler
administration, and Colonel and Mrs. John Lorimer Graham. Margaret
served her sister as bridesmaid and Alexander was her groomsman. The
bride wore a simple white dress of lisse “with a gauze veil descending
from a circlet of white flowers, wreathed in her hair.” Since she was in
mourning for her father she wore no jewelry. As the New York Herald
remarked, “In her form and personal appearance, she is beautiful; and
we should be proud to have her appear at the Court of Queen Victoria.”
This gratuitous remark was an oblique reference to the groundless
rumor that Tyler was about to withdraw from the 1844 Presidential
canvass, throw his strength to Democrat James K. Polk, and receive
in return the ambassadorship to the Court of St. James’s.*
"7 Julia was pretty. By the standards of her day she was considered
beautiful. Her raven-black hair was parted in the middle and pulled
back into neat, tight buns covering her ears. Her dark oval eyes were
large and expressive, the flashing beacons of an animated and ex-
troverted personality. Firm chin, full lips, and a straight nose perhaps a
trifle too large for her small round face completed a picture of charm
and attractiveness. She was five feet three inches in height with a tiny
hourglass waist and a full bust. Tending to plumpness, Julia (like all
women) would always complain of her tendency to gain weight. But
on her wedding day in June 1844 her light complexion, white dress, and
gauze veil contrasted effectively and strikingly with her dark hair and
eyes to produce a trim appearance of radiance and loveliness. Indeed,
her bright face, shapely figure, and pleasing manner were enough to
excite the envy of any man for John Tyler’s good fortune. In the homage
of one newspaperman the President was “Lucky honest John.” 3

Following the brief Episcopal ceremony five carriages transported
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the wedding party from the church to the Gardiner residence on La-
fayette Place. After a light wedding breakfast the guests repaired to
the foot of Courtland Street, where they boarded the ferryboat Essex
for a cooling turn around the harbor. Julia meanwhile had changed into
a plain black baize traveling gown. Waiting aboard the ferryboat to
greet and congratulate the radiant couple was a noisy group of local
politicians and Tyler supporters. Chief among them were William
Paxton Hallett, Silas M. Stilwell, George D. Strong, and Louis F.
Tasistro. A band entertained the happy cargo as the Essex moved among
the ships anchored in the harbor. Thundering salutes were received
from the warships Nortk Carolina and—ironically—Princeton, and
from the guns of the fort on Governors Island. Within an hour the
President and Julia were debarked at Jersey City. There they entrained
for Philadelphia and a honeymoon trip that would lead them to Wash-
ington, Old Point Comfort, and to the President’s recently acquired
estate, Sherwood Forest, in Charles City County, Virginia. Margaret
accompanied the newlyweds as far as the capital, an arrangement not
considered unusual in Victorian days. A maidservant completed the
wedding party. The plan was to stop a few days at the White House
to permit Tyler to attend to official business that had piled up during
his absence, and then to proceed to Old Point Comfort and Sherwood
Forest for the remainder of the honeymoon.

When news of the wedding was published the next day in the New
York papers, the effect was electric. Alexander, who thoroughly enjoyed
intrigue, was particularly pleased with the cowp he had so skillfully
arranged:

The city continues full of the surprise [he wrote Julia], and the ladies will not
recover in some weeks. At the corners of the streets, in the public places and
in every drawing room it is the engrossing theme. The whole affair is con-
sidered one of the most brilliant coup de main ever acted; and I can not but
wonder myself, that we succeeded so well, in preserving at once the President’s
dignity, and our own feelings, from all avoidable sacrifice.®

For a day or two even the sensational murder trial of the notorious
Polly Bodine was pushed to the inside pages of the papers. The Herald,
among other newspapers, enjoyed the heaven-sent opportunity to juxta-
pose the wedding story with Tyler’s vigorous fight for the annexation
of Texas and his campaign for re-election on that issue. The puns were
bad but the spirit was good:

Miss Julia Gardiner [wrote a Herald reporter] is known as one of the most
accomplished daughters of the State of New York. It is said that the ladies
of this Country are all in favor of annexation, fo a man. Miss Gardiner is an
honor to her sex, and goes decidedly for Tyler and annexation...the
President has concluded a treaty of immediate annexation, which will be rati-
fied without the aid of the Senate of the United States...if we have lost
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Texas by the recent vote of the Senate, the gallantry of the President has
annexed Gardiners Island to the “Old Dominion.”... Now, then, is the
time to make a grand movement for Tyler’s re-election. Neither Polk nor
Clay can bring to the White House such beauty, elegance, grace, and high
accomplishments as does John Tyler, and meetings should be at once con-
vened—committees appointed—and all proper measures taken to ensure the
reign of so much loveliness for four years longer in the White House.”

The secrecy with which the Chief Executive’s wedding had been
arranged and executed produced some understandable embarrassment.
John Jones, editor of T/ke Madisonian, the Tyler newspaper in Wash-
ington, was only one of many administration insiders caught by surprise.
On the day before the ceremony Jones had run a routine announce-
ment of the President’s temporary departure from the capital to rest
from his “arduous duties” and seek a few days’ “repose.” At this un-
intended faux pas the Herald chortled with good-natured glee: “John
don’t know what’s going on. We rather think that the President’s
‘arduous duties’ are only beginning. ‘Repose,’ indeed!” 8

Most distressed by the suddenness of the wedding were the numer-
ous intimate friends and relatives of the Gardiners in New York City
who had received neither intimations of nor invitations to the important
social event. They were particularly critical of the fact that the Presi-
dent had seen fit to surround the wedding party with such socially un-
acceptable political hacks as John Lorimer Graham, William Paxton
Hallett, and Louis Tasistro and that the Gardiners had acquiesced in
this disgraceful arrangement. Following the departure of the President
and Julia for the South it fell to Alexander Gardiner to pacify the
injured sensibilities of this group. In this delicate task he claimed com-
plete success. He reported to Julia on June 28 that the “presence of
so many persons at the solemnization, and the announcement that they
constituted the bridal party, and were our guests after the ceremony,
awakened some unpleasant feelings among our relations and friends, but
these have been entirely quieted ... there were some names introduced
to the public as part of your party, in which you would have taken no
great pride in such a connection.” Nevertheless, as late as mid-July
family friends in the city were still bitterly complaining about the way
the whole thing had been handled.?

At East Hampton, Long Island, the news was received with sur-
prise and delight but with little of the causticity displayed by the bride’s
friends in the city. Julia had grown up in the hamlet and her friends, -
neighbors, and kinsmen there absorbed the fact of her marriage in the
unsophisticated manner of all villagers. They were too proud of East
Hampton’s sudden prominence in the world to worry about the social
structure of the wedding party.?

Relatives on the Tyler side were also stunned by the suddenness
of the event, particularly the President’s four daughters by his first wife.
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These ladies were well aware of their father’s desire to marry Julia
Gardiner. While they felt some concern about the sharp age difference
involved in the match, they all had accepted the inevitability of the
union. Throughout the difficult readjustment period that followed the
ceremony, their attitude toward their new young stepmother was in-
fluenced by the fact that they had all been extremely close to Letitia
Tyler, their own mother. Her death in September 1842 was still very
much on their minds and in their hearts. Hence it was the timing of the
wedding and its near-elopement character that produced their initial
pique. They were certainly not made privy to their father’s specific
plans. Three weeks before the wedding the President had told his eldest
daughter, Mary Tyler Jones, who was five years Julia’s senior, that he
had “nothing to write about which would be of any interest to you.”
He merely mentioned in passing that “whatever I may do on any sub-
ject be assured my dear daughter that your happiness will ever be near
to the heart of your Father.” This was the only hint of the approaching
nuptials any of his daughters received. Thus when the President an-
nounced the actual occurrence of the event to Mary on June 28 it was
really a plea for her approbation:

Well, what has been talked of for so long a time is consummated and Julia
Gardiner, the most lovely of her race, is my own wedded wife. If I can lay
my hand on a paper containing a proper account of the ceremonial I will send
it. Will not my dear child rejoice in my happiness! She is all that I could
wish her to be, the most beautiful woman of the age and at the same time the
most accomplished. This occurrence will make no change in aught that relates
to you. Nor will new associations produce the slightest abatement from my
affection for you.... Will you not also write a suitable letter to Julia...
expressive of your pleasure to see her? 11

Mary was a mature and sensible woman and she soon adjusted to
the idea of a young stepmother. Her sister, twenty-one-year-old Eliza-
beth Tyler Waller, required more time. So hurt and upset was she by
the news that it was nearly three months before she could bring herself
to write Julia and acknowledge the event. Addressing her letter to “My
dear Mrs. Tyler,” Elizabeth begged for time to absorb the implications
of the new situation:

My reasons for not having written you before will I hope be appreciated, and
I shall endeavor in giving them to you to be as candid as I would wish you
to be to me. For weeks after your marriage I could not realize the fact, and
even now it is with difficulty that I can convince myself that another fills the
place which was once occupied by my beloved Mother. I had ever been taught
to love that Mother above all else on Earth and surely you must feel that the
short space of two years could not have obliterated her memory sufficiently
for me to have been enabled to greet any one whom my father might have
married with a great deal of affection. We are strangers to each other now
which renders it impossible for either of us to entertain that affection which

7



I hope in after years we may feel. It would be impossible for me to regard any
one in this world in the lights of a Mother were they many years your senior
—but I shall endeavor to love you with the affection of a sister and trust it
may be reciprocated on your part.1?

Mary and Elizabeth did finally come to love and admire Julia. Tyler’s
second daughter, Letitia Tyler Semple, did not. Hers was a quiet ven-
detta with Julia that lasted through the years. She disliked her new
stepmother instantly. After a while her unreasonable hostility was
reciprocated by Julia—whose several attempts at peacemaking were all
rudely rebuffed. Alice Tyler, the youngest of the President’s daughters,
seventeen at the time of the wedding, also proved difficult about the new
order of things. Although she thawed considerably while serving as a
member of the First Lady’s “Court” during the brilliant 1844-1845
social season in Washington, she and Julia would have some tense
moments in the years ahead. But by the time of her own marriage in
1850 she had come to respect, if not love, her beautiful stepmother.

With Tyler’s three sons there was never a problem. Fourteen-year-
old Tazewell was too young to grasp fully the implications of what had
happened. His memory of Letitia was fairly dim and he was pleased to
have a new mother. Both of Tyler’s grown sons, Robert and John, Jr.,
were extremely fond of Julia. And while she in turn was often privately
critical of their political behavior and personal habits (particularly
those of the erratic John, Jr.), their relations over the years were gen-
erally warm and cordial. Save for the continuing hostility of Letitia
Semple, Julia fitted easily and quickly into the Tyler family complex.

Julia’s honeymoon trip to the South was a bit like Caesar’s trium-
phal return from Gaul. The wedding night was spent in Philadelphia.
Following a brief stopover in Baltimore, the honeymoon party reached
Washington on the evening of June 27. “Wherever we stopped, wher-
ever we went, crowds of people outstripping one another, came to gaze
at the President’s bride,” Julia exclaimed ecstatically; “tke secrecy
of the affair is on the tongue and admiration of everyone. Everyone
says it was the best managed thing they ever heard of. The President
says I am the best of diplomatists.”3

On Friday afternoon, June 28, there was a wedding reception in
the flower-laden Blue Room of the White House attended by ‘“‘a throng
of distinguished people.” Julia, Margaret, and the President received the
guests. In the center of the oval room stood a tastefully decorated table
on which was placed the wedding cake “surrounded by wine and
bouquets.” John C. Calhoun, Tyler’s energetic and controversial Sec-
retary of State, escorted Julia to the bride’s table and, in the approved
South Carolina feudal manner, gallantly helped her cut the great cake.
The reception lasted two hours. To the young bride it was all “very
brilliant—brilliant to my heart’s content.” Julia was truly in her ele-
ment. “I have commenced my auspicious reign,” she confided to her

8



mother, “and am in quiet possession of the Presidential Mansion.” 1*

In spite of this triumphant declaration it took the pragmatic
Juliana another week to comprehend fully the fact that her new son-in-
law was in truth the President of the United States, and that Julia
had begun her “reign” at his side:

My mind has been so absorbed with you [she wrote to Julia on July 4] that
the idea never occurred to me until this morning at the breakfast table it
seemed suddenly to break upon me that I had a son President of the United
States—as I was alone and no person to communicate this sudden conviction
to I enjoyed it by myself. To my mind however it is more like poetry than
reality. I used to indulge a fancy when David and Alex. were little children
perhaps one of these may be President—yet the idea in truth appeared so
improbable to my mind as to render it absurd.1®

One disquieting bit of news about Julia’s married life soon drifted
north to Juliana Gardiner. Within a few days of their arrival at the
White House, Margaret reported Tyler’s good-natured complaint that
Julia’s demand for his constant attention prevented him from working.
He had great difficulty getting his sleepy wife out of bed in the morn-
ing, and he observed that in other ways she was “a spoilt child.”
Margaret agreed with the President, conveying to Lafayette Place her
own opinion that if the honeymoon lasted much longer Julia would be
spoiled beyond redemption. After all, she confided to her mother, the
President’s job required a great deal of difficult and complex work, a
burden made no lighter for him by his strong political “hope of return-
ing to the White House in ’48.” 16

Juliana reacted quickly and positively to this adverse report from
the capital. She told Julia bluntly that her reign in Washington would
likely be short enough, and that she had better not “interrupt the Presi-
dent in his business.” Instead, she should “urge him on” in order to help
effect his re-election in November. Her advice on the more personal
question involved was equally straightforward: “Let your husband work
during all business hours,” she ordered. “Business should take the
precedence of caressing—reserve your caressing for private leisure and
be sure you let no one see it unless you wish to be laughed at.” Spe-
cifically, she suggested that Julia busy herself with putting the White
House in order. She had heard from Julia’s maidservant Elizabeth, and
she knew from personal observation, that it was a dirty and run-down
establishment. She pointed out that “the President should make the
government clean it forthwith. ... You know how I detest a dirty house.
Commence at once to look around and see that all things are orderly
and tidy. This will amuse and occupy you. . ..” %7

To this recommendation of occupational therapy Margaret, after
she had returned to New York, added the practical suggestion that
Julia might well start doing something constructive and useful for the
Gardiner family in her new position as First Lady. “You spend so muck
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time in kissing, things of more importance are left undone,” she com-
plained. There was, for example, their brother Alexander, whose re-
cently launched political career in New York City needed a sharp
Presidential nudge. “Recollect that A— too would like to have you make
kay for him while the Sun shines,” she reminded her sister. “In truth
you must be a politician.” Julia’s reaction to the family advice which
descended from New York was one of contrition. “I very well know
every eye is upon me, my dear mother, and I will behave accordingly.”” 18

As it turned out, Julia would have more effect on her brother’s
political fortunes than on the White House dirt. The President’s House
was in appalling condition in 1844, a slumlike casualty of the running
three-year battle between Tyler and the Congress. The hostile House
of Representatives had stubbornly refused to appropriate the funds
necessary to keep the mansion in even a minimum state of cleanliness.
Its white pillars were stained with tobacco juice, its draperies and rugs
were threadbare and worn, its walls and ceilings cried for paint, and in
its windows and remote corners one might observe “spiders amusingly
playing at beau-peek for a naughty fly.” Juliana McLachlan Gardiner
was a forceful and persuasive woman, as was her young daughter, the
new First Lady; but the two of them together, supported by all the
power and prestige of the Executive branch, were unable to move
the Congress of the United States to redecorate the White House dur-
ing the remaining seven months of the Tyler administration. Nothing
was done by Congress toward basic redecoration until the Polks took
possession in March 1845. Before she left Washington for Old Point
Comfort, however, Julia satisfied herself that the President at least
appreciated the sad condition of the domicile, and she exacted from
him a promise that when they returned in August she would find the
premises “in prime order.” 1°

Margaret returned to New York on July 1, although Tyler strongly
urged her to accompany them on to Old Point Comfort. He feared his
bride would “grow gloomy through the separation” from her beloved
sister, as for a brief time she did. But Margaret demurred, and the
honeymooners left Washington alone by boat on July 3, arriving at Old
Point at one o’clock the next morning. They were met at the landing
by Colonel Gustavus A. De Russy of New York, commanding officer
of Fortress Monroe, who conducted them to their cottage. Julia was
delighted with the comfort and beauty of the honeymoon retreat, and
the separation from Margaret was soon forgotten. As Tyler’s confidential
agent in the matter, De Russy had done well in tastefully selecting and
purchasing the furniture in Norfolk, and Julia described the arrange-
ments he had made with genuine enthusiasm:

Col. De Russy is one of the first officers of the country and a perfect gentle-
man. His taste, and I believe, his own hand, arranged our sleeping apartment.
... A richly covered high post bedstead hung with white lace curtains looped
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up with blue ribbon, and the cover at the top of the bedstead lined also with
blue—new matting which emitted its sweet fragrance, two handsome mahogany
dressing tables, writing table, and sofa, the room was papered to match, and
the whole establishment brand new—True love in a cottage—and quite a
contrast to my dirty establishment in Washington. It seemed quite as if I had
stepped into paradise.20

The next two days were filled with a ceaseless round of social
activities. All the officers of the garrison were marched in a body to the
honeymoon cottage to pay their respects to the Commander-in-Chief
and his bride, “a really imposing scene,” wrote Julia. The troops were
solemnly reviewed, a duty which Julia thought “all very fine and im-
posing but I was so annoyed by the mosquitos [sic] which positively
devoured me.” In addition, there was a dinner aboard a Revenue cutter,
endless toasts to the happiness of the President and his lady, and a
flying visit from the swashbuckling John Tyler, Jr. An inspection tour
of the USS Pennsylvania (the largest sailing warship ever built in
America), lying in Hampton Roads, was marred somewhat when the
flustered and confused Commodore William C. Bolton lost count of the
formal salute and fired only nineteen guns instead of the customary
twenty-one for a President of the United States. Flowers and wine,
marching men and gallant officers, booming salutes, compliments and
flattery made these days memorable for the young lady of East
Hampton, thrust suddenly into the national spotlight.2!

Never had Julia been so completely happy. “The P. bids me tell
you the honeymoon is likely to last forever,” she breathlessly told her
mother, “for he finds himself falling in love with me every day.” This
was a bit too lyrical for the practical Juliana. “You must not believe
all the President says about the honeymoon lasting always,” she wrote
her starry-eyed daughter, “for he has found out that you in common
with the rest of Eve’s daughters are fond of flattery.” It was a charge
Julia could not easily deny. She was a woman, and she was a Gardiner.
Flattery, when it flowed freely and abundantly, was the very fountain
of her emotional strength and happiness. At Old Point Comfort in July
1844 it flowed in torrents.??

While Julia thoroughly enjoyed the deference and attention that
came with being the First Lady of the land, she was not insensitive
to the fact that her husband was under great political strain during
the entire honeymoon. For him it was a time of decision. As Julia
explained it from Sherwood Forest in early July, “In this region of the
country the President’s friends are strong and true, but whether he
shall continue as a candidate is a question upon which he is now
deliberating. As to his views the President will soon write to Alexander.”
This was the first indication anyone in the Gardiner family had that
the President was contemplating withdrawing himself and his Demo-
cratic-Republican third party from the 1844 campaign. The Gardiners
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had simply assumed, as had most of the President’s close friends, that
Tyler would continue in the race, win or lose. There is considerable
evidence that they were confident of his success in the tricornered con-
test with Polk and Henty Clay. Nonetheless, it was reassuring to know
that the Gardiners would instantly be privy to the President’s innermost
political thoughts, whatever his decision in this instance would be. The
Tyler~-Gardiner marriage alliance was destined to be one that was
political as well as social and economic. Because of this, the redoubtable
Juliana could insist with good reason that her daughter learn to “be
a politician and look deep into the affairs of State.” Julia learned to be
a politician—rapidly—and her later contribution to the social and po-
litical success of the Tyler administration was no small thing.23

On the sixth of July the President and his bride went up the James
River for a five-day inspection visit to Sherwood Forest, located on the
north bank twenty-seven miles southeast of Richmond. It was a mag-
nificent sixteen-hundred-acre plantation which Tyler had purchased in
1842 as his place of retirement. When Julia first saw it, the ninety-by-
forty-two-foot house, located in a large grove of oaks, was undergoing
the extensive remodeling and enlargement that would bring it to its
present length of three hundred feet. The President’s son-in-law, Henry
Lightfoot Jones, and his daughter, Mary Tyler Jones, were temporarily
managing the estate and supervising the construction work of the slave
gangs. The basic work was not scheduled for completion until Decem-
ber 1844 and it would be a full year after that before all the detail
work was finished. When at last it was finished in 1845 it was one of the
most beautiful and impressive homes in Tidewater Virginia.

The morning after their arrival at the plantation, Tyler called
the sixty-odd slaves to the house to greet their new “missus.” It was a
solemn moment. The Negroes shuffled their feet and tugged self-con-
sciously at their caps. For a few embarrassed minutes no one spoke.

“Well, how do you like her looks?” the President finally called
to one of his oldest Negroes.

“Oh, she is mighty handsome—just like one doll-bady, by Gov.,”
said the old-timer. The slaves laughed uproariously, the remark being
what Julia correctly recognized as “the quintessence of a negro com-
pliment.” 3¢

While Tyler talked politics with his friends and constituents in
the area, still contemplating his course of action in the Presidential
canvass, Julia wandered over the house and grounds, trying to decide
what furniture and shrubs would be needed,

... directing the Carpenters and mechanics where to make this change and
where this addition. The head carpenter was amazed at my science and the
President acknowledged I understood more about carpentry and architecture
than he did, and he would leave all the arrangements that were to be made
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entirely to my taste. I intend to make it as pleasant as I can under the cir-
cumstances. A new house I would have arranged and built differently of course.
It will be the handsomest place in the County and I assure you there are
some very fine ones in it. The grove will be made into a park (twenty-five
acres) and stocked with deer.... The President says when we walk about
the house “This is for your mother to occupy, this for Margaret, and that for
David and Alexander.”... How I wish I had vou here to talk over my
arrangements for I am sure I don’t know what to propose, and in everything
the President appeals to me. In the world, as here, wherever he goes and
whatever is done it is me in all situations he seems only to consider.?s

That Tyler was supremely happy with his new bride there is no
doubt. Her beauty, vivacity, good humor, and poise delighted him;
her stamina amazed him. Julia correctly represented his feelings when
she said that ‘“Nothing appears to delight the President more than to
notice the admiration, and to hear people sing my praises.” He was
completely captivated by Julia. When John Tyler was happy poetry
invariably flowed from his lips and from his pen. Thus from his honey-
moon with Julia came a final version of the verse “Sweet Lady,
Awake!” which he had originally written during their courtship. Sub-
titled “A Serenade Dedicated to Miss Julia Gardiner,” the President
revised, polished, and reworked it at the honeymoon cottage at Old
Point Comfort. Julia, her considerable musical talents unimpaired by
ber new title and responsibilities, set it to music:

Sweet lady awake, from your slumbers awake,
Weird beings we come o’er hill and through brake
To sing you a song in the stillness of night,
Oh, read you our riddle fair lady aright?
We are sent by the one whose fond heart is your own,
Who mourns in thy absence and sighs all alone.
Alas, he is distant—but tho’ far, far away,
He thinks of you, lady, by night and by day.
Sweet lady awake, sweet lady awake!

His hearth, altho’ lonely, is bright with your fame,

And therefore we breathe not the breath of his name.

For oh! if your dreams have response in your tone,

Long since have you known it as well as your own.

We are things of the sea, of the earth, and the air,

But ere you again to your pillow repair,

Entrust us to say you gave ear to our strain,

And were ke the minstrel you would listen again.
Sweet lady awake, sweet lady awake!

While it is hardly Gilbert and Sullivan in quality, the ballad remains
the only known musical collaboration of a President and his First
Lady. Although the team of Tyler and Tyler was destined to pose
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no serious threat to that of Rodgers and Hart, the sentiment of the
President’s love for his young wife was sincere.26

Before the return of the honeymooners to Old Point Comfort
from Sherwood Forest on July 10, and well before the honeymoon
trip finally ended at Washington in early August, the gossips were hard
at work discussing the suitability of a marriage between a fifty-four-
year-old man and a twenty-four-year-old woman. Julia’s mother re-
ported a typical exchange among several ladies at a resort hotel in
Rockaway, Long Island, which seemed to sum up all the vicious pos-
sibilities. As one of the gossips put it, “Well I never would ke to inter-
fere much with inclinations of my daughter in such cases, but I can’t
help thinking it was a great sacrifice for such a young and beautiful
belle to make in marrying a man so much older than herself.” Others
chimed in with the observations that the President was “not rich either”
and that he had “a large family besides.”

It was not enough to label this, as Juliana promptly did, the
“ignorant gossip . .. of our enlightened fashionable society such as con-
gregate at the watering places in this region.” Privately and subcon-
sciously the age question also disturbed the Gardiners, the Tylers, and
many of their intimate friends. Elizabeth Tyler Waller had this in her
mind when she wrote to Julia in September of her difficulty adjusting
to any stepmother, even one “many years your senior.” J. J. Bailey, a
Gardiner family friend, had teased Julia in 1843 about her developing
romance with the President, repeating a widely held conviction in
Washington society that such a match “would appear like green tendrils
round a gnarled oak or like a wreath of roses on the brow of Saturn—
Julia Gardiner and John Tyler indeed!”—a remark the socially sen-
sitive Juliana had relayed to her son Alexander in New York with great
concern. Indeed, when Margaret Gardiner first met the President at
a Washington reception in December 1842, she described him to her
brother David as a “most agreeable old gentleman.” Subconsciously,
Margaret never overcame this initial impression of Tyler. In a “funny
dream” she reported to Julia in November 1845, she

...thought we were all at Newport together with you—awaiting his arrival.
In the midst of the crowd he presented himself just emerged from a regular
spree, so bloated as to be quite unrecognizable. You were so ashamed and
provoked as to take no notice of him. But David went to shake hands and
told him he always thought he was a young looking man but he was anything
but that now. “Yes,” replied the P— in melancholy tones, “I have grown old
in a few days....” Was there ever anything so ridiculous? 27

At one point Tyler himself wondered whether the age gap might
not be too broad. Riding in his carriage one day in March 1844 with
his good friend Henry A. Wise, he decided to confide to the Virginia
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politician his intention to marry a much younger woman. He named
Julia Gardiner and watched closely for Wise’s reaction.

“Have you really won her?” asked his friend in amazement.

“Yes,” replied the President; “and why should I not?”

“You are too far advanced in life to be imprudent in a love-
scrape,” countered the cautious Wise.

“How imprudent?” Tyler pressed him.

“Easily,” said Wise. “You are not only past middle age, but you
are President of the United States, and that is a dazzling dignity which
may charm a damsel more than the man she marries.”

“Pooh!” laughed the President. “Why, my dear sir, I am just full
in my prime!”’

Wise was not convinced. To make his point stronger, he told Tyler
the story of a James River planter who had also decided to marry a
much younger woman. The planter finally asked his house slave, Toney,
what he thought of the match.

“Massa, you think you can stand dat?” asked the servant in awe.

“Yes, Toney, why not? I am yet strong, and I can now, as well as
ever I could, make her happy.”

“Yes; but Massa,” replied Toney, “yox is now in your prime,
dat’s true; but when she is in Zer prime, where den, Massa, will your
prime be?” Tyler burst into laughter.?8

If Julia or the President ever worried about the thirty-year differ-
ence in their ages, none of their surviving personal letters give any in-
dication of it. Nor is there any evidence to suggest that Julia tortured
herself psychologically with fears of a lengthy widowhood. On the
contrary, she passed off the age question with good humor. There is
no better illustration of this than the lines of a poem she wrote for her
husband in March 1852, on the occasion of his sixty-second birthday:

There may be those with courtier tongue
Who homage pay to me—

But deep the tribute love compels,
With which I bend to thee!

Let ruthless age then, mark thy brow—
It need not touch thy heart—

And what €’er changes time may bring,
T’ll love thee as thou art!...

Then listen, dearest, to my strain—
And never doubt its truth—

Thy ripen’d charms are all to me,
Wit 1 prefer to youth! 29

The fears of Henry A. Wise were never realized. Returning from
his ambassadorship to Brazil in the fall of 1847, he saw Tyler again
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for the first time since their carriage ride and conversation in Washing-
ton in March 1844. Wise immediately noticed that included in the
former President’s baggage on the river boat that day was a double-
seated wicker baby carriage.

“Aha! it has come to that, has it?” laughed Wise, lifting his eye-
brows.

“Yes,” said Tyler; “you see now how right I was; it was no vain
boast when I told you I was in my prime. I have a houseful of goodly
babies budding around me....” At the time he had but two, but more
would come along—five more, to be exact.®®

In early August the all-too-brief honeymoon ended, and Julia and
the President returned reluctantly to Washington. Tyler had important
political business to attend to, the day-to-day work of the Presidential
office having accumulated during his trip. There was the November
election to think about, an Annual Message to Congress to write, and
the Texas annexation question to reconsider. He had finally decided
to withdraw from the campaign in favor of Young Hickory, and con-
fidential negotiations with the Polk forces to effect this with maximum
advantage to the Tylerites were already under way and would re-
quire his personal attention.

More and more of his time was taken up with his official duties,
and Julia saw little of him for the next few weeks. Since her own social
duties as First Lady would not commence until the Congress recon-
vened in early December, the President suggested she visit New York
in September for a short rest. The coming social season would de-
mand all her energies. Julia agreed and alerted her mother to her pro-
jected homecoming with the plea, “Can’t it get into the New York
papers that Mrs. President Tyler is coming to town accompanied by
Mrs. Ex-President Madison, the Secretary of War and lady?” 3t

Julia, it was clear, was beginning to live her exciting new role.
The honeymoon with John Tyler was over. The honeymoon with the
idea of being “Mrs. President Tyler” was just beginning. It would last
for forty-five years.
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THE GARDINERS OF EAST HAMPTON

You must be more cautious in expressing your opin-
ions so freely as it will certainly give you trouble.
—JULIANA MC LACHLAN GARDINER, 1835

The marriage of the aristocratic John Tyler of Virginia to the vivacious
Julia Gardiner of New York brought together two proud and promi-
nent families, each with roots deep in the history and tradition of
America. Whether a Gardiner had married into the Tyler family or a
Tyler into the Gardiner family was a status question each gossiper de-
cided for himself. To George Templeton Strong, prince of New York
snobs, the point was irrelevant. “I’ve just heard a rumor,” he confided
to his diary, “that infatuated old John Tyler was married today to
one of these large, fleshy Miss Gardiners of Gardiners Island. Poor
unfortunate, deluded old jackass.” To others in New York, especially
to those family-conscious souls at or near the Gardiners’ social level,
the social and financial “suitability’” of the alliance remained a sub-
ject of parlor conversation for months.!

Certainly Julia had no cause to feel social or economic inferiority
in the presence of the Tylers. Nor did she. The Gardiners had far
more material wealth than the Tylers. And while they had produced no
Presidents or even governors, they were secure in the knowledge of
having arrived in America in 1635, a good fifteen years before the first
Tyler reached Virginia. As early as May 3, 1639, they had acquired
Manchonake Island (later called Gardiners Island), the thirty-three-
hundred-acre property in Block Island Sound lying off the eastern tip of
Long Island. Not until January 7, 1653, fourteen years later, had Henry
Tyler, the first of his clan in the New World, received his relatively
modest two-hundred-fifty-four-acre grant at Middle Plantation, Vir-
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ginia. From the Gardiner standpoint the Tylers were recently arrived
immigrants—and poor ones at that. As a close student of genealogy,
Julia was confident that none of the Tylers, save Governor John Tyler
of Virginia and his son, the President, had matched the timely and im-
pressive contributions to the nation’s history of Lion Gardiner (1599—
1663), founder of the Gardiner line in America.

The European background of Lion Gardiner is blurred. Aside from
his birth in 1599 no detail of his childhood has survived. The names of
his parents are unknown. His social status can only be guessed at. One
English genealogist, Sir Thomas Banks, linked the Gardiners with a
descendant of Robert Fitzwalter, baronial leader in the great struggle
against King John. This generous act had the advantage of identifying
the otherwise obscure Gardiners with the English nobility, the Battle
of Runnymede, and the Magna Charta. Julia naturally favored this
version of her ancestry, and she sought to perpetuate it by naming her
sixth child Robert Fitzwalter. Nonetheless the Banks theory remains a
doubtful hypothesis, no better or worse than the less-impressive tradi-
tion that Lion was descended from a family of bellmakers named
Gardiner who lived near Heddingham Castle in Kent in the early six-
teenth century. It was from Kent that many of the English soldiers
who fought in the Netherlands during the Thirty Years’ War were re-
cruited. In 1635 one of these soldiers was certainly Sergeant Lion
Gardiner, who, in his own words, was “an engineer and master of works
of fortification in the legers of the Prince of Orange in the Low Coun-
tries.” Still, the evidence of his humble Kentish origin is scarcely more
than suggestive. Not until 1635, when Lion Gardiner was thirty-six and
on military duty in Holland, does his career take on the solidity of
historical fact.?

In that year he was employed by the Connecticut Company on a
four-year contract at £100 per annum to migrate to Connecticut, there
to build forts and fortifications to protect the threatened colonists from
the Pequot Indians and stem the expansion of the Dutch eastward from
New Amsterdam. Before departing for the distant wilderness he took as
his wife Mary Wilemson of Woerdon, Holland. So impressed was he
with her solid bourgeois background (she was, he later boasted to
posterity, a kinsman of prominent Dutch “burger meesters”), one might
hazard the guess that the general social direction of the adventuresome
sergeant’s marriage was rather more up than down.

In any event, Lion Gardiner arrived in Boston from Rotterdam
aboard the 25-ton bark Batckeler on November 28, 1635, having passed
through “many great tempests.” He was at once assigned to building a
fort at what is now Saybrook, Connecticut. For the next few years,
principally during the great Pequot War of 1636—1637, he slaughtered
the Indians scientifically. In these engagements he sustained painful
arrow wounds and experienced many other hardships. He was also
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forced to endure the multiple stupidities of his God-fearing Massa-
chusetts superiors who fell on their knees and on the aborigines with
equal frequency and élan. Always an outspoken individualist (a trait
Julia would inherit from him honestly), he came to reject the official
Boston line that the only good Indian was a dead Indian. Instead, he
made a genuine and successful effort to learn the Indian tongue and
understand their culture and their point of view. It was during this
somewhat subversive program of self-education that Lion established
a close personal friendship with Waiandance, a Montauk chief from
eastern Long Island. Indeed, when Gardiner published his critical
Relation of the Pequot War in East Hampton in 1660, he reserved the
main bolt of his wrath not for the ignorant, diseased, half-starving
Indians but for the arrogance of the Massachusetts Bay officials who
provoked the confused savages to war and then made no military
preparations to protect the white settlers. “The Lord be merciful to us
for our extreme pride and base security, which cannot but stink before
the Lord,” said Lion in disgust.®

When his contract with the Connecticut Company expired in July
1639, Lion settled down on Manchonake Island. He had purchased the
island from the Montauks through the good offices of his friend
Waiandance in May of that year “ffor ten coates of trading cloth.” The
beautiful property contained large fertile fields, a pond, harbor, inlets,
beaches, woods, and breathtaking scenery. It was alive with ducks and
deer. For ten pieces of cloth it was one of the great real estate bargains
of colonial times. In March 1640 the Montauk contract was supple-
mented by a deed from the Earl of Stirling, grantee of Charles I,
transferring the island to Lion Gardiner for an annual consideration
of £5. This action marked the formal planting of the Gardiner tree in
America. For more than three hundred twenty years, thirteen genera-
tions of Lion’s descendants have, with uncommon tenacity—through
wars, depressions, and taxations—preserved and maintained Gardiners
Island. It remains today the only seventeenth-century royal land grant
in America to come down intact in the hands of the same family.

When Lion moved Mary and his two children from Saybrook to the
island in 1639 it marked the first English settlement in what is now
New York state. There in 1641 was born the first English baby in New
York, his third child and second daughter, Elizabeth. She was a strange
girl who died in childbirth in 1658 muttering semicoherent witchcraft
charges against one Goodie Garlick of East Hampton, Long Island.*

By 1663, the year he died, Lion Gardiner was full of honor, dignity,
and real estate. Throughout the 16505 he had acquired by gift and
purchase from the friendly Montauks extensive lands around East
Hampton and in eastern Long Island. In 1653 he moved his family to
East Hampton to escape the isolation of the offshore island, leaving his
farm there to be run by tenants. On the day of his death he was a
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man of substance. Builder of forts, conqueror of Indians, historian of
the Pequot War, soldier, engineer, linguist, individualist, Lion Gardiner
was no ancestor to scorn.

Julia Gardiner Tyler had no need to apologize for her family
origins. Although a full century and a half separated his death and her
birth, she was a worthy child of old Lion. The Gardiner individuality,
outspokenness, and love of life and adventure ran strong in her. So too
did the material acquisitiveness of the Gardiners and the inordinate
concern of all the family for proper marriage alliances. Her physical
stamina and will to prevail over all adversity had a firm genealogical
basis. Indeed, when Lion was disinterred for reburial in 1886, two and
a quarter centuries after his death, his massive six-foot skeleton was
still intact, bones white and hard, teeth still firmly set in powerful jaws.
Like the great family he had launched, he too had prevailed.’

Gardiners Island remained the emotional home of all the Gardiners
in America as they married, multiplied, and moved away from the
island and from East Hampton to various parts of Connecticut, Massa-
chusetts, and New York. Most of the island’s numerous proprietors
tended its rich fields and large flocks with care and concern. Some of
the descendants of Lion were wastrels and spendthrifts who exploited,
scarred, or neglected the property. Some were psychological incompe-
tents and alcoholics. But the majority were respected farmers, business-
men, and lawyers. And all regarded the island as the symbol which
gave the family its unity and identity.

With careful planning and genealogical exactitude the island was
passed from eldest son to eldest son down through the centuries. When
a transfer could not be accomplished legally, or if the logical recipient
of the proprietorship refused the bequest or was too young to exercise
it responsibly, family conferences determined in what manner the next
eligible son should become proprietor, or “Lord of the Isle” as the
owners began styling themselves grandly in the mid-eighteenth century.
There were, to be sure, some frictions in this, but the complex process
of title transference was accomplished over the years with an amazing
smoothness and lack of rancor. Happily, each generation produced
sons.®

Other problems arose. Not the least of these was the supply of
labor to work the island. Lion had tended his fields with white farm
hands hired in Saybrook. When the Indians were expelled from Long
Island, New England, and eastern New York state and the march of
the frontier westward opened up cheap and ample lands to white farm
laborers, a grave shortage of help developed on Gardiners Island. Some
time during the seventeenth century (no firm date is possible) Negro
and Indian slaves were imported to work the land and tend the large
herds of sheep and cattle. Thus David Gardiner (1691-1751), the
fourth proprietor, could and did stipulate in his will that his wife,
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Mehetable, receive from his estate “one negro wench as she shall make
choice out of all my negro slaves.” At least sixteen Negro and Indian
slaves were on the island at the time of the American Revolution, and
as late as 1816 the will of John Lyon Gardiner (1770-1816), seventh
proprietor, showed fourteen slaves on the property. All evidence points
to the Gardiners as conscientious and paternalistic slavemasters; but
they were slavemasters nevertheless. Only when slavery was outlawed
in New York state in 1817 were the slaves on the island gradually
manumitted. Exactly when the last slave there received his freedom is
not known, certainly by 1827, at the end of the grace period allowed for
emancipation. During the 1820s, therefore, the work of the estate came
to be performed by resident white tenants and by farm hands hired
seasonally from the Long Island mainland. This arrangement survived
well into the twentieth century.?

Given this background, there was understandably little hostility
toward slavery in the Gardiner family at the time of Julia’s birth in
1820. The New York Herald correspondent who described the Presi-
dent’s new wife in 1844 as a “Northern bride with Southern principles,”
called attention not to a conversion in Julia’s thinking occasioned by
her marriage to John Tyler but to a fixed attitude toward slavery that
was part of her family heritage. On the great slavery question that
tore the nation asunder in 1861 the Rebel Julia was never a “traitor”
to her background or upbringing. Ten years before her birth on Gardi-
ners Island the property was operated in much the same manner as
any large and prosperous Virginia plantation. A thirty-three-hundred-
acre farm that boasted thirty-five hundred sheep and a hundred head of
cattle, stabled sixty horses, produced annually one hundred hogs, two
thousand loads of hay, and thousands of pounds of wool and required a
labor force of eighty to a hundred men during the harvest and shearing
season was, indeed, a plantation comparable to the great establishments
in the South.®

By 1820 the island had developed a history and a folklore peopled
with pirates and naval captains. In 1699, during the proprietorship of
the jovial and much-married third “Lord of the Isle,” John Gardiner
(1661-1738), the famous Captain William Kidd dropped anchor in
Gardiners Bay, and was entertained by the proprietor while his men
were secreting a treasure valued at £4500. Although the booty was re-
covered after Kidd’s arrest, the island long remained a mecca for
gullible treasure-seekers who regularly hacked away at the earth in
pursuit of Kidd’s gold. In 1728 the celebrated Block Island pirate,
Captain Paul Williams, visited the island, sacked the main house,
wounded the proprietor, and made off with the family silver. No less
costly was the visit in 1774 of Captain Abijah Willard’s squadron en
route to Boston to supply General Thomas Gage. The British com-
mander sent ashore a provisioning party which seized $4000 worth of
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livestock and food. Similarly, British Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot
requisitioned provisions on the island with such vigor in 1780 that by
war’s end the seventh proprietor, John Lyon Gardiner, reported that
there was “scarcely personal property left sufficient to pay back taxes.”
Nor did the island fare much better during the War of 1812. At the
outset of that contest Lord Nelson’s great Captain, Sir Thomas Hardy,
hove to in Gardiners Bay and again plundered the island’s livestock.
“It is not my wish,” he politely wrote John Lyon Gardiner in July 1813,
“to distress the Individuals on the Coasts of the United States who
may be in the power of the British Squadron.” But the sheep and cattle
were seized nonetheless. Stories of pirates, treasure, and British depreda-
tions fascinated Julia Gardiner as she grew to young womanhood in
East Hampton.®

Julia’s father, David Gardiner, was the great-grandson of David
Gardiner (1691-1751), fourth proprietor of the island. Little is known
of his early life save that he was born in East Hampton in 1784. He
was the second of the five children of Captain Abraham Gardiner and
his wife, Phoebe Dayton, both of East Hampton. Throughout his
childhood the reigning “Lord of the Isle” was his cousin, John Lyon
Gardiner, the seventh proprietor. As a young boy and student at the
local Clinton Academy David often sailed out to the island to hunt
ducks and search for Captain Kidd’s nonexistent treasure. In 1800 he
went to Yale and was graduated in the famous class of 1804 which
numbered among its members the brilliant young John C. Calhoun of
South Carolina. Later that year he was in New York City reading law
in the office of Sylvanus Miller. From 1807 until his marriage in 1815
David Gardiner practiced law in New York.10

Practically nothing is known of these early New York years in
the life of Julia’s father except that he maintained a profound inter-
est in Gardiners Island, escaped the yellow fever epidemic which struck
the city in 1809, and opposed the embargo and non-importation eco-
nomic foreign policies of Presidents Jefferson and Madison as disastrous
to business. In 1814 he marched out with the local lawyers when they
contributed, as a professional group, two days’ voluntary labor on
the Brooklyn Heights fortifications. This duty was demanded when it
appeared that a British fleet might descend on the city. David thor-
oughly enjoyed the excitement and the patriotic fervor the enemy threat
stimulated. But he was not skilled with spade, shovel, and pickaxe, and
his two twelve-hour manual-labor stints on Harlem Heights and Brook-
lyn Heights left him blistered and exhausted.l!

It is known that David Gardiner worried a great deal about his
financial future during his days as a young lawyer. In 1809 he wrote
that his
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prospects are more promising than they have appeared at any other time—
and should they be realized I hope to escape the trammels of dependence—
for I believe that as long as a person is in such a situation it is impossible to
be happy, and for the last two years my feelings have been more tortured with
the idea of dependence than all the pain I have ever before experienced....
My thoughts have been so continually and imperceptibly drawn to the sub-
ject that it has fixed a gloom upon my mind which every exertion has been
frequently unable to move.... I have never possessed that nerve or that
indifference to look with contempt upon the superciliousness of a creditor
whom the emptiness of my pocket placed above me. ... Indeed the day
which finds me able to satisfy my pecuniary demands, or as the phrase is,
places me above the world, shall be kept by me as a day of Jubilee.12

This deep-rooted fear of economic insolvency was one David Gardi-
ner passed, only slightly diluted, to his four children. They too were
often inclined to regard human worth and social acceptability in terms
of money. And like their father, their own fear of material insecurity
was a strong, constant, and dominant force in their lives—so strong that
David Lyon and Julia were willing in 1865-1868 to tear the Gardiner—
Tyler family alliance apart in a jackal-like struggle over their mother’s
will.

David Gardiner’s patiently awaited “day of Jubilee” finally arrived
in 1815 when he married the wealthy young Juliana McLachlan, the
sixteen-year-old daughter of Michael McLachlan, a Scots émigré to
Jamaica in the West Indies following the Battle of Culloden in 1746.
The clan McLachlan had chosen the wrong side in that civil struggle, and
young Michael’s change of hemisphere was not entirely voluntary. How
long he remained in Jamaica, what business he undertook there, and
what year he arrived in New York City is not known. It is established
only that his wife gave birth to two children, Alexander, birthdate
unknown, and Juliana. Juliana was born in New York on February 8,
1799.

It is also recorded that Michael McLachlan prospered as the owner
of a brewery in Chatham Street and that he wisely invested his profits
in real estate in lower Manhattan, Thus, when Alexander McLachlan
died in 1819, Juliana came into possession of thirteen valuable pieces
of commercial and residential property located on Chatham, Oliver,
Greenwich, and Harrison streets. These produced at the time an annual
rental income of $6000 to $7000, and during Juliana’s long tenure of
ownership they steadily increased in market value from $130,000 to
$182,000. Used to material comfort as she was, Juliana would spend
her lifetime advising young ladies of her acquaintance, especially her
own daughters, not “to marry any man without means. It would answer
very well for a young lady who had a fortune in her own right but not
otherwise.” 13
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Juliana McLachlan Gardiner was a forceful, opinionated young
lady who completely dominated her husband. An excellent mother to
the four children who made their appearances, and much loved by them,
she nevertheless ran her home and her offspring with an iron hand.
Possessed of a sharp sense of social propriety and an ear keenly tuned
to imagined snubs, she regarded as perpetual occupations the main-
tenance of social exclusiveness and the consolidation of social gains. Her
interest in cleanliness, precision, and order amounted to a passion.
Spring cleaning in her home was a ritual conducted with religious over-
tones. She hired and fired her terrified Irish servants with monotonous
regularity. She was sharp and short-tempered with those she considered
inferior, firm and fair with those she regarded her equals. She con-
sidered no one her superior. Her morality was of the strict Calvinist
variety, intolerant and absolute. She had a quick temper and a testiness
that stemmed from a lifelong struggle with migraine headaches which
could prostrate her for days at a time. Still, she was something of a
hypochondriac. She constantly experimented with unnecessary medica-
tions, often with painful results. She was also the family’s amateur phy-
sician, consulted on every illness. Difficult and cantankerous as could
be, she would do anything to advance the interests and comforts of her
children. She loved them, worried about them, and toward them she
was utterly selfless. They were permitted, however, to make no decision,
however minor, without her advice and counsel. A peculiar mixture of
tyrant and chaperone, autocrat and nursemaid, Juliana McLachlan
Gardiner was the dominant force in the lives of her children and in the
life of her placid husband.

Following her marriage to David Gardiner, Juliana turned over to
him the management of her Manhattan properties. He in turn em-
ployed various agents, notably Jacob G. Dychman, to collect the rents
and look after the necessary maintenance, Within a few months after
his wedding he abandoned the practice of law and moved his bride to
East Hampton, preparatory to taking up residence on Gardiners Island.
Except for managing his wife’s business affairs in the city and oc-
casionally providing legal advice for other members of the Gardiner
family, David Gardiner retired at the age of thirty-two. Julia accurately
described him after 1822 as a man “possessing means and leisure.” The
only known gainful activity he subsequently undertook was the man-
agement of Gardiners Island. This was a temporary occupation which
began in 1816. It terminated in 1822 when he purchased a house in
East Hampton and settled his family there.}*

The Gardiners Island opportunity was presented when the seventh
proprietor, John Lyon Gardiner, died in 1816. His widow, Sarah Gris-
wold Gardiner, offered to lease the island to her cousin David. The
heir apparent, David Johnson Gardiner, was a boy of twelve at the
time, still a student at Clinton Academy in East Hampton. The lease
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price ranged from $2500 to $2900 per annum, a nominal figure con-
sidering the agricultural potential of the island. David Gardiner thus
became the regent of the island until the eighth proprietor reached
maturity. As his farm manager and overseer he hired Burnet Mulford
of East Hampton. Mulford did the work.

Just how David fared financially in his agrarian undertaking can-
not accurately be determined, although it is doubtful that he profited
from his stewardship. These were difficult years for the island. Live-
stock appropriated by British naval commanders during the War of
1812 had not been fully replaced, and after 1817 the island labor-supply
system experienced the shock of manumission. That Gardiner poured
more capital into the project than he took out is suggested by his
mortgage and account records. As late as 1828 he was still involved
in a nagging correspondence over the unpaid debts and confused in-
ventory balances of his period of tenure. It seems probable, then, that
David Gardiner’s brief career as a gentleman farmer cost him more
than he earned. Certainly he was not a very efficient agriculturist.
His most significant crop during his six years’ residence on the island
was three of his four children: David Lyon was born there on May 23,
1816; Alexander on November 3, 1818; and Julia on either May 4
or July 23, 1820. Margaret, the youngest, was born in East Hampton
on May 21, 1822.1%

Turning from gentleman farming to gentleman politics after his
removal from Gardiners Island to East Hampton in 1822, David was
elected to the New York state senate in 1824 to represent the First
District of New York (Suffolk County). At Albany he identified him-
self with the Jobn Quincy Adams political faction, and he was re-
elected to the senate in 1825, 1826, and 1827 on his record of conserva-
tive opposition to the emerging Martin Van Buren brand of popular
democracy based on machine politics, patronage manipulation, social re-
form, and state-financed public works. His four-term career as a state
senator was, on balance, undistinguished. In general, he upheld the
rights of the individual and his property against all encroachments, real
or imagined, by the state. Thus he supported the exemption of con-
scientious objectors from militia duty, and he opposed legislation re-
ducing the legal interest rate in New York state from 7 to 6 per cent.
As a junior member of the state senate his committee assignments were
not important, nor did they afford him an opportunity to influence
legislation at the committee level. On one occasion, however, he was
instrumental in killing in committee a bill that sought to control wolves
and panthers through a bounty incentive system. He voted for the
panthers, presumably on the ground that bounty payments were crude
subsidies which interfered with the inalienable rights of citizens to be
eaten by wild animals. Not surprisingly, the popular Jacksonian up-
heaval of 1828 swept him from office. Nevertheless, for the rest of his

25



life he called himself Senator Gardiner and he always listed his occupa-
tion as “Senator.” 18

Following his involuntary retirement from the New York senate
in 1828, little is known of David Gardiner until his re-emergence in
Washington in 1842 as the father of the celebrated Julia. Occasional
glimpses during these fourteen years reveal a country squire ex-
pensively dressed in moleskin shooting coat and black velvet vest, an
anti-Jacksonian complaining to Washington officials of poor postal serv-
ice in East Hampton, and a devoted trustee of Clinton Academy, the
school at which his sons David Lyon and Alexander received their
preparation for Princeton. During this period he also began his research
into Gardiner family genealogy and into the history of East Hampton.
From this contemplation of the family navel he derived great satisfac-
tion, Margaret once reporting him in his study on a rainy Monday
afternoon happily “buried in old writings, records, deeds, wills, etc.” 7

David Gardiner’s active interest in politics never waned. In 1832 he
ran again for the state senate, entering vigorously into the Whig cam-
paign against Jacksonianism on Long Island. During the canvass he
was called upon to distribute $200 in party slush funds among the
Whig faithful in Suffolk County in an attempt to get the entire anti-
Jackson vote to the polls. He was therefore dismayed to learn in
November that in spite of his handouts the Whigs had “lost the
county stock and fluke,” the popularity of Jackson having “carried
all before it.” His own candidacy for the senate was unsuccessful by
some two hundred votes. “I extremely regret,” said his cousin Sarah
Dering, whose father was Jackson’s Collector of Customs in Sag Har-
bor, “that some of my best young friends here and elsewhere, such as
the Gardiners...are so far led astray by their aristocratic newspa-
pers.” 18

Gardiner’s distrust of Andrew Jackson and the new popular de-
mocracy of the 1830s deepened with the President’s removal of the
federal Treasury deposits from the Bank of the United States in
October 1833. The act severely shook the credit structure of the Man-
hattan Bank in New York where David Gardiner normally borrowed
money which was secured on expected rents from Juliana’s properties.
Jackson’s move inconvenienced and angered him. In the off-year elec-
tions of 1834 he again worked vigorously for the Whigs on Long Island.
In 1838, however, he turned down a projected Whig nomination for a
Suffolk County judgeship with the plea “It is now nearly or quite
twenty years since I left the bar and I have grown rusty in all its pro-
ceedings . . . new principles of law have been adopted and old principles
set afloat.” His rejection of office in no way compromised the continuing
political education of his sons. By 1840 he had succeeded in conveying
intact his conservative political principles to both David Lyon and
Alexander.1®

LY



Two years apart in age, the sons of David Gardiner were quite
different in temperament and character. Alexander was quick, bright,
extroverted, and outspoken. Attractive to women, he thoroughly en-
joyed mingling in the social world. He had a sharp sense of humor and
a first-rate mind, and he became an excellent lawyer. In addition, he
had a natural talent for business and for financial speculation. He en-
joyed the excitement and the pressures of politics, and when given the
opportunity by John Tyler in 1844 he entered into the New York
political arena with skill and enthusiasm. He was an energetic, am-
bitious, effervescent, dynamic, and sometimes impetuous human being.
Intellectually he was the most capable member of the family. He and
his sister Julia had much in common. They had the same interests,
laughed at the same things, shared the same sense of the ridiculous, and
reacted in much the same manner to the foibles and pretensions of
people around them.

David Lyon was quite the opposite. He was quiet and introverted.
In the presence of women he was shy and backward. He preferred
shooting ducks on Montauk Point to practicing law in New York or to
flirting with the Gotham ladies. He bhad little skill and no interest in
the law. And while he did have some feeling for business, he thoroughly
disliked managing the family real estate in New York. As a part-time
gentleman farmer he was unsuccessful. Stolid and stable, sometimes
pompous and stuffy, he lacked imagination and incisiveness of mind.
He also permitted his strong-willed mother to dominate his private life
rather than create family tensions by opposing her desires. Like all
the members of the Gardiner family, economic security was vitally
important to him. But he insisted on life’s material comforts without
displaying any militant acquisitiveness. On only one occasion in his
life did he truly bestir himself, traveling to California in 1849 to mine
gold, and that failing (as it did), to mine the miners. As a shopkeeper
and real estate speculator in San Francisco and San Diego he had
modest success. This was the only real work he ever tried. Most of his
seventy-six years on earth were years of semi-retirement. When he fi-
nally married in 1860, at forty-three, it was to a lady of great wealth and
property. At that point he ceased doing anything at all. With all his
impassiveness, however, David Lyon Gardiner was no dolt. Julia discov-
ered this to her sorrow in 1865 when, much to her surprise, he ener-
getically contested his mother’s deathbed will which, under suspicious
circumstances, had named Julia the principal beneficiary.

David Lyon was more like his sister Margaret than his brother
Alexander. While he had none of Margaret’s sense of humor or devilish-
ness and little of her independence and charm, he was closer to her in
temperament than either of them was to the personality whirlwind that
was Julia or the Roman candle that was Alexander. David followed in
his father’s footsteps in his lack of any urgency or sense of direction,

27



his uncritical acceptance of the alleged privileges of wealth and family
background, and in his willingness to play the role of the English coun-
try squire. Within the immediate family circle, then, Alexander was the
brilliant and extroverted, Julia the unpredictable stormy petrel, Mar-
garet the quiet freethinker, gracious and dependable, and David Lyon
the phlegmatic and retiring.

David Lyon and Alexander both attended Princeton. David entered
the college in 1833; Alexander followed him to Nassau Hall a year later.
David Lyon’s career at the school was neither eventful nor memorable.
He liked the place well enough, but he missed his duck hunting, stood
apart from his classmates, and—Ilike all college students in all eras of
history—he constantly pleaded for and spent more money than his
father thought necessary. When the more imaginative Alexander reached
Princeton in 1834 the two collegians planned and executed joint raids
on the parental money bag with the precision of general staff officers.
Scarcely a letter moved from East Hampton to New Jersey without
containing extra spending money for some allegedly vital project
dreamed up by the brothers. Naturally, each ten-dollar check from
home was accompanied by the fatherly lecture, likewise as old as formal
education itself, on the values of thrift and frugality and the need for
greater academic effort. “Bend down to your studies with a resolution
to accomplish whatever industry well directed can effect in scholarship,”
their father demanded. “Do not be content with a medium standing—
if you cannot reach the top at least strive to approach it.” 20

The Princeton of the mid-1830s offered no academic frills and few
material comforts. The physical task of reaching the college from New
York was itself difficult and harrowing, Juliana angrily reported herself
“be-splattered with mud by the time we reached here” on one of her
infrequent visits to Princeton while her sons were in residence. The
rooms in the dormitory and in boardinghouses in town were scarcely
luxurious and the Gardiner boys complained continually of cold quar-
ters, plugged fireplaces, and Spartan surroundings. The academic regi-
men was as rigorous as the weather, the curriculum as bare and classical
as the room furnishings. Alexander found his studies “difficult and
tedious” and wished that instead of theoretical mathematics, which
“agrees badly with me,” he could study navigation and surveying,
“something that would be far more useful to us hereafter.” Happily, the
social life of Princeton agreed with him better. He took part in various
student pranks and capers, and he flirted outrageously with the young
ladies imported to the campus for the dances. From these undergradu-
ate releases the dour David Lyon remained aloof.?!

Politically, the college community, town and gown, was conserva-
tive, Whig, and anti-Jackson. In March 1834, for example, students
joined townspeople to protest Old Hickory’s removal of the Treasury
deposits and to urge their immediate restoration. This political-economic
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orientation was quite in keeping with what the young Gardiners had
learned in their own parlor at home, and they were exposed to nothing
in the Princeton curriculum that caused them to doubt the tenets of
their Whig catechism. “Old Jackson is playing the mischief with the
banks in this State,” complained an exercised David Lyon to his equaily
exercised father.??

The intellectual safety of the curriculum was guaranteed the pa-
trons of the college. Save for Alexander’s quaintly dissonant opinion
that modern American women could “learn many useful, becoming and
profitable lessons from the females of the barbarian nations” (a view
he derived from a reading of Tacitus and Caesar), there is little evi-
dence that either of the undergraduate Gardiners experienced any
significant challenge to the ideas and attitudes they brought to Prince-
ton with them. Thus Alexander in his Fourth of July oration at the
college in 1838 could point boastfully to the decisive impact of the
American Revolution on struggles for human freedom in Ireland, Po-
land, France, Greece, Canada, Texas, and Belgium and predict that in
the future these same principles “must, and will extend over the whole
surface of the globe.” In the same breath, however, he chastised Ameri-
cans who demanded the abolition of Negro slavery as dupes of “cunning
and disorganizing demagogues from other lands,” and charged that
their agitations “violated the rights of property and person, and
trampled upon the laws of this country.” To Alexander Gardiner, at
the age of twenty, the educational process had no relevance or applica-
tion to such highly controversial subjects as the slavery question.
Formal education was the key that unlocked the golden door to status,
power, and wealth—no more. “Be not deceived as to the importance of
knowledge,” he stoutly maintained. “Who are they that govern the
land? Who are they that direct enterprise? Who are they that accumu-
late wealth? Behold the triumphs of the educated!” Nothing at Prince-
ton in 1834-1838 disabused him of this notion, and the viewpoint is
not unknown among Nassau undergraduates even today.?®

While her brothers endured the rigors of Princeton, Julia made her
own way in the educational and social world at Madame N. D. Cha-
garay’s Institute for young ladies on Houston Street in New York City.
It was a fashionable finishing school for the daughters of wealthy and
socially prominent New York families. If Princeton shielded the young
men of these proud clans from the raw realities of contemporary Ameri-
can social, political, and economic life, Madame Chagaray shielded
their sisters from life itself. At 412 Houston Street the world of sex,
poverty, sin, and exploitation was officially nonexistent. Instead, the
curriculum turned delicately on music, French, literature, ancient his-
tory, arithmetic, and composition—nothing controversial, nothing tran-
scending the superficially literate polish the young ladies were specifi-
cally sent there to acquire.

29



Julia was entered at Madame Chagaray’s in April 1835. There she
remained as one of the forty boarding students through the 1836-1837
school year. She very likely attended the 1837-1838 session as well,
although there is no certain evidence that she did. Throughout this
period, Eliza Gardiner Brumley, a “naturally refined” family cousin,
formerly of East Hampton, looked after young Julia’s progress and
helped her with her problems. When the rules permitted absence from
the school premises, Julia regularly visited the Reuben Brumley home
on Bleecker Street. And when her brothers came through town from
Princeton en route home for visits or vacations they would stop to see
their sister and take her on shopping expeditions. In spite of these
family contacts Julia was desperately homesick at first, and she
pleaded to be allowed to return to East Hampton. This feeling soon
passed, and within a few months she found herself more bored and
lonesome at home than in the bustle and activity of the school.?*

From East Hampton to the Chagaray Institute came a steady
stream of detailed maternal advice. Juliana was not one to leave much
to young Julia’s imagination. A fifteen-year-old girl needed constant
counsel from home, even down to advice on ten-cent purchases:

You must be more cautious in expressing your opinions so freely as it will
certainly give you trouble. Do not say anyone is not good looking. Nothing is
more offensive or unlady-like.... You must engage yourself about your
studies and make all the progress you possibly can. You must also aim at
being correct and take an independent stand as it will never answer for you
to lean too much upon your companions—be polite and pleasant to them all.
... When you walk out take no money except what you will want to use as
you may lose it.... I place great confidence in your propriety but you can-
not be too cautious. If you accept the invitations of your friends and they
inquire with interest how you like your school if you cannot approve of
everything do not condemn anything. Open your heart to your parents
only.... The account you gave of your expenses I must say was not
altogether satisfactory.... I think [the hair net] was a foolish purchase
although I excuse it as everybody has something to learn by experience.2?

With all her nagging, Juliana was as excited as her daughter by the
approach of young Julia’s first formal dance. She entered into the
preparation of the necessary clothing with zest. Since she and Julia were
about the same size she decided to contribute one of her best white
formal dresses to the cause. And after the obliging Eliza Brumley had
taken it in a bit at the waist, Julia was ready for her social debut. Her
breathless description of the event of Friday evening, May 21, 1835,
revealed it as the high point of her teens. At the age of fifteen Julia was
already beginning to evidence something of the poise and sophistication
John Tyler later found so attractive:

The 21st was a memorable evening. Our Soirée has taken place and is finished
to my great comfort for I was tired of thinking about it. You would have
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been surprised to have seen how very much the young ladies [day scholars]
were dressed. The boarders were not decked off in quite suck siyle but
sufficiently so I assure you. I presume you would like to know how / was
dressed. I will begin. Pearl earrings, your buckle, and a beautiful bouguet of
flowers in my bosom. It was composed of minunet [sic], lily of the valley,
lover’s wreath, a geranium flower and leaf. Mrs. Cowdrey (Mrs. B[rumley]’s
next door neighbor) and herself made it. There was also a rosebud—it was
beautiful! None in the room could compare with mine. I was the only one
in the room that had the lily of the valley and minunet [sic]. My dress
looked very well indeed among white satins, silks and lace dresses. Five hun-
dred were invited but between three and four hundred only made their appear-
ance as the night was stormy. The company did not break up til half past
three at night and we were none of us in bed before five. There was an entire
band of music consisting of Harp, piano, viola, cello, etc., etc., etc. I was
perfectly delighted, dancing every cotillion but one. It is a long time since I
have enjoyed myself so much. .. .26

It was during these years at Madame Chagaray’s that Julia came
gradually to understand the complicated mores of intricate maneuver,
ambiguous pursuit, and feigned artlessness that comprised the flirtation-
courtship-marriage strategy of mid-nineteenth-century American women.
There was nothing in the Chagaray curriculum that dealt with this. Tt
just came naturally to Julia, who discovered at the age of fifteen that
it was important to a woman of her social class that her prospective
husband be “a very fine young man and have considerable property”;
but she also insisted that he be “good looking” and possess great “con-
versational powers.” She was still very young. By the time she was
seventeen she had become far more sophisticated about the economic
realities of the tribal mating dance. When she was twenty she was so
adept at attracting hot-blooded suitors that her family whisked her
off to Europe for a cooling-off period. Nothing like a damp cathedral
to cool reciprocated ardor.

Margaret did not experience the social advantages of Madame
Chagaray’s Institute. She was, as a result, less cynical about men and
marriage, and she naively insisted that love should play a major role in
the process. She would always feel this way. At her own boarding
school she made few friends and she attracted no beaux of suitable de-
meanor. Juliana was wholly dissatisfied with the institution. “I believe
the company [there] is only a middling one,” she told Julia in 1837.
“T shall not desire her return after this term.” 27

By 1839 Julia and Margaret had completed what formal education
they were to receive and were at home again in East Hampton. Alex-
ander and David Lyon were in New York City reading law. David Lyon
had drifted into law rather casually after leaving Princeton in 1837. As
an undergraduate he had shown no interest in the subject and his
decision to pursue it professionally was an arbitrary one. Alexander,
on the other hand, took it seriously, worked hard at his books, and
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prepared with diligence for the difficult bar examinations. When he
passed these with distinction in May 1842 and modestly conveyed the
news of his success to East Hampton, Julia reported the entire family
“yery agreeably relieved.” She could not, however, resist the tempta-
tion to chide her brother: “How over-modest were you in your account
of the examination. ... I think when one produces a sensation there is
no harm in blowing the trumpet to one’s family . .. this is the principle
upon which I always act.” 28

The financial burden of his sons’ legal educations was undertaken
by David Gardiner. He sent them money for their room, board, and
clothing; and when their perpetual pleas of dire poverty became too
heartrending, he provided spending money as well. When the two
brothers finally opened their own law office in Wall Street in June 1842
they attracted so little business they were forced to rely further on their
father’s bounty. Not until May 1843 did the young lawyers begin to
command even a minimum living wage, and this modest success so
impressed Alexander that Margaret warned him he “must not get too
much excited but be as composed as possible.” 29

During these three years of legal study and enforced financial
prudence, David Lyon and Alexander moved from boardinghouse to
boardinghouse searching for inexpensive accommodations consistent
with their mother’s insistence on the cultural advantages of a socially
agreeable company. Variously they lived on Dye, Houston, and Cham-
bers streets, and at one point in 1842 they contemplated a move to
Madame Garcia’s boarding establishment on Leonard Street because
French was spoken at table. Juliana had very positive opinions about
New York City boardinghouses. She urged the proposed move to
Leonard Street because she had heard that Commodore Charles Stew-
art’s son and other acceptable people boarded there and that skill in
conversational French could be rapidly acquired. “Don’t be too sharp
about your bargaining” with Madame Garcia, she warned, “as it may
give an unfavorable impression and nothing is gained by it.” She felt
that her young sons, now in their early and middle twenties, required
her constant advice on the wicked ways of the world, and nowhere more
needfully than in the area of boardinghouse morality. “Those houses
are not always entirely select,” she cautioned Alexander. “There is a
great mixture and a great many husbands seeking young ladies.... A
very general and rather distant politeness is all that is necessary until
you find them out and then very likely you will wish to be still more
distant.” 3¢

Alexander was not interested in ladies of the sort pursued and
caught by boardinghouse Lotharios—or if he was he wisely kept the
information from his hidebound mother. But he was interested in girls
and he pursued them relentlessly. One of these was Mary Livingston.
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Encouraged in his efforts by Juliana, he called at the Livingston house
time after time only to be told that Mary was busy or “out.”” When
he did manage to see her she would tell him she had “been out of town
engaged in a little business,” an explanation Alexander rightly regarded
as “very mysterious.” So persistent was the young swain and so atten-
tive and polite was he to her mother (always sound strategy) that Mrs.
Livingston finally told him confidentially, “Yes, Mary is out sometimes,
Mr. Gardiner, but then you know the ladies often say they are out when
they are not—you’ve lived in the City long enough to find this out.”
She conveyed this hint to Alexander “as full as ever of smiles, winks,
nods, craft and mystery.” A passing interest in Miss Ann Ware was
quickly dashed when Julia observed that she had “a fine head of hair
and a quite symmetrical petite figure,” but “as for her wealth Pa does
not believe a word of it.”” Next in an unending line came Miss Julia
Lane, who elicited from Alexander love letters strewn with such death-
less phrases as “To share with thee prosperity and adversity . . . to have
thee to cheer, to inspire...ch! priceless treasure!” 3!

Alexander’s social life in the city was a strenuous round of formal
calls, cotillions, and suppers, most of which the bashful David Lyon
avoided. “I have not yet joined the dance,” David Lyon confessed, “my
time having generally been otherwise occupied.” To Julia and Margaret,
marooned in distant East Hampton, Alexander boastingly recounted
his social and romantic conquests and sent to his sisters a steady stream
of local gossip—what beaux were pursuing what belles; who was en-
gaged, married, or divorced; friends seen and greeted in lower Broad-
way; and the financial status of various eligible maidens and bachelors.
Most of this was trivia. Some of it was caustic and snobbish. But ail
of it was extremely important to the isolated sisters.3?

To be sure, some of the gossip Alexander overheard in the city was
extremely vicious. As he came to learn “the social secrets of the fash-
ionable cliques,” he was distressed at how malevolent the in-fighting
could be, how like a barracuda tank was the social maneuvering of the
New York elite. Gradually he came to hate the “ill-feeling in which they
habitually indulge,” and the “under-hand whispering by which they
endeavor to put down those whom envy and fear prompt them to hate.”
His mother’s opinion on the ceaseless backbiting was less troubled and
more philosophical. It was, she told him, “exactly in character with that
set of New Yorkers and always has been.” Alexander must learn to
live with it.38

The detailed reports of the goings and comings of the fashionable
set in town caused Julia and Margaret to feel even more removed from
the mainstream of passing events. They begged their brothers to send
them the New York newspapers and magazines and every fragment of
gossip they could collect. Every social scandal and every character
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assassination they instantly devoured and commented upon by return
mail, demanding more. “Tell us all the news,” Julia implored, “even the
tidbits.” In 1839—1840 theirs was a vicarious social life.3*

In return for the edifying services of their brothers the girls could
offer little. There was simply no news available of comparable titillation
in East Hampton. Margaret lamented on one occasion that she could
not fill a single page since absolutely nothing had happened in the
sleepy village. Julia, on another occasion, confessed that she had
“drained the weekly stock of news most completely. It is indeed flat
and stale and unprofitable. You must read it with good grace and upon
the principle of ‘take what you can get,” for I certainly get what I can.”
The Sunday sermons at the local Presbyterian church provided the girls
no conversational ammunition beyond the laconic report that the Rev-
erend Mr. Samuel R. Ely’s homiletics ranged from “so-so” to “perfectly
intolerable.” Thus when a group of white toughs beat an East Hampton
Negro half to death in the street in front of the Gardiner home for an
alleged impertinence, Julia was grateful for the opportunity to write a
detailed account of the rare excitement, concluding with the observation
that the Negro had received a good thrashing “for his impudence which
taught him to his sorrow that he must mind his Ps and Qs here.” 33

Time dragged slowly for Julia and Margaret. A semiannual trip to
the city for necessary shopping, an occasional visit to the Samuel
Gardiner home on Shelter Island, Julia’s August 1839 invitation to a
ball at West Point as the guest of Cadet Daniel G. Roberts, and a few
poetic letters from casual beaux in New York scarcely sufficed to break
the monotony.3¢

Keeping abreast of clothing styles in the city was a difficult enough
task, and few letters reached David Lyon or Alexander that did not
contain urgent “emergency” pleas for thread, lace, ribbon, hats, gloves,
silks, and fashion magazines. Swatches were sent to be matched, de-
tailed and technical tailoring instructions were given. When the hard-
pressed brothers botched one of their numerous purchasing commissions
(which was not infrequently) a sharp reprimand would arrive from
Julia in East Hampton: “I intend returning you those exquisite pink
gloves for you to change. ... I think Taste hid herself in your pocket
when they were selected.” Speed was always essential in these matters.
“My dear child,” she scolded Alexander on another occasion, “you must
learn to execute commissions in the twinkling of an eye.” Nor was any
detail left to the imagination. “If you find you can not get silk in any
store then please go back and purchase the Tarlatan muslin—Have I
made you understand?” 37

To while away the tedious hours and to give vent to a naturally
romantic nature, Julia learned to play the guitar. On warm moonlit
evenings in East Hampton “as the dew falls with perfume from the
honeysuckles,” she would sit for hours on the piazza and strum her
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guitar, singing of home and heaven, love and chivalry, and romantic
lands far away. She had a sweet, clear voice and her impromptu con-
certs were much admired by her family and friends. For her brothers it
simply meant more tiresome shopping commissions. Julia sent them
scurrying around to the music stores of the city to fill her needs for
sheet music. Her repertoire grew rapidly and she soon mastered such
ballads as “Oh, Why Hast Thou Brought Me No Love,” “There’s
Nothing Nice But Heaven,” “Moonlight! Moonlight! or, What An
Hour Is This!,” “The Home of My Childhood,” “Cki Bene Ama Non
Obblia” (“It is an Italian song,” said Julia helpfully), and “Thou Art
Gone.” This was all very sweet, but the twenty-year-old Julia wanted
more from life. As she explained her plight to Alexander, “I generally
hail the approach of [night], as in the Land of Dreams I can at least
experience variety.” There was very little variety in East Hampton,
Long Island.8

It was Julia’s boredom, her restlessness, her strong desire to escape
East Hampton, and her hunger for excitement that explains her involve-
ment in the embarrassing “Rose of Long Island” incident of 1839—1840.
It would almost seem she provoked it. If indeed she did, her strategy
was successful. At least it got her out of East Hampton. And bad she
not been taken first to Europe and then to Washington she would
never have met John Tyler.

Late in 1839 a cheap throwaway advertising lithograph was dis-
tributed throughout New York City by Bogert and Mecamly, a semi-
fashionable dry goods and clothing establishment on lower Ninth
Avenue. The advertisement pictured Julia Gardiner strolling in front
of the store carrying on her arm a small sign, shaped like a lady’s hand-
bag, which boldly proclaimed: “I’ll purchase at Bogert and Mecamly’s,
No. 86 Ninth Avenue. Their Goods are Beautiful and Astonishingly
Cheap.” In the manner of a professional model Julia was magnificently
overdressed in a sunbonnet which trailed large ostrich feathers. She
wore a heavy fur-hemmed winter coat. Depicted at her side was an
unidentified older man, clad like a dandy in top hat and light topcoat
and carrying an expensively wrought cane. The advertisement was
captioned with the abstruse identification, “Rose of Long Island.” It
was one of the first, if not the first, endorsed advertisements to appear
in New York City. Certainly it was the first personal endorsement of a
mercantile house by a New York lady of quality. That Julia posed for
the lithograph, or approved the use of her likeness in connection with it,
cannot be doubted.??

The Gardiners were embarrassed and humiliated that a proper
daughter of theirs could have become involved in such a crass, com-
merical display. Not only did the family shop at the more fashionable
Stewart’s, but their own daughter had now been pictured to the general
public in the company of an older man who was dressed like a swell.
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Something had to be done. Convinced that idleness was Satan’s ally,
David Gardiner began thinking of a European tour for his restless
daughters. No surviving family letter ever mentioned the mortifying
incident. The memory of it and all reference to it were buried with the
speed of an unembalmed corpse.

Were this not awkward enough, the Gardiners were further em-
barrassed a few months later with the publication of “Julia—The Rose
of Long Island,” an eight-verse, sixty-eight line effort by one “Romeo
Ringdove,” which appeared on the front page of the Brooklyn Daily
News for May 11, 1840. A copy of the paper was sent anonymously to
Julia. It was definitely not great poetic literature, as an excerpt will
indicate. It was, however, in the nature of distinctly unwanted pub-
licity. As “Romeo Ringdove”’ phrased his love for “The Rose of Long
Island”:

In short, I was bedeviled quite,
Bewitched’s a prettier word!

She stole my heart that luckless night,
This gentle singing bird.

She sang about “The Rustling Trees,”
“The Rush of Mountain Streams,”

About “The Balmy Southern Breeze,”
The “Sunlight’s Radiant Beams.” ...

I grieve my love a belle should be,
The idol of each beau;

It makes it idle quite, for me
To idolize her so.

When gallants buzz like bees around
Who sweets from flowers suck,
Where shall the man so vain be found
As hopes this rose to pluck?
And since, to end my cruel woes

No other mode I see;
T’ll be a hornet to her beaux,
To her a bumble-bee.

To a less Victorian generation all this would seem quite innocent. But
1840 was not a good year for buzzing around on the front page of a
metropolitan newspaper. Julia’s renewed notoriety as the “Rose of Long
Island” was more than her parents could tolerate. “Pa still talks of
taking me to Europe in October—I think seriously,” wrote Julia. Some
basic decisions were indeed being made in the Gardiner home.*?
IR CSm—

David Gardiner had discussed the European trip before the poetic
phase of the double-barreled “Rose of Long Island” incident. He now
began planning it as an imminent event. His brother, Nathaniel Gardi-
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ner, was engaged to manage Juliana’s properties during the absence of
the family. David Lyon and Alexander, it was decided, would remain
at their law studies in New VYork. Letters of introduction were secured.
Benjmin F. Butler, Attorney General of the United States, supplied one
to Lewis Cass, American ambassador to the Court of Louis Philippe;
and Charles King of New York wrote to Georges W. Lafayette intro-
ducing David Gardiner as a former member of the New York senate
and “a man of education and fortune.” The departure date was set for
September 1840.%!

In the meantime the girls were taken on a short trip to Washington
and to White Sulphur Springs in Virginia—a practice run of sorts for
the social trials of the coming jaunt to Europe. On August 3, 1840, the
family left East Hampton for the capital. It was a rigorous trip by
steamboat from Sag Harbor to New Haven (Juliana feared the noisy
boilers would explode at any minute), and thence by rail to New York
and Washington. By the time they reached Washington on August ¢
Juliana was exhausted and quite ready to return to East Hampton. “I
think I shall keep on as it is for Julia’s advantage, but for myself it is
a great effort even to think of it,” she complained. As usual, Juliana
found the strength to go on. She always did. The single day in Wash-
ington was profitably spent. The senator had an interview with Presi-
dent Martin Van Buren and Juliana took her daughters to view the
White House. She found the furniture in the East Room “rich and
elegant.” The family left the capital on August 1o for a short stay at
White Sulphur. Just what “advantage,” social or physical, Julia derived
there is not known, although the Gardiners were “very much pleased”
by the trip to the spa. As Juliana summed it up, “We have traveled a
long distance and seen a great variety of people. All seem to think we
have a feast before us in going to Europe.” 42

David Gardiner, his wife and daughters sailed from New York
aboard the packet ship Skeridan, Captain de Peyster, on September 27,
1840. Margaret’s diary entry for the day of departure conveyed the
intense excitement the sisters felt. “A new world is opening before us!”
she wrote. “Bright are our anticipations! I was awakened by the songs
of the sailors whilst hoisting sails and preparing for sea.” The voyage
across was an interesting one for the girls, particularly for Margaret,
who flirted rather openly with Captain de Peyster.*3

Arriving in London on October 29, the Gardiners found that they
could “perceive no difference in the appearance of the people from those
of New York.” They toured the churches, found the country “cold and
dreary,” ogled the public buildings, and predicted that New York
would soon outstrip London. It was par for the course.**

The Channel crossing to France on the steamer Waterwitchk was
“exceedingly turbulent.” Nonetheless, Julia was in fine form and she
soon managed to beguile and captivate one of the passengers, Sir John
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Buchan, who was “extremely gallant, and quite enveloped J. in his
macintosh to keep off the spray.” This little fling under the macintosh
was quickly terminated by violent seasickness which sent Julia scurry-
ing to her cabin, a clear victory for Poseidon over Aphrodite. Un-
fortunately, Sir John’s attempts to see Julia again were smashed on
the rocks of divergent itineraries.*?

In Paris it was a strenuous round of cathedrals, galleries, museums,
and receptions, French lessons for Margaret, a new guitar for Julia, a
visit to the Chamber of Deputies for Senator David, and a sick head-
ache for Juliana. The pace was killing. The Parisian high point, and
for the Gardiner sisters the outstanding event of the entire grand tour,
was their presentation at the French court of Louis Philippe on January
7, 1841. This treat was arranged by Ambassador Lewis Cass. As
Margaret described it:

Twenty-eight American ladies were presented, besides a large number of
English and French.... The dresses of the ladies were rich and splendid,
while many of the English were emblazoned with diamonds, and with the gay
and elegant uniforms of the gentlemen presented a tout ensemble which far
surpassed my most brilliant imaginings.... The King looks old, is very
affable in manners, and resembles his paintings, except in stature. In this he is
given too much height. He was dressed in the uniform of an officer of the
army, and wore an auburn wig, which but half concealed his snow-white hair.
He principally addressed the married ladies—asked J. and myself if we were
sisters, and passed on.... In a short time followed the Queen, attired in
scarlet velvet robe and cloak, confined at the waist with a band, and diamond
clasp. Her head-dress was fancifully arranged with diamonds of great bril-
liancy, and a bird of paradise. She is tall and thin. In short, a perfect
anatomy, and there’s a striking contrast, in this respect, to the King. Her
conversation was a mixture of French and English, which I could not com-
prehend, and only bowed in reply.... The salons were insufferably warm,
and I was obliged to retire twice, in consequence of faintness. I was attended
by the King’s physician and two or three maids in waiting, and furnished
with cologne, salts, orange flower water, etc.6

When Julia later spoke of her “reign” as First Lady she had this
recollection of royal splendor as a guide and a goal. Having observed
the etiquette, posturing, and regal brilliance of the Tuileries, Julia
undertook to transplant to the White House something of its opulence
and its studied deference to reigning monarchy. She would even sur-
round herself with “ladies in waiting” and insist on many court pro-
cedures. David Gardiner was equally impressed with the magnificence
of the French court. His detailed analysis of its brilliance and the
social advantages of Americans’ being presented there was dispatched
to the editor of the New York American and printed in the edition of
May 25, 1841.47

In Rome the family was disappointed to find “very few Ameri-
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cans,” but there was some compensation in obtaining rooms in the Hotel
de Londres just below those of Christina, the former Queen of Spain.
And an audience with Pope Gregory XVI impressed them. They found
the reactionary old Pontiff’s “affability of manner and pleasant con-
versation very gratifying.”” Margaret was thoroughly repelled, however,
by some Roman Catholic practices:

We all witnessed the washing of feet, and serving at table, of thirteen poor
priests, of different nations, by the Pope in imitation of the washing of the
apostles’ feet by our Saviour...we went to the Hospital Pellegrini, and
saw the washing, and serving at table, of a host of poor pilgrims, by the noble
ladies of Rome. It is a disgusting act of humility! These ladies actually
washed and kissed the feet of the filthy miserable people.

She was relieved, on her arrival back in England three months later, to
find herself “in a Christian land once more.” Julia was less concerned
with the ecclesiastical side of Rome. Instead, she engaged in a fleeting
romance with Baron von Krudener, a young German nobleman then
visiting in the city. How involved each became with the other can only
be surmised by Julia’s recollection that he had worshiped her “in
secret, in silence, in tears.” Twenty-five years later she still remembered
him fondly, and when her sons went to Germany to college after the
Civil War she urged them to discover what had become of him.*8

The Roman holiday was followed by an exploration into the smok-
ing crater of Vesuvius. During her descent into the volcano Julia be-
came extremely frightened and nearly fainted. It was one of the very
few times in her life her poise and self-assurance deserted her. It took a
volcano to do it. She rallied quickly, however, and enjoyed the next
stages of the trip as the family moved leisurely northward from Pom-
peii to Florence, Venice, Leghorn, and Genoa. Then traveling through
Switzerland, into Germany, down the Rhine, and on to The Hague,
Amsterdam, and Brussels (where Julia treated herself to a brief ro-
mantic fling with a Belgian count), they finally reached London again
on July 3, 1841.%°

Sightseeing trips to Scotland and Ireland occupied the family in
July and August. Julia was occupied too. This time it was with a Mr.
Delebarger of London, an employee of the War Ministry who, accord-
ing to Juliana, “foolishly became very much faken with Miss Julia
without any encouragement from any quarter.” Julia did not have to
provide much overt encouragement. A glance over her fan generally
served to start the chemical reaction. The Delebarger involvement was
quickly terminated by Juliana. The Gardiners left England in early
September in the Acadia, and after an extremely rough crossing they
reached Boston at the end of the month. They had been gone a full
year.5¢

It had been an exciting and educational experience for Julia and
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Margaret. If Julia had attracted ardent young men to her side in
London, Rome, and Brussels, the incidents were less disastrous from
the Gardiner standpoint than having her paraded in lithograph and
verse through the public prints of New York. At the same time, how-
ever, it was certain that after having seen the wonders of the Tuileries,
the Vatican, and Westminster Abbey, East Hampton would seem tame
indeed to the Gardiner girls.

Throughout the European tour the letters of David Lyon and
Alexander to the family had described in detail the swiftly changing
political scene at home. Their sympathies, of course, were Whig. In
November 1840 both of them voted for “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” in
preference to President Martin Van Buren and the egalitarian policies
he favored and the Gardiners so detested. When news of the sudden
death of President William Henry Harrison on April 4, 1841, reached
the Continent, the Gardiner girls, in common with other American
ladies then touring in Europe, carefully wrapped their left wrists in
black crépe as a testament “to the sense of grief universally felt by
Americans . . . for the death of the good man and soldier, the Hero of
Tippecanoe.” 5%

Alexander’s April 9, 1841, letter to his father provided the absent
family a full account of the shocking news of General Harrison’s death
after one month in the White House:

This melancholy event, which has really cast a gloom over the country, was
the result of an illness of only a week. His disease was the bilious pleurisy.

. His enemies have asserted that he was infirm from age, and this doubt-
less led him to exert himself more than he would otherwise have done. He was
accustomed to walk before breakfast in the morning, and it was on one of these
occasions that he caught his death. The labours he was obliged to undergo
about the time of his inauguration were prodigious; and since, his house has
been beset from morning til night by office beggars and others. ...

Alexander described the suddenness with which Vice-President Tyler
had been “drawn from the bosom of his family” in Williamsburg “to
assume the direction of affairs” in Washington, the funeral arrange-
ments for the dead President, and the deep mourning into which the
nation was plunged. Like thousands of other Americans, Alexander
Gardiner also posed the crucial question of the hour. Who was the
enigmatic John Tyler, and for what did he stand?

In the midst of these scenes Mr. Tyler has assumed the government, and
retained the Cabinet selected by Gen. Harrison. Yet some doubts are enter-
tained whether he may not strike out a new course of political policy. He is
of the Virginia school, and has been very decidedly anti-bank, anti-tariff, and
anti-distribution of the public lands. The party insists that his opinions are
now altogether Whig, and that he will carry out the measures proposed by the
Harrison administration. Time will decide, but it would be stranger indeed if
he were not orthodox.52
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As the nation and the Gardiners soon discovered, John Tyler was
very definitely of the “Virginia school” and, from the Whig standpoint,
he was certainly not ‘“orthodox.” Indeed, by the time the Gardiners
had landed safely again in Boston in September 1841 these facts had
become clear. John Tyler’s voyage through the turbulent seas of the
bank crisis had just ended in disaster, and waves of Whig criticism
crashed heavily onto the decks of his sinking Ship of State. In this
assault few critics pounded the renegade Tyler administration with less
mercy than the brash young Alexander Gardiner.®

The political explosion in Washington in 1841 was a dramatic
spectacle, educational enough to warrant closer study. Julia and
Margaret had already seen the capitals of Europe, visited the public
buildings of London, Paris, Rome, and Brussels, consorted and flirted
with the statesmen and nobility of half a dozen nations. It was past
time, David Gardiner reasoned, for his sprightly daughters to glimpse
the wonders of American democracy in action, however chaotic that
action might be. It was decided, therefore, that the family should pro-
ceed to Washington for a short visit. In this way the sadly neglected
political education of Julia and Margaret could be advanced. The
European trip had polished and readied them for an introduction to
Washington society. Now they needed an introduction to politics. So it
was that the young ladies and their parents departed by train from
New York in mid-January 1842 bound for the sprawling, mud-caked
capital on the Potomac.

The girls began to attract admiring male glances immediately. As
the train rolled south toward Washington, a ‘“handsome, portly gentle-
man” came several times into the car where Julia and Margaret were
seated and self-consciously adjusted his cravat at the ornate mirror, cast-
ing, as he did so, “several furtive glances” at the attractive Gardiner
sisters. Only after she reached Washington did Julia discover that the
handsome, forty-two-year-old stranger with the large cravat and the
roving eyes was Congressman Millard Fillmore of Buffalo, New York,
political protégé of Thurlow Weed and later President of the United
States. He was, Julia learned to her dismay, quite married.5*

The family took up residence at Mrs. Peyton’s well-known board-
inghouse on the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Four-and-a-Half
Street. It was as comfortable and fashionable a place of its sort as the
backward capital afforded, and it served as a residence and eating club
for a bevy of congressmen and government officials. Among those pres-
ent at Mrs. Peyton’s place in January 1842 were Congressmen Edmund
Hubard and Francis Mallory of Virginia, John McKeon and Richard
Davis of New York, Caleb Cushing of Massachusetts, Thomas D.
Sumter of South Carolina, and Thomas Butler King of Georgia.

Within a few days of their arrival the Gardiners were caught up in
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the social swirl of the town. Congressman Sumter, who was a retired
United States Army colonel, was particularly attentive to Julia and
Margaret. He squired the young East Hampton ladies from reception
to reception with a gracious chivalry that matched anything the girls
had experienced in Europe. Millard Fillmore and Senator Silas Wright
of New York soon called on the Gardiners, as did Congressman
Fernando Wood, later mayor of New York City. Senator David Gardi-
ner was no ordinary tourist. Formerly a leading Whig politician in
Suffolk County, he was worth cultivating politically and socially. Luck-
ily for his daughters, his position and wealth assured the family im-
mediate absorption into the top circles of Washington society.5®

Julia and Margaret reveled in the excitement of the Washington
social scene and in the opportunity to meet the great and the near-great
of the American Republic. Julia was quickly singled out by young
Richard R. Waldron of New Hampshire, a purser in the United States
Navy. He became her constant escort and guide. Through Waldron and
Colonel Sumter the girls met Postmaster General Charles A. Wickliffe
and his attractive daughters. The Wickliffes, reported Margaret, were a
lovely family who had “remained long enough at their home in Ken-
tucky not to be easily contaminated by mingling with the worldly.” It
was the beginning of a friendship that would last for many years.

Waldron obligingly escorted the Gardiners to the House and Senate
to hear the debates, and to the weekly Assemblies or balls patronized
by the rich, the well-born, and the politically important people of the
capital. At a reception on January 18, 1842, Julia first met Robert
Tyler and enjoyed “quite a critical discussion...of the poets” with
him. The thrill of meeting the President’s eldest son was almost over-
whelming, and when the girls reached Peyton’s later that evening they
eagerly “talked over the proceedings until after one.”

At a private dance in the home of General John P. Van Ness a few
nights later, where “the wine flowed like water,” they saw a less attrac-
tive side of Washington society. They were shocked at the behavior of
General Aaron Ward, a New York congressman. Ward got quite drunk
and insulted Madame Bodisco, the beautiful and shapely wife of the
Russian ambassador. According to Margaret’s pristine description of
the incident, the tipsy congressman introduced Madame Bodisco to
David Gardiner and then “told her to show the gentleman her eyes.
Asked Pa if he did not think she had a nice figure, etc.” That the
popular Madame Bodisco had clearly visible charms could not be
denied. The low-cut bodice of her dress left little to the imagination.
But the ground rules of polite society in 1842 did not include drunken
references to a lady’s endowment. This was the stuff of duels.5¢

These social activities were of little importance when compared
with the much anticipated moment on the evening of January 20, 1842,
when Julia and her parents were first invited to the White House to
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meet President John Tyler. Margaret, unhappily, had a severe cold
that night and was forced to remain in her chambers. “The Presi-
dent’s break with the Whigs,” Julia recalled, “had been the occasion
of unprecedented political excitement, and his name was on all lips.”
She was curious to meet the controversial Chief Executive. Young
Waldron obligingly escorted the family to the President’s reception.

As usual, the First Lady, Letitia Christian Tyler, made no ap-
pearance downstairs that Thursday evening. Half-paralyzed by a
stroke three years earlier, she took no part in the social life of her
husband’s administration. Instead, the guests crowding into the White
House were greeted by the President and his daughter-in-law, Priscilla
Cooper Tyler, who acted as the Chief Executive’s official hostess. Julia’s
formal introduction to the politically harassed tenth President of the
United States was performed by Congressman Fernando Wood. For
the young lady of East Hampton it was a personal triumph. So cor-
dially was she greeted by John Tyler, so gracious and effusive were
his “thousand compliments,” that those standing nearby “looked and
listened in perfect amazement.” Years later when she recalled that most
important moment in her life Julia still remembered in Tyler’s deport-
ment an ‘“urbanity” so pronounced ‘“we could not help commenting,
after we left the room, upon the silvery sweetness of his voice...
the incomparable grace of his bearing, and the elegant ease of his
conversation.” 57

John Tyler may not have been America’s most successful Presi-
dent, but the courtly Virginian was certainly one of America’s most
gracious and socially engaging Chief Executives. So polite and courteous
was he with strangers, so warm and genuine was he in his greeting and
in his concern for the comfort and well-being of his guests, that few
who met him escaped his personal magnetism. No suggestion of his
many personal trials, political disappointments, and private worries,
family or financial, ever publicly escaped his lips. Surrounded by the
inadequate lights, shabby furniture, unpainted walls, and grimy ap-
pointments of the President’s Mansion, Tyler gave off a personal charm,
dignity and regality that transformed his surroundings. .

Julia’s brief visit to Washington in January—February 1842 ended
much too quickly to suit her. When, in early March, the Gardiners
were again at their East Hampton home the boredom of that pleasant
hamlet seemed all the more oppressive after the wonders of Europe
and the delights of the capital. Julia was soon plunged once more into
the depression of isolation. Gathering the local gossip for David Lyon
and Alexander scarcely compared with the excitement of the previous
eighteen months—even when the gossip concerned the erratic behavior
of her colorful cousin, John Griswold Gardiner, ninth proprietor of
Gardiners Island.

John was the black sheep of the family. In March 1842 he went
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berserk while engaged in what Julia termed a “regular frolic” and
before he was finally locked up in the East Hampton jail he had
wrecked a farmer’s kitchen in Sag Harbor, disturbed the peace in
Montauk, created a drunken scene in Acabonack, and fired his shotgun
at a cornhusker named Bennet in the grain barn on Gardiners Island.
Bennet escaped death only by lunging at the proprietor and spoiling
his aim. Whereupon crazy John calmly reloaded and was again taking
aim at his antagonist when Henry Davis, a Negro agricultural laborer
on the Island, seized the gun. “Amid such a number of white com-
panions,” remarked Julia, “the intended victim owed his life at last
to a negro—I think abolition a good cause.” Whether the “Lord of
the Isle” was under the influence of whiskey or opium or both during
his two-day spree, the sisters could not ascertain. They were fairly
certain he was under the influence of something. The subsequent trial
of John for assault with intent to kill occupied the summer months and
stimulated conversation for a time in the otherwise torpid town.
Gardiner was eventually fined $33 for disturbing the peace, a judg-
ment the proprietor himself considered pretty lenient for “a man who
has been a drunkard all his life.” 58

Even with John Griswold Gardiner to liven things up occasionally,
life in East Hampton was incredibly dull. The usual Fourth of July
celebration was called off in 1842 when the eligible toastmasters
quarreled over whether wine should be used to drink the toasts at the
dinner. The drys won the argument and local patriotism received a
body blow. When a gang of boys broke into the general store, smashed
the windows, and hurled rotten eggs at the merchandise, the incident,
big news in East Hampton, interested the twenty-two-year-old Julia
not at all. It was a far cut below her presentation at the court of
Louis Philippe and her discussion of the poets with Robert Tyler in
Washington. “We have been stationary nearly five months,” she com-
plained to Alexander in July. “Dear me! Sometimes I feel dolefully
ennuyée.” Few days passed that the sisters did not frantically write
their brothers in New York to send them the news of the fashionable
set in the city or demand of them that they execute some trifling
purchasing commission. While Julia was certain that the “innocent
pleasures of a country life” were adequate for “the evening of life,” the
point was that she was still young. “We cen make our lives sublime,”
she insisted to Alexander, with more hope than conviction. There was
not much sublimity in East Hampton.%®

During the early summer months of 1842 Julia began agitating
for a trip to Saratoga Springs or Newport. She had heard there was a
“considerable company” at both spas. When this effort to escape East
Hampton failed, she then urged her father to lease or purchase a town
house in New York City. The sharp sag in the real estate market in
New York not only made this suggestion an economical one, but it had

44



the further advantage of putting David Gardiner’s increasingly eligible
daughters where the boys were. For these reasons he began to con-
sider the idea seriously. Meanwhile Julia pleaded for a return to
Washington when Congress convened again in December 1842. So
piteous were her entreaties with her father that he could scarcely
resist them. By November the parental promise of another trip to the
capital had been reluctantly given, although the harassed senator
confessed to Alexander that “were it not to gratify your sisters I must
confess I should prefer a more quiet winter.” Alexander sided with Julia
in the matter, assuring his father that he would “derive more pleasure
from a winter in Washington than you seem to anticipate.” 60

Her spirits raised considerably by the combined prospects of
moving into town and returning to Washington in the winter, Julia’s
cup of joy very nearly overflowed when she learned that the Gardiners
had been conspicuously included in Moses Y. Beach’s little volume,
Wealth and Pedigree of the Wealthy Citizens of New York City. First
published in the summer of 1842, the book set out “to define the true
position of sundry individuals who are flourishing under false colors. . ..
In a country where money, and not fitle, is the standard by which
merit is appreciated, it is desirable to adjust the standard with as much
exactitude as possible. . ..” Beach included only the names of families
with resources in excess of $roo,oco. The accuracy of some of his
figures was questionable, but at least he provided a rough guide to the
tricky New York marriage market. For this invaluable service the
Gardiners were grateful.®?

The entry under the name of David Gardiner was brief and to the
point: “$150,000. To the ancestors of this distinguished family be-
longed Gardiners Island, Suffolk Co., L.I. One was called ‘Lord
Gardiner,” by some of his poor tenantry.” Julia’s erratic cousin, John
Griswold Gardiner, the ninth proprietor of Gardiners Island, was rated
at $100,000, although at the very moment of his triumph, if triumph
it was, he was drunkenly celebrating the birthday of his horse by riding
the animal into his mother’s parlor where the astonished lady sat
sewing. It was just another “high frolic,” said Julia, similar to the
spree that had put the latter-day Caligula in the East Hampton jail
two months earlier.52

Julia could hardly wait to get her hands on Beach’s volume.
She learned of its existence from her Uncle Samuel while attending
the funeral of her Uncle Nathaniel’s wife, Elizabeth, at East Hampton
in June 1842. The news livened up an otherwise dreary afternoon. She
was elated to hear that editor Beach considered the Gardiners to be
“a very respectable family who used to be styled Lords by their poor
tenants.” Her father, no less eager to see the book, ordered son David
Lyon in New York to procure and send a copy “by the first opportunity
by water.” The little volume was a gold mine of information and Julia

45



spent many pleasant hours researching the financial situations of her
New York friends and acquaintances. She learned, for example, that the
families of her friends Mary Conger and Mary Corse weighed in at
$200,000 and $250,000, respectively; and that the family of Catherine
Hedges was rated at $200,000. Even the unattractive and obnoxious
young Jacob LeRoy who would chase after Margaret in Washington in
1843 could look forward to a $300,000 inheritance. None of this in-
formation proved very valuable to the Gardiner sisters in the long run.
Julia married a man who could never have aspired to the Beach register,
and Margaret married one who had not two dimes to rub together.%s

The only damper on Julia’s spirits as she anticipated a brighter
social future came in the knowledge that her brother Alexander had
renounced the Whig Party and voted for the Democrats in the Novem-
ber 1842 elections in New York City. A trip to depression-ridden
Norwich, Connecticut, in June 1842 had shown him that a stone’s throw
from closed mills and breadlines were all the evidences of the con-
spicuous consumption in which the wealthy indulged. Perhaps this
sight influenced his sudden conversion. It would be encouraging to think
so. More likely, Alexander Gardiner became a Democrat in 1842 for
pragmatic reasons. As a struggling young lawyer in New York City he
sorely needed clients and contacts. To further his career in the law he had
decided to dabble in local politics at the ward level and the best way to do
this was through Tammany Hall. Tammany was basically anti-Van
Buren in 1842, locked as it was in bitter patronage struggles with
the Little Magician’s Albany Regency. Within its tattered folds were
also members of the old Workingmen’s Party of the middle 183o0s.
These white proletarians, native-born and immigrant, feared the aboli-
tion of slavery. They viewed the economic implications of abolition
on the white labor market of New York City with undisguised horror.
Alexander had no difficulty adjusting to the ideological orientation of
Tammany Hall on the Negro question. The Hall was also controlled by
pragmatists who had small respect for either Martin Van Buren or
liberal Jacksonian democracy. These men were Conservative Demo-
crats. They were corrupt, but they could deliver the street vote and
win local elections. The town’s self-satisfied Whigs generally could not.
From Alexander’s standpoint it was as simple as that.

Still, Margaret voiced the collective Gardiner opinion of Alex-
ander’s heresy when she told her brother that she “could scarce reconcile
myself to the idea of your voting the Democratic ticket. At any earlier
period it would certainly have overthrown any resolutions I might
have formed of conferring a Dukedom upon you. You might better
not have voted at all, I think; and so does Pa, but for another reason—
you would then escape your indefatigable military friend, Mr. Jack-
son.” Margaret had missed the point. Her brother had not become a
Jackson Democrat. And to her irrelevant criticism Alexander replied
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wearily that Tammany’s “triumphant success’” in the election had re-
inforced him in the rightness of his decision. There was no point in
going into it further.%*

In choosing the Democratic Party in 1842 Alexander Gardiner
gained one distinction to which no one else in the immediate family
could aspire. He was a Democrat before his sister’s courtship by
John Tyler began. He was in Tyler’s party before Julia was in Tyler’s
family. And John Tyler in 1842 needed all the help he could command.
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JOHN TYLER:
HIS FATHER’S SON, 1790-1820

For myself, I cannot and will not yield one inck of
the ground.
~—JOHN TYLER, 1820

Few American Presidents have left a record of their childhood so scanty
as that of John Tyler. Much of what has survived—the anecdotes
and the distant recollections—is tinged with myth and fantasy. It is
known that the tenth President was born the second of three sons
(there were five daughters) to John and Mary Armistead Tyler on
March 29, 1790, at Greenway, a twelve-hundred-acre family estate on
the James River in Charles City County, Virginia. Beyond that, little
can be said about John Tyler until he entered the preparafory division
of William and Mary College in 1802. As a youth he was very slight
in build; his long, thin patrician face was dominated by the high
cheekbones and the prominent Roman nose he would later joke about
—the “Tyler nose,” Julia called it. His lips were thin and tight, his
dark brown hair was silken. Physically, he was never robust. He was
always much too thin and throughout his life he was highly susceptible to
colds, to severe gastric upsets, and to frequent attacks of diarrhea. As
a child and young man he was serious-looking, inclined to moodiness.
When bhe was seven, in April 1797, his mother died of a paralytic
stroke. He thus grew to adulthood without the comforting guidance
of a woman.

Judge John Tyler raised young John to manhood and by all sur-
viving accounts he did an excellent job of it. The future President
would always recall with tenderness a picture of the old Judge as he
sat on the front lawn of Greenway playing his violin for the plantation
youngsters or telling them tall stories of the great revolution against
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Britain. He was a great favorite of the local small fry, white and
Negro. Young John inherited his father’s love of music and he learned
to “fidcle,” as he called it, at an early age. It was a relaxing hobby
to which he returned after the frustrating White House years. It is
doubtful, however, as one story has it, that he played the instrument so
movingly at the age of ten that mice emerged from the baseboard to
dance to his tunes.

Given the paucity of details of Tyler’s childhood it is not sur-
prising that the biographical gap has been filled with the standard
motifs of a precocious and foreordained youth which Americans de-
mand of their Presidents—myths assiduously propagated by eager
campaign biographers at election time. Hence if John Tyler cannot in all
honesty be placed in a log cabin at birth (there were rude log cabins at
Greenway plantation but they were inhabited by Judge Tyler’s forty
slaves), his biographers have linked him with the Child-of-Destiny
motif and with the David-and-Goliath theme.

The first of these harmless Iittle stories has his mother holding
him in her arms on a bright moonlit night at Greenway in 1791. The
baby caught sight of the shining orb through the branches of an old
willow tree, eagerly stretched his chubby arms heavenward, and cried
bitterly for the moon. At this point, according to the legend, the
mother quietly whispered, “This child is destined to be a President of
the United States, his wishes fly so high.”

The second tale pits young John Tyler against the local Goliath
symbol, Mr. McMurdo, a cruel Scottish schoolmaster who held forth,
birch in hand, at the little school on the River Road near Greenway.
According to this legend, the tyranny of the rod finally became so
oppressive and unjust that John led a schoolboy revolt which resulted
in the physical overpowering and manacling of the giant, much to the
satisfaction of his father, who shouted “Sic semper tyrannis!”’ on learn-
ing of the classroom revolution. Tyler did later recall that it was a
wonder McMurdo “did not whip all the sense out of his scholars,” but
he never verified the specific fact of the revolt or mentioned his alleged
role in it.

Nevertheless, the McMurdo yarn probably has a larger grain of
truth in it than one which pictures Vice-President Tyler down on his
hands and knees at sunrise one morning in April 1841 playing marbles
with his sons when sweaty couriers from Washington ride up to inform
him that General Harrison has died and that he has become the
President of the United States. This, of course, is the homey-touch
theme which is also required of American Presidents by their constit-
uents, and it would be somewhat more believable in this instance were
it not known that in 1841 two of Tyler’s sons were married men in
their twenties and only the third, Tazewell, was at the marble-playing
age.l
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Only in 1802 does John Tyler emerge from the shadows of my-
thology. In that year he traveled from Greenway to Williamsburg to
enter the secondary division of the College of William and Mary. The
twelve-year-old boy boarded in town with his brother-in-law, Judge
James Semple. In 1806 his name first appeared on the roll of the col-
legiate students, although it is probable he began college-level studies
a vear earlier. The college curriculum at the time was a narrow one—
classical languages and English literature predominating—but in his
undergraduate years Tyler was also introduced to history and political
economy. The text used in the economics course was Adam Smith’s re-
cently published Wealth of Nations, and Tyler seems to have com-
mitted its concepts and leading arguments to memory. His subsequent
speeches on the tariff and free trade were drawn almost verbatim from
this influential work. Indeed, Smith’s persuasive arguments for govern-
ment noninterference in the sphere of individual enterprise neatly com-
plemented emerging states’ rights arguments in the field of economic
policy, and Tyler was quick to enlist them in the South’s struggle against
any and all latitudinal constructions of the Constitution on tariff and
trade questions.?

By all reports Tyler’s academic career at William and Mary was
a brilliant one, and his subsequent devotion to his alma mater would
gladden the heart of any present-day alumni secretary. In 1807, at the
age of seventeen, he was graduated from the little college he loved so
much. He returned to Charles City and began the study of law, first
under his father’s direction, then under that of his cousin, Chancellor
Samuel Tyler. Finally, when his father became governor in 1809, he
studied in the Richmond office of the brilliant Edmund Randolph,
former United States Attorney General in the Washington administra-
tion. His work with Randolph he remembered as the least satisfactory.
He recoiled with distaste from the Federalist principles to which
Randolph exposed him, principles which undercut the states’ rights
teachings of his father and his William and Mary professors. Randolph’s
loose construction of the Constitution and his advocacy of a strong
central government pained Tyler greatly. “He proposed a supreme
national government,” Tyler recalled in horror, “with a supreme ex-
ecutive, a supreme legislature, and a supreme judiciary, and a power in
Congress to veto state laws.” It was shocking.®

—_—— > E————————

The most important single fact that can be derived from John
Tyler’s formative years is that he absorbed iz toto the political, social,
and economic views of his distinguished father, John Tyler, Sr., Revo-
lutionary War patriot, governor of Virginia (1809—1811), and judge of
the United States Circuit Court. Judge Tyler was a congenital rebel
and individualist, an intellectual child of the French Enlightenment,
devoted in person, idea, and political loyalty to his friend and con-
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temporary, Thomas Jefferson. These qualities and attitudes he passed
undiluted to his son, and the William and Mary faculty saw that they
stuck.

Born in 1746, Judge Tyler was a direct descendant oi Henry
Tyler, first of the family in America, who had arrived in Williamsburg
from England in 1653. The English background of Henry Tyler is
as obscure as the origin of Lion Gardiner. Lyon G. Tyler, the family
biographer, once argued that Henryv Tyler was an aristocratic Cava-
lier in flight from Puritan despotism, and that the whole Tyler
clan was directly descended from the famous Wat Tyler, the fourteenth-
century revolutionist against the tyranny of Richard II. To further
this dubious connection Judge Tyler named one of his sons Wat. But
like the wished-for Gardiner alliance with Robert Fitzwalter and the
Barons of Runnymede, the claim can be established neither histori-
cally nor genealogically. It is probably just as well. Wat Tyler had
a conception of private property and social equality scarcely acceptable
to his slaveowning descendants on the Tidewater Virginia plantations.
He was, in truth, an egalitarian socialist. Nevertheless, John Tyler
himself accepted the alleged family connection with Wat the Red and
gloried in it, defending its legitimacy against all doubters. “I am proud
of Wat Tyler and cannot let him go,” he once confessed. So it passed
into the family tradition.*

More solidly based in historical certainty than the Wat Tyler con-
nection is the Revolutionary career of Judge John Tyler. Not only did
he serve with distinction in the Virginia legislature during the un-
pleasantness with the Redcoats, risking his life and his property in the
great cause throughout its darkest and most discouraging days, he
also emerged from the contest as one of the Old Dominion’s leading
voices for a strengthening of the wartime Articles of Confederation.
As a member of the Virginia House of Delegates in 1785-1786, the
Judge helped draft the resolutions appointing Virginia’s delegates to
the famous Annapolis Convention. This meeting, a preliminary to the
Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, was called to con-
sider the propriety of investing the Confederation Congress with enough
additional power to regulate and promote interstate commerce. This
limited function by a weak central authority Judge Tyler favored. He
did not support the corollary idea that commerce regulation should
expand into or take on the form of a whole new constitutional and
federative political system. “I wished Congress to have the regulation
of trade,” he recalled in stunned disbelief at what eventually happened
in Philadelphia in 1787-1788, “but it never entered my head that we
should quit liberty and throw ourselves into the hands of an energetic
government. When I consider the Constitution in all its parts, I cannot
but dread its operation. It contains a variety of powers too dangerous
to be vested in any set of men whatsoever.” 3
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To Judge Tyler, the Constitution of the United States was little
less than the beginning of tyranny in America, and as a member of
Virginia’s 1788 convention to consider the new document he worked
vigorously, albeit unsuccessfully, to block its ratification. “Little did
I think that matters would come to this when we separated from the
mother country,” he told the convention sadly. Clearly, he missed the
point that the Constitution was actually a very conservative docu-
ment. While under its subsequently adopted Bill of Rights (which
Judge Tyler strongly favored) it guaranteed certain individual liber-
ties to all white male adults, it then effectively removed real power
from the hands of these same people with a system of political filters
and a provision permitting the states themselves to determine the con-
ditions of suffrage. A complicated arrangement of checks and balances
within the federal authority was skillfully designed to render the gov-
ernment virtually impervious to pressures and manipulations by any
man, special-interest group, state, or section. Its theory of residual state
power and its complex amending clause also contributed to its conserva-
tive stability. In its final form it was a brilliantly contrived monument
to the status quo that over the years would demand the most elastic
judicial interpretation to make it function at all. Indeed, it would
ultimately require the bold decisions of Chief Justice John Marshall
and the near-revolutionary agitations of Andrew Jackson’s unwashed
multitudes to blast it into the evolution that gave it life and preserved
it. At the moment of its birth, however, the Constitution of the United
States was hardly a radical, a dangerous, or even a democratic docu-
ment.

The Tylers, father and son, were determined to keep it that way.
Initially they were not fearful of the rise of the masses; they feared
the use of the federal machinery by one sector of the propertied class
to exercise a tyranny over the other—the Northern merchants over
the Southern planters. Only by maintaining the power of the individual
states over their own internal affairs could the nationalistic implica-
tions of the document, weak as these were, be cribbed and the pre-
rogatives of the Virginia planter and his feudal way of life be preserved.
This in essence was what Judge Tyler and John Tyler meant when
they invoked “states’ rights” as the key to “individual liberty.” It was
not a theoretical abstraction. Instead, the states’ rights idea in the
South was the main foundation of a society dominated by slaveowning
white men of property. The alternative was a powerful central gov-
ernment run by and for the merchant classes—or those with no
property at all. To prevent the capture, consolidation, and manipulation
of the machinery of the federal government by such untrustworthy
people, the Constitution had to remain the static document it was. Any
interpretation that rendered it more democratic, more responsive to the
popular will, more relevant to the revolutionary theory of the equality

52



oi men, or more powerful and efficient in its practical operation in rela-
tion to the states had to be opposed with all the vigor of Horatio at
the bridge. For this reason John Tyler, like his father before him, would
spend the greater part of a political lifetime demanding a starkly
literal interpretation of the written words of the conservative docu-
ment, voicing these demands with all the fervor of a Bible Belt Funda-
mentalist elucidating the Book of Exodus to a backwoods congregation.
In sum, bhe insisted that the rules of the game not be changed while
the game was in progress. The original rules would do nicely.

Given the gradual broadening of white male suffrage in the 1820s-
1830s under the impact of Jacksonian democracy, strict construction
also seemed the only alternative to the potential political tyranny of a
Northern and Western majority over the “peculiar institution” of hu-
man slavery. Thus John Tyler, tutored at his father’s knee, would
view nationalistic phrases in the Constitution like “We the people of
the United States” and ‘“‘the gemeral welfare” as semantic booby traps
requiring constant defusing and disarming in the interest of states’
rights and the maintenance of slavery as a legal form of private prop-
erty. He consistently eulogized the “primitive simplicity” of the docu-
ment, noting frequently that he was ‘“a republican after the strictest
sect,” a true keeper of the original flame.5

As a young man John Tyler was less certain of his relationship
to the slave institution. In general, he followed his father in accept-
ing the fact of slavery. And, like his father, he was a slaveowner all his
life. Nevertheless, he opposed a continuation of the African slave trade.
As a United States senator in 1832 he fought for legislation to end
the actual buying and selling of human beings within the shadow of the
Capitol. The sight of this made him physically ill. He never attended
a slave auction. As President he signed in 1842 the treaty with Britain
which obligated the United States to maintain naval units on the
African coast to enforce the nation’s anti-slave-trade laws.

At the same time he never advocated or supported an effective
program of slavery abolition; nor would he ever acknowledge the right
or duty of the federal government to interfere in the brutalizing in-
stitution at the state, local, or personal level. He never manumitted
any of his own slaves. Instead, he found comfort of sorts supporting
the notion of “gradual abolition” in Virginia though the impractical
African Colonization scheme. He also advocated a diffusion or “bleed-
ing” of the Old Dominion slave population into and throughout the
territories—a form of abolition by anemia. In moments of candor he ad-
mitted that the removal of Negroes to Liberia was little more than a
utopian solution to slavery, “a dream of philanthropy, visiting men’s
pillows in their sleep, to cheat them on their waking.” Since both
“solutions” to the problem were impractical, and gradual to the point
of being glacial, Tyler in effect upheld the slavery institution through-
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out his life. Still, he wished sincerely that slavery would just go away
somehow, quietly and without fuss. He hoped for this in spite of the
fact that his own economic welfare and that of his large family became
inexorably linked with the slave-labor system after his retirement from
the White House to Sherwood Forest in 1845.

At Sherwood Forest he conducted a slavery operation that was
humanitarian, gentle, and paternalistic. There were no whips, lashes,
split families, or runaways. On Sherwood Forest plantation the Ne-
groes did sing and dance and play their banjos and clack their bones.
But the realization that he was a kind master brought John Tyler no
closer to a moral evaluation of the system. He simply borrowed Judge
Tyler’s view that slavery had been fastened on the United States by the
colonial policy of Great Britain. This conveniently identified the em-
barrassing institution with a hated foreign symbol and glossed over
his moral confusion on the issue. It was a weak rationalization, but it
was an important contributing factor to the intense Anglophobia he
carried with him through life. As late as 1851, on a visit to Niagara
Falls, John Tyler would refuse so much as to set foot on British soil.?

The slavery problem was still a small black cloud on a distant
horizon in 1811 when Tyler attained his majority and began the prac-
tice of law in Charles City County. That year he was also elected to
the Charles City seat in the Virginia House of Delegates. As a lawyer
and a state legislator he exhibited all the characteristics of a young
man in a hurry. He loved the law, which he regarded as the ‘“high
road to fame,” and he quickly became a brilliant courtroom performer.
At the outset of his legal career he took many near-hopeless criminal
cases because they gave him an opportunity to develop and polish that
feeling for the grandiloquent which ultimately placed him in the very
first rank of American orators. At his best, Tyler was the rhetorical
equal of Webster, Clay, Benton, and Calhoun in his ability to move
and manipulate an audience. This mastery of the spoken word he first
learned in the Charles City courthouse. As a young lawyer he dis-
covered that the way to a juror’s heart was often not through the law
but through the emotions. Like the clergyman who pounds the pulpit
harder as his theology becomes weaker, Tyler developed a forensic style
that permitted him to play on the emotions of jurors as though they
were strings of his violin. Jefferson Davis once said that “as an extem-
poraneous speaker, I regard [Tyler] as the most felicitous among the
orators I have known.” 8

As a tyro legislator young Tyler made an instant impact in the
House of Delegates in 1811. The point at stake was the national-bank
question, the issue on which John Tyler rode into national prominence
in the 1830s and the one that would ultimately break the back of his
Presidency in 184r1. In 1791 the first Bank of the United States had
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been chartered by Congress for a twenty-yvear period. The Bank was
a privately owned and operated institution (in which the federal govern-
ment held only 20 per cent of the stock) designed to act as a fiscal agent
for the government. It was also a depository for government funds,
and it was further empowered to issue currency secured by govern-
ment deposits and by its own capital resources. Alexander Hamilton
and other Federalist economists of the period hoped that this currency
would provide the new nation a much-needed, stable, and standardized
medium of exchange. The charter also permitted the establishment of
branch banks in the principal commercial cities of the several states.
It was, then, essentially a private corporation with monopolistic power
to do the banking business of the federal government throughout the
states. As such it had no specific constitutionality, and the incorpora-
tion bill passed the Congress in a welter of sectional controversy, the
South vigorously in opposition. For this reason President Washington
hesitated signing the measure.

Soliciting the written opinions of his Cabinet members on the con-
stitutionality of the Bank, the President received from Jefferson the
positive view that the Constitution nowhere empowered the Con-
gress to incorporate a bank. Alexander Hamilton, on the other hand,
in a brilliant and seminal state paper, set forth the doctrine of “im-
plied powers,” arguing that the constitutional power of Congress to col-
lect taxes and regulate trade also implied the constitutionality of a
bank in which to deposit the tax and tariff receipts. As he put it
{firing the shot which thenceforth in American history separated the
Hamiltonian “loose constructionists” from the Jeffersonian “strict con-
structionists”), “If the end be clearly comprehended within any of
the specified powers, and if the measure have an obvious relation to that
end, and is not forbidden by any particular provision of the Con-
stitution, it may safely be deemed to come within the compass of the
national authority.” Washington accepted this interpretation, rejected
Jefferson’s protests, and signed the controversial bill into law.?

It was the possibility of just such semantic taffy-pulling within
the framework of the Constitution that Judge Tyler had protested in
1788. When the Bank charter came up in Congress for renewal in
1811, both the Judge and his son carefully watched Virginia’s reaction
to the menace from Washington. The issue was thoroughly debated
in the Virginia legislature during the 1810-1811 session, the year before
young Tyler arrived on the scene. At that time the legislature had over-
whelmingly voted to “instruct” Virginia’s United States senators, Wil-
liam B. Giles and Richard Brent, to work against and vote against
the renewal of the Bank charter when it came before the Senate. Both
senators had, however, disobeyed these instructions from Richmond,
Brent outright and Giles partially.

Although the Bank renewal bill was killed in the Senate in Febru-
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ary 1811, forcing the institution temporarily out of existence, young
Tyler decided that Virginia’s erring senators should be signally pun-
ished. Not only was he convinced of the absolute unconstitutionality of
a national bank, but he was also angry that the senators the legislature
had elected and sent to Washington had defied the authority of that
legislature and hence the authority of the “sovereign” state of Virginia.
Thus when he reached the House of Delegates late in 1811 Tyler in-
troduced three spot resolutions, “without conference or consultation
with any human being,” censuring Giles and Brent for their failure to
obey the specific instructions of the legislature on the Bank question.
This action, as precocious as it was brash, drew immediate attention
to the ambitious young man from Charles City. The Tyler motions
were referred to a select committee. From this ordeal they emerged
in watered-down form, but the basic idea asserting the right of the
legislature to instruct its United States senators survived intact, and the
Tyler resolutions were passed by the House of Delegates g7 to zo.
For the new member from Charles City it was a heady victory.*°

His legal and political careers signally commenced, John Tyler
felt prepared to take a wife. He had thought the matter through
carefully. “The very moment a man can say to himself, ‘if I die to-
morrow, my wife will be independent,’ he is fully authorized to obey
the impulse of affection,” he maintained. Convinced that he was ready
for the step, he obeyed his own impulse, and on March 29, 1813, his
twenty-third birthday, he married Letitia Christian of Cedar Grove
plantation in New Kent County. She was the daughter of Robert Chris-
tian, and from a material standpoint the match was an advantageous
one for the groom, even though he had inherited part of the Greenway
estate from his recently deceased father and now had property and
slaves of his own. The Christians were a numerous, politically promi-
nent, and wealthy tribe, and when the bride’s parents died soon after
the wedding, Letitia came into a sizable competence. In the single
surviving love letter Tyler wrote her before their marriage, dated
December 1812, he made the point that while his own financial situa-
tion was clearly not equal to hers, that fact alone made him realize
that she truly loved him:

You express some degree of astonishment, my L., at an observation I once
made to you, “that I would not have been willingly wealthy at the time I
addressed you.” Suffer me to repeat it. If I had been wealthy, the idea of
your being actuated by prudential considerations in accepting my suit, would
have eternally tortured me. But I exposed to you frankly and unblushingly
my situation in life—my hopes and my fears, my prospects and my de-
pendencies—and you nobly responded. To ensure to you happiness is now
my only object, and whether I float or sink in the stream of fortune, you
may be assured of this, that I shall never cease to love you.l1
—_——E—
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There is no evidence that the gentle Letitia thought Tyler himself
might have been “actuated by prudential considerations.” She was a
quiet and introverted girl, more beautiful in facial features than Julia
Gardiner. Socially reserved in manner, domestic in her interests, she
was unconcerned with the subtle economics of marriage alliances within
the planter aristocracy. She was in love with the young lawyer and
legislator from Greenway, and she wanted him as he was. Their court-
ship was a calm, undemonstrative affair. Tyler confessed that until
three weeks before the wedding he had not even dared kiss Letitia’s
hand, “so perfectly reserved and modest” was she. A few sonnets ad-
dressed to her, a few books lent and discussed, and they were married.
Not surprisingly, Tyler regarded the approaching ceremony with a
certain impassivity. Six days before the wedding he wrote his friend
Henry Curtis, “I had really calculated on experiencing a tremor on the
near approach of the day; but I believe that I am so much of the
old man already as to feel less dismay at a change of situation than
the greater part of those of my age.” 12

The Tyler-Christian marriage was a tranquil relationship through-
out. It gave off none of the sparks of Tyler’s later marriage to
Julia Gardiner. It was, however, a happy marriage, and it remained
so for twenty-nine years. Letitia Christian Tyler was a lovely woman.
Every surviving account of her, every recollection, emphasizes her
domestic virtues, her sweetness of manner, her devout religious life, and
her selflessness. Her seven children were devoted to her. Still, Letitia
Tyler never really emerges from the mists of history, perhaps because
none of her own letters survived. She preferred to remain wholly in the
background of Tyler’s public career as he moved steadily from the
House of Delegates upward through the House of Representatives, the
governorship of Virginia, the United States Senate, and into the White
House. She had no known political interests and no desire to live in
Washington. So wretched were living accommodations in the mudhole
that was the capital, and so comfortable did she make her successive
homes at Woodburn, Greenway, Gloucester, and Williamsburg that
she accompanied her husband to Washington only once before his
elevation to the Presidency. This was in the winter of 1828-1829.
During this brief exposure in the capital she was. remarked upon for
her “beauty of person and eloquence of manner.”,On only one occasion
did she visit the fashionable watering places of the North, preferrmg
instead, when she left home at all, the various Virginia springs.:She
kmtted and stitched and gardened (she loved flowers), superviséd her
household slaves with humanity and kindness, raised her seven chil-
dren, and minded her own business. Hers was a quiet and useful life,
filled with domestic interests. She remained, by choice, well removed
from the limelight of her husband’s political career.*?
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After Letitia was semi-invalided by a paralytic stroke in 1839 she
lived out her few remaining years in the seclusion of her bedchamber,
demanding no special attention, creating no special problem. When
Priscilla Cooper Tyler, wife of Letitia’s oldest son Robert, first met
her new mother-in-law in 1839 she noted that Letitia, then forty-seven,

...must have been very beautiful in her youth, for she is still beautiful now
in her declining years and wretched health. Her skin is as smooth and soft as
a baby’s; she has sweet, loving black eyes, and her features are delicately
moulded; besides this, her feet and hands are perfect; and she is gentle and
graceful in her movements, with a most peculiar air of native refinement
about everything she says and does. She is the most entirely unselfish person
you can imagine. I do not believe she ever thinks of herself. Her whole
thought and affections are wrapped up in her husband and children.. .. The
room in the main dwelling furtherest removed and most retired is “the cham-
ber,” as the bedroom of the mistress of the house is always called in Virginia
...here Mother with a smile of welcome on her sweet, calm face, is always
found seated on her large arm-chair with a small stand by her side, which
holds her Bible and her prayer-book—the only books she ever reads now—
with her knitting usually in her hands, always ready to sympathize with me
in any little homesickness which may disturb me.... Notwithstanding her
very delicate health, Mother attends to and regulates all the household affairs,
and all so quietly that you can’t tell when she does it. All the clothes for the
children, and for the servants, are cut out under her immediate eye, and all
the sewing is personally superintended by her. All the cake, jellies, custards,
and we indulge largely in them, emanate from her, yet you see no confusion,
hear no bustle, but only meet the agreeable result.

When she was dying in the White House in September 1842, her last
act was to take from a bedside vase a damask rose. She was still holding
it in her hand when she was found dead. She died as she had lived,
without fuss or ostentation, always in the shadow of John Tyler’s
ambition. *

No sooner had Tyler settled with his bride at Mons-Sacer, a
beautiful five-hundred-acre section of the Greenway estate he had
inherited from his father, than he was called to arms against the
British. Once again the Redcoats were marching, and during the 1812
session of the House of Delegates the young legislator vigorously upheld
the war measures of the federal and state governments against the
English. Every resolution designed to throw Virginia’s military and
economic weight effectively onto the balance received Tyler’s enthu-
siastic support. He was convinced that Britain’s policy of impressment
and search on the high seas, and her interference with American
shipping, were the real causes of the War of 18r2. That the United
States had intervened in the larger European war on the side of the
Napoleonic military dictatorship; that the desire of the “War Hawks”
for territorial expansion at the expense of British Canada and Spanish
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Florida might have been a fundamental reason for the conflict; or
that British impressment of American seamen had been surrendered in
practice if not in principle well before 1812 were thoughts that con-
cerned Tyler not at all. He wanted war. Judge Tyler wanted war. In-
deed, the infirm Judge, lving on his deathbed at Greenway in January
1813, cursed the fates that would not permit him to “live long enough
to see that proud English nation once more humbled by American arms.”
The father’s hatred of the ubiquitous Redcoats was the son’s hatred,
and young Tyler undertook to discomfit the traditional enemy in every
conceivable manner, legislatively and militarily.

The War of 1812 was not a glorious passage in American arms.
Tyler’s own military experience was rather typical of the amateurish
performance of American militia which led directly to the greatest
military disaster ever sustained by the United States. In the summer of
1813, a British raiding party landed at Hampton, plundered the town,
and for a time appeared poised and ready to march up the James River
to Richmond. The Virginia legislature had adjourned for the summer
and Tyler was home in Charles City with his bride of four months.
The British threat at Hampton fired his patriotism. He immediately
joined a local militia company, the Charles City Rifles, raised for the
defense of the state capital and its river approaches. In this raw and
disorganized little unit Tyler was commissioned Captain, and he set to
work to produce something in the ranks resembling military discipline.
Although wholly ignorant of the military arts, he improvised a simple
system of drill which the unskilled farmers were able to master. Thus
when the Charles City Rifles were attached to the Fifty-Second Regi-
ment of the Virginia Militia and ordered to Williamsburg they managed,
thanks to Captain Tyler, to get there in some sort of order. They were
quartered upstairs in the William and Mary College building, there to
await the approach of the enemy. One night when all were asleep a
rumor was broadcast that British forces had suddenly entered the
town. Panic struck Captain Tyler’s men. In their eagerness to quit
the dark building the entire group, officers and men, tumbled head over
heels down a long flight of stairs and landed in a struggling heap
at the bottom. Following this self-inflicted rout, Tyler’s intrepid band
was attached to a new unit, hopefully titled the Second Elite Corps
of Virginia, General Moses Greene commanding. This assignment lasted
one month and was fortunately uneventful. The British raiding force
soon withdrew from the Hampton area, and the Charles City patriots
returned triumphantly to their farms. Their little war was over.1®

Tyler had a good sense of humor and he often laughed over the
ludicrousness of his brief military career. When his political enemies
later referred to him derisively as “Captain Tyler” or “The Captain,”
he took no offense. He frequently joked about his “distinguished mili-
tary services during the War of 1812,” and he thought the whole ex-
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perience made a delightful parlor story. Nevertheless, for his heroic
contribution to the defense of Williamsburg he later qualified for a
war bonus of one-hundred-sixty acres of land. He first considered a plot
in St. John’s County, Florida, but finally elected to take a quarter-sec-
tion in what is now Sioux City, Iowa. In the difficult days of Recon-
struction Julia was happy to have the monthly bonus of eight dollars
later allotted by Congress to the widows of War of 1812 veterans. So Ty-
ler’s military service was not a waste of time and effort after all.?

The fact remained, however, that John Tyler had little feeling for
the martial life. He distrusted the military mentality and he feared the
appearance in American politics of an American Napoleon, a Man on
Horseback. Men of destiny like General Andrew Jackson frightened
him. He consistently opposed the creation of a standing army. Instead,
he became a partisan of the infant United States Navy. This toothless
force, mainly stationed abroad, was unlikely to overthrow the govern-
ment and Constitution by force and violence. When it appeared in 1832
that two erstwhile military heroes, Andrew Jackson and Richard M.
Johnson (the alleged slayer of Tecumseh), might run together on the
Democratic ticket, Tyler remarked with discouragement that “the day
is rapidly approaching when an ounce of lead will, in truth, be worth
more than a pound of sense.” 18

—_—— e E——

In 1816, following the close of the unfortunate War of 1812, John
Tyler was elected to the United States House of Representatives from
the Richmond district, defeating his good friend Andrew Stevenson in
a special election for the vacant seat. Since he and his opponent both
ran on states’ rights platforms, the campaign was little more than a
popularity contest. Tyler’s arrival in Washington in 1817 was not, of
course, that of a raw freshman congressman from a frontier district.
Member of a prominent Virginia family, son of a former governor,
master of Woodburn, and husband to a daughter of the powerful Chris-
tian clan, Tyler moved swiftly and surely into the most exclusive social
life of the capital. Within a few weeks he was dining at the “Seven
Buildings,” the makeshift home of James and Dolley Madison during
the period of the rebuilding of the White House. Dinner at the
Madisons’ was a gastronomical experience that produced a grave shock
to his system. The gracious Dolley took great pride in the table she
set. Foods were sharply spiced in the French manner and the champagne
always flowed. “They have good drink,” he wrote Letitia, “champagne,
etc., of which you know I am very fond, but I had much rather dine at
home in our plain way ...what with their sauces and flum-flummeries,
the victuals are intolerable.” 19

Equally intolerable were living conditions in the capital in those
years. Cows and hogs wandered about the muddy lanes that passed for
streets. Malaria-infested swamps were cheek by jowl with the few
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scattered private residences. Sidewalks were virtually nonexistent. The
town was dirty, sprawling, and fever-ridden. In the summer it was a
stinking oven. Even on the main thoroughfare, Pennsylvania Avenue,
the street lamps were extinguished in 1818 because the District treasury
bad no funds for fuel. It was a city of mediocre boardinghouses and
crowded hotels. Like most of the members of Congress, Tyler lived in a
boardinghouse. At these places the food was dreadful. On one occasion
he was served bad fish and was seriously ill for several days. Dolley
Madison’s fare may have been too “flum-flummery” for Tyler’s taste
but he did not get ptomaine poisoning at her table. At the local board-
inghouses any meal could be a wild gamble with destiny. Washington
was obviously no place for Letitia.?®

Tyler’s career in the House of Representatives during the years
1817 to 1820 was not distinguished. It remains of interest only be-
cause the freshman congressman from Charles City made clear the ideas
he would support for most of the remainder of his life. In his maiden
speech in the House he laid down the political principle which would
govern his voting on important issues. He would never, he said, at-
tempt to court popular favor. “Popularity, I have always thought, may
aptly be compared to a coquette—the more you woo her, the more
apt is she to elude your embrace.” On the contrary, he would listen to
no “mere buzz or popular clamour” from the voters of his district, only
the “voice of a majority of the people, distinctly ascertained and plainly
expressed.” And he would close his ears to the majority voice if his con-
stituents ever demanded that he violate the Constitution. “If instruc-
tions go to violate the Constitution,—they are not binding—and why?
My constituents have no right to violate the Constitution themselves,”
he said, “and they have, consequently, no right to require me to do
that which they themselves of right cannot.” 2!

Like many of his planter-politician contemporaries in the South,
especially those from “safe” districts like Charles City, Tyler developed
no rapport with the masses of people. Nor did he attempt to develop a
common touch. He shunned the people, avoided their importunities, and
defied their proclaimed champions. “The barking of newspapers and the
brawling of demagogues,” he once said, “can never drive me from my
course. If I am to go into [political] retirement, I will at least take care
to do so with a pure and unsullied conscience.” The warmest of men in
his private life, he was incapable of projecting his warmth, good humor,
and camaraderie to people of humble station; in this regard he was a
great deal like Woodrow Wilson. A brilliant speaker in the presence of
other statesmen or to groups of his social and intellectual peers, he
quailed before the indiscriminate mass of men. He invariably preferred
to address them in pamphlets or through the columns of newspapers
rather than from the stump. During the campaign of 1840, forced to
tour the West to carry the Whig message to the decisive coonskin-cap

61



element, his speeches took on a nervous, unconvincing ring as though he
were half-afraid some rough and hearty citizen would interrupt him,
hand him a cup of hard cider, slap him on the back, and call him ‘“good
old Jack Tyler.” 22

After the emergence of Andrew Jackson onto the American political
stage, Tyler came to fear the potential power of the people. Throughout
the remainder of his long political life he worried lest the establishment
of a “mere majority principle” in government wreck the country, subvert
the Constitution, and reduce the social order to mobocracy. As he
summed it up in 1851, in opposing a further broadening of the suffrage
in the Old Dominion:

One word more. The opinion is deeply seated with me that no government
can last for any length of time, in consonance with public liberty, without
checks and balances. Without them we rush into anarchy, or seek repose in
the arms of monarchy. We can neither trust King Numbers or King One with
unlimited power. Both play the despot. By the first, the minority is made the
victim; by the last, the whole people.... The majority principle may lead
to the establishment of a branch of the Legislature in which the full voice of
the “political people” may be heard, while at the same time those having
the deepest stake in the community [the property holders] ... may very well
insist upon being protected by some wholesome check over the action of the
mere numerical majority.

Resisting “King Numbers” and “King One,” Tyler advocated instead
the reign of King Few, a paternalistic oligarchy of influential property-
owners. In his view, this was the only answer to the dictatorship of the
One or the tyranny of the Many. Understanding the aspirations of the
people was not John Tyler’s strong suit. And his inability to do this
caused contemporaries like Edmund Ruffin to conclude that “Mr. Tyler
has always been a vain man.” This charge misses the point. Vanity was
not Tyler’s problem. He was no more or less vain than any other of the
ambitious men of his time. What appeared to be vanity was an ingrained
shyness and discomfort in the presence of people with dirty fingernails.
He had difficulty communicating with citizens who moved their lips when
they read, if indeed they could read at all. He had never had any ex-
perience with these people, and he was too diffident to gain any. It is
extremely doubtful that John Tyler could ever have won the White
House in his own right after Andrew Jackson revolutionized and democ-
ratized the American image of the Chief Executive in 1828-1836. Tyler
simply did not have the common touch, and no campaign biographer
could create what was not there.??

What Tyler could do best, and what he did do with great energy
during his first years in Washington, was to protect his stark version of
the Constitution from the onslaught of the proponents of the so-called
American System. This program, most prominently and consistently
sponsored by Henry Clay during the decades after the War of 1812,
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linked a protective tariff with a national system of government-financed
internal improvements and a national bank. Designed to bind the sprawl-
ing and expanding country together, to increase the domestic consumer
market, subsidize infant home industries, stabilize the currency, and
render the United States less dependent commercially and economically
on a war-prone Europe, the American System sought to bring the North-
ern manufacturing interests into a political and economic alliance with
the turnpike- and canal-conscious frontier West. From this arrangement
the interests of the Tidewater and coastal South seemed virtually ex-
cluded.

It was a program which stemmed naturally and reactively from the
humiliation of the War of 1812. Its proponents hoped that by bringing
together the political and economic interests of two of the three great
sections, the North and the West, something resembling a nation might
be created out of a loose confederation of individual states. The lesson
of American involvement in the Napoleonic Wars was plain enough. The
United States could not exist in a world of competitive nation-states as
a vague and contentious confederacy. Nothing discredited the original
constitutional conception of a United States more swiftly and positively
than the state jealousies, sectional squabbling, and lack of central eco-
nomic and military direction that had characterized the prosecution of
the war. A seagoing and agrarian people whose economic health turned
on foreign trade either had to make themselves self-sufficient economi-
cally, and less dependent on foreign manufactures, or maintain larger
standing armed forces and accept the necessity and inevitability of
fighting for their trade on the high seas in each future European war. In
this sense, the American System was a decision for and a step toward
a national economic self-sufficiency bordering on economic and com-
mercial isolation from Europe. It was a sensible concept at the time.
In 1816-1836 the country needed a national bank, a moderate protec-
tive tariff, and a system of government-sponsored internal improvements.
John Tyler and most Southern states’ righters strenuously disagreed. To
them, the constitutional price was too high to pay. The United States
was a confederacy of states, not a nation, and it should stay that way.
The alternative was tyranny.

At no project did young Congressman Tyler work harder than in his
effort to bring the second Bank of the United States to defeat and ruin.
Chartered by Congress in 1816 for a twenty-year period, the new na-
tional bank, like the old, was essentially a private corporation monopo-
listically empowered to do the government’s banking business and pro-
vide a depository for its revenues. The need for it, or something like it,
seemed obvious in 1816 when postwar inflation, currency dislocations,
and the proliferation of unsound private banks (many of them little
more than wildcat operations) threatened to bring the fiscal integrity of
the nation to grief. By 1819, however, the new Bank was in deep trouble.
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Mismanagement, corruption, and favoritism had stained its three years
of operation and the resulting congressional investigation was perhaps
inevitable. Demands in the South to repeal the Bank’s charter altogether
were voiced more loudly as a sharp break in grain prices in the European
market in 1819 produced widespread depression and economic discontent
in the United States. The search for a scapegoat began almost at once.
The Bank was it.

Against the background of the depression an investigation of the
Bank was ordered and launched, and John Tyler was appointed to the
five-man congressional committee to carry it out. His specific task was
to evaluate the operations of the Bank’s branches in Washington and
Richmond. This he did over the Christmas recess of 1818. The job was
difficult and highly technical. “To have to wade through innumerable
and huge folios in order to attain the objects of our enquiry; to have
money calculations to make; and perplex one’s self with all the seeming
mysteries of bank terms, operations and exchanges,” was a task so com-
plex, he confessed, that “the strongest mind becomes relaxed and the
imagination sickens and almost expires.” Yet he stuck doggedly at it, and
the experience made him an expert on banking matters in short order.
He did not commence his investigatory labors entirely free of bias. To
his brother-in-law Henry Curtis, who had married Tyler’s sister Chris-
tiana in 1813, he wrote:

QOur wise men flattered us into the adoption of the banking system under the
idea that boundless wealth would result from the adoption. . .. Mountains were
to sink beneath the charm, and distant climates, by means of canals, were to
be locked in sweet embraces. Industry and enterprise were to be afforded
new theaters of action, and the banks, like Midas, were to turn everything
into gold. The dream, however, is over—instead of riches, penury walks the
streets of our towns, and bankruptcy knocks at every man’s door. They
promised us blessings and have given us sorrows; for the substance they have
given the shadow; for gold and silver, rags and paper. The delusion is
over....2t

The report the committee submitted to Congress in January 1819
was a model one. Well researched, well organized, and fair, it made sev-
eral specific criticisms of the loose management of the Bank and pointed
out several violations of the institution’s charter. The most damaging of
these was the accurate charge that the directors of the Bank had en-
couraged outright stock-jobbery.

In the subsequent debate on the floor of the House Tyler pressed
home a slashing, wide-ranging attack on the institution. He argued that
the chartering of a national bank was unconstitutional to begin with,
that the institution was shot through with corruption and speculation
(which was true), and that the violation of a single article of its charter
should invalidate the whole charter. “If any one member of the human
body offends,” he said, “the whole body bears the punishment. If my
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finger violates the law, my body pays the penalty. If my hand commits
murder, the hand is not lopped off, but the ligaments and arteries of the
whole system are cut asunder.” He blamed the deepening national de-
pression on speculative stock-jobbing (this was an oversimplification of
an extremely complex set of economic factors), and he called attention
to the fact that “Gloom and despondence are in our cities. Usury stalks
abroad and boasts of its illicit gains, while honesty and industry are
covered with rags.” All this he blamed on the second Bank of the United
States. Specifically, he recommended abandoning the national-bank con-
cept entirely. He suggested that government revenues be deposited in-
stead in several “notoriously solvent” state banks. As to the possible
political repercussions of his vigorous opposition to the Bank, his atti-
tude was characteristic: “Whether I sink or swim on the tide of popular
favor, is a matter to me of inferior consideration.”

It was an able speech which summed up states’ rights objections to
the national bank and offered a solution which was worth a try. Its
weakness lay in its naive analysis of the causes of the existing national
depression and in Tyler’s willingness, given proven violations of the
Bank charter, to throw the baby out with the bath water. His was a
narrow view, one rejected by the majority of the Congress.

The states’ rights position on the Bank was legally undercut two
months later when Chief Justice John Marshall, speaking for an unani-
mous Supreme Court, announced his opinion in M’Cullock v. Maryland.
In this famous decision Marshall denied the right of Maryland to tax a
branch of the second Bank of the United States—‘‘the power to tax
involves the power to destroy,” he argued in one of the best-remembered
sentences in American history. Specifically, he upheld the constitutional-
ity of the Bank’s 1816 charter. Drawing heavily on Hamilton’s 1791
doctrine of implied powers, Marshall further stated: “Let the end be
legitimate, let it be within the scope of the constitution, and all means
which are appropriate, which are plainly adapted to that end, which are
not prohibited, but consistent with the letter and spirit of the constitu-
tion, are constitutional.” This view was supplemented by Marshall’s
broader contention that the powers of the government stemmed from
the people themselves, not from the voluntary act of confederation of
the several states. “The government of the Union,” he maintained, “is
emphatically, and truly, a government of the people. In form and in
substance it emanates from them. Its powers are granted by them, and
are to be exercised directly on them, and for their benefit.” Needless to
say, this was not what many of the Founding Fathers had had in mind
three decades earlier.2®

Re-elected to the House in 1819, Tyler returned to Washington to
enlist for the duration in the South’s cold war against the American
System nationalists. First he lashed out at the tariff of 1820, which
sought to raise existing import duties on textiles and metals by some
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40 per cent, ostensibly to protect domestic manufacturers from ever-
increasing European competition. This protection, argued Clay and
others, would help struggling American manufacturers through the
period of national depression. Tyler did not challenge the constitutional-
ity of the tariff; that was beyond question. He did, however, challenge
its wisdom, pointing out that the deepening depression was related to
the outbreak of peace in Europe which had temporarily dried up markets
supplied by the neutral Americans during the Napoleonic Wars. Tyler
was sure that the European powers would soon be at each others’ throats
again and that to continue a policy of tariff protection would only result
in sealing America off from what would soon be a thriving market once
more:

Who can tell how long the causes which now operate to our injury may con-
tinue to exist? All human affairs are constantly undergoing a change; and
even while I am addressing you, new causes of dispute among the powers of
Europe may be unfolding themselves. The speck which is now scarcely dis-
cernable on the horizon, the next moment may swell into a cloud, dark and
portentous. Will you not, by this system, deny to us all benefits from any
change which may occur? Yes, sir, you will have done so. Society lives on
exchanges; exchange constitutes the very soul of commerce.... Can you
expect that foreign nations will buy of you for any length of time, unless you
buy of them? 27

If this idea had a certain ghoulish quality, if frequent European
war was indeed the key to the economic health of the American state,
the morality of the notion did not disturb Tyler. In common with the
free-trade viewpoint of most Southern agriculturalists, he argued that
cotton and tobacco needed no tariff subsidy, that these commodities
could find their way easily and profitably into the markets of the world
without government protection or stimulation of any sort. Projected
tariffs on sugar, coffee, molasses, and salt, on the other hand, represented
a direct tax on those who must use these staples. “Who will have to pay
it?” Tyler asked. “Inasmuch as the agricultural class is the most
numerous, they will have to pay the greater portion of it. It operates as
a direct tax on them.” Southerners asked no tariff protection for their
own commodities. Yet they were expected to shoulder the higher prices
tariffs caused in order to stimulate the growth of Northern manufactures.
The protective tariff in this sense was little more than a form of sectional
economic exploitation.

Congressman Tyler felt that the whole American System concept
of making the agrarian United States over into an image of indus-
trial Britain was dangerous and wrongheaded. He preferred to see
his country remain agricultural, the supplier of the warring world’s
foodstuffs. A profitable neutrality in European power politics could
best be preserved in the future, he was convinced, through a condition
of agrarianism:
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A manufacturing nation is. in every sense of the word. dependent on others.
Look to England! Cut off from the markets of the world, misery and ruin
await her. Threaten to close your ports against her, and she becomes forthwith
alarmed. Close them and a great portion of her population are thrown out of
employment, and reduced to beggary. How is it with an agricultural nation?
Other nations are, in great measure, dependent on it for food. They may
dispense with your silks and gee-gaws, but bread they must have. And when
its foreign trade is destroved, that very circumstance operates beneficially to
the poorer classes. for they are then enabled to obtain the necessaries of life
in greater abundance, and on much cheaper and much better terms. ... Let
other nations press on, if they please, to that point where they will lose their
agricultural, and assume a manufacturing character; so much the better for
us; our markets will thus be increased for the products of our soil, and wealth
and happiness will await us... .28

In proposing a free-trade alternative to protectionism, Tyler ac-
cepted Adam Smith’s idealistic notion of a great world market controlled
and ordered by a mystical law of supply and demand. He followed
Smith’s suggestion that each nation should sell in that market those
commodities it was most cheaply and efficiently capable of producing
while buying from that market those commodities most cheaply and
efficiently produced elsewhere. American commodities in this first cate-
gory were obviously cotton, tobacco, and grains. To attempt to produce
in America those goods more cheaply manufactured abroad was sheer
madness. And to stimulate such production at home artificially through
tariff protection was at best a form of robbery practiced by Northern
manufacturing interests on the vast mass of American consumers. He
was jubilant, therefore, when the 1820 tariff bill was defeated by a
narrow margin, although he could see that the sectional conflict on the
tariff issue, like the Andrew Jackson problem, was just beginning.

John Tyler’s fear of the colorful Jackson began in 1818 in profound
shock over the General’s military irresponsibility in a command situa-
tion. It lasted until a few months before Old Hickory’s death in June
1845. Throughout this period the two strong-willed men disliked each
other with a passion bordering on the unreasonable. In fairness to Tyler,
however, it must be pointed out that Jackson gave some cause for
alarm in 1817 when he undertook his celebrated invasion of Spanish
Florida to chastise the Seminoles. In this self-generated punitive expedi-
tion he assumed for himself a power to make and levy war clearly dele-
gated to Congress by the Constitution. When he captured, court-
martialed, and executed two pro-Seminole British citizens, Alexander
Arbuthnot and Robert C. Ambrister, during the course of his foray, he
arrogated a judicial power without precedent or antecedent in American
history. From a purely legal standpoint, his was the unique case of an
American military commander on an unauthorized foreign invasion,
arresting two British subjects on Spanish soil and bringing them to trial
there under American military law. He then executed both of them, even

67



though the officers of his own hand-picked military court had only
sentenced Ambrister to six months at hard labor. Finally, when the
rampaging General seized and deported Spanish colonial officials in
Florida and proclaimed in force there the revenue laws of the United
States, he usurped a quasi-diplomatic function clearly not his under the
Constitution. It was an amazing performance. That both Britain and
Spain were nations with which the United States was at peace in 1817
created severe embarrassment and a threat of war.

It was too much for Congressman Tyler. When a motion to censure
Jackson was brought to the floor of the House of Representatives in
January 1819, Tyler was angrily on his feet. He reviewed the facts in
the case, observing pointedly that

...however great may have been the services of General Jackson [in the
past], I cannot consent to weigh those services against the Constitution of the
land. ... Your liberties cannot be preserved by the fame of any man. The
triumph of the hero may swell the pride of your country—elevate you in the
estimation of foreign nations—give you a character for chivalry and valour;
but . .. the sheet anchor of our safety is to be found in the Constitution of
our country.... It is the precedent growing out of the proceedings in this case
that I wish to guard against. ... I demand to know who was authorized, under
the Constitution, to have declared the war—Congress or the general? ... I
cannot imagine a more formidable inroad on the powers of this House....
Under what laws have these [British] prisoners been deprived of their exist-
ence? We live in a land where the only rule of our conduct is the law. The
power of promulgating those laws is vested in Congress. They are not the
arbitrary edicts of any one man, nor is any so high as to be above their
influence.2®

Tyler’s was a vigorous and, in the circumstances, legitimate indict-
ment of the rampaging general, but it was to no avail. The dashing
Jackson, hero of New Orleans, was too popular on the Western frontier.
The fact that he had killed a few hundred Indians, executed two subjects
of insane old George III, and inconvenienced the colonial administration
of the hated Spanish Don merely increased his stature in the boondocks
as American Hero, First Class. “Among the people of the West,” one
journal observed, “his popularity is unbounded—old and young speak
of him with rapture, and at his call, 50,000 of the most efficient war-
riors of this continent would rise, armed, and ready for any enemy.”
Given these circumstances, no resolution of censure could be passed
through Congress, and Tyler was left to worry over the prospect of a
Man on Horseback riding roughshod over the Constitution while the
ignorant frontier element went wild with joy. He never trusted Jackson
thereafter.3¢

An even greater threat to domestic tranquility in America soon
pushed Jackson’s dangerous heroics into the back of Tyler’s mind. This
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was the 1819-1820 Missouri Compromise debate, a political watershed
in American history and in the personal life of John Tyler. In its larger
meaning it marked the first concerted attack from the North on the
South’s “peculiar institution.” It produced in the South a comprehensive
defense of human slavery as a positive moral good. In the life of Tyler
it added to a growing feeling of frustration and inadequacy that led
him to resign his congressional seat and retire to private life. His was
a leading voice in opposition to the Compromise on the floor of the
House. In great alarm he pointed out the long-range danger to the
South of granting to Congress the power to prohibit or regulate slavery
in the territories. The Missouri Compromise was the camel’s nose under
the tent flap so far as the ultimate end of slavery was concerned. Or
so Tyler argued.3!

The question at issue was whether Congress under the Constitution
had the right to determine where and whether slavery should be legal in
territories not yet ready for statehood. The debate took an ugly turn in
1819 when the Congress attempted to admit Maine and Missouri into the
Union simultaneously with a view toward maintaining the exact balance
existing in the Union between free states and slave states. The intent,
laudable in itself, demanded nevertheless an acceptance of the idea that
Congress had the right to set territorial limits on the location and ex-
pansion of slavery, a right nowhere made specific in the Constitution.
To be sure, a precedent for this right did exist. In 1787 the Confedera-
tion Congress had passed the Northwest Ordinance, setting forth the
conditions for territorial organization in the lands north of the Ohio
River. The first Congress under the Constitution had re-enacted this
legislation. Under its provisions slavery was specifically prohibited in
these territories. But whether this had any applicability to the Maine-
Missouri problem was another question. As the debate progressed,
tempers flared, insults were flung, and pistols were packed on the
floor. “Missouri is the only word ever repeated here by the politicians,”
Tyler wrote Henry Curtis in alarm. “You have no possible idea of the
excitement that prevails here. Men talk of a dissolution of the Union
with perfect nonchalance and indifference.” He was not much less
agitated himself, however. “For myself,” he said, “I cannot and will
not yield one inch of the ground.” 32

The main Southern argument that Missouri should be admitted
slave and Maine free to preserve the political balance of power in the
Union struck Tyler as an extremely dangerous one in that it threatened
eventual sectional strife and definitely beclouded the essential point
that Congress had no specific power to prohibit slavery in the territories,
either under the Constitution or under the 1803 Louisiana Purchase
treaty. The treaty by which the vast Louisiana Territory had been
acquired from France had specifically upheld slavery in the area, and,
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presumably, in any state or territory subsequently carved from the ex-
tensive domain. But it was the sectional-balance-of-power concept that
most distressed Tyler:

Look at the page of history and tell me what has been the most fruitful cause
of war, of rapine, and of death? Has it been any other than this struggle for
the balance of power? ... Sir, it is the monster that feeds on the bodies of
mangled carcasses, and swills on human blood. And has it come to this, that
we are now to enter into this struggle for power?... Equality is all that
could be asked for, and that equality is secured to each state of this Union
by the Constitution of the land.?3

Tyler’s counterargument was that slavery should be permitted to
spread into any territory where it could competitively maintain itself as
an economically viable institution. It would therefore limit its own ex-
pansion if Congress would obey the Constitution and maintain a hands-
off policy toward it. This occurring, he felt that the problem of the
South’s political power within the Union would solve itself. In his speech
attacking New York Representative James Tallmadge’s amendment pro-
hibiting the further introduction of slavery into the Missouri Territory,
Tyler maintained that a diffusion of the slave population into frontier
territories would be beneficial to master and slave alike and would mark
a step toward gradual abolition.

Admittedly, his reasoning on this point had a certain unreal qual-
ity about it. He held that the opening of Missouri and other terri-
tories to slavery would benefit slaves in the slave states by reducing
Negro overcrowding there and by expanding the market for slaves west
of the Mississippi. This would drive the price of slaves upward (bene-
fiting the slaveowners and dealers) and cause masters to treat their now
more valuable slaves with greater kindness and humanity (benefiting
the slaves). As the number of slaves in the slave states was thus pro-
portionately reduced, opposition in the South to the idea of compensated
emancipation would wither, the ultimate financial cost of such emancipa-
tion to the federal or state government would be lessened, and the
importance of slavery in the total economy would decline. Thus a grad-
ual and orderly abolition would be brought within the range of possibil-
ity. “You subserve, then, the purposes of humanity by voting down this
amendment,” Tyler informed his colleagues. “You advance the interest
and secure the safety of one half of this extended Republic: you amelio-
rate the condition of the slave, and you add much to the prospects of
emancipation and the total extinction of slavery.” 3¢

The final compromise on the heated Missouri question was really
no compromise at all, from Tyler’s standpoint. The so-called Thomas
Amendment, sponsored by Illinois Representative Jesse B. Thomas in
February 1820, admitted Missouri as a slave state. This satisfied the
South that the Tallmadge Amendment had been defeated and that
slavery had at least hurdled the Mississippi. But this gain came at the
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expense of prohibiting slavery forever in the Louisiana Territory north
of 36°30". In accepting this less-than-half-a-loaf the South won a battle
and lost a war. The precedent for congressional regulation of slavery in
the territories was established, the geographic extent of slave territory
was limited to a much smaller area than that which lay north of 36°307,
and the political balance of power between slave and free states in
Congress was potentially, if not actually and immediately, upset. The
Compromise had, however, prevented possible dissolution of the Union.

Tyler was heartsick at the outcome. He wanted neither the breakup
of the Union nor the Compromise. Just what he did want is not entirely
clear. In the final vote in the House, the Missouri Compromise was
adopted 134 to 42. Of the 42 nays, 37 were from the South and 17 of
these were from Virginia. Tyler, of course, was one of the 17. On the eve
of the Civil War, forty-one years later, Tyler could still say of the
Missouri Compromise:

I believed it to be unconstitutional. I believed it to be...the opening of the
Pandora’s box, which would let out upon us all the present evils which have
gathered over the land.... I want, above all things, to preserve the little
space I may occupy upon the page of history legibly and correctly written. I
never would have yielded to that Missouri Compromise. I would have died in
my shoes, suffered any sort of punishment you could have inflicted upon me,
before I would have done it.3%

Everything seemed to be going badly for John Tyler in 1820. Four
years of hard labor in Congress had taken its toll, emotionally, physi-
cally, and economically. He was sick, tired, overworked, and discouraged.
The income from his neglected law practice had dropped to half what it
had been in 1816. Children were coming along now with distressing
regularity (Mary in 1815; Robert in 1816; Jobhn, Jr., in 1819; and
Letitia in 1821) and Tyler was worried about his ability to provide them
with proper educations and the material comforts of life. Most im-
portantly, his vigorous efforts to preserve the Constitution had appar-
ently failed. The corrupt and hated Bank had not lost its charter, the
Man on Horseback had not been censured, the disastrous Missouri
Compromise had been adopted. The victory on the tariff proposal of
1820 was at best a temporary one. The great test on that issue was still
to come.

In December 1820 Tyler decided to resign from Congress. He saw
no reason to continue the unequal struggle against the American System
nationalists, Federalists, and loose constructionists. A letter to Dr. Henry
Curtis indicates that 1820 was one of the psychological low points of his
life:

I have become in a great measure tired of my present station, and have
brought my mind nearly to the conclusion of retiring to private life, and
seeking those enjoyments in the bosom of my family and in the circle of my
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friends, which cannot be found in any other condition of existence. .. the
truth is, that T can no longer do good here. I stand in a decided minority, and
to waste words on an obstinate majority is utterly useless and vain.... To
my last breath I will, whether I am in public or private life, oppose the
daring usurpations of this government—usurpations of a more alarming
character than have ever before taken place. . .. How few are there who ever
pass beyond my present condition? Not more than one in a thousand. By
remaining here, then, I obtain for myself no other promotion; for were I to
remain all my life, I should still die only a member of Congress . . . the honor
of the station is already possessed.... [By resigning] I should promote my
peace of mind, and with it my health . .. which is now very precarious.

On January 15, 1821, Tyler drafted an open letter to his constituents
resigning his seat for reasons of health. In February of the previous
year he had experienced a serious gastric upset—probably food poison-
ing—which, he informed Curtis, “was so severe as to render my limbs,
tongue, etc. almost useless to me. I was bled and took purgative medi-
cine.. .. The doctor here ascribed it to a diseased stomach.” He was still
feeling the after-effects of this upheaval a year later. Indeed, one med-
ical historian has suggested that Tyler may have had a cerebral vascular
accident from a thrombosis, so slow was he in recuperating from this
illness. Whatever his malady, his plea of poor health was sincere. He
was a sick man. Returning to Charles City, he again took up the prac-
tice of law. His old friend Andrew Stevenson was nominated for and
elected to Congress in his place with Tyler’s support and endorsement.38

Tyler’s health slowly improved, although in mid-1821 he could
still complain of a severe “dyspepsia” which “not only affects my body,
but often my mind. My ideas become confused, and my memory bad
while laboring under it.” What the despondent thirty-one-year-old
Virginian could not know was that his life was about to enter a new
and useful cycle; nor, of course, could he know that the year 1820
had provided him a future wife. In that year Julia Gardiner was born
on Gardiners Island.3”
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THE DILEMMAS OF A
STATES’ RIGHTS POLITICIAN, 1822-1834

Speak of me always as a Jackson man whenever you

are questioned. . .. In this way those who make en-
quiries will be readily satisfied and be no wiser than
they were.

—JOHN TVYLER, 1832

John Tyler at last recovered his health and self-assurance, a fact
Colonel John Macon ruefully discovered for himself one afternoon in
June 1822 outside the New Kent County courthouse. Macon was a hot-
headed Tidewater cavalier quick to take affront when any insult, real or
imagined, came his way. In this instance it was imagined. Tyler had
given him no cause to be offended. But Macon, a witness in a suit Tyler
was contesting, considered his delicate sense of honor somehow injured
by the lawyer in the course of a routine cross-examination. When Tyler
emerged from the building at sunset Macon strode rapidly up to him.

“Mr. Tyler,” he said belligerently, “you have taken with me a very
unjustifiable liberty.”

Tyler eyed his antagonist narrowly, replying only that he was not
aware he had offended the Colonel

“You have not acted the part of a gentleman, Sir,” Macon con-
tinued.

Tyler’s own boiling point was not high when it came to personal
imputation and he promptly struck Macon in the face with his fist. A
wild brawl ensued, the Colonel laying on hard with a riding whip. Tyler
finally wrested the whip away and slashed Macon several times. That
ended the fight. Tyler happily reported that he had received no injury
and that he had marked the Colonel’s face severely.!
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If Tyler’s fighting spirit had revived by 1822, so too had the com-
pelling lure of public life. In 1823 he was elected again to the Charles
City seat in the Virginia House of Delegates. Immediately he threw
himself into the fight to block Old Dominion endorsement of the so-
called Tennessee Resolution which was designed to democratize the
party caucus system of nominating Presidential candidates. The Ten-
nessee Resolution asked that the people be given a voice in the nominat-
ing process, a reform Tyler considered dangerous since the candidate for
the White House it would benefit most in 1824 was the popular hero,
Andrew Jackson. Tyler favored the candidacy of the Virginia-born
Georgian, William H. Crawford. For this reason he unwisely linked his
support of Crawford with his opposition to the Tennessee Resolution.
So diligently and openly did he labor for Crawford that the legislature
reluctantly abandoned its support of the caucus system rather than see
Virginia’s congressional delegation instructed to support any one of the
five contenders for the prize. Crawford, Clay, Jackson, Calhoun, and
John Quincy Adams all had vigorous partisans in the House of Dele-
gates. Tyler thus sustained a stinging defeat on the Tennessee Resolu-
tion; he emerged from the fight “covered in sackcloth and ashes.” With
the undemocratic caucus system in its death throes, Presidential nomina-
tions for a time were made by various state legislatures.?

As the 1824 Presidential campaign unfolded, Tyler found himself
supporting the candidacy of John Quincy Adams after a paralytic stroke
virtually removed states’ rights hopeful William Crawford from the
canvass. Clay and Calhoun were too closely identified with the Ameri-
can System heresy to suit Tyler, and Calhoun had made the additional
mistake of supporting the Missouri Compromise. Senator Jackson, on
the other hand, was erratic and unpredictable, the mystery candidate
of the 1820s. Just what he stood for in 1824 was difficult to ascertain.
About the most that could be said for him was that he wanted very
much to be President. To achieve this laudable ambition he charged
boldly down from the hills of Tennessee damning “King Caucus” and
extolling the democratic virtues. His appeal, much to Tyler’s disgust,
was to the illiterate frontier element, to the newly enfranchised, and to
those patriots dazzled by his military reputation as scourge of Redcoat
and Redskin. To sharpen this vote-catching image his managers shrewdly
converted the Andrew Jackson who was planter, land speculator, and
aristocrat by taste into “Old Hickory,” backwoods democrat and
champion of the Common Man. Since at various times in his career
Jackson had both supported and opposed national banks, protective
tariffs, and internal improvements, he could be—and was—all things to
many men. Tyler considered him an unstable opportunist, a greater
danger by far to American institutions than Adams. True, Adams was
noted as a loose constructionist, a friend of the American System, and
no lover of human slavery. But Tyler rationalized his vote for the
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former Federalist on the grounds that Adams actually in office would
be more moderate, responsible, malleable, and predictable than any of
the other heretical candidates. It was Tyler's first major exercise in
political clairvoyance and the result was a disaster. He should have
supported the infirm Crawford, paralysis or no paralysis.®

The result of the election of 1824 pointed up the poverty of a
political system based on warring factions led by strong men nominated
by various state legisiatures. Of the four major candidates Jackson re-
ceived a plurality of the popular and electoral votes, running well ahead
of Adams, Crawford, and Clay. He did not, however, command a ma-
jority in the Electoral College and the decision was thrown into the
House of Representatives, where each of the twenty-four states had one
vote. Under the constitutional provision relevant to this confused situa-
tion only the three leaders in the electoral vote could be considered
further. Clay’s name was thus dropped from consideration at the outset
even though he had outpolled Crawford in the popular vote. Eliminated
from contention as he was, Clay nevertheless held the balance of power
in his hands and with it the real key to the White House door. Following
a confidential talk with Adams, the details of which have never come
to light, the ambitious Kentuckian advised his supporters in the House
to vote for Adams. That endorsement did it. The final outcome was
thirteen votes for Adams, seven for Jackson, and four for Crawford. By
polling 30 per cent of the electoral and popular vote John Quincy Adams
of Massachusetts had become the sixth President of the United States.
John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, Vice-Presidential candidate on both
the Adams and Jackson tickets, became Vice-President. The whole
thing was a mockery of the American electoral process and a fraud
against democracy. This aspect of it did not disturb Tyler. On the con-
trary, throughout the remainder of his political life he never lost sight
of the fact that one way to deal with the menace of King Numbers in a
Presidential canvass was to force the decision into the House of Repre-
sentatives.

The pyrotechnics of the 1824 election came a few days later, when
Adams suddenly announced Clay’s appointment as Secretary of State—
traditionally the post of succession to the Presidency itself. With the
release of this stunning news, a plump little Pennsylvania congressman
named George Kremer waddled briefly into the pages of history. In an
anonymous letter to a Philadelphia newspaper Kremer charged that
Clay’s support of Adams in the House election and his subsequent ap-
pointment to the Adams Cabinet were part of a “corrupt bargain.” Clay
was furious at the imputation. Oiling his dueling pistols, he demanded
satisfaction for the “base and infamous calumniator, a dastard and a
liar” who had sullied his honor. When the guileless Kremer identified
himself as the author of the “corrupt bargain” charge, the idea of a duel
became ridiculous. Kremer was not worth shooting, and Clay put away
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his weapons, convinced that poweriul jackson iorces had secretly em-
ployed Kremer as their mouthpiece. If Kremer was not worth the lead
it would take to kill him, the erratic and imperious Senator John
Randolph of Virginia was. When the lanky Virginian repeated the “cor-
rupt bargain” indictment on the floor of the Senate in 1826 in a wild
tirade against the President, suggesting that the Adams-Clay administra-
tion was at best a “coalition of Blifil and Black George,” a cynical al-
liance of “the Puritan with the blackleg,” Clay promptly challenged
him. Fortunately, both men were mediocre marksmen and honor was
satisfied bloodlessly after each had fired a shot.*

Tyler never believed that the Adams-Clay relationship involved a
“bargain” of any kind. Although Clay carried the charge with him to his
grave, no historical evidence has ever been adduced to support the
accusation. Tyler had quietly supported Adams in the campaign and he
realistically accepted Adams’ appointment of Clay to the Cabinet as
part of the normal political process. The thought of General Jackson
still hovering in the political wings frightened him. He also entertained
the hope, one soon to be blasted, that the Adams administration would
prove less nationalistic in its policies than some states’ righters feared.
It was in this spirit of wishful thinking that he wrote the Virginia-born
Clay in March 1825 saying that he personally considered the bargain
and corruption charges groundless. Only Clay’s ready and patriotic sup-
port of Adams’ candidacy in the House had brought about the “speedy
settlement” of the “distracting subject”:

Believing Mr. Crawford’s chance of success to have been utterly desperate,
you have not only met my wishes...but I do believe the wishes and feelings
of a large majority of the people of this your native State. I do not believe
that the sober and reflecting people of Virginia would have been so far
dazzled by military renown as to have conferred their suffrages upon a mere
soldier—one acknowledged on all hands to be of little value as a civilian. I
will not withhold from you also the expression of my approval of your
acceptance of your present honorable and exalted station.

This friendly, unsolicited letter arrived in Washington in the midst of
one of the great crises of Clay’s political life. He was grateful for Tyler’s
moral support, and his subsequent friendly relations with the Virginian,
until their dramatic break in 1841, reflected something of his continuing
gratitude. If they had little else in common, both men feared and hated
Andrew Jackson.?

In 1825 John Tyler was elected governor of Virginia by the state
legislature. The office was ceremonial in character and little political
significance attaches to Tyler’s elevation to it. Virginia in 1825 was still
operating under a 1776 state constitution which reflected the bias of
the state’s Revolutionary leaders against any centralization of adminis-
trative authority. In addition, the party situation within the Virginia
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legislature in 1823 was in flux, just as it was at the national level. Each
of the great sectional leaders—Clay, Adams, Jackson, and Calhoun—
commanded strong personal support in Richmond. At no time, there-
fore, did Tyler have a disciplined political organization with which to
work. Nor during his thirteen-month tenure of office did he work to build
one. He sought no changes in the constitutional structure that reduced
the governorship to little more than the exercise of verbal masonry at
cornerstone dedications. Governor Tyler proposed legislation and the
legislature disposed of it. As a training ground for executive leadership
the governorship of Virginia was deficient in every respect.

Tyler urged, for example, that the legislature create a system of
public schools for all classes of people. But he submitted no plan for
financing the scheme and left the question of implementation to the
General Assembly. While the idea was sound and farsighted, there was
no executive follow-through and no willingness to ask for or fight for
the higher taxes the school plan would require. Similarly, Tyler was
convinced that something should be done to bring the transmontane
counties into a closer political and commercial relationship with the
Piedmont and Tidewater. A canal- and road-building program to bind
the state together was recommended. But he preferred to leave the de-
tails of this to “the wisdom of the General Assembly,” noting only that
unless Virginia got into the internal-improvements business soon, pres-
sure in the western counties to invite the federal government to do the
job would become irresistible.®

Also less than energetic was Tyler’s circuitous effort to convince the
General Assembly that the governor’s salary was inadequate to sustain
the social demands of the office. During his term as governor the ex-
penses incurred in entertaining the exclusive society of Richmond and
the state legislators and their ladies mounted steadily. In spite of Letitia’s
heroic efforts to maintain simplicity at official social functions the costs
invariably exceeded the cash income of the governor. To suggest this
point as delicately as possible to the members of the legislature, Tyler
wryly invited them all to a banquet at the Mansion at which he served
only Virginia ham and huge quantities of cooked corn bread; cheap
Monongahela whiskey was ladled out in copious amounts to wash down
the glutinous fare. Whether the lawmakers became sick or drunk or both
is not recorded. Nonetheless, the tactic failed. Tyler’s salary was not
raised, and by the time he resigned the office in January 1827 to accept
election to the United States Senate he was in serious financial difficulty.”

Still, Tyler enjoyed his gubernatorial career—at least he said he
did. Sterile as it was from the standpoint of his political education or
the possibility of truly constructive accomplishment, it did give him the
psychological satisfaction of following in the footsteps of his revered
father. He once remarked that the honor of being a member of the
United States Senate could scarcely compare to that afforded by the
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governorship of Virginia. Nevertheless, when an opportunity to leave the
Governor’s Mansion in Richmond was presented to him early in 1827,
Tyler jumped at the opportunity to return to Washington.®

Tyler’s promotion to the Senate in 1827 was accomplished only
after a bitter and controversial fight with incumbent Senator John Ran-
dolph in the General Assembly. The issue between them was not politi-
cal; it was entirely personal. Randolph was a brilliant and caustic
advocate of states’ rights. He had loyally supported William H. Craw-
ford in 1824—long after John Tyler had abandoned the stricken
Georgian for John Quincy Adams. So orthodox was he on states’ rights
that Governor Tyler himself publicly urged his speedy re-election to
the Senate and stated his hope that there would be no opposition to
the Randolph candidacy in the General Assembly. Privately, however,
Tyler had serious objections to Randolph’s erratic personal behavior
and to the Senator’s tendency to indulge in public proclamations un-
becoming a Virginia gentleman. Many Virginians shared the governor’s
concern. It was true that Randolph had an unhappy facility for verbal
provocation. Henry Clay once reminded him of a rotten mackerel lying
in the sun shining and stinking and the charge of Clay’s “corrupt bar-
gain” with Adams had produced the celebrated duel with Harry of the
West. On another occasion the colorful senator was reported to have
undressed and dressed in the Senate chamber. When angry he indulged
in character assassination; when depressed he sought solace in liquor.
His hatred of the Adams-Clay administration was so passionate that he
was willing to make common legislative cause with the Jacksonians
against it. This alliance proved quite disturbing to conservative states’
righters in Richmond, Tyler among them.

On January 12, 1827, the day before the balloting was to take place
in the General Assembly, Governor Tyler suddenly became a candidate
for the Randolph seat. Offered a last-minute nomination to the post
by a group of anti-Randolph legislators, Tyler replied to their im-
portunity with a skillfully worded statement that denied any interest in
the position while strongly implying that he might indeed respond to a
draft. Not surprisingly, he was promptly placed in nomination for the
Senate the next day. Publicly he maintained that he had absolutely no
interest in the nomination. But he would not withdraw his name from
consideration. Randolph’s partisans were outraged. Richard Morris of
Hanover County construed the unexpected Tyler candidacy as a clever
plot in which the wily governor had lulled Randolph’s supporters into a
sense of false security while secretly conniving to have his own name
placed in contention. Tyler of course denied this. He called the Morris
charge “slanderous and false” and bluntly stated that he was fully
prepared to meet “all the consequences which may result from such
declaration.” Neither Morris nor Tyler was a duelist at heart and it was
well that the matter ended there. The fact remains, however, that in the
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sandbagging of Randolph, Tyler was forced to accept the votes of some
thirty Virginia legislators who actively supported the Adams-Clay party
and who were openly hostile to states’ rights. Joining with those mem-
bers who thought Randolph lacked the decorum befitting a Virginia
senator, this ideologically suspect group gave Tyler the necessary margin
of victorv. By the slim count of 115 to r10 Randolph was retired and
Governor John Tyler became a United States senator.®

When Tyler reached Washington in December 1827 to take his seat
in the United States Senate he returned to the arena of familiar battles
still raging. He had already informed Virginians of his attitude toward
the Adams administration. Shortly after his election he told a group of
his political friends at a Richmond dinner in his honor that his complete
disillusionment with Adams began as early as December 6, 1825, when
the new President had delivered his first Annual Message to Congress.
The Message was a paean to nationalism. Adams recommended a vast
federal internal-improvements program, called for a uniform national
militia law, a national university, a national astronomical observatory,
and the national standardization of weights and measures. He also urged
national laws to promote manufacturing, commerce and agriculture, the
arts, sciences and literature. The implications of the speech took Tyler’s
breath away: :

I saw in it an almost total disregard for the federative principle—a more
latitudinous construction of the Constitution than has ever before been in-
sisted on.... From the moment of seeing that message...I stood distinctly
opposed to this administration. . .. I honestly believe the preservation of the
federative principles of our government to be inseparably connected with the
perpetuation of liberty.... A war for [our principles] I shall be ready to
prosecute under any banner, and almost under any leader. It is a cause cal-
culated to awaken zeal, for it is that of liberty and the Constitution; and in
such a cause I will consent to become a zealot.1?

The Tariff Bill of March 1828 gave Senator Tyler his first oppor-
tunity for zealotry. It was a grotesque, cynical bill. As Calhoun admitted
a decade later, it was little more than a complicated Jacksonian plot
designed to wreck the Adams administration on the eve of the 1828 elec-
tion and advance the political prospects of Old Hickory. Its essential
feature was a proposed tariff schedule which at one stroke would dis-
criminate against New England wool manufacturers, subsidize the iron-
manufacturing interests of the politically vital Middle Atlantic states,
make the South’s free traders happy, and provide the frontier states with
higher protection on those articles in which they were most interested.
The political strategy behind the new tariff was crude. Given the pro-
posed lower wool schedules, its sponsors were certain that New England
would oppose the legislation and that Adams would surely veto it if it
passed. Actually, the floor managers of the legislation did not want it to
pass. What they wanted was a campaign issue with which to flay Adams.
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Thus they designed the protective clauses in such a way that if the bill
happened to pass and the President signed it, he was politically ruined
in the South and in New England. If it passed and he vetoed it, he
was damaged in the Middle Atlantic states and in the West. In either
event the Jacksonians would gain politically at his expense. As John
Randolph correctly sized it up, “The bill referred to manufactures of
no sort or kind, except the manufacture of a President of the United
States.” 1

Something in the Jacksonian strategy went wrong. Many New
Englanders, Webster among them, voted for the bill on the grounds
that it maintained the broad concept of protection even if it lowered
temporarily the protective tariff shield on woolens. In its final form the
bill was a high-tariff monstrosity spiced with sectional sweeteners. Few
legislators really wanted it. Nevertheless, it slipped through the House
105 to 94 and through the Senate 26 to 21. Adams promptly signed it,
and wails of anguish swept the nation, particularly in the South. It was
immediately and accurately dubbed the “Tariff of Abominations” in
the South and it was destined to trigger a series of events which nearly
disrupted the Union in 1833.

Tyler participated only peripherally in the 1828 tariff debate. He
wanted to see Adams destroyed and he did not inquire into the ethics
or tactics of those of his colleagues who worked toward the same end.
He had come to Washington a few months earlier prepared to enlist
“under any banner, and almost under any leader” to break the Presi-
dent. Within a few days of his arrival in the capital, after great soul-
searching, he cast his political lot with General Jackson and his devious
lieutenants. He was thoroughly convinced that the American System
nationalism of the Adams administration, supported as it was by Henry
Clay, was aimed at the political and economic consolidation of the
Northeast and West at the expense of the South. Adams, he bluntly
charged, “seeks to win us by roads and canals.” The immediate future,
filled as it was with internal improvements and higher protective tariffs,
looked black indeed. Moreover, he feared that the re-election of Adams
in 1828 would surely result in Secretary of State Clay’s succession to
the Presidency in 1832 and 1836. “And what possible chance have we
of making a stand for the Constitution during that period?” he asked
Curtis. “Rely upon it, none.” In the long run he felt that “the Jackson
men will alone arrest” the march to higher tariffs and other American
System schemes favored by Adams and Clay. Thus when the 1828 bill
emerged from committee Tyler supported the measure. He too hoped
that by cramming it with features unacceptable to New England manu-
facturing interests the whole thing would go down in massive defeat.
He therefore opposed all “sundry villainous amendments”; and, he
pointed out, “Its fate rests on our ability to preserve the bill in its
present shape. If we can do so it will be rejected.” When it was passed
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and then signed by Adams, Tyler was stunned. Again he had outwitted
himself.??

Tyler's decision to support Andrew Jackson for the Presidency in
1828 was not a reckless plunge. It was forced by the fact that Jackson
now seemed to be the only alternative to the hated Adams just as Adams
had been in 1824 the best alternative to the then-hated Jackson. Tyler
personally preferred the nomination of Governor DeWitt Clinton of
New York, who, he felt, was the kind of Northern leader Virginia could
trust and support. He had built the great Erie Canal with state funds,
proving to Tyler’s satisiaction that large-scale internal improvements
could be constructed without federal money and interference. But
Clinton proved uncooperative. In 1827 he announced for Jackson and
Tyler was left without a candidate. Again Tyler was faced with a
dilemma. It was Adams or Jackson, ‘“and we must make the best of our
situation. The people will choose between two latitudinarians....”
Nor did the senator make his reluctant choice of Jackson without
embarrassment. News of his congratulatory March 1825 letter to Clay
leaked into the Virginia press. “John Tyler identified with Henry Clay,”
screamed the Virginia Jackson Republican. “We are all amazement!!
heart sick!! chop fallen!! dumb!! Mourn, Virginia, mourn!!” Tyler
was furious at the revelation of his indiscretion. “Mr. Clay has be-
trayed me!” he shouted.?

The Virginia Jacksonians need not have pounded their breasts in
such anguish. Tyler had already rationalized his support of Old Hickory
though he was obliged to cling to some very soggy straws in doing so.
As early as December 1827 he had reported as fact a confused mixture
of hearsay, rumor, and supposition to the effect that Jackson was, deep
down inside, a strict constructionist and a states’ rights man. The
General’s “ardent advocates from Tennessee are decidedly, as far as
I can gather, in favor of a limited construction of the Constitution,” said
Tyler. He was also convinced, although he had little evidence to sup-
port the notion, that Jackson would “surround himself by a cabinet
composed of men advocating, to a great extent, the doctrines so dear
to me.” He therefore decided that the prospects of a Jackson administra-
tion were “bright and cheering” and he urged Virginia’s states’ rights
men into an “active support” of Jackson’s candidacy. While there were
“many, many others whom I would prefer,” he confided to Curtis,
“every day that passes inspires me with the strong hope that his ad-
ministration will be characterized by simplicity—I mean Republican
simplicity.” Basically though, it was still a choice of evils. “Turning
to [Jackson] I may at least indulge in hope,” Tyler confessed; “looking
on Adams I must despair.” He decided to vote for Old Hickory in 1828
on the basis of the same rationalization he had employed in 1824 when
he opted for Adams. In neither instance was he deceived by others.
He deceived himself.*
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The Jackson cause in the South in 1828 was strengthened by the
appearance on the Democratic ticket of John C. Calhoun as Vice-
Presidential nominee. Calhoun, his long honeymoon with Clay and the
American System ended on the rocks of the Tariff of Abominations,
was now a staunch states’ rights advocate. He shifted from Adams’
faction to that of Jackson with all the skill and finesse of a Talleyrand.
Vice-President under Adams, he would soon become Vice-President
under Jackson. The so-called National Republicans, an amalgamation
of the followers of Adams and Clay and the remnants of the old
Hamiltonian Federalists, met in convention at Harrisburg and predict-
ably renominated Adams. His Secretary of the Treasury, Richard Rush
of Pennsylvania, was given the second place on the ticket.

The campaign began in the gutter and remained there. The issues
of the day received scant attention. The National Republicans portrayed
Jackson as an ignorant, drunken, quarrelsome, trigger-happy duelist,
murderer, and militarist who had committed bigamy with his wife
Rachel. The Democracy shrilly countered with the old charge of the
“corrupt bargain” and added the accusation that Adams had mis-
appropriated public funds for his personal use and had kept a “gaming
table” in the White House. To counteract the bigamy charge, one of
Jackson’s more creative campaign managers, Duff Green, concocted
the story that Adams, while Minister to Russia, had encouraged the
Czar to seduce a friendless American girl there.

All this was hokum. It stirred up the voters, however, tens of
thousands of them recently enfranchised, and some 1,155,000 Ameri-
cans turned out to give the alleged bigamist a 647,000-t0-508,000
margin over the alleged procurer. Compared with the 361,000 Ameri-
cans who had cast ballots in 1824, the election of Jackson represented
a major democratic upheaval. His personality excited both love and
hate, but it did excite. And with suffrage coming to most white Ameri-
can males who wished to exercise it, a revolution toward what Tyler
later called “King Numbers” was well under way. The masses swept
Old Hickory into office.!’

Tyler took no active part in the campaign. He paid no attention
to the scurrility employed by both sides. He voted for the Jackson-
Calhoun ticket and sat back to await developments. “We are here in a
dead calm,” he wrote a Charles City neighbor from Washington in
December 1828. “When the General comes we may expect more bustle
and stir.” It was one of John Tyler’s greatest understatements.'®

Tyler had hoped that Jackson’s administration would be charac-
terized by “Republican simplicity,” but he was scarcely prepared for
the arrival of the drunken, fighting, unwashed hordes that descended
on the capital when Old Hickory rode into Washington. The streets,
the boardinghouses, the hotels—every available space—was filled with
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rough, plain people come to see their champion safely installed in the
White House. “I have never seen such a crowd before,” wrote Daniel
Webster. “Persons have come five hundred miles to see General Jack-
son, and they really seem to think that the country has been rescued
from some dreadiul danger.” 7

The details of the reception at the White House following Jackson’s
Inaugural Address have long been part of America’s democratic folk-
lore. Scrambling, surging, and elbowing, the crowd flooded into the
Executive Mansion to glimpse, to touch, to admire the Hero. Muddy
boots, crashing glass, fainting women, bloody noses, and ruined furni-
ture contributed to the pandemonium. Until the punch bowl was moved
out onto the lawn, followed closely by the thirsty frontier citizenry, it
seemed that Jackson would be crushed to death and the White House
laid waste. On March 4, 1829, the Voice of the People breathed the
strong odor of raw whiskey. To one dignified aristocrat the reception
seemed to herald the “reign of King Mob”; to another the General’s
cheering section was a “noisy and disorderly rabble” reminiscent of the
French Revolution.?®

There was nothing in Jackson’s inaugural speech to stir men’s souls
to this boisterous extent. It was a pedestrian address promising economy
in government, a proper regard for states’ rights, and an overbauling of
the federal civil service. The main issues of the day—tariffs, internal
improvements, the Bank of the United States—were buried in verbal
fog. The General was not yet ready to tip his political hand. Behind
the scenes he was busily engaged in forging his “Kitchen Cabinet,” those
practical politicians, publicists, and advisers who would build the Jack-
son party, organize the rural and urban masses behind it, and revolu-
tionize the whole conception of the role of the Executive in American
government. These insiders—ZFrancis P. Blair, Duff Green, Isaac Hill,
Amos Kendall, Andrew J. Donelson, and William B. Lewis—were all
ambitious Democrats, men willing to employ intrigue and ruthlessness
in their desire to crush the political power of the moneyed and landed
aristocracy in America. In their prejudices, ideas, and actions they
nurtured the first seeds of a concentrated attack on entrenched class
privilege in the United States. It is little wonder that the aristocratic
John Tyler would soon find himself, like Ali Baba, fallen among political
thieves.1®

The first sure indication Tyler had that Jackson planned a major
assault upon the old order of things came in 1830 with the so-called
Spoils System, Old Hickory’s policy of frankly bending the power of
patronage to party purposes. It was not a new idea. Thomas Jefferson
had employed patronage in this manner, with considerable restraint
to be sure, during his White House years. By 1830 it had become
standard operating procedure in the governments of several states,
notably New York and Pennsylvania. What Jackson did was to intro-
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duce the system openly and boldly into federal administration. He fired
civil servants friendly to the old Adams administration and he removed
others who were engaged in sabotaging the policies of his own.
During his first year in the White House he removed from office, for
political reasons alone, g per cent of all federal officeholders, replacing
them with men personally loyal to himself. Proportionately, this was no
greater number than Jefferson had removed, but it looked like a vast
purge. Jackson’s intention in all this was to narrow the gap between
the government and the people. Official duties, said the President, should
be made “so plain and simple that men of intelligence may readily
qualify themselves for their performance.” Only in this way could the
educated leisure class be shaken from its firm grip on the engines of
government.>0

Tyler’s principal objection to Jackson’s appointment policy hinged
on the professional background of some of the appointees. He did not
oppose the use of patronage for party purposes as such; indeed, he
embraced the idea affectionately when he himself was in the White
House. His primary criticism of administration patronage policy
centered upon Jackson’s appointment of a group of pro-administration
newspaper editors and journalists to public office. Tyler’s feeling was
that “the press, the great instrument of enlightenment of the people,
should not be subjected, through its conductors, to rewards and punish-
ments.” He did not consider the fact that many of the great newspapers
in the nation were already at the service of aristocratic elements hostile
to Jackson. Nevertheless, he feared that the free press would swiftly
be reduced to a mere trumpet of party by Jackson’s policy. For this
reason Tyler voted in the Senate against the confirmation of pro-
Jackson journalists Amos Kendall, Henry Lee, James B. Gardner,
Mordecai M. Noah, and Isaac Hill.2!

He similarly opposed Jackson’s right to utilize recess appointments
of American diplomats as a device to avoid the problem of Senate
confirmation. The appointment power was clearly the President’s under
the Constitution, but Jackson had not subsequently submitted the names
of his recess appointees to the Senate for its “advice and consent.”
The President’s position was that the work of the nation had to go
forward whether the Senate was in session or not and that the sub-
mission of the names of diplomats to the Senate after the completion of
the work they were appointed to do was an irrelevancy and a waste
of time. In this attitude Jackson was in violation of both the spirit and
letter of the Constitution, and Senator Tyler was quick to pounce on
him. In an able speech on the floor of the Senate in February 1831,
Tyler carefully read the wording of Article II, Section 2, Paragraph 2,
dealing with “advice and consent.” Semantics were with him on this
issue and he knew it:
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Sir, I take the simple, unambiguous language of the Constitution as I find it.
I will not inquire what it should be, but what it is, when I come to decide
upon it.... For myself the path of duty is straight, and I shall walk in it.
Shall I displease the President by doing so? If I do, I cannot help it.... I
have seen much in his career to applaud....But if we were now forming the
government, I would add to the power of the President not even so much as
would turn the scales by the hundredth part of a hair. There is already
enough of the spice of monarchy in the presidential office. There lies the
true danger to our institutions. It has already become the great magnet of
attraction. The struggles to attain it are designed to enlist all the worst pas-
sions of our nature. It is the true Pandora’s box. Place in the President’s
hands the key to the door of the treasury, by conferring on him the uncon-
trolled power of appointing to office and liberty cannot abide among us.

A majority of the Senate agreed with Tyler, and Jackson’s knuckles were
sharply rapped.??

Senator Tyler was not yet in opposition to Jackson. On the con-
trary, he found much in the Jackson administration in 1829-1831 to
command his support, and he was sincere when he said in February
1831 that he had seen much in Jackson’s career to applaud. He feared
Clay and his American System more than he distrusted Jackson. In
March 1830 he had written his friend John Rutherfoord that while
a polyglot opposition to Jackson was beginning to form in Congress be-
hind the leadership of Henry Clay it was to the advantage of the South
to continue supporting the President:

...the South sustains him from the fear of greater ill under the auspices of
another. The opposition is united to a man and will carry on the most un-
sparing warfare. They produce the effect, which may be salutary, of holding
our heterogeneous materials together.... At this time too the country is
peculiarly excited by the alarmists and fanatics, anti-Sunday mail, anti-
masonic, abolition societies, and last, tho’ not least, the sympathy and mock
sensibility attempted to be created in behalf of the Southern Indians, all
conspiring to one end, viz: the overthrow of Jackson and the elevation of
Clay.

Nor in their personal relations was Tyler yet ready to fault Old
Hickory. A dinner at the White House in 1830 frankly impressed him.
“Would you old-fashioned Virginian believe it,” he remarked in good
humor to Rutherfoord, “he even went so far as to introduce his guests
to each other—a thing without precedent here and most abominably un-
fashionable. At dinner he seemed to me to have laid aside the royal
diadem, and to have fancied himself at the Hermitage. ... All satisfied
me that I stood in the presence of an old-fashioned republican.” 22
More important than social graces, Jackson’s veto of the Maysville
Road Bill on May 27, 1830, drew Tyler and other states’ rights politi-
cians to his banner with positive enthusiasm. The veto was a sharp

85



blow at the National Republicans and at Henry Clay, whose sup-
porters in the West and Northeast had rammed the proposal through
Congress. It was also an attempt by Jackson to bring the South more
closely to his support and head off defections in that section threatened
in the growing personal tension between himself and Vice-President
Calhoun. It represented, finally, the beginning of Jackson’s shift, under
the urging of Martin Van Buren and others, to a more radical posi-
tion of attacking privilege by denying federal subsidies to private cor-
porations.

The bill authorized the government to buy $150,000 worth of stock
in the Maysville Turnpike Road Company to permit the company to
construct a sixty-mile stretch of highway located entirely within the
state of Kentucky. The President argued in his veto message that since
the proposed road lay entirely within the limits of Kentucky and was
not connected with any existing transportation system of an interstate
character, it was not properly a matter for federal concern. He also
suggested that the question of the constitutionality of future internal-
improvement proposals might well be solved by a constitutional amend-
ment specifically permitting federal expenditures for such purposes.

Tyler was extremely encouraged by the veto message. “This action
of the President,” he exulted, “is hailed with unbounded delight by the
strict constructionists, and the two Houses of Congress resound with his
praise.” Well might Tyler have been pleased with the veto. His own
speech in the Senate in April 1830 in opposition to the Maysville Bill
was a slashing attack on the whole concept of government-financed
internal improvements. The twisting of the Constitution had reached
the point in the Maysville proposal, he argued sarcastically, whereby
the dirt lane running past his Gloucester farm could be designated a
“national” road because it ultimately intersected a road that later
joined another road that ran from Virginia to Alabama.2*

If Tyler remained reconciled to the Jackson administration, the
spring of 1831 found many states’ rights politicians in the South search-
ing for greener pastures. Chief among these was John C. Calhoun. Fol-
lowing the passage of the hated Tariff of Abominations in 1828, a
troubled Calhoun returned to his Fort Hill plantation at Pendleton,
South Carolina, to ruminate on the sad state of the nation and his
future role in it. While the citizenry was electing him once again to the
Vice-Presidency, Calhoun was calmly producing the explosive pamphlet
“South Carolina Exposition and Protest.” In this revolutionary work
the Vice-President coldly and brilliantly argued the thesis that South
Carolina, as a voluntary member of the original compact of states,
retained the right under the Constitution of that compact to nullify and
declare void within her borders the operation of any federal law that
was unconstitutional—in this instance the Tariff of 1828.

Armed with this sputtering ideological bomb, Calhoun returned
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to Washington to fight the states’ rights cause. During the nest two
vears he permitted his personal and political relations with Jackson
to deteriorate to such a point that by 1831 the two men were scarcely
speaking. In the first place, Jackson was distressed to learn that Calhoun
had covertly criticized his conduct in Florida in 1818. The split was
widened when Calkoun and his haughty wife, Floride, refused to mingle
socially with Peggy O"Neale Eaton, the former Washington barmaid who
had married Jackson’s Secretary of War, John H. Eaton, in 1829. Jack-
son’s decision to champion the controversial Peggy disrupted the Cabi-
net and all Washington society. Only the urbane widower, Martin Van
Buren, Secretary of State, sided with his chivalrous chief and maintained
social intercourse with the outcaste Eatons.*®

The political vacuum in the Jackson administration created by
Calhoun’s break with the President was filled by Van Buren. Indeed,
Tyler watched with fascination as the leader of the New York Democ-
racy and champion of the common man in the Empire State ingratiated
himself with Old Hickory and overnight maneuvered himself into the
position of chief heir to the Presidential succession. Tyler was no
admirer of the Little Magician. He considered Van Buren little more
than a slick opportunist. “I like not the man overmuch,” he con-
fessed to his brother-in-law, Jobhn B. Seawell, in January 1832. He
could see, however, that as Calhoun and his friends marched out of
the Jackson administration the New York liberals under Van Buren
were marching in. The political alliance of frontier agrarians and urban
artisans which would sweep all before it in 1832, and again in 1836,
was beginning to take form in the Jackson-Van Buren amalgam. “What
deeper game could any man have played?” Tyler asked. Nevertheless,
he was impressed with the New York politician’s skill in moving his
cohorts into Jackson’s inner circle.28

Tyler was unwilling in 1831-1832 to carry his states’ rights orienta-
tion to the extreme of Calhoun’s radical nullification doctrine. Nor
was he prepared to flail the Jackson administration without good cause.
For him, the glow of the Maysville veto lingered on. When Jackson also
vetoed the Bank Bill in July 1832, Tyler had no choice but to come
again to Old Hickory’s support in the November canvass. As he ex-
plained his decision to his daughter Mary in April 1832:

VYou say that enquiries are often made of you as to my opinions on various
political subjects. If you knew them, upon many it might be improper to
divulge them. There are enough persons who would be inclined to turn your
declarations to bad account in reference to myself. Speak of me always as a
Jackson man whenever you are questioned, and say that in regard to Van
Buren, Calhoun, etc., etc., they are matters with which I do not deal; that
you have reason to believe that I am directed exclusively by reference to the
public interests, and not by men. In this way those who make enquiries will
be readily satisfied, and be no wiser than they were before questioning you.2?
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Following the investigation of the second Bank of the United
States, in which Tyler had participated in 1819, the controversial in-
stitution had grown and flourished under the able leadership of Langdon
Cheves of South Carolina. Honesty and conservatism had characterized
its operations for a decade. It had provided a stable currency and had
served as a safe repository of Treasury receipts. Nevertheless, consider-
able ideological and political hostility to the Bank remained. States’
rights theorists still considered the institution unconstitutional. Western
debtors and land speculators favoring inflation and cheap money ob-
jected to the Bank’s conservatism and its deflationary policies. Private
banking interests throughout the nation resented the Bank’s monop-
olistic features. Jackson himself harbored the unsophisticated frontier
notion that paper money was a dangerous thing to have floating around.
Less naive was his view that the Bank was a monopolistic private cor-
poration of great power, wealth, and influence. Operating partially in
the public interest without public controls upon it, it was an octopus
among financial porpoises. Its leader after 1822 was the haughty Nicho-
las Biddle, a snobbish patrician from a social background the Old Hero
felt he could not trust. The more Jackson thought about the potential
threat of the rising moneyed aristocracy in America, symbolized by
Biddle, his rich friends, and the stockholders of the Bank, the more
convinced he became that a cancer of privilege was spreading among
the healthy tissues of the republican body social.

Nicholas Biddle wanted desperately to keep the Bank out of
partisan politics. Yet its charter would expire again in 1836 and he
felt it imperative to the economic well-being of the nation that it be
renewed. Conversations with Henry Clay convinced him that he should
push for charter renewal in 1832, four years in advance of the expira-
tion date—before Jackson could effectively organize anti-Bank forces
behind his own party. A lightning campaign for the Bank might prove
successful in Congress. But what if the unpredictable Jackson vetoed a
new Bank bill, Biddle wondered. “Should Jackson veto it,” exclaimed
Clay, “I shall veto him!” 28

Clay’s motives in urging a premature renewal of the Bank charter
were political. As a longstanding champion of the institution in the
political arena, he felt that g revival of the Bank issue in 1832 might be
used to defeat Jackson in the November campaign. This, as it turned
out, was a serious miscalculation. Nevertheless, beginning in May 1832,
Biddle and Clay launched a massive propaganda campaign for im-
mediate charter renewal. All that money, pamphlets, newspaper edi-
torials, and crack lobbyists could accomplish was done. On June 11 the
Bank Bill passed the Senate 28 to 20, and on July 3 it cleared the
House 107 to 85. The General was outraged at the crude machinations
of the Clay-Biddle campaign. “The bank is trying to kill me,” he told
Van Buren grimly, “but I will kill it!” 2°
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With his usual vigor Senator Tyler joined the new fight over the
Bank. He had fought the institution and its predecessor steadily since
1811. Twenty years’ service in the anti-Bank ranks had made him an
expert on the question. His Senate speech of May 1832 revealed a firm
grasp of banking economics. He voted for every amendment brought
to the Senate floor designed to weaken the Bank and he opposed every
proposal aimed at strengthening the institution. Specifically, Tyler
spoke for a crippling amendment that would limit to 5 per cent the
legal interest rate the Bank might charge on loans. On the moral side
of the question he argued that any allowable interest rate above 3
per cent was a federal endorsement of usury. He spoke feelingly of the

vital importance of laws regulating the rate of interest; without them a
nation becomes a nation of money-lenders.... The Mosaic regulation which
permitted usance to be taken of strangers, aided by the oppressions under
which they laboured, converted the Jews into a nation of money-lenders. I
mention this not to their discredit. They are like all the rest of the human
family—no better and no worse—devoting themselves to the acquisition of
money, and seeking for their money such investment as yields the greatest
return. Into the same condition may the people of any country be changed.
Only make the profits on loans high enough: if six per cent will not do, take
ten; if ten does not, take twenty; in other words, make it more profitable
for the capitalists to loan out their money than to invest it in lands, ships, or
machinery, and the work is accomplished. Government will have converted
the community into a nation of usurers.3°

So eager was Tyler to expel the Northern moneychangers from the
cool temples of Jeffersonian agrarianism he could only cheer Jackson’s
veto message. Written by the President with the assistance and advice
of Martin Van Buren, Amos Kendall, Andrew J. Donelson, and Roger
B. Taney, the veto had, a stunned Biddle explained to Clay, “all the
fury of a chained panther biting the bars of his cage. It is really a
manifesto of anarchy ...and my hope is, that it will contribute to re-
lieve the country of these miserable people. You are destined to be the
instrument of that deliverance.” Jackson’s message indeed rang with de-
fiance and challenge, appealing to the economic and class interests of
the farmers and workers. If it was short on fiscal analysis it was full in
its condemnation of the moneychangers so hated by Tyler. “It is to be
regretted,” said the President, “that the rich and powerful too often
bend the acts of government to their selfish purposes...but when the
laws . . . make the rich richer and the potent more powerful, the humble
members of society—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers—who have
neither the time nor the means of securing like favors to themselves,
have a right to complain of the injustice of their Government.” Jackson
was well on his way toward a more radical democracy. Thanks to the
vigor of the veto and the skill of Jackson’s campaign managers the
Bank question became the central one in the Presidential canvass. The
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President rode it hard. “The veto works well everywhere,” he announced
in August; “it has put down the Bank instead of prostrating me.” 3!

Tyler supported Jackson in the November election even though
the President’s effort to ingratiate himself with the nation’s small
farmers and mechanics was an appeal to American social classes with
which the planter aristocracy had little in common. Nonetheless, the
record of Old Hickory’s first administration on internal improvements
and the Bank made the President eminently preferable to National
Republican Henry Clay. And while the slippery Van Buren was Jack-
son’s running mate on the Democratic ticket, Tyler felt that the Mays-
ville and Bank vetoes left him not much choice in the matter. There
was also the practical consideration that Clay had small prospect of
victory. “Clay stands no chance,” said Tyler in April 1832. “Jackson is
invincible.” For Tyler it was again largely a choice of the lesser of evils
and once more he held his considerable nose, voted, and went home to
disinfect himself.32

Jackson ran hard against the “Money Monster” while Biddle and
his wealthy friends poured their money and time into the Clay cause.
The result was a Jackson landslide. The President received 687,502
popular votes and 219 electoral votes to Clay’s 530,189 popular and 49
electoral votes. Clay carried only his own Kentucky and the high-tariff
states of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connnecticut, and Delaware.
Jackson swept the rest. If an American election was ever a popular
mandate for anything (the point is debatable), the election of 1832 was
a mandate against the second Bank of the United States.®3

Soon after the election of 1832 states’ rights radicals in South
Carolina brought the nation to the brink of a civil war. On Novem-
ber 24, 1832, a state convention (elected in October) officially nullified
the Tariff Act of 1828 and its milder brother, the Tariff Act of 1832,
and threatened secession if the federal government attempted to use
force to collect tariff revenues within the state. On November 27 the
legislature authorized the raising and arming of a military force to resist
any federal encroachments. To punctuate these provocative moves, John
C. Calhoun resigned the Vice-Presidency on December 28 and left for
Washington to assume the Senate seat he had won two weeks earlier in
the juggling of offices which sent Robert Y. Hayne from the Senate to the
Governor’s Mansion. From his Senate vantage point Calhoun immedi-
ately launched South Carolina’s defense of nullification.

Jackson’s reaction to the threat from Charleston was that of the
carrot and the stick. The carrot was the recommendation in his Annual
Message of December 4 to lower tariffs below the 1832 level. This would
put tariff schedules far below the 1828 levels that had outraged the
South four years earlier. The stick was brandished in his Proclamation
to the People of South Carolina, issued on December 1o. The Proclama-
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tion minced no words. The whole doctrine of nullification, said the
President. was an “impractical absurdity.” Drawing on the views of John
Marshall, Alexander Hamilton, and Daniel Webster, he maintained that
the federal government was sovereign and indivisible. No state could
refuse to obey the laws of the land; nor could a state withdraw from the
TUnion. “Disunion by armed force is treason,” the President stated
bluntly. He thus made it perfectly clear that South Carolina would be
crushed by federal arms if necessary. On January 16, 1833, he asked
Congress for the authority to use military force if necessary to uphold
the federal revenue laws in South Carolina. Angry and frustrated, he
confided to his closest aides that he would see that the leading nullifiers
were “arrested and arraigned for treason.” Jackson was no man to trifle
with when he was annoyed.?*

The major political effect of the President’s Proclamation and his
Force Bill was to split the dominant Jackson party, so recently trium-
phant at the polls, down the middle. States’ rights advocates in Virginia
were shocked to see their hero of the Maysville and Bank vetoes now
embrace extreme nationalist doctrine. Jackson’s threat to use armed force
went far beyond anything the Founding Fathers had visualized in the
legitimate relationships between the states and the federal government.
The Virginians were not agreed, however, on the constitutionality of nul-
lification or secession. Theoretical confusion stalked their ranks. Some,
like Tyler’s friend Henry A. Wise, argued that the nullification of a
tariff was illegal since the levying of a tariff was obviously constitutional.
Others accepted the nullification as a legitimate form of remonstrance
but denied the related right of secession. Some upheld both; some denied
both. Still others denied nullification and maintained the right to secede.
Thomas Ritchie, editor of the Richmond Enquirer and a strong Jackson
man, thought secession legal but called nullification a “mischievous and
absurd heresy . .. seeking to place a State iz the Union and ous of it
at the same time.” 35

Tyler was placed in an intellectual quandary by South Carolina’s
revolutionary action and Jackson’s militaristic reaction. He agreed that
the Tariff of 1832 was a bad business. Even though duties had been
scaled back to the 1824 levels, Tyler had opposed the legislation in the
Senate because there was in it no retreat from the basic principle of tariff
protection. And while he saw it as an improvement over the 1828 Tariff
of Abominations, he had delivered an impassioned three-day speech in
February 1832 attacking it. The protective tariff, he again argued, was
a form of robbery in which the mercantile class of the North picked the
pockets of agrarian consumers in the South. Indeed, the whole concep-
tion of protectionism was evidence of the new materialism that was
overtaking the nation, threatening to reduce Americans to mere money-
changers. “Man cannot worship God and Mammon,” Tyler cried. “If
you would preserve the political temple pure and undefiled it can only
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be done by expelling the money-changers and getting back to the
worship of our fathers.” 36

But when it came right down to the legality of nullifying the Tariff
Acts of 1828 and 1832 Tyler was far less sure of himself. What he
attempted to do was discover and occupy a middle ground on an issue
which bad no detectable middle. On one extreme of the question Cal-
houn maintained the legality of both nullification and secession and the
unconstitutionality of Jackson’s Force Bill. Webster, on the other ex-
treme, consistently upheld the illegality of secession and nullification
and argued the propriety of using force in the circumstance. Tyler
upheld the right of secession while denying the right of nullification.
But he also denied the right of the federal government to employ force
against nullification when it occurred. Even firm states’ rights Virginians
like Henry St. George Tucker could not accept this peculiar dichotomy
in Tyler’s thinking. As long as South Carolina was actually in the Union,
argued Tucker, there was no such thing as nullification. It was a ques-
tion of either submitting or seceding, and since South Carolina had not
seceded, the federal government had no alternative but to compel the
state to comply with federal legislation. Anything less than this made
the whole idea of federal government a “farce.” But Tyler's middle
way, however logically inconsistent it was, was supported in part by a
resolution of the Virginia legislature on January 26, 1833. The resolution
strongly urged compromise, pledged Virginia to a continuing support of
state sovereignty, and denjed Jackson’s right under the Constitution to
use armed force against South Carolina. When news of this action
reached Tyler in Washington he and his friend William F. Gordon
“both sprang up, caught each other in their arms and danced around the
room like children in a delirium of joy.” 37

If the theoretical considerations remained complex for the terpsi-
chorean Tyler, the personality factor became clear to him. Even though
the Virginia senator was willing to admit that South Carolina’s nullifi-
cation decree had been a terrible tactical blunder, he finally decided that
Andrew Jackson was the real villain of the piece. Thus Tyler informed
Virginia’s Governor John Floyd on January 16, the day Jackson asked
for a congressional authorization of force, that

If S. Carolina be put down, then may each of the States yield all pretensions
to sovereignty. We have a consolidated govt. and a master will soon arise.
This is inevitable. How idle to talk of me serving a republic for any length of
time, with an uncontrolled power over the military, exercised at pleasure by

the President. ... What interest is safe if the unbridled will of the majority
is to have sway?

By February 2 Tyler had warmed further to the theme that General
Jackson was seeking to establish a military dictatorship in America. The
old 1819 vision of the Man on Horseback returned. “Were ever men
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so deceived as we have been...in Jackson?” he asked Littleton
Tazewell. “His proclamation has swept away all the barriers of the
Constitution, and given us, in place of the Federal government, under
which we fondly believed we were living, a consolidated military despot-
ism. ... I tremble for South Carolina. The war-cry is up, rely upon it. . . .
The boast is that the President, by stamping like another Pompey on
the earth, can raise a hundred thousand men.” 38

A few days later, on February 6, 1833, Tyler delivered his Senate
speech against the Force Bill. The visitors’ galleries were packed. From
beginning to end the speech was an appeal to emotion. The oratory was
brilliant, but at no point in his address did he suggest to Jackson how
the Union might be preserved without the use of force. Faced with the
nullification of constitutional federal legislation, how else could Jackson
approach South Carolina save by force? That was the question. Either
the Union was or it was not. There could be no partial Union some of
the time when it suited the convenience of some of the parties to it.
Jackson, of course, wanted no civil war. But he could not permit the
Union to degenerate into a part-time half-Union. He had taken an oath
to “preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”
Whatever that Constitution was, whether it had created a nation or a
confederation, there was nothing in it specifically permitting nullifica-
tion. His was much the same problem Lincoln would face on secession
in 1861.

Tyler wanted no dissolution of the Union either. Unlike Jackson,
though, he had no plan to prevent dissolution. Instead, he spoke to the
Senate of preserving the Union by restoring mutual confidence and
affection among the states. He suggested the passage of a compromise
tariff act that would allow both sides to save face. He shied away from
the theoretical implications of nullification. At the same time he ripped
into the Force Bill with a ferocity unequaled in any other public speech
in his career. It was a speech aimed as much at the political factions in
Virginia as at those within reach of his voice. A few days later he would
stand for re-election to the Senate before the General Assembly in Rich-
mond. This test he won handily, defeating James McDowell, candidate
of the Virginia Jacksonians, 81 to 62 on the first ballot. Nevertheless, he
wanted to make his position on the Force Bill absolutely clear to
Virginians as well as to the senators who sat before him:

Everything, Mr. President, is running into nationality. You cannot walk along
the streets without seeing the word on almost every sign—DNational Hotel,
National boot-black, National black-smith, National oyster-house. The gov-
ernment was created by the states, it is amendable by the states, it is pre-
served by the states, and may be destroyed by the states; and yet we are told
that it is not a government of the states.... The very terms employed in
the Constitution indicate the true character of the government. The terms
“We, the people of the United States,” mean nothing more or less than “We
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the people of the states united.” The pernicious doctrine that this is a national
and not a Federal Government, has received countenance from the late
proclamation and message of the President. The people are regarded as one
mass, and the states as constituting one nation. I desire to know when this
chemical process occurred . ..such doctrines would convert the states into
mere petty corporations, provinces of one consolidated government. These
principles give to this government authority to veto all state laws, not merely
by Act of Congress, but by the sword and bayonet. They would place the
President at the head of the regular army in array against the States, and the
sword and cannon would come to be the common arbiter.... To arm him
with military power is to give him the authority to crush South Carolina,
should she adopt secession.

He was convinced that if the crisis came to outright secession, economic
pressures alone would bring South Carolina back into the Union more
swiftly than the “employment of a hundred thousand men.” As he would
do again in 1861, Tyler painted a grim picture of the bloodshed and
property destruction of civil war. He pleaded that Jackson not be given
the power to coerce South Carolina and thereby precipitate a civil war.
It was Jackson’s decision, said Tyler, not South Carolina’s:

If the majority shall pass this bill, they must do it on their own responsibility;
I will have no part in it.... Yes, sir, “the Federal Union must be preserved.”
But how? Will you seek to preserve it by force? Will you appease the angry
spirit of discord by an oblation of blood? ... Glory comes not from the blood
of slaughtered brethren. Gracious God! Is it necessary to urge such considera-
tions on an American Senate? Whither has the genius of America fled? We
have had darker days than the present, and that genius has saved us. Are we
to satisfy the discontents of the people by force—by shooting some, and
bayoneting others? ... I would that I had but mild influence enough to save
my country in this hour of peril.... I have no such power; I stand here
manacled in a minority, whose efforts can avail but little. You, who are the
majority, have the destinies of the country in your hands. If war shall grow
out of this measure, you are alone responsible. I will wash my hands of the
business; rather than give my aid, I would surrender my station here....3?

On February 20 the Force Bill came to a Senate vote. Several
Southern senators left the floor rather than be recorded in favor of a
measure they could not stomach. It was clear by this time, however, that
a compromise tariff might be worked out that would stay the hands of
both South Carolina and General Jackson. Neither side wanted blood-
shed. No one wanted to die for an ad valorem tariff. Better then, rea-
soned the practical politicians of the South, not to be counted on either
side of the Force Bill. Only John Tyler among them retained his seat,
and only Tyler had the courage to vote his convictions. Even Calhoun
was conveniently absent, as was Clay, who was leading the compromise
tariff movement behind the scenes. Senator William C. Rives of Virginia,
Tyler’s colleague, abstained from voting although he had reluctantly
supported Jackson’s course throughout the crisis, being, in his own
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words, “anti-bank, anti-tariff and anti-nullification.” The final vote for
the Force Bill was thirty-two; the vote against it was one. John Tyler
cast the only recorded dissenting vote—the vote he was proudest of for
the rest of his life. In 1839 he boasted in the Virginia House of Delegates
that “Against that odious measure my name stands conspicuously re-
corded. I say conspicuously, since it is the only vote recorded in the
negative on ... that bloody bill.” #0

It was a courageous vote, but it was not quite so conspicuous as
Tyler later remembered it. The chronology of events indicates that the
prospect of a bloodless compromise was well advanced by February 6
when Tyler made his ringing speech against the measure. Although the
Virginian did not know the extent to which compromise negotiations had
proceeded in the cloakrooms and boardinghouse parlors, he did know that
South Carolina, in a gesture of conciliation, had temporarily suspended
the Ordinance of Nullification on January 21. By February 20, when
Tyler cast the lone vote against the Force Bill, the crisis had largely
passed. His concern for citizens being shot and bayoneted while blood
flowed in the gutters of Charleston was therefore a bit theatrical. His role
in the compromise tariff that averted bloodshed was far more construc-
tive than either his ringing speech or his stubborn vote. It was actually
one of his greatest services to his distracted country.

Throughout the entire agitation and debate on the Force Bill there
existed the underlying assumption, made clear at the outset by Calhoun
and other nullifiers, that a sharp reduction of the tariff duties of 1832
would provide the path of compromise through which all parties to the
dispute might exit gracefully and bloodlessly. Tyler was aware of this,
and he was a prime mover in the search for a compromise plan. As early
as January 10 he wrote John Floyd that the battle for tariff compro-
mise “is fought and won. My fears for the Union are speedily disappear-
ing.” Some time earlier Tyler had seen Henry Clay privately. He “ap-
pealed to his patriotism” and asked him to sponsor a tariff bill that would
save the Union. He urged Clay, who was openly supporting the Force
Bill, to consult with Calhoun, “the only person necessary to consult,”
and work out something agreeable both to Northern protectionists and
states’ rights free traders. Tyler’s patient efforts were successful. The
two statesmen were brought together for negotiations. The details of a
compromise tariff settlement could not quickly be ironed out, and by
January 16 Tyler was again beginning to despair. Jackson called for his
Force Bill that day, and Tyler told Floyd that “all prospect of settling
the tariff except through Clay is gone. From him I still have hope. If he
strikes at all, it will be at a critical moment.”” 4%

Tyler was not disappointed. On January 21 rumors flooded Wash-
ington and reached South Carolina that a compromise tariff was in the
making. To facilitate this hopeful development the Charleston radicals
uncocked the pistol it held to the head of the nation by suspending the
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Ordinance of Nullification. It was probably on this day, or the day be-
fore, that Clay and Calhoun reached a final understanding. Clay agreed
to a gradual reduction of all tariff duties over a ten-year period, and a
relinquishment of the entire principle of protection by 1842. Calhoun in
turn pledged South Carolina’s acceptance of this arrangement and a
repeal of the Ordinance of Nullification. Tyler was not privy to this
agreement nor was he told about it. But he had done much to bring the
negotiators together. And he breathed a sigh of relief when, on February
11, the theatrical Clay, his eyes still riveted on the White House, rose
in the Senate and announced to a breathless chamber that he would, the
following day, introduce a compromise tariff bill. As Tyler recalled that
dramatic moment in the Senate from the vantage point of 1860: “Now
that years have gone by-—now that my head is covered with gray hairs,
and old age is upon me, I recall the enthusiasm I felt that day when Mr.
Clay rose in the Senate to announce the great measure of peace and
reconciliation. I occupied the extreme seat on the left; he a similar one
on the right of the Senate Chamber. We advanced to meet each other,
and grasped each other’s hands midway the chamber.” *2

On the next day, to a cheering audience, Clay introduced a bill that
would progressively reduce tariff duties year by year until a level of 20
per cent ad valorem was reached in 1842. At that point all further duties
would be imposed only “for the purpose of raising such revenue as may
be necessary to an economical administration of the Government.” Cal-
houn followed Clay’s proposal with a speech extolling the beauties of the
Union. With this, the Compromise Tariff Bill of 1833 passed the House
119 to 85 on February 26 and the Senate 29 to 16 on March 1. Tyler
voted for it with enthusiasm. So the crisis passed.

Just who won the contest cannot be stated with certainty. By
nullification and threatened secession South Carolina had blackjacked
the federal government into an immediate reduction of the tariff and a
promise to repeal the entire protective system a decade hence. On the
other hand, Jackson was satisfied that he had made his no-nullification,
no-secession point crystal clear by approaching the brink of military
coercion. What it seemed to prove to Calhoun and the Charleston hot-
heads was that a little bit of blackmail, judiciously exercised, could
accomplish for the South in Washington what an orderly legislative
approach there could not. This dangerous notion was still tragically alive
in 1860-1861.

The Senate adjourned on March 2 and Tyler returned to the Tide-
water in triumph. His constituents gave him a boisterous dinner at the
Gloucester County courthouse. Toasts were quaffed in happy celebration
of the great victories of states’ rights on the Bank and tariff questions.
A toast to Tyler’s lone vote against the Force Bill was eagerly proposed
and drunk. Tyler rose to his feet and gave a short and gracious speech
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in reply. He reviewed his course of action on the nullification question
in Congress and reminded the celebrators again that he was “not the
apologist of South Carolina.” He simply objected, he said, to Jackson’s
policy of armed coercion. The issue was not South Carolina’s nullifica-
tion. It was Jackson’s threatened military dictatorship.

The charge was overdrawn and alarmist, even wrongheaded, but it
was slowly and surely carrying Tyler into the anti-Jackson opposition
forming under the banner of the opportunistic Henry Clay. Tyler did
not know in March 1833 that he was becoming a Whig. He knew only
that he could no longer stomach Andrew Jackson. By November 1833 he
could eulogize the once-feared Clay as the statesman and patriot who had
“rescued us from civil war, when those who held or ought to have held
our destinies in their hands talked only of swords and halters. Such is
my deliberate opinion.” His gradual rapprochement with Harry of the
West was to make John Tyler Vice-President of the United States.*?

It was only a question of time until Tyler faced an issue which
would make his break with the Jacksonian Democracy clear and final.
That issue was Jackson’s removal of government deposits from the Bank
of the United States in an effort to undermine and crush the institution
even before its charter expired in 1836. He announced his decision on
the matter in September 1833 while Congress was in recess. Angered at
the Bank’s intervention against him in the 1832 campaign, and convinced
that his landslide victory in 1832 was an anti-Bank mandate from the
people, Old Hickory began juggling Secretaries of the Treasury into and
out of his Cabinet like so many sacks of wheat until he found in Roger
B. Taney one who would sign the removal order and defend its legality.
By the end of 1833 the withdrawn federal funds had been distributed in
twenty-three state banks which were promptly dubbed ‘“pet banks” by
the anti-Jacksonians. Whatever the economic wisdom of this move, it
was not unconstitutional and it was very close to what Tyler had urged
in 1819 when he characterized withdrawal and distribution as a sound
states’ rights solution to the banking question. But this was not 1819.%*

When the Senate convened early in December 1833, Tyler returned
to Washington in an ugly mood. The idea that Andrew Jackson was a
dangerous dictator now possessed him above all others. He was con-
vinced that if Taney could “locate [the] Treasury where he pleases
there can exist no security or safety for the public monies.” Indeed,
Taney might even decide to locate public funds in “either his own or the
President’s pocket.” This unworthy suggestion pointed up the fact that
John Tyler once again found himself in a cruel dilemma. He hated and
feared what he felt were the dictatorial pretensions of Andrew Jackson.
He also feared and hated the Bank of the United States and the moneyed
aristocracy that was rapidly reducing America to a counting house. To
his way of thinking, the victory of either Biddle or the President in the
Bank struggle would mark a defeat for the national interest. An oppor-
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tunity to ponder this dilemma and think matters through calmly was
presented Tyler by an illness which kept him in his quarters for ten
daysin late December and early January. During this confinement Henry
Clay delivered a slashing speech in the Senate which established the
political line the anti-Jacksonians, Tyler among them, would follow for
the next few months. To a hushed chamber and packed galleries Clay
threw down the gauntlet to Jackson in terms the states’ rights men could
understand and applaud:

We are in the midst of a revolution hitherto bloodless, but rapidly tending
towards a total change of the pure republican character of the Government,
and to the concentration of all power in the hands of one man. ... If Congress
do not apply an instantaneous remedy, the fatal collapse will soon come on,
and we shall die—ignobly die—base, mean and abject slaves; the scorn and
contempt of mankind; unpitied, unwept, unmourned.

Clay concluded by introducing two resolutions of formal censure. The
first condemned Taney’s role in the removal of the deposits; the second
and most important charged that “the President, in the late Executive
proceedings in relation to the public revenue, has assumed upon himself
authority and power not conferred by the Constitution and laws, but in
derogation of both.” It was a damning indictment but one supported by
such diverse political personalities as Webster and Calhoun.*®

When Tyler returned to the political wars on January 9, 1834, he
informed Littleton W. Tazewell that his opinion was *. . . decisively made
up on the subject of the deposits.” He would support censure of Jackson
and the restoration of the deposits even though this would strengthen the
Bank and “render its spasms more disturbing and hurtful to the coun-
try.” This decision was strongly urged upon him by a flood of petitions
and memorials from Tidewater merchants and by specific instruction
from the Virginia General Assembly. He was encouraged by the intense
hue and cry raised by Biddle and mercantile newspapers throughout the
country against Jackson. On February 17 he wrote Letitia his opinion
that “the Administration is evidently sinking, and I do not doubt that
in six months it will be almost flat.... I have not yet spoken, but
everybody seems anxious to hear me....”

If he was somewhat premature in reading final services over the
grave of Jacksonian Democracy, he was not wrong in his estimate of
Senate anticipation. The Senate was indeed anxious to hear Tyler’s in-
dictment of Jackson. He was recognized as one of the most articulate of
the states’ rights spokesmen. When he rose to speak on February 24 the
chamber was filled. He made it clear at the outset that he was no friend
of the Bank and had never been; he had always regarded its establish-
ment an unconstitutional act, and he was certain the nation would sur-
vive its demise. The only question was 4ow the Bank should die:
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For one, I say, if it is to die let it die by law. It is a corporate existence
created by law, and while it exists, entitled to the protection which the law
throws around private rights. If its privileges can be lawlessly seized upon,
what security exists for individual rights? The rights of the bank are the rights
of individuals. ... If the President had rested on his veto, the Bank was dead,
dead beyond the reach of surgery...was it necessary after the Pursey [sic]
was dead for the President to imitate the conduct of Falstaff, and inflict a new
wound upon its lifeless body, lest it should rise again® Yes, sir, this was
esteemed necessary; more justly speaking. he saw it in its agonies, produced
by the exertion of his constitutional authority, and yet he was not content. He
rushes upon it—seizes upon one of its privileges, one of the limbs of this
corporate existence, and throws it into convulsions. ... My answer is that of
Virginia, spoken through her Legislature: if the Bank must die, let it die by
law then, sir.... By that I will stand.#6

The opportunity to link the deposits question with a condemnation
of Jackson’s use of patronage was too good to pass up and Tyler could
not let it slide by:

T ask if it be true that [Jackson] has used none of the public money for the
advancement of presidential power. Sir, all the revenues of the country are
devoted to this object by these proceedings; an army of retainers is created
in the officers and stockholders of the state banks.... Is the presidential
power only to be considered dangerous when he is at the head of an army?
Patronage is the sword and cannon by which war may be made on the liberty
of the human race.... They work silently, and almost unseen. They make
sure their advances by corruption. . .. Sir, give the President control over the
purse—the power to place the immense revenues of the country into any
hands he may please, and I care not what you call him, he is “every inch a
king.”

Mercifully, it would seem, no one flung these words back in Tyler’s face
in 1843 when he too, as President, attempted to build a personal party
with patronage and, like Jackson, insisted on an absolute conformity of
opinion between himself and his Cabinet officers. If patronage was in-
deed “the sword and cannon by which war may be made on the liberty
of the human race,” Tyler would soon fondle the hilt of that sword
himself.**

Tyler suggested that the only way to remove the vexing Bank ques-
tion from partisan politics once and for all was by a constitutional
amendment specifically legalizing or proscribing the institution. “The
question of bank or no bank has been always made a political stepping-
stone...it is the last subject which ought to be handed over to poli-
ticians.” In the meantime, he thought the deposits should be restored.
Because there was no likelihood that a constitutional amendment on the
subject could be passed through the Congress by a two-thirds majority
or through three-fourths of the state legislatures, Tyler’s somewhat im-
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practical solution to the problem was less significant than the political
implications of his speech. Throughout his long address there were
clear suggestions that Henry Clay was really a great patriot after all
and that the Democratic Party, dominated by the “despotism” of King
Andrew I, could no longer serve as the Tyler political home. Without
hesitation, Tyler at last walked boldly into the Whig opposition forming
under the leadership of Clay, Calhoun, and Webster. He spoke openly
now of his “Whig principles,” a phrase beginning to circulate in Wash-
ington to designate the views of the anti-Jackson bloc. As for the Demo-
cratic Party dominated by Jackson and the spoilsmen, Tyler renounced
it:

To this party do I belong, not to that nondescript, patch-work, mosaic party
which meets in conventions, and calls itself tke Republican party; not to that
party which changes its principles, as the chameleon its color, with every cloud
or ray which proceeds from the presidential orb—which is one thing today,
another tomorrow, and the third day whatever chance may make it; nor, to
the Republican party which...denounces the tariff, and yet votes for and
sustains the tariff of 1828—that Bill of Abominations; not that Republican
party which denounces the Bank and upholds the proclamation [to South
Carolina]; which denounces the Bank and sustains the Force Bill; which
denounces the Bank, and even now sustains the President in his assumption
of power conferred neither by the laws nor Constitution. No, sir, I belong not
to that “Republican party”; its work is that of president-making. Even now
it is in motion. Before the President is scarcely warm in his seat, not yiclding
to what decency would seem to require, not even permitting one short year
to elapse, that party is in full march, calling conventions, organizing com-
mittees, and seeking by all manner of means, at this early day, to commit the
people.48

Tyler could not have made his secession from the Democracy more
plain. The Democratic-Republican Party of Jefferson had been sub-
verted by Andrew Jackson. The new democratic political techniques
introduced by Jackson—national nominating conventions, political or-
ganization and agitation at all levels, pragmatic accommodations to
appeal to the greatest number of voters, and the sagacious use of pa-
tronage—were not to the aristocratic tastes of John Tyler. The dawn of
the new democracy, the advent of King Numbers, was not for him. It
was not the way of gentlemen.

Nor was it a way for the Commonwealth of Virginia in 1834. State-
wide elections in the Old Dominion in March produced the elevation of
Littleton W. Tazewell to the Governor’s Mansion and the routing of the
Jackson faction in the new General Assembly. Tyler was pleased and
encouraged by this result. He was close personally to Tazewell and had
done much to engineer his nomination and election. The defeat of the
Jacksonians in Virginia also buoyed the hopes of the informal Whig
grouping in Washington. Clayites, Calhounites, and Websterites alike
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sounded “notes of triumph” in the capital. But Jacksonianism in Virginia
was not yet dead and Tyler cautioned Tazewell, lest the new governor
grow overconfident, that “it requires numerous strokes of the axe to
bring down the oak, and the exposure of every encroachment committed
by a popular administration on constitutional rights is absolutely neces-
sary for preserving free government.”” 49

When the new General Assembly in Richmond instructed Tyler and
his colleague, Senator William C. Rives, to vote for Clay’s resolutions
censuring Taney and Jackson, an order which caused Rives to resign his
seat rather than comply and Benjamin W. Leigh to be appointed in his
stead, Tyler was sure that sanity was returning to America. He voted
for the censure of Jackson with enthusiasm and he has was cheered when
the Senate condemnation of King Andrew I passed on March 28 and
was formally entered in the Senate Journal. He paid no heed to the
solemn oath taken at that portentous moment by Senator Thomas Hart
Benton of Missouri. “Old Bullion” Benton, leading Jacksonian in the
upper chamber, swore he would never rest until the censure of the
President of the United States had been expunged from the Journal.

Benton’s wordy gesture impressed Tyler not at all. Senate censure
was the least punishment he had a right to expect. Jackson, after all, had
converted the federal government into a “mere majority machine,” and
Tyler was certain that the continued growth of the “mere majority
principle” could lead only to many political embarrassments and defeats
for the South in the years ahead. Nevertheless, by June of 1834 Tyler
began dimly to realize that politics in America would never be quite the
same after Andrew Jackson. He began to see that the real and lasting
source of Jackson’s strength lay with the power of the unwashed as ex-
pressed in the ballot box. “We have a great work before us,” he told
Tazewell, “a work of real reform. Without the people we can do noth-
ing....” Just how a majority of the people were to be alerted to the
dangers of the “mere majority principle” Tyler did not say. It was an-
other dilemma.50
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JOHN TYLER: THE MIDDLE YEARS

In the consciousness of my own honesty, I stand firm
and erect. I worship alone at the shrine of truth and
hkonor.

—JOHN TYLER, 1834

Throughout these years of political advancement from the House of
Delegates to the Governor’s Mansion and on to the United States Senate,
John Tyler’s private life was complicated by too many children and too
little money. Between 1820 and 1830 Letitia bore him five more chil-
dren, bringing to eight the mouths to be fed, bodies to be clothed, and
minds to be educated in the burgeoning Tyler household. Letitia came
along in 1821, followed by Elizabeth (‘“Lizzie”) in 1823, Anne Contesse
in 1825, Alice in 1827, and, finally, Tazewell (““Taz”) in 1830. In spite
of the added burden each new arrival brought Tyler great joy. When the
sickly Anne Contesse died in July 1825 after a bare three-month hold
on life, Tyler was crushed. Retiring to the quiet of his study he wrote a
lament for the dead child which began:

Oh child of my love, thou wert born for a day;

And like morning’s vision have vanished away

Thine eye scarce had ope’d on the world’s beaming light
Ere twas sealed up in death and enveloped in night.

Oh child of my love as a beautiful flower;

Thy blossom expanded a short fleeting hour.

The winter of death hath blighted thy bloom
And thou lyest alone in the cold dreary tomb....1

As the decade of the Tyler population explosion opened, the young
lawyer and politician was “so cashless and really straitened for re-
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sources” that he was reduced to dunning his friends and relatives for
payment of debts as trifling as thirty dollars. Much of his financial prob-
lem was of his own manufacture: Tyler was not a brilliant steward of
money. In 1820, for example, he lent his brother-in-law Henry Wagga-
man almost all his available cash reserve. In the same year he advanced
other relatives upward of six thousand dollars borrowed from the various
estates he managed as legal trustee. This was a dangerous practice since
Tyler was invariably forced to stand personal surety for these loans.
Like so many other Tidewater planters, Tyler was land-rich and cash-
poor. Most of the cash income from his law practice and from the salaries
of his public offices was poured back into the Greenway plantation and
—after 182g—into his 630-acre farm on the York River in Gloucester
County. His need for additional livestock and for slaves was constant.
Even under the best conditions, most of the James and York River plant-
ers experienced seasonal shortages of cash; John Tyler was certainly no
exception.?

But unlike many of his more prudent neighbors, Tyler managed
money loosely and he often lent his cash to friends and relatives at the
drop of a tear. In May 1828 he experienced ‘‘unfortunate bank trans-
actions” which prompted an appeal to Henry Curtis for a loan to tide
him over. He told Curtis at that time that he was “fixed immutably in
my determination to get clear of the world...in other words to be my
own Executor. I do not feel as a free man should, with these encum-
brances hanging over me. Nay, I am ready and willing to sell slaves. ..
if I could find a purchaser.” 3

Unhappily for John Tyler, his entire life was spent under the
shadow of various “encumbrances.” Until Julia brought her own financial
reserves into his life in 1844, Tyler’s personal economic existence was a
marginal proposition. And save for the brief 1845—1851 period, when the
businesslike Alexander Gardiner took over the supervision of his financial
affairs, it remained marginal until his death, in debt, in 1862.

The necessity of having to sell a favorite house slave, Ann Eliza,
to raise cash to move to Washington in 1827 was a sad experience for
Tyler. He -had a genuine fondness for the Negro woman, and he sin-
cerely regretted having to part with her. But he had no choice. “My
monied affairs are all out of sorts,” he confessed to Curtis; “my necessi-
ties are very pressing, more so than at any previous period, and the time
has arrived when I must act definitely.” First he tried to sell Ann Eliza
to Curtis, knowing that with him she would have a good home. When
Curtis declined the purchase, Tyler tried without success to sell her in
the immediate neighborhood. Under this arrangement either he or Curtis
would be certain to learn of any ill-treatment at the hands of her new
owner. Only as a last resort did Tyler finally instruct Curtis “to put her
in the wagon and send her directly to the Hubbards” auction block in
Richmond.*
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While the ultimate fate of Ann Eliza is not known, it is certain that
Tyler did not have the heart to accompany the poor woman to Hubbard’s
pens. When he felt he had to deal in human flesh he usually bought
slaves from his friends, relatives, or neighbors. When necessary, he
quietly disposed of them among the same intimate group. He often
preferred to hire seasonal labor from his friends rather than buy new
slaves on the market. Another Tyler practice was to lend and lease
slaves within the family. As noted, his treatment of his Negroes was uni-
formly kind and considerate. His philosophy of slave management was
best summed up in 1832, a year after the bloody Nat Turner slave revolt
in Southampton County resulted in the wanton butchering of fifty-seven
whites and the retaliatory slaughter of nearly a hundred Negroes. “I
trust that all will go on smoothly in harvest,” he wrote. “My plan is to
encourege my hands, and they work better under it than from fear. The
harvest is the black man’s jubilee.” 5

No statement from Tvler on the tragic Nat Turner affair has sur-
vived. Nor did Tyler participate in the Virginia Convention of 1831~
1832 which debated the slavery question and narrowly voted down sev-
eral emancipation schemes. It is clear, however, that Tyler identified
himself with those Virginians who interpreted slave unrest within the
Commonwealth in terms of abolitionist propaganda filtering into the
state through the United States mails. Speaking in Gloucester in 1835,
Tyler lashed out at this menace by mail. In his most intemperate speech
on the slavery question he pointed out that

The unexpected evil is now upon us; it has invaded our firesides, and under
our own roofs is sharpening the dagger for midnight assassination, and excit-
ing cruelty and bloodshed. The post-office department . . . has been converted
into a vehicle for distributing incendiary pamphlets, with which our land is at
this moment deluged. A society has sprung up whose avowed object is to
despoil us of our property at the hazard of all and every consequence. .. . It
has established numerous presses. ... [In these publications slaveowners] are
represented as demons in the shape of men; and by way of contrast, here
stands Arthur Tappan, Mr. Somebody Garrison, or Mr. Foreigner Thompson,
patting the greasy little fellows on their cheeks and giving them most lovely
kisses. They are the exclusive philanthropists—the only lovers of the human
race—the only legitimate defenders of the religion of Christ. ...

As a Christian Tyler was particularly disturbed, he said, to learn that
some Northern clergymen had taken up the cry for slavery abolition:

Standing as pastors at the head of their flocks, teaching the divine truths of
religion, they are entitled to all respect and reverence; but when abandoning
their proper sphere, they rush into the troubled waters of politics—when,
instead of a mild and meek observance of their religious rites and ceremonies,
they seek to overturn systems—when, instead of being the ministers of peace
and good will, they officiate at the altar of discord, and contribute their in-
fluence to excite general disturbance and discontent, they deserve the scorn

104



and contempt of mankind. Did their and our Divine Master commission them
upon such an errand® When He bade His followers to “render unto Caesar the
things that were Caesar’s,” He taught a lesson to rebuke the present agitators.

But when all was said and done the fate and welfare of Virginia’s Ann
Elizas troubled Tyler deeply.®

He was also troubled, in quite a different way, by the cheerless
existence afforded him by Mrs. McDaniel’s boardinghouse in Washing-
ton. After his return to Washington in 1827, Senator John Tyler of
Virginia was often a homesick man. Letters from his beloved Letitia and
his growing children were eagerly awaited, gratefully received, and
speedily answered. Enforced separation for long months on end brought
Tyler closer to his children. He did not take them for granted, and in
his letters to them he entered into their many adolescent problems with
patience and understanding. “My children are my principal treasures,”
he confessed to his daughter Mary, “and my unceasing prayer is that you
may all so conduct yourselves as to merit the esteem of the good. In
that way you will crown my declining years with blessings, and multiply
my joys upon earth.” The family was always a close-knit one. When the
youngest of his children, Tazewell (named for his friend Littleton W.
Tazewell), was born in 1830, he solicited suggestions for a name from
the older children. He watched sympathetically as his two older sons,
Robert and John, Jr., navigated the stormy waters of their first loves.
He encouraged them to participate fully in the social life of Williams-
burg and Richmond and he sent them extra money to pay for subscrip-
tions to parties and balls. He was certain that such social experience
would give them that “polish and shape to manners which constitute
one-half the concern in our journey through life. I have known persons
possessing only ordinary capacities getting on better than others who
were in intellect greatly superior, simply for force of manners.” 7

The proper education of his children concerned Tyler above all
other family considerations. Private tutors were engaged to instruct them
at early ages; evidence of sloppy penmanship, academic malingering,
and superficial thought brought instant paternal condemnation. The
education of his daughters was no less important to him than the edu-
cation of his sons. In 1830 he told Mary, then fifteen, that

Your resolution to attend to your studies and not to be led away by the vani-
ties of the world affords me sincere pleasure. Without intellectual improve-
ment, the most beautiful of the sex is but a figure of wax work. The world is
but a sealed book to such an one; and to eat, to drink, to dance, to sleep, to
gaze upon objects without seeing them, and to move in creation with scarcely
a sense of anything, is the poor existence which they pass. The mind has been
compared to the marble in the quarry, ere the light of science has shed its
rays upon it; but when instructed and informed, like that same marble formed
into a beautiful statue and polished by the hand of the artist.
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So insistent was he with his children on the importance of education that
his second daughter, Letitia, felt it politic to link an urgent request that
she be permitted to attend a ball in Williamsburg (she desperately
wanted to wear her “new silk”) with assurances that her studies in
philosophy and chemistry were progressing well 3

Both Robert and John, Jr., were urged by their father to attend
William and Mary, and, following that, to read law. It was Tyler’s sub-
conscious desire to recreate his older sons in his own intellectual and
professional image. With Robert he was more successful than he was
with John, Jr. Indeed, his namesake eventually rebelled against the
parental regime imposed on him and for a number of years in the 1840s
and 1850s he led a checkered existence that brought no credit to the
family.

Robert was his father’s favorite. This bias, however innocent its
origin, was sensed by John, Jr. Certainly Robert received more atten-
tion from Tyler than did his younger brother. While he was at William
and Mary he was the recipient of many special favors. He asked for and
received extra spending money from his father even when Tyler was
under extreme financial pressure and unable to meet bills he owed the
college. In 1836, when Robert precociously decided he would write a
history of the American Revolution, Tyler encouraged him with a
promise to pay the cost of publication. Yet he instructed his historio-
graphically inclined son that he “should by no means suffer it to interfere
with your college studies, nor should any more time be devoted to it
than cannot be otherwise more usefully employed.” Under such stric-
tures, it is not surprising that he never wrote the book, though he later
wrote some competent poetry. He was a good student and Tyler followed
his progress in philosophy, metaphysics, chemistry, and mathematics
with interest and pride. “I would have you go into genteel company,” he
advised his son, “when you can do so without neglecting your studies.
They must go on at all events.” In spite of Robert’s close attention to
his studies he did somehow find time enough to involve himself in a
quarrel with a classmate, one in which the words duel, konor, and ckal-
lenge were loosely bandied about. When Tyler heard of it, he instantly
quashed any bellicose plans his son entertained. “In advanced life,” he
told Robert, “very few occurrences can justify a resort to pistols or
duels; but at college nothing short of absolute disgrace can do so...if
you should unfortunately be involved in a serious quarrel, let me know
the circumstances connected with it before things are pushed to any
extremity. Your honor will always be safe in my hands.” ®

Tyler insisted that his sons abide by all the disciplinary rules in
force at Willam and Mary. As a member of the Board of Visitors he
could scarcely expect them to do less. He was also a personal friend of
Thomas R. Dew, William and Mary’s prominent president and the
South’s leading apologist for the idea that human slavery was a positive
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good. Thus Tyler was thoroughly embarrassed in November 1836 to
learn that his own sons had joined their names in a student memorial to
the president and the Board of Visitors protesting a new series of
disciplinary regulations. Tyler’s reaction to this distressing news suffered
nothing in translation:

I regard vou as lying under the strongest obligations of honor to abide rigidly
by the college laws. Surely it is no great matter to acknowledge their restraint
for the few months you have to remain at college. Remember always that I
am 2 visitor. and that the late enactments have emanated chiefly from me.
Surely, if my own sons cannot conform, obedience should not be expected
from others. ... Be affable and polite to all the students, without cultivating
extreme intimacy with any. Do not be too captious or prone to take offense
...a suavity of manners—a constant respect for the feelings of others, is
indispensably necessary for success in life. These remarks are designed for
you both, and I trust you will give them full weight.?0

During the years he sat in the Senate, Tyler regularly described the
social and political life of Washington to Letitia and the children. The
dull social seasons were compared with the lively ones, and the weddings,
dinners, and parties he attended were commented upon with good humor
and a flair for the descriptive detail he knew the family would enjoy. He
described the beautiful and diminutive Emily Donelson, Jackson’s of-
ficial White House hostess, who attempted to add to her height by wear-
ing “three waving ostrich feathers” in her bonnet. Henry Clay carried
his head “very loftily” although ‘“age has bleached it very much.” When
Washington Irving visited the capital in June 1832 Tyler sketched him
for Mary’s benefit: “His face is a pretty good one, although it does not
blaze with the fire of genius. It is deeply marked with the traces of hard
study, and although sometimes lighted up with a smile, is for the most
part serious and contemplative.” The senator moved through the relent-
less cycle of Washington society, from party to party, reception to re-
ception, dinner to dinner. Much of the social life of the capital bored
him. Yet he made the expected rounds. “I must see the folks, you know,
and make myself agreeable.” 11

There were times Tyler was shocked at what he considered the
loose morality of Washington society. During the 1827 Christmas season
he attended a dinner dance at the home of Cary Selden, brother of a
James River friend and neighbor, residing in Washington. There he
saw the waltz danced for the first time and the sight disgusted him. He
told Mary that it was ‘“‘a dance which you have seen, and which I do not
desire to see you dance. It is rather vulgar, I think.” He constantly
worried lest some breath of scandal besmirch the reputations of his
young daughters. “The world is so censorious,” he reminded Mary, then
sixteen, “that a young lady cannot be too particular in her course of
conduct.” He missed few opportunities to alert his girls to the existence
of that “swarm of busybodies, who are found everywhere, and whose
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whole concern and chief delight consist in talking slander and indulging
in injurious whispers.” He constantly advised them to emulate their
mother (“You never see her course marked with precipitation... her
actions are all founded in prudence”), avoid vanity, and watch their
tempers. Thus when Anne Royall, in her book Letters From Alabama,
described Mary in 1830 as a “little sylph” with a “smooth fascinating
way’’ who “fairly beguiled me of my senses,” Tyler told her bluntly that
“Mrs. Royall’s praise is of very little value; and, therefore, you are not
to be rendered vain by it.” Young ladies of good breeding, he instructed
Mary, should also exhibit no temper. “Remember the maxim of Mr.
Jefferson, in which he bids you, ‘if you are angry count ten, if very
angry count an hundred,’ before you speak.” Mary Tyler absorbed all
this advice; she was delivered to her bridegroom unencumbered by
scandal. When she married Henry Lightfoot Jones in December 18353,
in an elaborate wedding that rocked Tyler financially, the senator
warmly approved her choice. Jones was a young Tidewater planter of
comfortable means who possessed inherited lands in North Carolina.l2

At no time during his career in the Senate did Tyler permit his
children to be uninformed about the great political issues of the day. He
patiently explained to them his thinking on all questions. His growing
distrust of Andrew Jackson was constantly made explicit to them. He
did not, however, solicit family advice or opinion on political matters.
His letters home were mainly an opportunity for him to think aloud
before a friendly audience. When he felt that the Virginia press had
done him an injustice on some issue or underestimated the importance
of his personal role in some Senate decision, he would hastily correct the
impression in a letter to the family. It is not surprising, then, that the
Tyler children grew up firm in their father’s states’ rights political faith.
He took them into his confidence at an early age, and he patiently ex-
plained his political decisions and actions, even the sacrifice of his Senate
seat, to their satisfaction. “Retirement has no horror for me,” he wrote
Robert of his struggle with Jackson and Benton in December 1834 ; “for,
come when it may, I have the satisfaction to know that I have been
honest in the worst of times.”

Indeed, his personal sense of political honesty was so stringent that
he would not allow his franking privilege to be used for private mail
within the family. Vet he was perfectly willing to use his influence to
secure patronage jobs for members of his clan. He pushed his brother-
in-law, John B. Seawell, for a clerkship in the Land Office, and he was
instrumental in getting his nephew, John H. Waggaman, clerkships in the
Postmaster General’s Office and in the Land Office. Still, he prized the
nickname “Honest John” throughout his political career, and it seemed
no contradiction to him that he spent much of his public life herding a
small 1:rmy of his relatives, in-laws, and personal friends into public
office.

Like his political views, Tyler’s religious views were also trans-
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mitted to his children. That he was a firm and lifelong believer in Jeffer-
son’s doctrines of religious toleration and the separation of church and
state there is no doubt. Any connection between church and state he
felt was “an unholy alliance, and the fruitful source of slavery and op-
pression.” While he was nominally an Episcopalian, there is no evidence
that his was ever a denominational approach to God. Nor did his Protes-
tantism choke off a tolerant curiosity about the Roman Catholic Church
and its doctrines; he was, if anything, somewhat pro-Catholic. Certainly
John Tyler joined no holy crusade of one Christian group against an-
other. He had nothing but contempt for hate-filled movements like the
Anti-Masons of the 1830s, the Native Americans of the 1840s, and the
Know Nothings of the 1850s. He preached religious toleration—and he
practiced it. He believed the church and the clergy should stay strictly
out of politics, particularly the politics of the slavery question. He saw
nothing in Christian theology that justified making the slavery contro-
versy the business of institutional religion, and he rather thought
that the African Colonization Society, by restoring Christianized
American Negro slaves to Africa, could provide more spiritual and moral
uplift for all African Negroes than “all the foreign missionary societies
combined.” 1#

Like Jefferson before him, John Tyler was essentially a deist. He
accepted the Newtonian concept of a mechanistic universe in motion,
bound together by immutable natural laws. His interest in the new
physical sciences was profound, and he believed firmly in the existence
of “that invisible power which puts all things in motion, and sustains
them in their respective orbits.”’” As he once told Mary, “the person who
justly contemplates the wise order of Providence [in the universe] can
alone possess a just idea of the Deity.” This view of the cosmos led Tyler
to the corollary notion, almost fatalistic in its implications, that while
man was an integral part of the Creation, he had little or no control over
his own destiny. The truly good man, thought Tyler, could only strive
to attain pure morality, and in so doing he could expect to be reviled and
abused by men who sought not. As he explained this attitude in 1832:

The person who is a stranger to sickness is equally a stranger to the highest
enjoyments of health. So that I have brought myself to believe that the
variableness in the things of the world are designed by the Creator for the
happiness of His creatures. In truth, what exists but for some wise purpose?
All our crosses and the numerous vexations which assail us are designed to
improve our moral condition.... The purest and best of men have been
neglected and abused. Aristides was banished and Socrates was poisoned. We
should rather rely upon ourselves, and howsoever the world may deal with
us, we shall, by having secured our own innocence and virtue, learn to be
happy and contented even in poverty and obscurity. . . .15

These theological views permitted Tyler to accept the order of
things as he found them in the world in which he lived—human slavery,
sharp class differentiations, prosperity and depression. His was not a
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theology of revolutionary change. Instead, his philosophical attitudes
undergirded his acceptance of the status guo in America and justified
his own political efforts to maintain it. At the same time, it permitted a
battered psyche to withdraw occasionally from the arena of political and
sectional controversy with flags flying, secure emotionally and psycho-
logically in the belief that men as virtuous as Aristides had also been
forced from politics, and that even the immortal Socrates had been com-
pelled to drink the hemlock. It was not accidental that he used the
image of Socrates and the chalice of poison when he told Clay and Cal-
houn in February 1836 that he must resign his Senate seat on the
instructions question.*®

Tyler knew he was in for political trouble as early as the spring of
1835, when Virginia’s Jacksorn Democrats scored important gains in the
statewide elections. Thanks to an impressive demonstration of how to
organize and deliver votes at the grass-roots level, the Jacksonians and
their allies in the Old Dominion forged a working coalition of agrarian
and artisan voters and used it successfuly to seize control of the House
of Delegates and the state senate. With the radicals firmly in the saddle
in the General Assembly, they determined to “instruct” the aristocratic
John Tyler and his junior colleague, Benjamin W. Leigh, right out of
their Senate seats on the expunction question and replace them with two
senators more friendly to the Jackson administration—a power play pure
and simple.

On March 28, 1834, Senator Thomas Hart Benton first sought to
make good his pledge that he would not rest until Clay’s resolution of
December 26, 1833, censuring Andrew Jackson for removing the Bank
deposits, was stricken from the written record of the Senate. On that
day be introduced a motion to “expunge” the censure resolution from
the Senate Journal. Defeated on the resolution in 1834 and again early
in 1835, Benton tenaciously reintroduced his motion in December 18335.
To the senator from Missouri, “expunge” meant the physical mutilation
of that page of the Journal on which the censure appeared. The Consti-
tution explicitly stated, however, that “Each House shall keep a journal
of its proceedings, and from time to time publish the same. . ..” Thus to
emasculate that Journal, or to establish a precedent for emasculation,
states’ rights senators argued, was unconstitutional. Technically it repre-
sented a denial of the absolute constitutional command to “keep a
journal.” Rescind or repeal a resolution, yes; physically expurgate an
entry, no. This argument may have added up to so much semantic non-
sense, but throughout human history semantic nonsense has split
churches, launched crusades, and triggered great wars.

Since his enthusiastic vote to censure Jackson in the first place,
Tyler had done nothing to ingratiate himself with the Jacksonians or
-with “Old Bullion” Benton, the President’s strong-willed hatchet man
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on Capitol Hill. On the contrary, he had antagonized Benton and his
friends further in 1834 by participating in another of the interminable
congressional investigations of the Bank. This particular investigation
was politically motivated from start to finish. The five-man committee,
which Senator Tyler headed, was stacked four to one against the ad-
ministration. There was much truth, therefore, in Benton’s angry charge
that it was a “whitewashing committee,” little more than “a contrivance
to varnish the bank” and blacken the Jackson administration. Not un-
expectedly, the Tyler committee brought in a report mildly favorable
to the second Bank of the United States. This lengthy document ad-
mitted that there was evidence to substantiate the meddling-in-politics
charge (the point on which Jackson had built the essence of his anti-
Bank case in 1833); but it denied that the Bank had attempted to bribe
and corrupt newspaper editors. This charge Tyler had earlier voiced
himself. The report argued too that the Bank was financially stable and
safe, that there had existed no cause for withdrawing government de-
posits on the grounds that it was weak and mismanaged. It also accepted
at face value Biddle’s contention at the time that Bank credit had been
tightened in 1833 solely to prepare the institution for winding up its
affairs and going out of business in 1836, not as a device to produce a
recession politically embarrassing to Old Hickory.1?

Benton’s reaction to the Tyler report was to denounce the members
of the committee as pliant tools of Nicholas Biddle and to charge that
the criticisms of Jackson in the document were “False! False as hell!”
Tyler was quick to deny the imputation. Reminding the Senate of his
long hostility to the Bank, he declared that “I can not be made an instru-
ment of the bank, or by a still greater and more formidable power, the
administration. . . . In the consciousness of my own honesty, I stand firm
and erect. I worship alone at the shrine of truth and honor.” Profane
allegations and pompous denials aside, it is clear that John Tyler had
become no tool of Biddle and the Bank. He had, however, become so
antipathetic toward Andrew Jackson that what the President opposed
Tyler could almost support. For this reason he appended his name to
what was indeed a whitewash of Biddle and the Bank. In so doing he
clouded his long-standing attitude toward the Bank question.

Nevertheless, his apparent pro-Biddle stance on the Bank investi-
gation in 1834 gave rise to suggestions that Tyler might make an accept-
able Vice-Presidential nominee on the Whig ticket in 1836. In fact, the
Whig-dominated Maryland legislature formally made such a nomination
in 1835. But whatever his motives in the Biddle whitewash and the rela-
tion of these motives to his personal future political ambitions, his role
in the original censuring of the President was enough by itself to make
the Virginia senator fair game for the Jacksonian counterattack that
came from Richmond in December of that year, when the Benton
expunging resolution came up again.'$
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On December 14, 1835, Colonel Joseph S. Watkins, a leading
Goochland County Democrat, introduced a resolution in the House of
Delegates instructing Senators Tyler and Leigh to vote for Benton’s
expunging resolution. It was a neolithic political move, so transparent in
intent that some Virginia Democrats saw it could make a political
martyr of Tyler and force him irrevocably into the outstretched arms
of the growing states’ rights Whig faction in Virginia. With the Watkins
resolution, therefore, came covert feelers from Richmond suggesting to
Tyler that if he resigned his Senate seat without a fuss he might have
permanent assignment to the circuit court judgeship temporarily being
occupied by Letitia’s brother John B. Christian. This attempted bribe,
aside from the family considerations involved, outraged Tyler. “To
accept any retreat from my station would be dishonorable,” he thun-
dered. “I throw the offer from me, and am ready to abide any storm
which may come.” 19

The storm was coming, and Senator Benjamin W. Leigh had already
decided how to weather it. As early as July 1835, when it was apparent
that the Jacksonians would control the next House of Delegates, Leigh
had written Tyler that he would not resign if instructed to vote for
expunction. Like Tyler, he had long supported the concept of instruc-
tion, but he was determined he would not supinely hand his seat over to
the Jacksonians. “I will not obey instructions which shall require me to
vote for a gross violation of the Constitution,” he said bluntly. He
would vote for the Benton resolution only “when I shall be prepared to
write myself fool, knave and slave, and not before.” Leigh stood firmly
by his guns. He refused to be instructed to support a measure that in his
view was unconstitutional; he also refused to resign.>

Tyler might very easily have taken the same position. He had little
to gain and much to lose by resigning his seat. Psychologically, he en-
joyed being a United States Senator. He also needed the salary the posi-
tion paid. He could certainly have rationalized a decision to follow
Leigh’s course. He had long held that his constituents had no right to
require him to violate the Constitution, and he had often argued that he
alone reserved the right to decide when a violation was being demanded.
In this instance he fully agreed with Leigh that Benton’s resolution was
unconstitutional.

There were several considerations that caused Tyler to postpone a
decision on what he would do in the matter until January 20, 1836, and
then to withhold announcing that decision publicly until mid-February.
Pleas from friends in Virginia to follow Leigh’s course, to consider the
larger political interests of the state’s anti-Jacksonians in the November
1836 elections, gave him pause. So too did his personal financial worries.
His eldest daughter Mary had just married Henry L. Jones during the
Christmas holidays of 1835. “I have large debts to pay,” he told his son
Robert, “and your sister’s marriage has drained me pretty well of
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moneyv.” Thereiore during early January he remained silent about his
intentions. When asked by his friends whether he planned to “abandon
the Constitution™ by resigning. he kept his answers “enigmatical.” He
toved with a suggestion that he and Leigh retain their seats and appeal
their decision directly to the people of Virginia in the April 1836 state
elections. But he abandoned this idea as “extremely hazardous” for two
reasons: He feared the effect an April defeat on the issue might have on
the anti-Jackson cause in Virginia in November; and he did not like the
precedent that would be set, too democratic to suit Tyler, of by-passing
the legislature that had elected him by going directly to the people. So
he hesitated and he pondered. While he leaned strongly toward resigna-
tion by mid-January, he would tell Robert little more than not to repeat
his thinking on the question “out of the family” and to “rely upon my
firmness, unmixed with obstinacy.” 2!

The advice that poured it upon him emphasized the point that Tyler
and Leigh should act in concert whatever their decision might be. If the
two men divided on the issue, the whole doctrine of instructions, a
popular one among states’ rights politicians in Virginia, would be brought
into disrepute. Nor would the Virginia Whigs (as the anti-Jackson
Democrats in the Old Dominion were now being called) be able to pre-
sent a united front on the expunging-bill question against the Jackson
party in November. Maryland Whigs even threatened to rescind their
Vice-Presidential nomination unless Tyler followed the position chosen
by Leigh. Typically, Tyler absorbed all this advice, weighed it, and re-
mained the individualist. As will become apparent, he did not act in
concert with Leigh, he did resign, and his decision to surrender his seat
seriously embarrassed the Virginia Whigs in the November 1836 elec-
tions. Van Buren carried the state.??

By January 20, 1836, he had made up his mind to stand with his
principles regardless of cost. He had favored the doctrine of instructions
since 1811 and he could not now easily or with consistency shift his
position. He wrote Mary Tyler Jones on January 2o that his inclination
was ‘“‘to quit promptly and at once.” He doubted that anything would
“turn up to vary my present resolves.” As for pending legislation in the
Senate in which he was interested, he would simply have to “make hay
while the sun shines” and let it go at that. Flattering talk of a possible
nomination for Vice-President by Virginia Whigs, on a ticket with
Senator Hugh L. White of Tennessee, failed to stay his decision to re-
sign. While he thought such a nomination might garner him a “good
vote,” he knew that he could not carry Pennsylvania. And he would
need that state to make any respectable showing. With a characteristic
shrug, he decided to “make no calculations, but leave things to take care
of themselves.” 23

On February 1o the punitive Watkins motions cleared the Virginia
House of Delegates and senate and Tyler was formally instructed by
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the General Assembly to vote for the Benton resolution. To discourage
his resignation and to persuade him to stay on in Washington, the Vir-
ginia Whigs that same day nominated Tyler for the Vice-Presidency.
Again advice descended upon him. Most of it pointed out that the
prospects of his election to the Vice-Presidency in 1836 were ‘“‘very
flattering” and that his friends were “quite sanguine” of his success.
Since Vice-Presidential nominations for Tyler on Harrison and White
tickets were expected in several states, he was urged to delay his resigna-
tion until some face-saving unanimity with Leigh could be arranged.2*

These importunities failed to move Tyler. His decision to resign
was firm and absolute. On February 1o he informed Robert Tyler that
“My resolution is fixed, and I shall resign.... I cannot look to con-
sequences, but perhaps I am doomed to perpetual exile from the public
councils.” Three days later he was looking beyond politics, praying that
his health would permit him ten years of activity “which can be devoted
to making worldly acquisitions.” His immediate hope was that his sons
Robert and John would join him in a family law practice from which
all three might prosper. As for the Vice-Presidency, he professed little
interest in it and no “hope of success,” were he to become a serious
candidate for the post. He would therefore observe the coming national
campaign with “as much nonchalance as I can assume,” and he urged
Robert to adopt a similar course of silent reserve with regard to it. “Say
as little about it as needs be,” he counseled. Nevertheless, he suggested
that Virginia Whigs and anti-Jackson Democrats should arrange a mass
rally to condemn the instructional act of the General Assembly, one that
would trigger a “general burst of indignation from the Ohio to the
Atlantic.” Such mass activity, he felt, would ensure Whig success
throughout the state in November.?®

‘When it became generally known in Washington that Tyler would
resign and that Leigh would pay no attention to the General Assembly’s
instruction, Whig senators in the capital expressed their “decided op-
position” to a decision they believed unnecessarily sacrificial. Clay and
Calhoun were quickly deputized to see the stubborn Virginian and per-
suade him to change his mind. The two statesmen called upon Tyler,
carefully marshalled the case for nonresignation and waited hopefully
for his response. “Gentlemen,” Tyler said firmly, “the first act of my
political life was a censure of Messrs. Giles and Brent for opposition to
instructions. The chalice presented to their lips is now presented to
mine, and I will drain it even to the dregs.” Calhoun stared incred-
ulously at the Charles City Socrates. “If you make it a point of per-
sonal honor,” he said finally, “we have nothing more to say.” 2¢

On February 29, 1836, Tyler wrote his formal letter of resignation
to the General Assembly of Virginia. In this lengthy epistle he argued
that the expunging resolution was entirely unconstitutional and that he
could not lift his hand against the Constitution by supporting it. To do
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so would require sheer hypocrisy. Rather than do this, he would resign,
whatever the personal and professional costs. He was certain that the
precedent of expunging the Senate Jouranal was the first step toward
converting the Senate into a “secret conclave, where deeds the most
revolting might be performed in secrecy and darkness.” The doctrine of
instructions, he predicted, would soon “degenerate into an engine of
faction—an instrument to be employed by the outs to get in.” With this
“salvo,” as he liked to called it, Tvler returned to Virginia.?®

In many ways he was happy to retire again to the quiet of his
Gloucester farm and to his long-neglected law practice. Eight years in
Washington was too long. He felt he hardly knew his children or his
wife. It was nice to be home again for good. A few months after his
return to Gloucester he sold his farm, moved his family to Williamsburg,
and began practicing law in town again. His attention to the public busi-
ness since 1828 had produced such ‘“utter disorder” in his private affairs
that for six months they required his “unremitting and undivided atten-
tion.” His personal financial situation in 1836 was desperate, a fate, he
complained, shared by all “who like myself have made themselves a
voluntary sacrifice to public service, for the entire period of their man-
hood.” He was almost grateful that his political enemies had forced his
resignation from the Senate, thus allowing him a “fit season to put my
house in order.” 38

In Richmond meanwhile, the confused Whigs and anti-Jacksonians
tried to devise a means of honoring both Leigh and Tyler for their con-
tradictory stands. The General Assembly had appointed William C.
Rives to replace Tyler in the Senate. That the anti-Jackson cause in
Washington was one vote weaker was a fact all Virginia Whigs could
understand. Thus the hilarity was forced and the embarrassment pro-
found when the Whigs collected at a dinner in Richmond in March to
cheer Tyler’s great courage in resigning and praise Leigh’s courage in not
resigning. This obvious contradiction was not allowed to pass unnoticed
by Thomas Ritchie, editor of the Richmond Enquirer. Ritchie sarcasti-
cally skewered the hydra-headed Whig leadership in the Commonwealth,
pointing out that it was a peculiar and opportunistic grouping of hostile
personalities and contradictory principles. Indeed it was. But if the
dilemma of the Virginia Whigs at the Tyler-Leigh banquet was great, it
was no greater than that faced by the emerging Whig Party at the na-
tional level.?®

To call the Whig coalition a political party is to do it a service
above and beyond the call of historical accuracy. It was not a party—
not in the European sense, certainly, and probably not in the modern
American sense. It was, instead, a loose confederacy of warring factions
bound vaguely together by a common hatred of the new popular democ-
racy in general and of General Andrew Jackson and Martin Van Buren
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in particular. The party grew out of that hatred in 1833-18335 and it
collapsed in the confusion of its own internal intellectual and factional
contradictions in 1853-18354. During its twenty-year history it elevated
two bewildered generals to the White House, William Henry Harrison
in 1840 and Zachary Taylor in 1848, and it nominated another—General
Winfield Scott—in 18352. These leaders were chosen to head the Whig
coalition primarily because they stood for nothing controversial, antago-
nized no one, and because they could be sold to the voters, as Andrew
Jackson had been marketed in 1828, wrapped in an aura of military
glory. Both of the aging Whig generals died in office, bringing into power
their Vice-Presidents, Tyler and Millard Fillmore. These men had little
in common politically with their chiefs, and they were in both instances
considerably more able than their predecessors. When in 1844 the Whigs
did nominate a man who stood for something, Henry Clay, the Demo-
crats beat him with James K. Polk, a political unknown. Party platforms
and statements of political principles were scrupulously avoided by the
Whigs for fear the brawling factions would disintegrate the party in a
gigantic internal explosion. It was on this unstable vehicle that John
Tyler of Virginia, no Whig himself really, backed into national politics
and into the White House.

The Whig Party was an opportunistic amalgamation of two major
factions. Foremost in its councils were the National Republicans, descend-
ants of Hamiltonian Federalism. Led by Henry Clay, Daniel Webster,
and John Quincy Adams, they supported the nationalistic American Sys-
tem—tariff protection, internal improvements, national bank—and they
were generally loose constructionists of the Constitution. They had no
use for slavery. Within the Whig Party the National Republicans were
the best-organized, best-led, and most influential faction. The humilia-
tion of their overwhelming defeat under Clay in 1832 ripened them for
alliances and arrangements that would give them a broader political
base. They most consistently represented the interests of the merchants,
shippers, and the new industrialists of the North and Northeast.

Second in power and prestige within the Whig coalition were the
states’ rights Whigs of the South. Former Jeffersonian Democrats, they
were variously disenchanted with Andrew Jackson for his spoils system,
his Force Bill, and his removal of the Bank deposits, and they streamed
into the Whig coalition in 1833-1835 in search of a new political home.
They were much mollified by Clay’s unexpected moderation during the
nullification crisis, by his work on the Compromise Tariff of 1833, and
by his statement that much of Jackson’s proclamation against South
Carolina was “‘too ultra.” They remained, however, strict construction-
ists, free-traders, and antinationalists, and they looked to the continued
domination of the national political process by gentlemen. Led by John
Tyler, Willie P. Mangum of North Carolina, and Hugh L. White of
Tennessee, the Southern Whigs chiefly represented the interests of the
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slaveowning plantation aristocracy. They feared the growing political
power of the newly enfranchised white hill farmers, the upcountry
agrarians and “poor whites” in the South who rallied around Jackson.
Like Jefierson, most of them feared the propertyvless urban artisans to
whom both Jackson and Van Buren appealed. Indeed, in Virginia it was
said that the “Whigs know each other by the instinct of gentlemen.”
Their hatred of the egalitarian Jackson and all his works was summed
up in Mrs. John Floyd’s heated characterization of the General as a
“ploody, bawdy, treacherous, lecherous villain.” 3¢

Lesser adherents to the Whig coalition in 1834 were the out-and-out
slavers and nullifiers led by John C. Calhoun and a small coterie of
extremist South Carolina statesmen including Robert Y. Hayne, Francis
W. Pickens, and William C. Preston. There was also an anti-Jackson
contingent of Conservative Democrats, centered primarily in New York,
Pennsylvania, and Ohio, who had broken sharply with the General on
the threat of dictatorship they thought they detected in his Bank policy.
While most of the leadership element in this faction opposed slavery,
free trade, and strict states’ rights, they were opposed even more stren-
uously to Van Buren and to the machine politics of the urban working-
men’s democracy known in New York as Locofocoism. Led by such
politically diverse and ambitious champions as John McLean of Ohio,
Lewis Cass of Michigan, and Nathaniel P. Tallmadge of New York,
theirs was an opportunistic movement of Democratic outs seeking to
make themselves Whig ins.

Finally, there were the Anti-Masons, that strange and emotional
sect that came bursting out of western New York and onto the American
political scene in 1831 with little more for a program than the naive and
hali-crazy belief that Freemasonry and Americanism were somehow
incompatible. Skilled and practical politicians like Thurlow Weed, Wil-
liam H. Seward, and Francis P. Granger quickly moved in on this luna-
tic fringe and made of it an anti-Jackson, anti-Van Buren faction in the
Empire State, dedicated in its principles to the protective tariff and to
internal improvements.3t

The practical problem in 1836 was how to bring the diverse Whig
elements together against Martin Van Buren, hand-picked by the Gen-
eral to carry on the Jackson revolution. Crowding protectionists and
free traders, Bank men and anti-Bank men, moderate and extreme states’
righters, nullifiers, American System nationalists, Anti-Masons, planters
and manufacturers, businessmen and farmers into one political tent was
a trick John Tyler and the other Whig leaders pondered. Tyler’s idea
was to nominate a man who could at least unite the entire South and who
would not be too offensive to anti-Van Buren Democrats and National
Republican Whigs in the North. His personal candidate was his good
friend Littleton W. Tazewell, a “Virginia Gentleman” who could, he was
sure, unite and carry the South. Tyler thus undertook in November 1834
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to launch a Presidential boom in Tazewell’s behalf, certain that “no
matter where his name may be first brought out, it will spread like light-
ning.” When the Tazewell boom failed to spread at all, in Virginia or
elsewhere, Tyler began reluctantly to consider the possibility of nomi-
nating Judge Hugh L. White of Tennessee. To be sure, White’s
estrangement from the Jackson administration was of recent date.
But, as Tyler pointed out to James Iredell, Jr., in January 1835, White
was certainly more desirable than Van Buren, and through White a
united South might hope to control the situation. “We could only take
him as a choice of evils,” Tyler explained, “[but] I desire to see the
South united, and to accomplish this I would yield much.” 32

Events were moving swiftly. In May 1835, at a Baltimore conven-
tion packed with federal officeholders, the Jackson Democrats nominated
Van Buren for the Presidency and Colonel Richard M. Johnson of Ken-
tucky for the Vice-Presidency. The nominations triggered a rush of
states’ rights Whigs in the South to the candidacy of Judge White.
‘White had supported much of the Jackson program including the Force
Bill (“He has voted to support the admin. in all its measures,” admitted
Tyler) while insisting that his states’ rights remained orthodox. It was
hoped that the very fogginess of this record might cut into Van Buren’s
strength in the North. The fact that the controversial Richard M. John-
son appeared with Van Buren on the regular Democratic ticket also
gave the Southern partisans of Hugh White considerable hope.

Johnson’s nomination was designed to give the Jacksonless ticket a
genuine frontier flavor. Veteran of the War of 1812, comrade in arms of
General William Henry Harrison in the Indian campaigns in Ohio, Mich-
igan, and Ontario, Johnson’s main claim to fame rested on his dubious as-
sertion that he had personally and heroically delivered the death blow to
the Indian chief Tecumseh at the Battle of the Thames in October 1813.
Whether the reputed “Slayer of Tecumseh” was a simulated hero or not,
it was a fact that he had long lived with a mulatto woman, fathered two
quadroon daughters by her, and had boldly sponsored the girls in polite
society. Miscegenation was scarcely a popular concept in the South in
1835, and when Johnson’s nomination to the Vice-Presidency was con-
firmed at Baltimore, the Virginia Jackson Democrats at the convention
broke into catcalls and hisses. The United States Telegrapiz sounded
the alarm, calling attention to Johnson’s “connection with a jet-black,
thick-lipped, odoriferous negro wench, by whom he has reared a family
of children whom he had endeavoured to force upon society as equals.” 33

The anti-Jackson Virginians struck back at the Baltimore nominees
with speed. A meeting of Old Dominion Whigs was promptly held at
Charlottesville; it denounced the United States Bank, internal improve-
ments and the protective tariff, called Van Buren a “Federalist” (still a
dirty word in -Jefferson’s Virginia), drew up a states’ rights platform,
and nominated Hugh L. White for the Presidency. Within a few days, in
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2 letter to Colonel Thomas Smith dated May 8, 1835, Tyler endorsed
White. The Tennessee senator, whom Tyler had accused four months
earlier of having “voted to support the admin. in all its measures,” was
transformed in Tyler’s mind into a magnolia patriot who had ‘“been
against the Old Democracy for two years only, and [only] on two or
three important subjects.” Tyler’s conversion to White was speedy, but
it was not related to rumors circulating in Virginia in May 1835 that
linked his own name with White’s as Vice-Presidential nominee on a
states’ rights Whig ticket. “I learn that there is an idle rumor afloat
relative to myself,” he told Colonel Smith. “I need scarcely say to you,
believe it not.”” 3

Meanwhile, the Whig campaign strategy, if strategy it can be called,
was beginning to emerge. It eschewed both a national nominating con-
vention and a platform statement of principles for fear the anti-Jackson
bloc would disintegrate. Thus the Whig leadership fell back on the device
of having various state legislatures and state nominating conventions put
forward sectional candidates. The idea was to repeat the history of 1824.
By preventing any candidate from receiving an electoral majority, the
decision would be plunged into the House of Representatives—where
bargaining by professional politicians might produce a Whig choice with-
out further reference to the people. Three Presidential candidates were
nominated with this plan in mind: Daniel Webster to appeal to the
Northeast and the old National Republicans in that section; Hugh L.
White to draw the South’s anti-Jackson and states’ rights groups to-
gether; and General William Henry Harrison, “Old Tippecanoe,” a
Virginia-born Ohioan to appeal to the West.

Of the three major Whig candidates Harrison was by far the least
able and the most manipulatable. He was also perhaps the least con-
troversial. A soldier of mediocre talents, a failure in business, and a
regular suppliant at the fountain of public office, elective and appointive,
Harrison had made obscure public speeches and statements over the
vears that had had that valuable political quality of saying nothing at
great length on all sides of many issues. It is doubtful that he knew
himself where he really stood on anything. One of his most perceptive
insights came in January 1835 when he informed a friend “I have news
more strange to tell you. Some folks are silly enough to have formed a
plan to make a President of the United States out of this Clerk and
Clodhopper!” It was silly but it was good politics. A myth was being
built around the Clodhopper by his Ohio managers. Just as Jackson’s
propagandists had created the image of Old Hickory a decade earlier, so
now did Harrison’s associates create the legend of Old Tippecanoe, slayer
of Redcoats and exterminator of red Indians. A mantle of rugged frontier
simplicity and military glory was skillfully woven by Western Whigs
and Anti-Masons and draped on his threadbare shoulders. All this on
the theory, so often proved sound in American Presidential politics, that
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the packaging tends to be more important than the product. In William
Henry Harrison the Western Whigs had an inferior product. But they
presented him in a bright and sparkling package borrowed from the shelf
of Andrew Jackson. Harrison was all things to all men, the all-American
candidate.®®

Tyler was not overwhelmed with enthusiasm for Harrison. Nor was
he at all convinced that the multiple-candidate approach was the wisest
one. But, given the nature of the Whig Party in 1835-1836, there seemed
no alternative. At the same time, however, he did nothing in 1836 to
advance his own political fortunes within the Whig alliance. He watched
the movement for his nomination to the Vice-Presidency with detach-
ment, neither encouraging nor discouraging the efforts of those who
were working to get his name on the ballot in various states. He had no
hope of his own election and little confidence in the chances of any of
the various Whig Presidential candidates. He evidenced no elation when
he was nominated on a Harrison-Tyler ticket in Maryland and on White-
Tyler tickets in Virginia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Georgia. He
apparently felt no particular depression when he lost a possible spot on a
Harrison ticket in Pennsylvania to Anti-Masonite Francis P. Granger.
Nor was he angered when he learned that Henry Clay, in a character-
istic backstage maneuver, had quietly severed the Tyler jugular at the
Whig state convention in Ohio, slipping Granger’s name onto the Buck-
eye ticket with Harrison instead of Tyler’s. The Clay operation in Ohio
was pure “humbug and trickery,” snorted John G. Miller from Colum-
bus. Miller was more outraged by Clay’s double-dealing than was Tyler.
Urged by his friends to campaign in “every man’s house, talk to him
as tho’ everything was in his power—flatter the wife and daughters and
praise the hogs,” the Virginian was unresponsive. He was simply not a
wife-flatterer, baby-kisser, or hog-praiser.3¢

The Whig chaos of multiple Harrison-Tyler, White-Tyler, Har-
rison-Granger, and Webster-Granger tickets in various sections pro-
duced confusion throughout the entire nation—nowhere better revealed
than in Virginia. Having endorsed a White-Tyler nomination in Feb-
ruary 1836, the Virginia Whigs were soon deluged with demands from
the western counties for a Harrison nomination as well. This sentiment
they happily accommodated. A second Whig convention was called in
July 1836 which nominated Harrison and Tyler. In Virginia, therefore,
there were two Whig tickets, White and Tyler and Harrison and Tyler,
the arrangement being that in the event the Whigs carried the state, Vir-
ginia’s electoral votes would go to the Presidential candidate, Harrison
or White, who polled the highest popular vote. The combined ticket in
Virginia was called the “Union Anti-Van Buren Harrison ticket,” and
the party there labeled itself “Republican Whig.” 37

The surprising thing about the election of 1836 was that the
multiple-candidate approach very nearly succeeded. Voters in Ohio and

120



Pennsvlvania went to the polls earlier than in some of the other states
and by October 27 it was certain that the Whigs had carried Ohio
and were running strong in Pennsylvania. Tvler was greatly encouraged.
For a brief moment he felt that Johnson's Vice-Presidential candidacy
was doomed and that his and Francis Granger's names would be the
two submitted to the Senate for a final decision. ““If the Virginia vote be
sustained by the South, then my individual cause is neither desperate or
hopeless.” It was the only time during the campaign Tyler believed that
a combination of fortuitous circumstances might conceivably bring about
his election. Two weeks later he confided to James Iredell, Jr., that while
the vote in Virginia would be close, “I fear we shall be beaten by a small
majority.” 3%

Tyler did nothing to aid his own cause. He did not campaign per-
sonally; he made no statements of a political nature; he praised no
hogs. He simply sat on his front porch in Williamsburg and waited to
see if the Vice-Presidential lightning would strike. It did not. Virginia
rejected the Whig coalition and went for Martin Van Buren, whose ap-
peal in the western mountain counties was powerful enough to offset
divided White and Harrison sentiment in the Tidewater and Piedmont.
In the final national count Van Buren received 170 electoral votes to
Harrison’s 73, White’s 26, and Webster’s 14. Among the Vice-Presi-
dential candidates Richard M. Johnson received 147 electoral votes,
just one less than a majority; Anti-Mason-Whig-Democrat Granger col-
lected 77, and states’ rights Whig John Tyler picked up the 47
electoral votes of South Carolina, Maryland, Tennessee, and Georgia.
Rather than cast Virginia’s 23 electoral votes for the miscegenist John-
son, Virginia’s Democratic electors cast their vote for William Smith of
Alabama. For the first and only time in American history, the Vice-
Presidential decision was thrown into the Senate. There, on February
8, 1837, to the surprise of no one, the Democratic upper chamber chose
Johnson over Granger by a margin of 33 to 16. “The double-shotted
ticket killed us,” said Tyler sadly.

Still, he was not long disappointed in the outcome. The total Whig
popular vote was 736,000, only 27,000 shy of Van Buren’s total and
206,000 better than Clay had done in 1832. A shift of r200 votes in
Pennsylvania would have thrown the election into the House as Whig
leaders had planned. In addition, Tyler derived much from his losing
effort. Not only did he gain national exposure, but he ran well ahead
of White throughout the South. All in all, his performance and that
of the new Whig grouping was impressive. True, Tyler’s decision to
resign his Senate seat on the expunging resolution had hurt the Whig
cause in Virginia—as Whig leaders there had predicted. So too had the
peculiar “double-shotted ticket.” Yet in Maryland, the only other state
in which he ran on a Whig ticket with Harrison, Tyler won. Indeed,
Harrison and Tyler carried the Free State by a better margin than Clay
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had in 1832. Nor had Tyler compromised his states’ rights ideals during
the canvass. He simply kept quiet about them.

Tyler chose to remain with the Whigs after the election although
he knew that the new party was dominated by its Northern nationalist
faction. No surviving word from his pen explains his decision. It can
only be surmised that he saw the Whig party in Virginia as the safest
political redoubt for propertied gentlemen, a bulwark against egalitarian
Jacksonianism and King Numbers in the Old Dominion. Certainly he had
little confidence in the political sagacity of Virginia’s “mountaineers,”
those hill farmers west of Lexington who had rallied first to the popular
democracy of Jackson. It was his dedication to the political and economic
interests of the Tidewater aristocracy that very likely caused him to
remain a Whig when solid anti-Jacksonians like his friends Tazewell
and Gordon were returning to the Democracy. Ironically, Tyler’s class
bias would make him President of the United States. He would owe
the office to hundreds of thousands of these same unwashed ‘“moun-
taineers” who swept ‘“Tippecanoe and Tyler too” into the White House
in 1840.3°

Whether Tyler personally voted for White or for Harrison in 1836
is not entirely clear. In 1840, when he and Harrison were running
together on a unified Whig ticket, Tyler vaguely demurred when it was
charged that he had voted for Hugh White in 1836. But he never claimed
that he had voted for Harrison. It was an embarrassing question in
1840 and Tyler, for good reason, preferred to remain as foggy as possible
on the subject. In all likelihood, however, he did vote for White, al-
though the evidence on the point is more suggestive than conclusive.
His correspondence in 1835—1836 shows a willingness to support White.
Nore of his surviving letters indicate any interest whatever in Harrison.
His May 8, 1835, letter to Colonel Smith specifically endorsed White,
it will be recalled. His statement in January 1835 that he would “yield
much” to see the South united in the campaign would also seem to pre-
clude his later support of Tippecanoe. Harrison’s candidacy not only
split the anti-Jackson vote in Virginia in 1836, it hurt the entire
Whig cause in the South. Shortly after the election Tyler complained to
Henry A. Wise that several leading Whig newspapers in the South had
“dropped” White and taken up Harrison, and he blamed the loss of
Virginia and North Carolina to Van Buren on this development. This is
not the protest of a man who had voted for Harrison.*?

The loss of the Vice-Presidency in 1836 at least enabled Tyler to
remain at home with his family and rebuild kis law practice. The next
few years were happy ones in Williamsburg, and Tyler’s practice grew
steadily. His older children began to marry and produce Tyler grand-
children. Unfortunately several of these unions were unhappy ones, and
it took all the power of Tyler’s near-fatalistic deism to reconcile him to
the ensuing disasters. What would be would be, his theology told him.
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A case in point was the wedding of Letitia Tyler to James A. Semple in
February 1839, a joyous occasion at the time in the Williamsburg house-
hold. Semple was a James River neighbor well known to Tyler. When
he and his bride, a girl who was thought “very handsome, full of life
and spirits,” settled down at Cedar Hill plantation in New Kent County
it seemed scarcely possible that within a few vears the marriage would
amount to little more than an armed truce. In May 1844 Semple went
into the Navy as a purser (Tyler appointed him to the commission)
and remained at sea much of the time thereafter. Shortly aiter the
Civil War a separation was effected.

Similarly, the October 25, 1838, marriage of John, Jr., to Mattie
Rochelle of Jerusalem (now Courtland), near Franklin, Virginia, began
well and ended in failure. John Tyler encouraged the union, and he did
everything in his power to salvage it once the fact became apparent
in 1842 that it had moved onto shaky ground. Where the fault lay is
difficult to ascertain. It seems clear that young Tyler drank too much
and was unable to complete his law studies or much else that he set out
to do. In any event, Mattie refused to live in Washington with him
while he served Tyler as White House private secretary. Tyler in turn
objected to having John, Jr., “live in a state of daily dependence” upon
the Rochelle family. “I desire therefore to see them placed in a different
situation,” he informed the Rochelles in October 1843. He proposed
specifically that the two families share the expense of purchasing a small
estate for John and Mattie near Washington, even stocking it for them
with a few slaves. He pointed out to Martha Rochelle, Mattie’s mother,
that while his own large family made it impossible for him to make a
“heavy advance,” he was willing to bear a fair share of the burden.
Meanwhile, he was paying his son a salary as Presidential secretary.
Tyler had already accommodated the Rochelles by appointing Martha’s
son James a midshipman in the Navy in September 1841. Neither this
gesture nor Tyler’s recommendations to Martha bore fruit. The
Rochelles proved uncooperative, and by 1844 the couple were spending
more time separated than together. In September of the same year
the President fired John, Jr., from his secretarial post for his general
inefficiency.**

Much more happily founded was the marriage of Robert Tyler to
the lovely Priscilla Cooper of Bristol, Pennsylvania. The ceremony took
place in Bristol on September 12, 1839. Priscilla was a magnificent
woman with fine features, beautiful skin, and dark brown hair. She had
a wonderful sense of humor and a flirtatious devilment about her which
fascinated men. From 1841 to 1844 she graced the White House as her
father-in-law’s official hostess, the only professional actress ever to serve
in such a capacity in the President’s Mansion. Always a tower of
strength in the Tyler family, she bad seen much hardship when she
first met Robert Tyler in March 1837.

Priscilla’s background was anything but normal, although on her
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mother’s side she was directly descended from the prominent Major
James Fairlee of New York, staff officer with Baron von Steuben during
the Revolution, and from Chief Justice Robert Yates of the New York
Supreme Court. Her father, however, was Thomas A. Cooper, adopted
son of the English freethinker and social reformer William Godwin.
Actor, gambler, drinker, Cooper was one of America’s leading tragedians
when he married the respectable Mary Fairlee in 1812. The marriage
virtually severed her connection with her outraged family.

To this strange union Priscilla was born on June 14, 1816, the
third of nine children who arrived with annual regularity. She grew up
in Bristol in a house her father had won in a card game. There she lived
until her mother died in 1833. By this time a whole new generation of
actors—Edmund Forrest, Tyrone Power, and Edmund Kean among
them—trod the boards, cutting into Cooper’s fame and earning power
with such severity that the large brood of motherless Cooper children
faced privation. Tom Cooper had no savings, of course, only sour mem-
ories of bad cards. Faced with this situation, Priscilla decided that
she too must go on the stage. Coached and trained by her father who
reasoned that a father-daughter team might revive public interest in the
Cooper name, Priscilla opened to mixed reviews at the Bowery Theater
on February 17, 1834, in Virginius, a tragedy by Sheridan Knowles. The
next three years of her life added up to a dreary succession of grimy
boardinghouses, dirty theaters, and dwindling audiences. She was not
a great actress. She was pretty and competent and tireless, but she was
no Charlotte Cushman. Constantly on tour, she played the coastal cities
from Boston to Charleston—as Juliet in Romeo and Juliet, Beatrice in
Muck Ado About Nothing, Juliana in The Honeymoon, Mrs. Beverly in
Thke Gamester, Virginia in Virginius, and Desdemona in Otkello. When
the panic and depression of 1837 virtually wrecked the American
theater, the Coopers experienced real hardship. On May 17 of that black
year Priscilla wrote her sister Mary Grace that

We had radishes and salad—not roses and strawberries. The latter I shall not
hope to taste this year, for economy is the order of the day. One pound of
butter lasts us two days. We eat rye bread, burn one candle. Pa gets shaved
once in two days and by the month. We wash ourselves only once a week as
the Delaware is red [muddy], eat nothing but bacon and potatoes for dinner,
with an occasional lone dumpling to give weight to the repast. Our business in
Baltimore was so utterly wretched that Papa could not afford to go for you
...our houses were most miserable.... Hard times, banks breaking, mer-
chants failing and strong fear of negro and Irish mobs. This latter keeping all
the fathers of families in their houses after nightfall. .. %2

By the time Priscilla and her father reached Richmond on March
18, 1837, to play Othello, the young actress was tired and discouraged.
She confided to Mary Grace, half hopefully, half wistfully, that if some-
one “with a large country establishment in Virginia, a good family name,
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and a handsome and good natured person,” were to fall in love with her
and ask her to marry him, she would not think his proposal “to be
sneezed at”—a remark that was almost clairvoyant. The same evening
she met Robert Tyler. Robert had finished at William and Mary in
1835 and was engaged in the reading of law in the Williamsburg office
of Professor Nathaniel Beverley Tucker. The prospect of seeing the great
Thomas A. Cooper play Otkello had lured him up to Richmond for the
evening. When Priscilla came on the stage as Desdemona, the patrons
rose to applaud. This was a mark of respect frequently paid young
actresses by courtly Southern audiences. Robert was transfixed at the
sight of the beautiful Desdemona and remained standing and staring at
Priscilla after everyone else sat down. After the play he went im-
mediately backstage, introduced himself to Tom Cooper, and asked
permission “to pay his addresses” to his lovely daughter.*®

So began the romance which, after six proposals and a bundle of
poetic love letters, culminated in marriage at St. James’ Episcopal
Church in Bristol in September 1839. All the Tylers encouraged
Robert in his anxious quest. There was no foolishness about taking an
impoverished actress into the family. As Robert told Priscilla, his mother
was “more glad that I shall marry you than anyone else in the world.”
John Tyler was his son’s best man at the ceremony and John Tyler,
Jr., served as a groomsman. Because of her recent stroke, Letitia Chris-
tian Tyler could not attend her son’s wedding. After a honeymoon at
Woodlawn plantation, home of Henry and Mary Tyler Jones, the
couple returned to Williamsburg.**

Priscilla fitted easily and happily into the bosom of the Tyler
family. She truly loved Letitia, got on very well with John Tyler, and
enjoyed the Tyler children. She was a happy bride. She never looked
back to her grim days in the theater. It worried her sometimes that her
father, working alone again, was reduced in 1839 to playing such
backwoods tank towns as Montgomery, Alabama. But she had her own
life to lead now, and she threw her energies into her husband’s career.
She helped him prepare his law cases and write his speeches to the
juries. “I write all the pathetic and romantic parts, and Mr. Tyler, the
law and reason,” she informed her sister. She also transcribed his somber
poetry, mended his shirts, and tried to save money by making some of
her own dresses. Her clumsy efforts as a seamstress reminded her of the
two French towns, “Too Long” and “Too Loose.” Nor did it take her
long to discover that the management of money in the Tyler household
was a casual affair. In August 1840 she wrote Mary Grace that

At present the situation is anything but comfortable. Mr. [Robert] Tyler
has nothing to do scarcely in Williamsburg, and his father won’t send him
away. The family are very extravagant. The governor [Tyler] pressed for
money; consequently I never think of indulging in any little elegant super-
fluities, even to a yard of blue ribbon; in fact, never get a paper of pins
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without waiting a week or two to see if I can do without them. The governor
is very generous though and has given me permission to have an account in
every store in Williamsburg, which of course I do not avail myself of.*3

Priscilla was understandably worried. When she wrote this letter
she was five months pregnant, and she was beginning to wonder when
her husband was ever going to commence his law career seriously. For
all practical purposes he had given up the law early in 1840 to assist
in his father’s campaign for the Vice-Presidency. Thus, when she and
Robert visited Tom Cooper in Bristol in August 1840, two months
before the election, she saw the two men she loved most in the world
staring poverty in the face.

It was not a successful homecoming. Robert did not get along
well with his crusty father-in-law, who was a staunch Van Buren
Democrat. “The Whigs stand no more chance than a cat in hell without
claws,” he told Robert. “Damn their bloods. They will cut their own
damn throats.” While Robert laughed politely at these profane little
sallies, the fact remained that the men mixed, as Priscilla put it, “about
as much as oil and water.” Fortunately for the economic well-being of
both of them, the Whigs did win the election. Thus when Tyler be-
came President in 1841 Robert promptly received a fifteen-hundred-
dollar-a-year sinecure in the Land Office and Tom Cooper was appointed
storekeeper at the Frankford Arsenal in Pennsylvania with the pay of
an Army captain. Priscilla finally caught the spirit of the Presidential
campaign to which her husband had sacrificed his budding law career.
She wrote to everyone she knew urging them to support the Whig ticket.
And when Harrison and Tyler were swept into office she literally danced
for joy.*8
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AND TYLER TOO

And we’ll vote for Tyler, therefore,
Without a why or wherefore.
—WHIG CAMPAIGN SONG, 1840

Tyler’s return to active politics in April 1838, after an absence of two
years, was as predictable as it was inevitable. He could not long bear
being out of the political stream. He had a real addiction to politics.
On April 26, 1838, he stood as a Whig for the Virginia House of
Delegates from the Williamsburg district and was swept into office. Al-
ready talk and speculation had revived throughout the South that linked
Tyler’s name once more to the Vice-Presidential nomination for 1840
on the Whig ticket. The Virginian’s election to the speakership of the
House of Delegates in January 1839 only increased this speculation. But
Tyler did not return to the political arena in 1838 to run for the Vice-
Presidency in 1840; he felt he had no chance in that direction. As he
confided to Henry A. Wise in December 1838, “I dream not that any
Southern man with Soutkern principles is to be selected. This has
already been tested in my case. My election was certain [in 1836] if
Northern and Western men had come to my aid.” 1

Nevertheless, 1840 had all the earmarks of a Whig year. The de-
pression which stalked the nation had, by 1839, stimulated widespread
popular demands to throw the ins bodily out. Most Americans did not
understand just how Andrew Jackson’s fiscal policies had triggered the
economic crisis, but they did understand seven-cent cotton, five-cent
sugar, and sixty-eight cents’ wages for a fourteen-hour day at common
labor. They could not appreciate the fact that Jackson’s destruction
of the Bank of the United States and the subsequent deposit of Treasury
funds in “pet” state banks had introduced a wild period of credit ex-
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pansion, paper-money inflation, and speculation in 1835-1837. Center-
ing in the speculative buying and selling of public lands, the inflationary
boom sent food prices spiraling upward and soon caused great hardship
among urban workingmen in the North. This politically undesirable
development eventually encouraged Jackson to issue the ill-timed if not
ill-advised deflationary Specie Circular of July 1836 which demanded
that all public lands forthwith be paid for in silver and gold. The result-
ing dislocation in banking and currency circles quickly set off the dreary
cycle of depression—banks collapsed, credit dried up, commodity prices
dropped, wages declined, businesses folded, factories shut down, and
more banks collapsed. By 1838 some fifty thousand unemployed men
walked the streets of New York City alone.

The Van Buren administration inherited the deepening economic
crisis and could come up with nothing more inspiring to counter it than
the Independent Treasury plan, which, after two years of bitter political
wrangling and maneuvering, the distracted Democracy managed finally
to push into law in June 1840. The Independent Treasury had no ap-
preciable effect on the depression. It was a Democratic hard-money
scheme which sought to divorce the Treasury from the state banking
system once and for all by placing all government revenues in special
federal depositories. While this plan had the advantage of removing gov-
ernment deposit funds from the speculation-crazed hands of irrespon-
sible state-bank officials, its corollary stricture that obligations due the
government be paid only in specie threatened further to reduce the sup-
ply of currency (and credit) at a time when the depressed state of the
economy called for a policy of controlled inflation.

Meanwhile, conservatives like Tyler were shaken by the rise of
Locofocoism within the Northern Democracy. Centering in the urban
areas, particularly New York City and Philadelphia, the movement
began as the Workingmen’s Party in the late 1820s. At that time it
advocated nothing more radical than free public education, protection
of workers from the competition of prison contract labor, and the aboli-
tion of imprisonment for debt. But when it emerged again in New
York in 1834 as the Equal Rights party, its leadership was demanding
in addition abolition of business monopolies, legalization of trade unions,
the right to strike, hard money, stable prices, free trade, and a strict
construction of the Constitution. Enamored neither of inflation nor de-
flation, the workingmen of the North who complained bitterly about
the rising cost of bread during the inflation of 1835-1837 were, by
1839, an angry mob of unemployed ready to heed the Whig campaign
slogan: “Matty’s policy: Fifty cents a day and French soup—Our
policy: Two dollars a day and roast beef.”

The rise of these radicals and levelers (or so they seemed at the
time to the comfortable classes) in the mid-1830s split the Democratic
Party in New York into two factions. The Locofoco wing, led by Martin
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Van Buren and Senator Silas Wright, mainly supported the aims of the
urban Equal Rights movement; the Conservative wing, led by Senator
Nathaniel P. Tallmadge, largely represented the Empire State agrarian
community. The Conservatives were willing to cooperate with the Whigs
on most matters of fiscal and economic policy. Both factions vied for
control of patronage-rich Tammany Hall, key to the New York City
political situation.

With the onset of the depression years in 1837, the miserable,
the hungry, and the jobless flocked to the Locofoco banner and marched
through the streets of New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and Baltimore
chanting angry demands for bread and work. The picture they presented
was indeed a {rightening one to conservative Democrats. That these
same workingmen also supported the deflationary policies of the Jackson
and Van Buren administrations (foolishly, it would seem) was proof
enough to the conservatives that the entire Democracy had been cap-
tured by its radical element. Actually, the Van Buren administration did
little to earn the allegiance of the unemployed workingman, and it
certainly had no solution to his problem. Suggestions that the federal
government intervene to combat the depression and alleviate human
suffering fell on deaf ears in the capital. Indeed, Martin Van Buren in
his Annual Message of December 1837 criticized those who were ‘‘prone
to expect too much from the Government.” Nor did the Whigs of 1840
have any idea how to produce “two dollars a day and roast beef” either.
But they were out and Van Buren was in and it was in a fine slogan.?

As it became apparent that the Van Buren administration was
destined to wrestle unequally and unsuccessfully with the disaster, and
that the Northern Democracy was fracturing into two hostile wings, the
Whig nomination for the Presidency became a prize eagerly sought.
Congressional elections in 1838 produced sharp Whig gains in the South,
particularly in Virginia, North Carolina, Georgia, and Louisiana. No one
appreciated the rosy future of the shaky Whig coalition more than Henry
Clay. Denied in 1824, passed over in 1828, beaten in 1832, neglected
in 1836, the Sage of Ashland confidently looked to 1840 as the year
he would at last walk triumphantly into the White House. As a charter
member of the anti-Jackson crusade since 1828, no Whig deserved the
honor more than he. Yet the key to the nomination was held by the
states’ rights Whigs of the South. Without the support and good will of
men like Tyler, William C. Preston, and Hugh L. White he could not
hope to capture either the Whig nomination or the election. So it was
that Clay’s slow canter toward an accommodation with the states’
rights Whigs, which began with the Compromise Tariff of 1833, became
a fast gallop after the elections of 1836 and 1838 demonstrated that the
strength of Jackson and Van Buren in the South was not that of
Hercules.

As early as September 1837 Clay commenced unloading much of
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the American System ideological baggage that prevented the full con-
summation of a political love feast with the Southern Whigs. Speaking
on the expediency of re-establishing a Bank of the United States, he
retreated to the view that the Bank question was a closed issue until it
became demonstrably certain that a clear majority of the American
people desired the revival of such an institution. In February 1838 he
attacked the Independent Treasury from a states’ rights standpoint. In
January 1839 he finally secured Judge Hugh White’s support for his
candidacy in a secret alliance negotiated through Henry A. Wise. By
the terms of this treaty Clay abandoned his entire American System—
Bank, tariff, and turnpike. As the Great Compromiser began to com-
promise his principles, Tyler could confide to Wise that in comparing
the abilities of Clay and Harrison, he felt the Kentuckian was by
far the more distinguished of the two leading Whig candidates for the
nomination. “Amid numerous errors,” said Tyler in December 1838,
Clay had “yet contrived to build for himself a fame which will greatly
outlast the times in which we live. I have admired him always, and he
knows it.” 2

In sum, John Tyler returned to active politics in 1838 as a sup-
porter of Henry Clay. Given the necessity of a sectionally balanced
ticket, Tyler knew that the Kentuckian’s nomination for the Presi-
dency would preclude any possibility of his own nomination for the
Vice-Presidency. The selflessness of his stand for Clay (indeed the irony
of it) was shown by the fact that Tyler remained a Clay supporter even
after Harry of the West had firmly planted a knife in his back during
the Tyler-Rives struggle of January 1839 in the Virginia General
Assembly.

The issue at stake was the United States Senate seat Tyler had
resigned in February 1836 and to which William C. Rives had been
promptly elected as a Jackson Democrat. With no prospect of a Vice-
Presidential nomination in the offing, Tyler announced his candidacy
for his old seat, partly as a vindication of his earlier stand on the
expunging resolution, partly because he wanted the position and needed
the salary. Meanwhile, in 1838, Rives had abandoned the Jackson-Van
Buren Democracy on the Independent Treasury question and was now
calling himself a Conservative Democrat. The state elections that year
produced in the Virginia General Assembly a count of eighty-one Whigs,
sixty-nine Van Buren Democrats, and sixteen Rives Conservative
Democrats. The latter group comprised men, like Rives, who had split
with Van Buren in 1838, but who had not yet become politically in-
tegrated into the Virginia Whiggery. To Henry Clay and to other Whig
leaders, it was vital that the Rives Democrats be speedily incorporated
into the Whig coalition. In a crucial swing state like Virginia, their
support of a Clay ticket in 1840 would be the key to success there.
For this reason Clay quietly passed the word to his Virginia friends in
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December 1838 that he was for Rives in the coming contest with John
Tyler. From Tyler’s standpoint, Rives was a Johnny-come-lately to the
Whig persuasion, a man who had “‘sustained Gen’l Jackson in all his
high handed usurpations and openly proclaimed that the executive
power was a unit, and who sustained that unit even unto the point
of blotting out the just censure of the Senate.” Tyler could not bring
himself to believe that Virginia Whigs could support a man whose po-
litical conduct had been so “obnoxious.” *

But support him they did, a fact which became quickly apparent
to Tyler when on the first ballot Rives polled 29 votes, twelve more
than his known strength. When Rives’ vote increased to 43 on the
fourth ballot while Tyler’s dropped steadily from 62 to 47 (Democrat
John Y. Mason holding at 68), it was clear that treachery of some sort
was afoot within the Whig fraternity. At this point Tyler’s brother-in-
law, Judge John B. Christian, got in touch with Henry A. Wise in
Washington and instructed Wise to put the matter bluntly before Clay.
In a stormy interview with Harry of the West, Wise learned that Clay
was indeed secretly supporting Rives in the hope of carrying Virginia
in 1840. Then came Clay’s quid pro quo. In Wise’s words, Clay “agreed
that if Mr. Tyler’s friends, who withheld Mr. Rives’ election by the
legislature, would yield his reelection, Mr. Tyler should be nominated
on the Whig ticket for the Vice Presidency.” 3

Tyler rejected the proffered bribe out of hand. He did not seek and
was not seeking the Vice-Presidency, and for personal reasons he would
not permit Rives’ re-election. Rather than release his friends to the
Rives candidacy, Tyler decided to hold fast and thus deadlock the
contest. Under the circumstances, Rives could not command a majority
and the stalemate continued until February 23 when the General As-
sembly, after twenty-eight indecisive ballots, at last voted the indefinite
postponement of the election. So angry were Virginia Whigs with Tyler
over the Rives matter that they withheld from him their favorite-son
Vice-Presidential nomination. At their Staunton state convention in
September they endorsed instead New York Senator Nathaniel P.
Tallmadge for the second spot on a ticket with Clay.®

There is no evidence that Clay’s patent double-dealing on the
Rives question angered John Tyler. On the contrary, Tyler apparently
accepted the situation as all in a good day’s work, part of the political
game. Indeed, in mid-September, at the moment Virginia Whigs at
Staunton were pointedly passing him over for a Vice-Presidential
nomination, he wrote Clay a friendly letter reiterating his support. He
told the Kentuckian “I always regarded you as a republican of the old
school on principle—who had indulged, when the public good seemed
to require it, somewhat too much in a broad interpretation to suit our
Southern notions.” Such venom as Tyler had stored in him in the
summer of 1839 (and with family wedding-bells ringing all around he
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was in a cheerful frame of mind) was reserved for Martin Van Buren
for not having countermanded the removal of Tyler’s nephew, John
H. Waggaman, from the position in the Land Office Tyler had earlier ob-
tained for him.?

Nor did Tyler give any indication that his disappointment in the
contest with Rives, if indeed there was any, would take the form of a
long sulk in Virginia’s political tent. In the months preceding the na-
tional Whig convention at Harrisburg in December 1839, Tyler was
extremely active in the Whig cause in spite of the fact that only one
state (Mississippi) had seen fit to tender him a Vice-Presidential
nomination. The Southern Whig tide was running strong for Henry
Clay—Virginia, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and North Carolina
all announced for him—and Tyler gave his time and energy unstintingly
to the Clay cause. In various precampaign speeches he ridiculed the ex-
cesses to which internal improvements had been carried, rang the tocsin
for states’ rights, belabored the Force Bill, and eulogized the Com-
promise Tariff of 1833. In April 1839 he joined in a statement issued by
Whig members of the Virginia Assembly to the effect that internal
improvements, protective tariffs, and the Bank had all “ceased to be
practical questions.” In July he addressed an open letter to the Whigs
of Louisville in which he variously criticized the Independent Treasury,
Van Buren’s use of patronage, the lack of and need for economy in the
government, and the Expunging Act.®

Thus when what was called the “Democratic Whig National Con-
vention” convened in Harrisburg on December 4, 1839, Tyler was
little more than an interested spectator and Clay supporter attached
to the Virginia delegation. Early in the proceedings Benjamin W. Leigh
informed the Virginia delegates that if Clay was passed over and either
Harrison or Winfield Scott nominated in his stead, Tyler would be ac-
ceptable to the convention for the Vice-Presidency. This prospect did
not excite Tyler. He publicly “disclaimed ¢l wish upon the subject.”
He was present, he said, only to see that Clay got the nomination; he
was not himself a candidate for anything.®

That Clay was not going to get the nomination for which he had
labored so hard and compromised so much soon became apparent. He
had a strong plurality of the votes in the convention but not the neces-
sary majority. So identified had he become with the Southern Whigs
since 1837 that he had alarmed and antagonized the Northern wing of
the party. Indeed, by December 1839 the Northern and Western Whigs
were ready to nominate almost anyone bu¢ Henry Clay. Led by Thurlow
Weed, William H. Seward, Thaddeus Stevens, and Daniel Webster, they
proceeded to do just that. No slaveowning states’ rights-oriented Whig
nominee like Henry Clay could possibly hope to carry New York or
Pennsylvania, they argued. Their alternatives to Clay were two amiable
hopefuls: the ever-available Whig generals, William Henry Harrison of
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Ohio and Winfield Scott of Virginia. Old Tippecanoe was still popular
in the West and he had done nothing since 1836 to jeopardize his con-
tinued availability. General Scott, a mediocrity on the order of Harrison,
although more of a pompous windbag, also had the advantage of having
said little in public that was controversial about anything. He had a
personal following in western New York state and a scattering of sup-
porters in New Jersey and Vermont. “The General’s lips must be her-
metically sealed, and our shouts and hurras must be long and loud,” said
Millard Fillmore to Weed. Sealed or gushing, Scott was not really a
major candidate. He had been temporarily embraced and used by
Thurlow Weed only as a stalking horse to hold the New York Whig
delegation together until such time as some reasonable anti-Clay coali-
tion could be forged at the convention.!®

A coalition was quickly cemented by the supporters of Scott and
Harrison on the opening day of the convention. Their first victory—a
decisive one—was to secure adoption of a unit rule. Under this arrange-
ment all the balloting would be done secretly in a central committee
composed of three delegates from each state. The total vote of each
state delegation would be cast for the candidate favored by the majority
of the delegates of each state sitting in the central committee. In this
manner, Clay’s considerable minority vote within the Ohio, Pennsylvania,
and New York delegations was completely nullified. Still, on the first
ballot the voting showed Clay with 103, Harrison with 91, and Scott
with 57. Several subsequent ballots failed to produce any substantial
change except that Clay dropped to g5 while Scott climbed slowly to 68.
The vainglorious Scott began to look more and more like a compromise
candidate in the likely event of a Clay-Harrison deadlock.

It was fear of Scott as a compromise choice that caused Thad
Stevens of Pennsylvania, Harrison’s floor manager, to deliver the great
coup of the convention. Harrison’s strength was derived principally from
the 30 votes of Pennsylvania and the 21 of Ohio. Clay’s strength lay
largely in the South, where it was solidly underpinned by Virginia’s 23
votes. Early in the proceedings the Virginia delegation had reluctantly
decided that their second choice, if Clay could not be nominated, would
be Scott. At least he was a graduate of William and Mary and had
been born near Petersburg. Of course, Clay and Harrison had also been
born in Virginia. To prevent any break by Virginia from Clay to Scott,
an act that would surely have stampeded the convention to the Gen-
eral, Stevens casually showed the Virginia delegates a letter the foolish
Scott had written to Francis Granger earlier in the year. When or
how Thad Stevens came into possession of this blockbuster is not known.
It is known, however, that the letter had enough antislavery sentiment
in it to cause the influential Virginia delegation to announce that their
second choice for the nomination was now Harrison. This announcement
triggered a stampede to Tippecanoe as the Scott candidacy swiftly col-
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lapsed. Weed worked quickly to shift the New York delegation from
his stalking horse to Harrison, and on the next ballot the old Indian
fighter received a majority of 148; Clay had go and Scott garnered 16.11

Virginia and Tyler stuck with Clay to the bitter end. They shifted
to no one. The report soon went around the convention that when
Tyler heard the outcome of the final ballot he broke down and wept.
Tyler did no such thing, but the story became part of the Tyler myth.
It may even have aided his Vice-Presidential candidacy among dis-
gruntled supporters of Clay. In any event, it is clear that John Tyler
worked for and voted for Henry Clay on every ballot. Tt was this
practical evidence of loyalty to Clay (greater loyalty than Clay had ever
shown him), not alleged tears, that brought Tyler the support of grate-
ful Clay forces at Harrisburg for second place on the ticket.!2

Less legendary were Clay’s tears of anger and frustration when
he learned that the convention had nominated Harrison, that the grand
prize had eluded him once again. Henry Wise was with him in his room
at Brown’s Hotel in Washington when the unexpected news arrived
from Harrisburg. Clay had been drinking heavily in a somewhat pre-
mature celebration of his certain nomination, and the shocking intel-
ligence of Harrison’s success sent him into a half-drunken rage. Stamp-
ing, cursing, and gesticulating, Clay paced the room hurling obscenities
at his enemies. “My friends are not worth the powder and shot it would
take to kill them!” he screamed. “It is a diabolical intrigue. . .which
has betrayed me. I am the most unfortunate man in the history of
parties: always run by my friends when sure to be defeated, and now
betrayed for the nomination when I, or anyone, would be sure of an
election.” 13

With Harrison as the Whig nominee, Tyler’s selection as his run-
ning mate became a distinct possibility. He had run with the General
on Whig tickets in Maryland and Virginia in 1836, he had a national
political reputation, and his states’ rights ideology and Southern back-
ground gave the ticket of the Whig coalition a sectional balance it sorely
needed. Of equal importance was the fact that there was a serious
shortage of available Vice-Presidential candidates other than Tyler.
John Tyler was also a powerful force in Virginia politics. He still held
the key to Rives’ re-election to the Senate, that same key Clay and
other Whigs thought must be turned if the party expected to carry the
Old Dominion in 1840. But mainly it was a lack of other Vice-Presi-
dential hopefuls that attracted the lightning to Tyler’s graying head.

The name of John M. Clayton of Delaware, a Clay stalwart, was
hriefly considered by the convention managers, Stevens and Weed, in
their desire to pacify the Clay forces with the Vice-Presidency. Clayton
made it clear that he was not interested. Nathaniel P. Tallmadge of
New York was from the wrong state. So too was Daniel Webster, who
had no interest in the dead-end job anyway. Benjamin W. Leigh of
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Virginia was apparently approached (how forcefully is not clear), but he
too declined the dubious honor. The name of Senator William C. Preston
of South Carolina was suggested but caused no ripple. And so it finally
worked down to Tyler, for whom there was little enthusiasm even within
the Virginia delegation. Certainly there was no effort on the part of
Virginia to obtain the nomination for him. Most of the members of the
delegation preferred Tallmadge; they had no second choice. Leigh, the
nominal leader of the Virginia delegation, favored Willie P. Mangum
of North Carolina. As Thurlow Weed later confessed, the nomination
went to Tyler by default. When his name was brought before the
apathetic convention, the Virginia delegation pointedly abstained from
voting for him; it “looked” better that way, several of them later ex-
plained in obvious embarrassment. The Rives matter still rankled
them.1*

In accepting Tyler, the Whigs at Harrisburg asked him no ques-
tions about his views and required him to make no pledges. There was
no deal in any smoke-filled room. Tyler did, however, obligingly with-
draw from the deadlocked Senate race in the Virginia General Assembly
and permit the re-election of Rives. This act mollified Clay and even-
tually brought him into Virginia to stump for the Whig ticket. But at
no time was Tyler asked to define or change his opinions. On this point
he recalled later that he was “perfectly and entirely silent in that con-
vention. I was...wholly unquestioned about my opinions.... In the
presence of my Heavenly Judge...the nomination given to me was
neither solicited nor expected.” The Whig charge leveled against him in
1842 that he had surreptitiously sought the Harrisburg nomination by
whispering to some of the delegates of his conversion to the expediency
and constitutionality of a national bank was false. Tyler said nothing
at the convention and he did nothing there to advance his candidacy.
He was put on the ticket to draw the South to Harrison. No more, no
less. In asking him nothing of his views on the political questions of the
day the convention managers carried to a logical conclusion their de-
cision to avoid any formal statement of Whig principles for fear the
party would explode like a chameleon on Scotch plaid. Both Clay and
Tyler agreed with this tactic. “It is a safe general rule,” Clay said,
“that it is best to remain silent.” So it was that the Whigs, their lips
“hermetically sealed,” left Harrisburg to do battle for “Tippecanoe
and Tyler too.” It was a great slogan. “There was rhyme but no reason
in it,” said Philip Hone. Young Abraham Lincoln was less critical. He
thought the Whig slate “first rate.” 25

Hone’s “rhyme but no reason” remark sums up the history of the
Whig “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” campaign of 1840. Never before
in the United States, and seldom since, has a major political party
taken such cynical advantage of the political naiveté of the popula-
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tion. If it proved anything at all, it demonstrated to generations of
politicians who would follow the Whigs of 1840 that most of the people
can be fooled some of the time. They were fooled in 1840 by one of
the greatest political shell games in American history. It was a sleight-
of-hand approach which so embarrassed John Tyler that he made an
honorable effort to detach himself from it. Failing, he retreated to saying
nothing specific enough to damage the Whig cause and nothing at basic
variance with the states’ rights principles for which he stood. In fine,
John Tyler walked a semantic tightrope during the great circus of
1840, but in so doing he too contributed something to the intellectual
fog that enveloped and sustained the Whig effort.

At the outset of the campaign Whig strategy was to keep Harrison
vague and Tyler quiet while the party managers whipped up enthusiasm
for their Janus in a carnival atmosphere of torchlight parades, slogans,
catchy campaign songs, and semi-drunken political rallies. That Harrison
and Tyler were not of the same mind on most of the basic issues of the
day was simply glossed over with

And we'll vote for Tyler, therefore,
Without a why or wherefore.

In the South the Whigs were for states’ rights; in the North they
were for American System nationalism; in the West they stressed
Harrison’s military record and fleshed out the 1836 image of the log-
cabin-born man of the people, Cincinnatus of the West, wearer of coon-
skin and drinker of hard cider. They contrasted this portrait of their
hero with a picture of Van Buren as an effete, cowardly, champagne-
drinking fop living in the regal splendor of the White House. For the
poor there were promises of “two dollars a day and roast beef” and
stirring damnation of “Martin Van Ruin.” For the rich there was the
charge that Van Buren was a Locofoco leveler. Whig businessmen
warned their hard-pressed workers that there would be fewer jobs if
Van Buren were elected. In Protestant areas the rumor was circulated
that Van Buren was secretly a Catholic; in Roman Catholic areas it was
hinted that there would be state funds for parochial schools if the
Whigs won. And in the West it was even reported that as the hens
laid their eggs they cackled “Tip-tip! Tip-tip! Tyler!” 16

Keeping Harrison vague was no problem at all. The man was born
vague. His campaign up and down the country was a schizoid per-
formance, a tiresome repetition of hazy clichés which looked North,
South, and West in bewildering succession. Vague on the Bank, fuzzy on
slavery, contradictory on the tariff and on internal improvements,
Tippecanoe said he favored “sound Democratic Republican Doctrines,
upon which the Administration of Jefferson and Madison were con-
ducted”—whatever that meant. He condemned Executive use of the veto
power, declared that he would serve one term only, promised that as
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President he would initiate no legislation, and maintained that cor-
ruption in government was really a very bad thing. Motherhood,
morality, God, and the flag he vigorously endorsed. All in all, his per-
formance was that of an acrobatic octopus doing eight simultaneous
splits.1?

Keeping Tyler silent was not much more difficult than keeping
Harrison vague. The Virginian preferred not to campaign at all. Better
to sit quietly on his porch in Williamsburg and wait for the Vice-
Presidency to come to him than to mix with the unwashed multitudes
in the wild carnival atmosphere that was the Whig canvass of 1840. It
was not the kind of campaign a gentleman could get very enthusiastic
about. Thus as late as June 1840 Tyler turned down an invitation from
his friend, former Governor James Iredell, Jr., of North Carolina, to aid
the Whig cause in North Carolina with a speech at Raleigh. He could not
come to Raleigh, he said

without being subjected to assaults from the newspaper press which at this
time I feel desirous of avoiding. You have a warm political canvass going on
in your State for public offices which to a great degree is associated with the
presidential election. The desperation of party would cause ascriptions to be
made to me of objects and purposes in connexion with my visit, which how-
ever unjustly, would be made to bear on the politics of the country.18

In this decision Tyler had the full support of Whig campaign
managers. Early in the canvass, during the spring of 1840, they made it
quite clear to him that he was to say nothing on any controversial
issue. This decision was prompted when a group of Pittsburgh Democrats
wrote Tyler and asked him point-blank whether he could, under any
conditions, sanction the incorporation of a third United States Bank.
Tyler honestly answered that he had always thought the Bank un-
constitutional and that he would not and could not sanction one with-
out a specific amendment to the Constitution permitting it. This reply
he sent to Wise in Washington for clearance. Wise showed it to hor-
rified Whig members of Congress, who quickly decided it would be “im-
politic to publish it.” Their argument was, as Wise later explained it,
“that Mr. Tyler’s opinions were already too well known, through his
speeches and votes, to need a response, and that it would be unwise to
array them directly against the opinions of many Whigs, perhaps a
majority of the party, who were in favor of a bank.” By suppressing his
views during the campaign, the Whig managers were quite willing to
risk the later charge that Tyler “had practiced concealment and de-
ception.” Unhappily, Tyler went along with this fraud, and from this
point forward in the campaign he adjusted himself to the Whig strategy
of remaining as silent and noncontroversial as possible.!?

Had it not been for an exceptionally successful speaking tour
through the West by Democratic Vice-Presidential candidate Richard
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M. Johnson, Tyler might have remained quietly and comfortably in
Williamsburg until the end of the campaign. As it was, Johnson’s impact
in the West momentarily frightened the Whigs and caused them to dis-
patch Tyler to Columbus to address a rally of Ohio Democrats For
Harrison. The main purpose of the trip, as the Whig top command
visualized it, was to demonstrate in the West that Harrison and Tyler
were really one and united in their political viewpoints.

From Tyler’s standpoint it was a harrowing and distasteful ex-
perience. Moving slowly through western Virginia in late August and
September, he entered Pennsylvania and Ohio in early October. Politi-
cally, the tour went well on the Virginia side of the Ohio River. He re-
mained carefully noncontroversial.

But after leaving the state he was increasingly harangued and
heckled by Democrats in his audiences. Finally he was badgered into
firm statements, in Pittsburgh and in Steubenville, that he favored the
nonprotectionist Compromise Tariff of 1833. At St. Clairsville, Ohio,
he was forced to grapple publicly with the inescapable bank question.
Rather than be sandbagged as he had been at Pittsburgh and Steuben-
ville on the tariff, he retreated to quoting the vapid language employed
by Harrison in an earlier speech at Dayton in which Tippecanoe had
declared ambiguously, like a squid squirting ink, that “There is not in
the Constitution any express grant of power for such a purpose, and it
never could be constitutional to exercise that power save in the event
the powers granted to Congress could not be carried out without resort-
ing to such an institution.” In a two-hour speech at Columbus Tyler
managed to avoid the bank issue altogether.2°

In a final, almost humorous, effort to force Tyler to commit him-
self on the issues of the campaign and to demonstrate the broad ideo-
logical gap between the Southern Whigs and the Northern Whigs, a
group of Virginia Democrats publicly directed ten skillfully loaded
questions to Tyler and demanded answers to them. Tyler was never
more cautious. He either pronounced the queries irrelevant to the
canvass or noted his general agreement with foggy Harrison statements
covering the same points. His response to the inevitable bank question
was typical. Asked whether, as President, he would veto a bank bill,
Tyler referred the questioning Democrats to his congressional speeches
and votes on the Bank in 1819, 1832, and 1834. He then quoted
Harrison’s elusive Dayton statement on the bank, said it was his own
view, and went on to explain the meaning of Harrison’s language:

The Constitution confers on Congress, in express terms, “all powers which are
necessary and proper” to carry into effect the granted powers. Now, if “the
powers granted” could not be carried into effect without incorporating a
bank, then it becomes “necessary and proper,” and, of course, expedient: a
conclusion which I presume no one would deny who desired to see the exist-
ence of the government preserved, and kept beneficially in operation. Whether
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I would or would not exert the veto, it will be time enough for me to say
when I am either a candidate for, or an expectant of, the presidential office—
neither of which I expect ever to be.”!

So confusing were the Whigs on the bank issue in the campaign
of 1840 that when the question came up again in early 1841 they could
not decide whether it had been an election issue or, if it had been,
just where the Whig Party had taken its stand. In the North, Webster
had campaigned for a United States Bank. In the South, Henry A.
Wise had campaigned against it. Harrison and Tyler had tiptoed
around it, and Clay had tried to bury it with the observation that “I
have no thought of proposing a national bank, and no wish of seeing
it proposed by another, until it is demanded by a majority of the
people of the United States.” 22

If the Whigs were successful in confounding the issues, the Demo-
crats were utterly frustrated in their efforts to point up the fact that
Whiggery was more a confused state of mind than a political party. The
Democracy was constantly on the defensive throughout the 1840
campaign. Their renomination of Van Buren had been a foregone con-
clusion. The presence of Richard M. Johnson on the ticket helped very
little. Still consorting openly with his mulatto paramour, Johnson did
not stir many souls in the Southern Democracy. Unable to keep him
off the ticket, Southern Democrats did have the satisfaction of seeing
their Baltimore convention produce a pro-South platform which forth-
rightly opposed internal improvements, the protective tariff, and the
Bank of the United States. It also endorsed states’ rights and denied
the right of the federal government to interfere in any way with slavery
in the states. The appeal of this platform in the South was badly diluted
by Johnson’s candidacy, whereas in the North Van Buren’s proclaimed
anti-abolitionism condemned him as a “Northern man with South-
ern principles.” Throughout it all the depression and widespread un-
employment continued.>?

The Democratic campaign never got off the ground. They laughed
at “General Mum,” quoted General Harrison to Candidate Harrison,
and complained that the whole Whig Party was a fraud. It was, said
Thomas Ritchie in the Richmond Enguirer, a “motley multitude, like
the monstrous image of Nebuchadnezzar ... made up of such hetero-
geneous and ill-sorted materials, that they have no great principles on
which they can agree.” Attempts to transfer the mantle of Andrew
Jackson to the shoulders of Van Buren and Johnson were not success-
ful. The charge that Harrison was a tired old man, physically and
mentally unsuited for the Presidency, struck no fire. When it became
apparent that Harrison would commit himself on absolutely nothing,
the Democrats frantically stepped into the gutter, producing an Indian
squaw who claimed that Harrison had fathered her children. It was
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difficult to set slime to music, and the Democrats at no time matched
the catchy Whig fight song which asked:

‘What has caused this great commotion, motion,

Our country through?

It is the ball a-rolling on,
For Tippecanoe and Tyler too, Tippecanoe and Tyler too
And with them we'll beat the little Van, Van, Van

Van is 2 used up man.24

When the ballots were counted, Van was a very used-up man. He
carried a mere seven of the twenty-six states—Virginia, South Carolina,
Arkansas, and Alabama in the South; Missouri and Illinois in the
West; and New Hampshire in the North. In popular votes, however, he
trailed Harrison by only 150,000 of the 2,400,000 votes cast. He polled
400,000 more votes in defeat than he had polled in victory in 1836.
Thanks in part to a campaign in which both sides appealed to the
lowest common denominator, one which was carried out with all the
color and buffoonery of Mardi Gras, the popular vote was 54 per
cent higher than it had been in 1836. The key to Whig victory lay
in entertaining and bringing out to the polls hundreds of thousands of
new voters; Whig tacticians called them the “hurrah boys.” In Sum,
they expropriated the electoral techniques developed by the Jacksonian
Democracy, embellished and polished them, and hurled them back at
Van Buren with all the speed and deception of a fast-breaking curve
ball. The effectiveness of this strategy was demonstrated with particular
clarity in the South, where the Whigs cut deeply into the rural white-
farmer vote which had been largely Jacksonian since 1828. In the West
the Whigs were able to replace the frontier image of Old Hickory with.
that of Old Tippecanoe. In fact, Old Tippecanoe outhickoried Old
Hickory. The Whig victory was therefore produced by holding the
North while making deep inroads into the Jacksonian West and South.
Ironically, Harrison and Tyler, both born in Charles City County, Vir-
ginia, failed to carry their native state. Van Buren also lost his native
New York.2s

Alexander Gardiner, who labored for the Whig cause in Suffolk
County during the campaign, was disturbed that the Whig margin of
11,000 was not larger in New York. He ascribed this to the fact that
Governor William H. Seward had meddled and muddled in the religious
issue, recommending “that the Catholics be allowed a portion of the
School fund,” and by “hiring a pew in a Catholic church.” Happy
though he was with the Whig victory, Alexander, like most politically
literate Whigs, saw serious storms ahead for the party—specifically,
a struggle between Clay and Webster for the succession and a new fight
over the Bank. “General H. has declared that he considers the old
U.S. bank in some of its features repugnant to the Constitution,” he
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wrote his father in Europe, “and that he will not favor another national
bank institution unless it is very plainly demanded by the will of the
people. How far he will consider his new election a demand of that
nature is of course problematical. It seems as though some new scheme
must be brought forward....” 3¢

John Tyler also worried about the Whig future. He had predicted
a Whig victory of 10,000 in Virginia and was much embarrassed when
the state fell to the Democracy. He correctly blamed the defeat of
the party in the Old Dominion on inadequate support from Rives’
Conservative Democrats and on the inability of the Tidewater to
balance Van Buren’s popularity in the western counties. It particularly
chagrined him that Virginia had “wheeled out of line” and joined New
Hampshire in sustaining Van Buren rather than following Southern
brethren like Maryland, North Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, Ten-
nessee, and Louisiana into the Harrison-Tyler fold. Disturbing also to
Virginia Whigs was Clay’s postelection remark in December that “it is
not to be lamented that old Virginia has gone for Mr. Van Buren,
for we will not now be embarrassed by her peculiar opinions!” But most
worrisome to Tyler was the unstable and eclectic nature of the Whig
party on the eve of its taking power. Which of its several factions would
dominate the new administration? He explained his fears to Henry
A. Wise:

There are so many jarring views to reconcile and harmonize, that the work is
one of immense difficulty, and in your ear let me whisper what you already
know, that the branch of the Whig party called the Nationals is composed of
difficult materials to manage—they are too excessive in their notions, I mean
many of them, and are accustomed to look upon a course of honest com-
promise as a concession of something which they call principle, but which
dissected is nothing more than mistaken conviction. ... I agree with you fully
in the importance you attach to General Harrison’s first step. It is one, how-
ever, of great difficulty. I hope he may meet and overcome it. His language
should be firm and decisive to one and all. There should be no caballing, no
intriguing in his Cabinet. Every eye should be kept fixed upon the official duty
assigned, and never once lifted up to gaze at the succession.??

Tyler realized at the outset that the Whig Party might well be
dominated by its Northern wing. He was correct in seeing the difficulty
the states’ rights faction would have preventing excesses on the part of
the “Nationals.” But he was wholly unrealistic in his hope that Harrison
would prove strong enough to hold the factional alliance together and
prevent the explosion that was implicit in the Whig mixture. Harrison
had made it quite clear in 1836, and again in 1840, that he did not
intend to be a strong Executive—that so far as he was concerned the
Congress should and could run the country. The question, then, was
how long could the lingering hatred of Andrew Jackson and the demo-
cratic principles he represented, principles actually congenial to a
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majority of the voters, serve as a cement for a coalition of ambitious
leaders, competitive factions, and contradictory ideas? And how would
this coalition, now that it had power, exercise that power evenly and
responsibly without the benefit of competent or powerful leadership?
The sudden death of Old Tip in April 1841 answered these questions
by bringing swiftly to the surface the political, personal, and sectional
chaos that was Whiggery. Nor when the explosion came could it be
denied that John Tyler had helped fashion the unstable anti-Jackson
compound and fasten it on the country. It was Tyler, not Harrison,
who would be blown up in the detonation.

These considerations seemed remote as Harrison prepared to take
office. That he was popular with the common people, if not with Whig
politicians who covetously eyed the succession, cannot be denied. When
he arrived in the capital on February g, 1841 (his sixty-eighth birth-
day), to commence the ticklish task of selecting a Cabinet, so large
a throng turned out to greet him that the pickpockets on Pennsylvania
Avenue had a field day. They, perhaps, were the only group to benefit
economically from the short-lived Harrison administration.2?

The state of Harrison’s health had been much commented upon
during the campaign by friend and foe alike. Clay saw the President-
elect in Kentucky shortly after the election and remarked that the
aging Indian fighter looked “somewhat shattered.” Littleton W. Taze-
well had predicted to Tyler before the canvass that were Harrison
elected he would not have the stamina to live out his term of office.
And Alexander Gardiner agreed with John Quincy Adams’ view that
“no man of the General’s age, without a constitution of most extraor-
dinary vigor, could survive so great a change of habits, and the cares,
burdens and anxiety of the office.” The consensus within the Tyler
circle seemed to be that William Henry Harrison could not survive
the Battle of Washington. Indeed, when the General took leave of his
neighbors in Cincinnati to go to the capital he had some of the same
forebodings.??

Whatever stamina the old man had in reserve was quickly used
up in the raging menagerie that then characterized the process of ap-
pointment to federal office. Whig office-seekers, sniffing the fragrant
patronage trough for the first time, pressed in upon the General like a
wave of screeching Shawnees. Meanwhile, Henry Clay arrived from
Kentucky, confident that he would be the real power behind a fumbling
throne. So arrogantly did he urge the appointment of John M. Clayton
for the Treasury post that an exasperated Harrison finally exploded,
“Mr. Clay, you forget that I am President!” Clay kad forgotten, and
so had most of the imperious Whig office-seekers. They surrounded
Harrison in such numbers and pressed their demands that holdover
Democrats be purged instantly from office with such shrill insistence
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that the placid General was stunned. “So help me God,” he finally
shouted to a group of them, “I will resign my office before I can be
guilty of such iniquity.” On two occasions he consulted Tyler about re-
moval of incumbent Democrats from minor posts. Tyler rendered
judgments from Williamsburg that enabled the harassed Harrison to
outflank a few of his Whig tormentors with the remark: “Mr. Tyler
says they ought not to be removed, and I will not remove them.”
Harrison wished the office-seekers would go away and leave him alone.
He wanted to stir up no trouble with purge and patronage controversies.
He hoped to be the respected head of a quiet, peaceful, orderly ad-
ministration. Nothing more. As he expressed his political pacifism to
Senator Benton, “I beg you not to be harpooning me in the Senate; if
vou dislike anything in my Administration, put it into Clay or Webster,
but don’t harpoon me.” 3¢

Out of all the confusion in the White House a Cabinet finally
emerged. As a series of compromises looking toward all factions in
the Whig constellation, it fully satisfied no one. Offered the State De-
partment, Clay turned it down to remain in and control the Senate.
Webster, who received State, was anathema to Southern Whigs. “He is
a Federalist of the worst die, a blackguard and vulgar debauchee,” cried
Governor Thomas W. Gilmer of Virginia. The appointment of North
Carolina Whig George E. Badger to the Navy Department quieted
some of the Whig grumbling in the South. Whig abolitionists in the
North were thrown a bone in the appointment of Francis Granger of
New York to the office of Postmaster General. Former Jacksonians who
had defected to the Whigs in 1840 were rewarded with the appointment
to War of John Bell of Tennessee. Thomas Ewing of Ohio was given
Treasury, partly to head off the capture of that post by Clay’s candi-
date, John M. Clayton of Delaware, who was known to be a more
belligerent Bank man than Ewing. To pacify the Clay contingent, John
J. Crittenden of Kentucky was made Attorney-General. This blocked
the aspirations of former Kentucky governor Charles A. Wickliffe, whose
appointment to the Justice Department would have been a direct slap at
Clay. And so it went. The Harrison Cabinet was a political polyglot.3!

In all this patronage manipulation Tyler played no role. Har-
rison neither consulted the Vice-President-elect on Cabinet appoint-
ments nor was he offered any suggestions on the subject by Tyler. So
far as appointments to key federal offices were concerned, it was Tip-
pecanoe, not Tyler too. Tyler hoped only that the Harrison Cabinet
“be cast of the proper material,” and that within it “the voice of faction
will be entirely silenced, [and]...the question of the succession...
be shunned.” Contrary to Tyler’s hope, faction had been rewarded, not
silenced; and with the aging Harrison in the White House the vital
question of the succession loomed large indeed. Nevertheless, Tyler
offered no criticism of the General’s patchwork Cabinet. He had had no
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direct contact with the President-elect during the campaign, and when
Harrison visited Richmond briefly in late February 1841 the two men
had spoken nothing of politics. So far as minor patronage posts were
concerned, the Vice-President-elect spoke only when spoken to. He
pushed no one upon Harrison. Thus Tyler lingered in Virginia after the
election, casually making his arrangements to move to a Washington
hotel in time for the inauguration. Had William Henry Harrison lived,
John Tyler would undoubtedly have been as obscure as any Vice-
President in American history. As it was, he became the first American
elected to that lightly regarded post who succeeded to the President’s
Mansion.32

On a cold, brisk Inauguration Day some fifty thousand excited,
cheering citizens jammed the frozen streets as the venerable General
rode “Old Whitey” up Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol. Hat in hand,
without overcoat or gloves, the Old Hero waved and bowed to the crowd.
He was in fine spirits, “as tickled with the Presidency as a young woman
with a new bonnet.” As the attention of the throng focused on the Gen-
eral’s triumphal progress to Capitol Hill, John Tyler made his unnoticed
way quietly from Brown’s Hotel to the Senate chamber. There, shortly
after the noon hour on March 4, 1841, he was sworn in as Vice-President
of the United States. His speech lasted barely five minutes. It was a
standard Tyler appeal for states’ rights. Uninspired and largely unheard,
it was not one of the articulate Virginian’s better performances. It is
just as well he put no more effort into it than he did, for while he spoke
Harrison circulated noisily through the chamber exchanging greetings
with well-wishers. No one was paying any attention to John Tyler. He
was like the clergyman at a fashionable wedding. When he finished his
brief remarks the assemblage moved outdoors into the chilled air. There,
on a hastily constructed frame platform, William Henry Harrison, ninth
President of the United States, delivered the worst inaugural address in
American history to the assembled throng.33

Reduced to its thin essentials, Harrison’s rambling, two-hour speech
promised the nation feur vears of government by Congress. Not only did
the President renounce a second term as a step toward checking the
growth and abuse of Executive power, but he also specifically promised
no Executive interference in the business of Congress during his term of
office. The currency question, he felt, was strictly the business of Con-
gress. Nor would the Chief Executive interfere in any way in the elec-
toral process. On and on he maundered, abdicating the power of his
throne at the moment of his coronation. Nowhere did he suggest what
might be done about the depressed state of the economy. This too was
up to Congress. Bored politicians left their seats and roamed around the
platform, stamping their feet to restore circulation. When the Qld War-
rior finally finished, when the last windblown cliché was wafted merci-
fully heavenward, he returned to the White House, took to his bed for
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half an hour, and had his forehead and temples rubbed with alcohol. He
was very tired. Meanwhile, John Tyler returned to Brown’s Hotel,
gathered together his belongings, and slipped unobtrusively out of
Washington and back to Williamsburg.3+

At the instant he took power Harrison was already in trouble, a
trouble centering on Henry Clay’s vaunted ambition to run the adminis-
tration from behind the scenes. Specifically, Clay had decided that it
would be he who would appoint the Collector of the Port of New York,
not Harrison or anyone else. Clay’s candidate for the lush patronage post
was Robert C. Wetmore of New York. Webster had a candidate in mind
for the spot too, Edward Curtis. Curtis, however, had worked for Win-
field Scott at the Harrisburg convention and he was distinctly persona
non grate in the Clay camp. Unfortunately for Clay and Wetmore, Ab-
bott Lawrence of Massachusetts also supported Curtis. The fact that the
powerful cotton-mill capitalist had personally lent the impoverished Har-
rison Sjoo0o0 shortly after the inauguration somewhat strengthened his
influence at the White House. Not surprisingly, therefore, Edward Curtis
got the lucrative post. But not before Clay’s continued insistence on
Wetmore produced a Harrison explosion: “The federal portion of the
Whig party are making desperate efforts to seize the reins of govern-
ment,” he charged. “They are urging the most unmerciful proscription,
and if they continue to do so much longer, they will drive me mad!” %

Clay struck back at the President with a patronizing note to the
White House, dated March 13, 1841, in which he insisted that Harrison
call a special session of Congress to deal with the nation’s problems.
Without such a session there was no good reason for kingmaker Clay to
remain longer in the capital. Again Harrison erupted: “You use the
privilege of a friend to lecture me and I take the same liberty with you,”
he wrote the Kentuckian. “You are too impetuous. .. there are others
whom I must consult and in many cases to determine adversely to your
decision.” 38

Now it was Clay’s turn to be outraged. A friend found him pacing
the floor of his rooms. Harrison’s note was crumpled in his hands.
“And it has come to this!” he shouted. “I have not one [office] to give,
nor influence enough to procure the appointment of a friend to the most
humble position!”” Taking pen in hand he composed another unfortunate
letter to Harrison denying that he was attempting to dictate to the
administration. “I do not wish to trouble you with answering this note,”
he snarled in conclusion. With that parting shot Clay left town for Ken-
tucky. Only when he was safely en route home did Harrison finally de-
cide to call a special session of Congress to meet May 31. Fortunately
for the President he was seven weeks in his grave when Congress con-
vened. It was one of the stormiest and most disorderly in the legislative
annals of the nation.37

Overwhelmed by office-seekers, fatigued by social activities, dis-
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couraged by his break with Clay, the Old Hero steadily lost strength
during his first weeks in office. On March 27 during his usual early morn-
ing stroll he was caught in a rain shower. By evening he was sick and a
physician was called in. Within a day the malady was diagnosed as
pneumonia. More doctors were called in. The diagnosis was cautiously
changed to “bilious pleurisy,” a catch-all designation covering every
respiratory ailment from lung cancer to bronchitis. Various remedies
were tried. The President was bled, blistered, cupped, leeched, massaged,
poked, and otherwise battered. At 12:30 A.M. on April 4, precisely one
month after taking office, William Henry Harrison died. What the armies
of Tecumseh and the Prophet had failed to accomplish in a dozen cam-
paigns the medical profession had managed in one short week. No more
accurate a parting judgment was rendered on Old Tippecanoe than
Henry A. Wise’s prescient remark that had poor Harrison lived until the
Congress met he would have been “devoured by the divided pack of his
own dogs.” 38
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HIS ACCIDENCY:
THE DISADVANTAGES OF CONSCIENCE

Go you now then, Mr. Clay, to your end of the
avenue where stands the Capitol, and there perform
your duty to the couniry as you shall think proper.
So kelp me God I shall do mine at this end of it as
1 shkall think proper.

—JOHN TYLER, 1841

As Henry Wise had correctly predicted, the cannibalistic Whig feast was
soon to come, but fate willed that the victim be John Tyler, at fifty-one
the youngest man to reach the White House in the brief history of the
Republic. Service in the Virginia House and Senate, in the House and
Senate of the United States, and in the Governor’s Mansion in Richmond
had given him training in the art and science of government unmatched
by any other American President before or since. That he became the
missionary in Henry Clay’s kettle can be traced almost exclusively to an
odd quirk in his character: Faced with a choice between political popu-
larity and the principles in which he sincerely believed, he chose the
principles. It matters little that those principles would become quaint
anachronisms in American history; it matters a great deal that he elected
to stand firmly for his beliefs when it was clear to him that his posture
would likely lead him down the road to political suicide and historical
obscurity. With John Tyler it was a question of conscience—and a
touch of stubbornness.

During the week of Harrison’s illness no word was sent Tyler ap-
praising him of the gravity of the situation in the capital. Not until
Harrison had actually expired was Fletcher Webster, Chief Clerk of the
State Department and son of the Secretary of State, dispatched hastily
to Williamsburg to inform Tyler that by act of God he had become
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President of the United States. At sunrise on the morning of April s,
1841, young Webster reached Williamsburg after an all-night journey,
and banged impatiently on the door of the Tyler home. A sleepy Vice-
President descended the stairs to find out what the commotion was
about. So it was that John Tvler, clad in nightshirt and cap (nof playing
marbles), learned that he had become the tenth President of the United
States and the first Vice-President to reach the White House.

Out of such tense situations mighty myths grow. One has pictured
Tyler bursting into tears on hearing the news, so great was his affection
for the fallen President. Actually, Tyler scarcely knew Old Tippecanoe;
what little he did know he did not much like. Another story has Tyler
tarrying a full day in Williamsburg attempting to borrow several hun-
dred dollars from a friend to finance his journey to Washington. He was
always short of cash, but did not worry about it on this occasion; Tyler
did what any sensible man would have done in the circumstances. He
awoke the household, conveyed the news to one and all, ate his breakfast,
and then convened a family conference. At this conference it was de-
termined that Tyler should proceed immediately to Washington and that
Robert and Priscilla should follow northward within the week. Time per-
mitted no immediate decision on whether the partially paralyzed Letitia
should go to Washington or not. At 7 a.M., barely two hours after receiv-
ing notification of General Harrison’s death, Tyler left Williamsburg for
the capital. Twenty-one hours later, at 4 o’clock on the morning of April
6, he reached Washington, having covered the two hundred thirty miles
by boat and horseback in near record time.!

The new President found the capital swirling in confusion and tur-
moil. Since no Chief Executive had ever died in office before, the con-
stitutional situation was extremely fluid. Whatever Tyler elected to do in
the crisis would establish many important historical precedents. Later
Vice-Presidents who found themselves in the same unstrung situation—
Fillmore, Johnson, Arthur, Theodore Roosevelt, Coolidge, and Truman
—would be indebted to John Tyler for his swift and sure handling of
the basic constitutional question involved.

The Constitution provides that “in case of the removal of the
President from office, or of his death, resignation, or inability to dis-
charge the powers and duties of the said office, the same shall devolve
on the Vice President....” Like so many other phrases in that won-
drously exact and inexact document, the words tke same could be
interpreted to refer to the office itself or, more narrowly, solely to the
duties of the office. John Tyler, one of the nation’s most prominent strict
constructionists, chose the broader of the two possible interpretations.
He assumed that the office itself had devolved upon him from the mo-
ment he arrived in Washington, and from the beginning he claimed all
the rights and privileges of the Presidency.

This was more than the resolution of a nagging semantic problem.
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It defined for Tyler (and for all future Vice-Presidents) the exact status
of a Vice-President in the event of an elected President’s death. Tvler
even insisted that there was no need for him to take a new oath of office,
arguing that his oath as Vice-President covered the new situation legally
and constitutionally. Nevertheless, he was persuaded to take another
oath to forestall any public doubts on the question. At noon on April 6,
in Brown's Hotel, Chief Justice William Cranch of the United States
Circuit Court of the District of Columbia, swore Tyler in. Nonetheless,
there were still those who argued that John Tyler was only the “Acting
President,” or the “Vice-President-Acting President,” or, after he left
the office in 1845, the “Ex-Vice-President.” Tvler paid no attention to
these degrading designations (he returned mail so addressed unopened)
and they all quickly dropped from usage.?

The political situation in Washington on April 6 was equally fluid.
At a lengthy Cabinet meeting that morning and afternoon, devoted
chiefly to the multitudinous details of Harrison’s funeral (scheduled for
the following day), Tyler made a decision he lived to regret. He decided
to retain Harrison’s Cabinet intact. His motive was to avoid adding fur-
ther to the confusion that already prevailed in the novel transition of
power from one administration to another. His decision also bad the
immediate advantage of holding together the various factions of the
Whig party until the chaos engendered by Harrison’s death could be
resolved. Yet when Webster informed the President that Harrison’s
practice was to have all policy decisions determined by a majority vote
in the Cabinet, Tyler quickly rejected continuance of the procedure. “I
am the President, and I shall be held responsible for my administration,”
he told the Cabinet bluntly. “I shall be pleased to avail myself of your
counsel and advice. But I can never consent to being dictated to as to
what I shall or shall not do. ... When you think otherwise, your resig-
nations will be accepted.” In spite of his declaration of independence to
them, Tyler’s retention of the Harrison group was an error in that he
retained in his official family a political cancer that had already com-
menced gnawing on the vitals of the Old Hero and would soon turn on
the new President. “He has not a sincere friend in [the Cabinet],” Abel
P. Upshur worried.?

Tyler knew perfectly well that he had reaped the Whig whirlwind.
He was, in his own words, “surrounded by Clay-men, Webster-men,
anti-Masons, original Harrisonians, Old Whigs and new Whigs—each
jealous of the others, and all struggling for the offices.” Under the cir-
cumstances he felt he had no choice but to proceed cautiously in an
attempt to “work in good earnest to reconcile .. . the angry state of the
factions towards each other.” As he expressed his problem to Senator
William C. Rives on April g:
I am under Providence made the instrument of a new test which is for the
first time to be applied to our institutions. The experiment is to be made at
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the moment when the country is agitated by conflicting views of public
policy, and when the spirit of faction is most likely to exist. Under these
circumstances, the devolvement upon me of this high office is peculiarly em-
barrassing. In the administration of the government, I shall act upon the
principles which I have all along espoused ... derived from the teachings of
Jefferson and Madison ... my reliance will be placed on the virtue and in-
telligence of the people.

Considering the political climate of 1841, the “virtue and intelligence of
the people” was a weak reed, as Tyler would discover to his sorrow.*

At Harrison’s funeral in the East Room of the White House on
April 7 Tyler was observed to be “visibly affected.” He was also con-
fused as to how he might best proceed with his new duties. Indeed, he
was so upset by the stark suddenness of his new situation that he toyed
briefly with the idea that national political harmony might best be as-
sured if he, like Harrison, utilized his inaugural address to announce that
he would not be a candidate for re-election in 1844. But as his friend and
confidant, Duff Green, correctly pointed out, such a statement “would
be taken as a plea of weakness” and would only be the “signal for the
organization of parties in reference to the next election.” Thanks to
Green’s intervention, no such self-denying remark appeared in the final
draft of the speech.’

Tyler’s hastily written inaugural address of April g was both an
olive branch to the various Whig factions and a cautious trial balloon
to test the general political atmosphere. Couched in guarded language,
Tyler agreed that the depressed state of the economy demanded some
change in the fiscal policies of the government. He suggested no specific
changes, only that any approach to the problem be entirely “constitu-
tional.”

As his thoughts on the matter took substance and form he decided
to adopt a defensive posture with reference to any fiscal changes. “Com-
ing so recently into power,” he wrote Judge Nathaniel B. Tucker on
April 235, “and having no benefit of previous consultation with Gen.
Harrison as to the extra-session, the country will not expect at my hands
any matured measure, and my present intention is to devolve the whole
subject on Congress, with a reservation of my constitutional powers to
veto should the same be necessary in my view of the subject.” In a
candid though friendly letter to Clay a few days later, he agreed that
Van Buren’s Independent Treasury should be repealed. This did not sug-
gest to him, however, that the old Bank of the United States should
necessarily be re-established in iis stead. “As to the Bank, I design to be
perfectly frank with you,” he told the Whig leader; “I would not have it
urged prematurely.” If Clay insisted on pushing ahead with a new
Bank project, Tyler hoped that he would

consider whether you cannot so frame a Bank as to avoid all constitutional
objections—which of itself would attach to it a vast host of our own party to
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be found all over the Union.... I have no intention to submit anything to
Congress on this subject to be acted on, but shall leave it to its own action,
and in the end shall resolve my doubt by the character of the measure
proposed, should any be entertained by me.

That Henry Clay could be trusted to devise a Bank plan which avoided
“all constitutional objections” was more than Tyler had a right to
expect. The Great Compromiser was not that great and he was in no
mood for compromise. Nor was he blind. He saw at once that Tyler was
willing to surrender much of his Executive power to Congress on the
crucial financial question, retaining only the negative power of a veto.t

In sum, Tyler’s excessive caution in the opening weeks of his ad-
ministration, his unwillingness to agitate the factional situation in an
unprecedented transition of power added up to the creation of a political
vacuum into which the ambitious Clay walked boldly. The Kentuckian
was already convinced that “Vice-President” Tyler’s administration
would be little more than a ‘“‘regency,” and that serious objection to the
constitutionality of a national bank was “confined to Virginia.” To him
the accidental President was but a “flash in the pan,” to be neither
feared nor followed.

Nor was Clay disabused of this denigrating opinion when Tyler sent
a set of vaguely worded fiscal recommendations to the special session at
the end of May urging the Congress to repeal the Independent Treasury
and “devise a plan” for a new financial system themselves. Having no
clear program of his own to suggest, his function in the matter would be
limited, he said, to “rejecting any measure which may in my view of it
conflict with the Constitution or otherwise jeopardize the prosperity of
the country—a power which I could not part with even if I would....”
While he did favor what he termed a “suitable fiscal agent capable of
adding increased facilities in the collection and disbursement of the
public revenues,” he hoped that “the Southern members” of Congress
would be able to “mature a system void of offense to the Constitution.”
Having thus opened Pandora’s box, Tyler settled back to see what Clay
and Congress might devise. Within a few weeks he knew. Thanks to the
parliamentary skill of Clay, the specter of the old Bank of the United
States rose from its grave, took on flesh, and ascended to the Presidential
desk.”

In considering the Bank crisis of 1841 which led to Tyler’s ex-
pulsion from the Whig Party, the resignation of his Cabinet, and the
virtual collapse of his administration, it is well to remember that the
economics of the Bank issue was always a secondary consideration. The
issue was essentially political, and it turned fundamentally on Clay’s
attempt to seize control of the Whig leadership and drive Tyler back
into the political exile from which he had unexpectedly re-emerged in
1839. In this sense, the Bank crisis was a test of strength, prestige, and
personality between two strong and willful men, each loath to lose
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“face” in the struggle as it developed and waxed hotter. No convincing
evidence has ever been offered to show that the depressed state of the
national economy in 1841 demanded a national bank or any variation of
one. Nor can it be demonstrated that the general economic recovery of
1844 was related to the fact that there was no Bank. Certainly there
was no grass-roots expression either for or against the institution. It
had not been a clear-cut issue in the campaign of 1840. The people
seemed to understand neither the technical questions involved nor the
complex mechanics of the various Bank proposals that were brought
forward. The Bank crisis was manufactured solely for political purposes
by Henry Clay. And, although his audacity might be traced to the loose
grip with which Tyler picked up the Presidential reins, the fact remains
that the crisis of 1841 was at bottom a personal and factional political
battle in which Clay had the votes and Tyler the vetoes. Tyler’s moral
position would have been stronger, and more sympathy might have been
his to command, had he seen fit to reaffirm his ancient hostility to the
Bank in clear and definite terms during the 1840 campaign. Instead, he
permitted the Whig managers to gag him on the question, and in so
succumbing to their vote-greedy importunities he compromised himself
on the whole issue. When the bitter game with Clay was over, the end
result was a scoreless tie from which the nation had gained little but
new sectional animosities. Less than two years after the celebrated Bank
upheaval of 1841 Daniel Webster could ask of it: “Who cares anything
now about the bank bills which were vetoed in 1841?” Nobody cared.®

Tyler’s personal feelings for Clay in May 1841 were not hostile. As
Secretary Ewing reported to the Sage of Ashland at the outset of the
crisis, “No man can be better disposed [toward you] than the President.
... He speaks of you with the utmost kindness and you may rely upon it
his friendship is strong and unabated.” This was not the viewpoint of the
“Virginia Clique,” a small coterie of extreme states’ rights men from the
Old Dominion who were soon to dominate the inner councils of the
administration. They would also become key figures in what would
become the President’s “Corporal’s Guard” in the Congress. Such Vir-
ginians as Thomas W. Gilmer, Abel P. Upshur, and Henry A. Wise had
Iittle but contempt and hatred for Clay, and they were willing to force
the impending Clay-Tyler struggle to a bitter showdown in order to
destroy the Whig sectional coalition within which they felt Southern
constitutional principles were being steadily eroded. “I shall see Tyler
and urge him to tread the deck like a man,” promised Gilmer. “Let the
factions devour each other,” added Wise, “and let the Republicanism
left among us thrive by the contest!” ?

Clay’s power position was the superior one as he girded for contest
with Tyler. The Whig majority in the Senate was 29 to 22; in the House
it was a comfortable 122 to 103. While Clay controlled the bulk of the
Whig vote in the lower chamber, there were in the Senate four or five
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states’ rights Whigs to whom he could not dictate. He was confident,
however, that he could balance the defections of this group by garnering
a few Democratic votes from the North and the West. As the special
session opened, the Kentuckian was confident and cocky. One observer
reported that he was “much more imperious and arrogant with his
friends than I have ever known him and that you know is saying a great
deal.” So overbearing did the {ree-wheeling Clay become during his
conflict with Tvler that his friends became alarmed. “He must hereafter
remain a little quiet and %old %is jaw,” said R. P. Letcher. “In fact, he
must be caged—that’s the point, cage him!” Unfortunately, Clay’s ar-
rogant manner was not containable. On the contrary, he was convinced
that he had the power and skill to unify the great bulk of the Whig
Party on a platform of national bank and protective tariff. With this
organic and ideological unification the creaky Whig vehicle would be-
come stable enough, he felt, to carry him into the White House in 1844.1°

The Bank feature of Clay’s program was unacceptable to the Presi-
dent. In March 1841 Tyler had emerged from the fog of the 1840 cam-
paign to reiterate his Bank views to prominent Whigs. Conversations
with them took place in his room in Brown’s Hotel when he was briefly
in the capital for the Harrison inauguration. During the course of these
informal exchanges he indicated a willingness as Vice-President to support
the White plan for a District Bank. First suggested by Hugh L. White
in 1836, this plan was unquestionably constitutional in that it proposed
a bank incorporated by Congress in the District of Columbia under that
provision of the Constitution empowering Congress to legislate for the
District. Such a bank, thought Tyler, might even take on a pseudo-
national character by establishing branches in the several states, but only
within those states whose legislatures specifically assented to the
presence of the branches. The irreducible-minimum criterion, then, was
the voluntary nature of the branching process. Beyond this compromise,
Tyler could not and would not go. As he told Wise a few days after
Harrison’s death, he was just “too old in his opinions to change them”
more radically than this.!?

Not until Senator Clay intimated an interest in reviving the old
Bank of the United States did Tyler in mid-June finally set himself to
the “task of devising some plan which would lead to conciliation and
harmony.” What he devised to fill the vacuum in the administration into
which Clay was moving was the White plan for a District Bank with
power to branch in states requesting branches. Tactically speaking, Tyler
might well have blanketed Clay’s fire with such a scheme two months
earlier instead of waiting for the Kentuckian to seize the initiative in the
matter. Had the District Bank plan been vigorously sponsored by the
Chief Executive in the first weeks of his administration its probable
adoption would have calmed things considerably in the capital. Its
existence would have had no more deleterious effect on the national econ-
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omy than a new Bank of the United States or no Bank at all. And in
addition to its essential harmlessness it had the advantage of being
politically and constitutionally acceptable to Southern Whigs. But to
Henry Clay, the Great Compromiser now threatened with compromise,
Tyler’s District Bank proposal was a red flag. In a stormy interview in
the President’s office, Clay made it brutally clear to the Chief Executive
that the Whigs could not accept a Bank plan so hedged with states’
rights qualifications. Tyler’s patience snapped: “Go you now, then, Mr.
Clay, to your end of the avenue, where stands the Capitol, and there
perform your duty to the country as you shall think proper. So help me
God, I shall do mine at this end of it as I shall think proper.” 12

With the support and encouragement of his entire Cabinet, Tyler
submitted his Bank plan to the Congress. Promptly taken up in the
Senate by a select committee, chaired by Clay, the administration’s
District Bank bill was quickly mangled beyond recognition. The chief
feature of the Clay committee’s counterproposal, dated June 21, was
that the assent of individual states nof be required preceding the
branching process. The District Bank could establish its branches where
and when it wished. As Alexander Gardiner accurately evaluated Clay’s
handiwork, it was “synonymous with National Bank.” 13

Tyler could not accept the involuntary branching feature of Clay’s
revised District Bank concept. He knew too that banking legislation as
such was no longer the real issue anyway. “I am placed upon trial,” he
wrote John Rutherfoord in Richmond on June 23. “Those who have
all along opposed me will still call out for further trials, and thus leave
me impotent and powerless.... Remember always that the power
claimed by Mr. Clay and others is a power to create a corporation to
operate per se over the Union. This from the first has been the contest.”
Tyler remained convinced that to depart from the White plan or “to
propose a scheme on my own would be the height of folly since I have
no party to sustain it on independent principles.” He therefore looked
to his Cabinet to produce a new plan that would be constitutional.l*

As Tyler began to search for an entirely different solution to the
Bank problem, Clay discovered that he lacked two votes in the Senate
to enact the legislation incorporating his involuntary branching con-
cept. To secure these votes he offered on July 27 a somewhat softer
version of the District scheme based on a compromise suggested by
Whig Representative John M. Botts of Richmond. Endorsed by a
Whig congressional caucus, the Botts compromise called for a District
Bank which could establish its branches only with the assent of the
individual states. But such assent would be presumed automatically
given unless the legislature of each state, during its first session follow-
ing the passage of the bill, specifically expressed opposition to having a
District Bank branch within its borders. Once they were established,
however, the branches could be expelled by the states only with the
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consent of Congress. On July 28 the Senate passed the bill 26 to 23 and
sent it to the House. The lower chamber approved the measure on
August 6 by 131 to 100.

The Botts compromise went far toward meeting Tyler’s states’
rights objections; hindsight suggests that he should have accepted and
signed the measure then and there and been rid of the problem. The
Cabinet unanimously urged this course upon him. But in a private con-
versation with Botts before final Senate action on the bill, Tyler char-
acterized the compromise feature of the legislation as “a contemptible
subterfuge behind which he would not skulk.” This, it now seems clear,
was a hasty and not carefully considered evaluation of the Botts pro-
posal. As it stood the measure was certainly no great threat to states’
rights. States objecting to the establishment of District Bank branches
could prevent such establishment without undue difficulty or inconven-
ience.'s

Tyler felt the issue had now become solely a political reconnais-
sance by the Whigs and he was adamant. No longer was it a question of
acceptable fiscal legislation; it was now a personal power struggle with
Henry Clay. “My back is to the wall,” he wrote Judge Tucker on July
28; “and...while I shall deplore the assaults, I shall, if practicable,
beat back the assailants.” Nor would the President entertain pleas from
his friends to compromise on the Bank question so that there would
not remain “a ripple to disturb its smooth current during your term of
service.”” 16

The capital was rife with speculation as to whether or not Tyler
would veto the Botts-Clay version of the District Bank bill. The New
York Herald reported: “Politicians discuss it morning, noon and night—
in the Avenue, in the House, over their lunch . .. their coffee, their wine.
... It is a favorite topic with the hackney coachmen.” Representative
Thomas W. Gilmer, charter member of the Virginia Clique, was con-
vinced that “The President will veto the Bank bill” and that “a dreadful
tornado will blow for a time.” He was eager to see the Whig Party dis-
integrate on the issue. Then there could be a general reorganization of
its disparate factions along states’ rights lines. On August 12 Robert
Tyler told a New York congressman in the lobby of the House that “to
suppose that my father can be gulled by such a humbug compromise as
the bill contains is to suppose that he is an ass.” The President’s
brother-in-law, Judge John B. Christian, had “no doubt he will veto it.”
On the other hand, Whig Representative A. H. H. Stuart of Virginia
saw the President the evening before the veto message was submitted
and received from Tyler the impression that a “fair ground of compro-
mise might yet be agreed upon.” He thought it a “rather bad omen,”
however, to discover the President then in conference with a “distin-
guished Democratic senator.” Tyler himself said only that he would go
to church on Sunday, August 15, and “pray earnestly and devoutly to
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be enlightened as to his duty.” (On that same day he did sign the bill
repealing Van Buren’s Independent Treasury, a repeal dear to Whig
hearts). He knew the consequences of a veto. As John M. Botts wrote
him on August 10, “if you can reconcile this bill to yourself, all is sun-
shine and calm: your administration will be met with the warm, hearty,
zealous support of the whole Whig party, and when you retire from the
great theater of National politics, it will be with the thanks, and plaudits,
and approbation of your countrymen.” 17

The announcement of the veto on August 16 triggered a political
explosion of massive proportions. While the message was being read
in the Senate, disorder broke out in the gallery. Democratic Senator
Benton of Missouri, seldom a Tyler ally, leaped to his feet demanding
that the Sergeant-at-Arms “arrest the Bank ruffians for insulting the
President of the United States.”” In Democratic circles there was jubila-
tion. A group of Democratic senators, among them Benton, Buchanan,
and Calboun, called at the White House on the evening of the sixteenth
to congratulate Tyler on his “patriotic and courageous” action. A brandy
bottle appeared and the congratulations “gradually degenerated into
convivial hilarity.” Less hilarious was the appearance later that evening
of a drunken mob of Whig demonstrators who arrived at the White
House armed with guns, drums, and bugles. The clamor they raised in
their denunciations of Tyler and the veto awakened the household,
frightened the ladies within, and contributed little to the health and
welfare of the stricken First Lady. After rousing the family they paid
Tyler the supreme political compliment. They burned him in effigy, an
incident which led directly to the passage of legislation establishing a
night police force in Washington.!$

Against a background of these and other disorders Henry Clay arose
in the Senate on August 18 to castigate John Tyler. He demanded that
Tyler accede to the will of the nation as expressed in the congressional
vote on the Bank measure or do again as he had done in 1836 and resign
his post. He then introduced a motion to override the veto. Sustained
23 to 24, it was well below the necessary two-thirds margin required to
set aside a veto. The following day, August 1g, Clay demanded an amend-
ment to the Constitution to permit the overriding of Presidential vetoes
by simple majority vote. This too came to nought. While these heavy-
handed blows were being delivered on the Senate floor, Clay blandly
maintained that there was no bad blood between the President and
himself. Any rift that might seem to be developing among the Whig
leadership he blamed on unnamed conspirators who were “beating up
for recruits, and endeavoring to form a third party, with materials so
scanty as to be wholly insufficient to compose a decent corporal’s
guard.” 19

Tyler expected the venom of Clay. He was more disturbed per-
sonally by the August 21 publication of the “Coffee House Letter”
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written by his old political ally, John M. Botts. It came at the very
moment a second Bank bill—the Fiscal Corporation bill—was being
introduced in the House. Indeed, the temper and the timing of the Botts
letter convinced Tyler once and for all that all Whig fiscal propozals
were designed to accomplish no more than his political destruction. Ad-
dressed to the patrons of a Richmond coffee house and dated August 16,
the Botts communication was a savage attack on the President. It pre-
dicted that “Captain Tyler” would veto the District Bank bill in an
effort to curry favor with the Democrats. Insulting in both tone and
content, it suggested that the President would be “headed” and would
soon become “an object of execration with both parties.” Botts charged
further that Tyler had “refused to listen to the admonition and en-
treaties of his best friends, and looked only to the whisperings of the
ambitious and designing mischief makers who have collected around
him.” This was a reference to the same shadowy group Clay would
sarcastically designate a Corporal’s Guard in his anti-Tyler tirade a few
days later.2®

The letter stunned the President. Botts had been a trusted lieuten-
ant in the Virginia legislature in 1839 during the fight against the elec-
tion of Rives to the Senate. While Tyler was trying to understand the
reason and motive behind the unexpected outburst, Botts went a step
further. On September 10 he delivered a wild speech in the House charg-
ing Tyler with having supported the principle of a national bank during
the Harrisburg convention and in various speeches in western Virginia
and western Pennsylvania during the 1840 campaign. He claimed he
had had a personal interview with Tyler in June 1841 during which the
President had assured him that he favored a national bank. An allega-
tion that Tyler had attempted to bribe him to join in an effort to stretch
his Presidential span to twelve years completed the list of patent false-
hoods to which the irresponsible Botts treated a credulous House of
Representatives.?!

Given the political and emotional context of the situation, Tyler’s
veto of the Fiscal Corporation bill on September g was not wholly un-
expected. The new bank measure had appeared a few days after Tyler’s
August 16 veto of the District Bank bill as amended by Clay and Botts.
In his first veto statement he had suggested that certain changes in the
District Bank concept might make similar legislation acceptable to him.
Hasty consultations between Whig emissaries and the President brought
forth legislation complexly titled “A bill to incorporate the subscribers to
a fiscal corporation of the United States.” The actual framing of the
bill and the details of its submission and passage Tyler unwisely left to
his Cabinet. He made it clear to them, however, that he would approve
no banking legislation that did not clearly require state assent for the
establishment of branches (called “agencies” in the new legislation).
He specifically instructed Ewing and Webster to see to it that the Fiscal
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Corporation bill incorporated this provision and retained it in its journey
through Congress. He even took the precaution of jotting down this
crucial reservation on the margin of the working paper that became the
basis for the Cabinet draft. He insisted also that he be shown the final
wording of the bill before it was sent up to the House.

By a failure in communication within the top echelons of the ad-
ministration (whether accidental or intentional remains a mystery), the
finished bill reached the House before Tyler saw it. This slight infuriated
him and contributed to his developing thesis that a full-blown Whig con-
spiracy was in operation against him. He was especially upset when
members of his Cabinet, notably Webster and Ewing, stated publicly
that the new bill conformed to the President’s opinions and bore his
imprimatur, although it was obvious that his marginal notations had
received no serious consideration within the Cabinet or in the Whig
caucus that endorsed it. Nor did the final form suit Tyler. In his opin-
ion, the right of the states to interdict the branches was not adequately
protected, and the powers given the Fiscal Corporation in the area of
discounting and renewing notes were excessive in scope and inflationary
in intent. More important, the Fiscal Corporation would be chartered
by Congress acting as the national legislature and not as the legislature
of the District of Columbia. From Tyler’s standpoint the new legislation,
ostensibly the brainchild of his own Cabinet, was as unsatisfactory as
the vetoed District Bank bill had been.22

Nevertheless, the Fiscal Corporation bill sailed through the House
in late August by a 125-to-94 vote in spite of attempts by Henry A. Wise
and George H. Proffit of Indiana to amend it to reflect Tyler’s objec-
tions. “It will be vetoed,” Wise predicted. “Tyler is more firm than
ever. ... A second veto will strengthen him. Ten days will bring about the
denouement.” Similarly, the measure passed the Senate on September 2
by a margin of 27 to 22. Although the Fiscal Corporation was not
national enough to suit Clay, the Kentuckian supported the measure,
eager to see if Tyler had the courage to veto it. “Tyler dares not resist,”
Clay exulted to James Lyons of Richmond; “I will drive him before
me!” Lyons could see that Clay was “very violent” on the subject. “You
are mistaken, Mr. Clay,” the Virginian replied. “Mr. Tyler wants to
approve the bill, but he thinks his oath [to support the Constitution]
is in the way, and I, who know him very well, will tell you that when he
thinks he is right he is as obstinate as a bull, and no power on earth can
move him.” Lyons understood Tyler better than Clay did.?3

To head off the expected veto Clay combined liquor, persuasion, and
subtle threat in the hope of bringing Tyler around. On the evening of
August 28, as the legislation was making its way through the House, a
supper party was given at the home of Attorney-General John Critten-
den. Tyler had been invited but had politely declined. Late in the eve-
ning, as libations melted inhibitions and as the party became gay, a
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tipsy delegation was dispatched to the White House to persuade Tyler
to join the mellowing group. Although the hour was late, Tyler con-
sented. Arriving at Crittenden’s, he was met at the door by Henry Clay.
“Well, Mr. President,” Clay shouted, with obvious political implication,
“what are you for, Kentucky whiskey or champagne?” Tyler chose
aristocratic champagne. Slowly sipping it, he found himself regaled
by Clay with the lines from Shakespeare’s Rickard III on the dangers
of conscience:

Let not our babbling dreams affright our souls;
Conscience is but a word that cowards use,
Devis’d at first, to keep the strong in awe.

The political meaning of the gathering and the poetry was clear. In a
pleasant, half-drunken way Clay warned Tyler to abandon his friends in
the Virginia Clique and in his Corporal’s Guard on Capitol Hill and sign
the Fiscal Corporation bill.?*

As he considered the pending legislation in all its ideological and
political ramifications, Tyler decided to lift the whole issue above
partisan politics by including in his veto message a statement that he
would not be a candidate for re-election in 1844. However laudatory this
thought of flying up and out of the political jungle, Webster and Duff
Green dissuaded Tyler from making a statement that could only weaken
him further with the Whig leadership. Angered by the Coffee House Let-
ter, hurt by what appeared to be sabotage within his own Cabinet, stung
by Whig vilification of his first veto, importuned by his supporters in the
Virginia Clique and Corporal’s Guard to hold firm, and convinced that
the Fiscal Corporation bill was at bottom unconstitutional, Tyler vetoed
the measure. He did this with full appreciation of the political implica-
tions of his decision. “Give your approval to the Bill,” John J. Critten-
den had written him, “and the success of your Administration is sealed
... all before you will be a scene of success and triumph.” Veto the bill,
continued the Attorney-General, and “read the doom of the Whig party,
and behold it and the President it elected, sunk together, the victims of
each other, in unnatural strife.” 23

In his second veto message of September g, the President pointed
out that he was pained to be “compelled to differ from Congress a second
time in the same session.” He noted that he had not had time enough in
office to fashion a financial plan of his own, and he hinted that he would
offer such a plan at the opening of the regular session in December. He
deplored the speed with which the special session had brought the bank
question to the fore. The veto message was a polite, almost apologetic
document which emphasized Tyler’s objection that the Fiscal Corpora-
tion was designed to operate “per se over the Union by virtue of the
unaided and assumed authority of Congress as a national legislature, as
distinguishable from a bank created by Congress for the District of
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Columbia as the local legislature of the District.” As such it was clearly
unconstitutional. He would rather uphold the Constitution, Tyler con-
cluded, “even though I perish. .. than to win the applause of men by a
sacrifice of my duty and my conscience.” Where government moneys
might legally be deposited, given the repeal of the Independent Treas-
ury and the vetoes of the District Bank and the Fiscal Corporation, was
an academic question to Tyler. “We have no surplus, nor are we likely
to have for some years, and may be regarded as living from hand to
mouth,” he told Webster.26

The response to the second veto was even more violent, more
politically inspired, than the reaction to the first. Demonstrations and
protest meetings were whipped up by Whig leaders all over the country.
The President was burned in effigy a hundred times; scores of letters
poured in threatening him with assassination. Whig editors outdid one
another in contests of personal vilification. Editor John H. Pleasants of
the Richmond Wkig, for example, told his readers that he “knew Mr.
Tyler well, personally, and had known him long, and I could not believe
that a man so commonplace, so absolutely inferior to many fifteen shil-
ling lawyers with whom you may meet at every county court in Virginia,
would seriously aspire to the first station among mankind.” 27

On September 11, two days before the special session was to ad-
journ, the entire Cabinet, excepting Daniel Webster, resigned in a body.
Between 12:30 and 5:30 P.M. on that fateful day, five Cabinet officers
marched into Tyler’s office and laid their resignations on his desk while
John Tyler, Jr., the President’s secretary, stood by, watch in hand, re-
cording for posterity the exact moment of each resignation. The reasons
given by each departing Secretary varied in tone, clarity, and conviction,
but taken together they added up to a vote of no confidence.

This massive walkout was planned, calculated, and coordinated by
Henry Clay to wreck the Executive branch, punish John Tyler for his
Bank vetoes, and force his resignation. The latter result, if accomplished,
would bring Clay-adherent Samuel L. Southard, president of the Senate,
to the White House under the succession pattern then operating. The
resignations did not take Tyler entirely by surprise. As early as August
16 he had received intimations from Whig Representatives James M.
Russell of Pennsylvania and John Taliaferro of Virginia that the under-
lying purpose of the first Bank bill was to trigger the expected veto that
would isolate him from the Whigs, force a dissolution of his Cabinet,
and bring the Executive department to ruin. By the time the second
Bank bill was being forced upon Tyler, newspapers like the New York
Herald were saying of his Cabinet: “What treachery! What ingratitude!
Why do they not act like men, and at once give their resignations, and
suffer the President to bring to his aid such men as he has confidence
in?” Whatever Clay’s object in producing the great Cabinet stroll, the
resignations did not paralyze Tyler’s will to continue as President. “My
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resignation,” he wrote in 1844, “would amount to a declaration to the
world that our system of government had failed. .. that the provision
made for the death of the President was. .. so defective as to merge all
executive powers in the legislative branch of the government....” 28

Webster had not joined the conspiracy or the resulting exodus. He
had no hand in the Cabinet disruption. He admired Tyler’s integrity and
distrusted Henry Clay, whose fine Italian hand he saw behind the
Cabinet crisis. More significantly, he and Tyler were at that moment
deeply involved in the complex diplomatic negotiations with Britain that
would lead to the 1842 Webster-Ashburton Treaty, settling the Maine
boundary and other questions. Studies looking toward the dismember-
ment of the Mexican Empire in California as part of an Anglo-American
settlement of the Oregon boundary problem were also under review. It
was no time for upheaval in the State Department.

“Where am I to go, Mr. President?” Webster asked his chief during
the course of that hectic afternoon of September 11.

“You must decide that for yourself, Mr. Webster,” Tyler replied.

Webster considered the choice for a brief moment and made his
decision. “If you leave it to me, Mr. President, I will stay where I am.”

Tyler rose from his chair and leaned forward, eyes flashing. “Give
me your hand on that, and now I will say to you that Henry Clay is a
doomed man.” 29

Webster’s patriotic decision to remain on in the Cabinet distressed
New England Whigs and the Virginia Clique alike. Not only did his
continued association with the administration give it a political anchor
northward, it placed near Tyler a statesman of great national prestige at
a time when the renegade President desperately needed friends. The
embarrassment of the Massachusetts Whigs was therefore understand-
able. To Virginians like Wise, Tucker, Upshur, and Gilmer the retention
of Webster was a political blunder. “We are on the eve of a cabinet
rupture,” Wise informed Tucker on August 29. “With some of them we
want to part friendly. We can part friendly with Webster by sending him
[as Minister] to England. Let us, for God’s sake, get rid of him on the
best terms we can.” In spite of this sentiment within the Clique, Webster
stayed on. He was a bulwark in an unpopular administration until his
resignation in May 1843. By that time he and Tyler were in sharp
disagreement on the Texas annexation issue and on the President’s use
of patronage to build a third party to be employed as a foreign-policy
lever in the 1844 campaign. Nevertheless, they parted in 1843 on the
friendliest personal terms.3®

The speed with which Tyler assembled a new Cabinet indicated
that he had given considerable thought to the matter before the crisis
matured. From a political standpoint, his appointments marked the
beginning of the President’s effort to link the Conservative Democracy of
New York and Pennsylvania with states’ rights Whigs who, like Tyler
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himself, were inexorably moving back toward the Southern Democracy
from which they had parted in 1833-1836. The next three years would
see fourteen different men involved in the game of musical chairs which
characterized the unstable history of the Cabinet under John Tyler. But
in all these changes, shiftings, comings, and goings, the Tyler Cabinets
increasingly reflected a states’ rights-Democratic orientation.

Dominating these alterations and mutations was Tyler’s philosophy
that a Cabinet should be totally subordinate to the President and in
absolute intellectual harmony with him. There was to be no maneuvering
for the succession. Differences of opinion were neither encouraged nor
tolerated. Cabinet meetings would involve no more than friendly discus-
sions on how best to implement commonly agreed-upon principles. “The
new cabinet is made up of the best materials,” Tyler happily wrote
Thomas A. Cooper in October 1841. “Like myself, they are all original
Jackson men, and mean to act upon Republican principles.” There
would be “no more jarring” within the official family; Tyler made this
clear to prospective appointees. He insisted that they “conform to my
opinions” on all subjects. As he explained his wishes to Webster, “I
would have every [Cabinet] member to look upon every other, in the
light of a friend and a brother.” That this ideological togetherness would
have its limitations the President was soon to discover. By August 1842
he was complaining to his friend Tazewell that “I have been so long
surrounded by men who have now smiles in their eyes and honey on
their tongues, the better to cajole and deceive, that to be shown the
error of my ways, whensoever I do err, after a plain and downright
fashion, is a positive relief.” 31

One final and curious indignity awaited the truculent President. On
September 13, 1841, two days after the Cabinet resignations, he was
formally and officially expelled from the Whig Party. To effect this
comic-opera touch some seventy Whig congressmen caucused in Capitol
Square and in all solemnity repudiated Tyler. In many ways it was like
firing a worker who had already walked off the job, since Tyler’s
transient Whiggery had been born and reared in anti-Jacksonianism and
little else. Nevertheless, his expulsion from the party marked the first
and only time in American history a President was thrown bodily out
of the political organization which had nominated and elected him. In
Clay’s triumphant words, Tyler was now “a president without a party,”
an observation which impelled young Julia Gardiner Tyler to remark
two years later that “If it is a party he wants, I will give him a party.”
She did.32

The expulsion did, however, encourage Whig pamphleteers to
launch a war of words on Tyler which lasted until his departure from
the White House in March 1845. While the pamphlets contributed little
that was constructive to the political crisis, they provided a therapeutic
outlet for splenic Whigs who saw Tyler as a “reptile-like’” man who had
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“crawled up” into the Presidency, there to betray the party that had
given him power. On the other side of the battle line, pamphleteers of the
states’ rights persuasion saw in Henry Clay the snake-in-the-grass and
maintained that John Tvler was leading America’s fight for true democ-
racy against the corroding influences of nationalism, Federalism, and
centralism. Called by his enemies an “Executive Ass,” the “Accident of
an Accident,” “a famished Charles City pettifogger,” the “synonym of
nihil,” or simply a man who should be lashed “naked through the world,”
Tyler at least had the distinction of exciting a strong point of view.?

Actually, the vituperation angered and disturbed him. Tyler did not
have the political hide of an elephant. The Whig darts stung him severely
and had the predictable effect of driving him more rapidly back to the
not eagerly outstretched arms of the Southern Democracy. At a different
level, the anti-Tyler campaign had the consequence of welding the Tyler
family into a solid phalanx. Throughout his trials and political tribula-
tions his kin stood solidly and protectively with him, strengthening his
sword arm against the Whig assaults. Some of this was automatic clan
defensiveness; some of it was related to an attempt by the entire family
to shield the sensibilities of the failing First Lady. Priscilla Cooper Tyler
was particularly helpful to the President during these trying months.
Tyler’s brother-in-law Judge John B. Christian and his distant kinsman
Major Washington Seawell, then serving against the Seminoles in
Florida, wrote encouraging letters which buoyed Tyler considerably.
John Tyler, Jr., became an active pamphleteer and publicist for the
President’s views and on one occasion walked to the field of honor to
defend his own and his father’s reputation. Robert Tyler also aided his
father in many ways, most significantly as the Chief Executive’s princi-
pal political liaison man with the Conservative Democracy in Phila-
delphia and New York City. In this task Alexander Gardiner enthusiasti-
cally joined after his sister’s marriage to the President in June 1844.
Like the new Cabinet, the family functioned as a close-knit political unit
as Tyler’s struggle with the Whigs broadened and deepened.®*

Having vetoed two Whig Bank bills, Tyler felt a strong personal
obligation to devise a fiscal scheme of his own which would facilitate
interstate banking operations while remaining entirely constitutional in
structure and function. He was also under pressure from his friends to
produce a “substantive plan which [would] provide for the permanent
settlement of this question,” a solution they hoped would make the
Tyler administration politically “impregnable.” Thus the President left
the capital in mid-October for a much-needed rest in Williamsburg,
where he planned “to meditate in peace over a scheme of finance.” By
December 1841, after considerable correspondence with Littleton W.
Tazewell on the subject, Tyler had worked out a plan which was basi-
cally a version of one Andrew Jackson had proposed in 1830. It was a
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system in which state banks would play an important role, and Tyler
confessed to Tazewell that from a purely political standpoint he was
“greatly influenced by a desire to bring to my support that great in-
terest.” 33

Tyler’s idea envisioned a public banking institution directed by
a nonpartisan Board of Control in Washington, with agencies (some of
them state banks) located in principal financial centers throughout the
country. No capital was to be raised by private subscription, so there
would be no private stockholders. The agencies (branches) would
facilitate interstate commerce in being authorized to buy and sell
domestic bills and drafts. The branches could also receive deposits of
silver and gold from individuals and issue negotiable certificates for
these metals that would circulate as currency. Government moneys
would be deposited in the agencies and these deposits would permit the
government, through the issuance or recall of Treasury notes, to in-
crease or decrease the amount of sound paper currency in circulation
at any given time. It was a well-conceived system. It did not confine the
currency exclusively to specie as Van Buren’s Independent Treasury
system had, and the sovereignty of the states was protected in the
provision that forbade the branches to transact any business of a private
character in conflict with the laws of the states in which they functioned.
In sum, the Tyler proposal combined a states’ rights approach with a
national approach that would “relieve the Chief Executive...from a
controlling power over the public Treasury.”

Tyler called it the Exchequer Plan and presented it to the Congress
in his Annual Message on December 7, 1841. The new Cabinet (par-
ticularly Webster and Secretary of War John C. Spencer of New York)
was enthusiastic about it. But by falling somewhere between the Demo-
crats’ Independent Treasury and Clay’s Bank of the United States it
satisfied the partisans of neither approach. Both attacked it, as did the
Wall Street lobby. “This city is filled with agents from Wall Street,”
reported Secretary of the Navy Abel P. Upshur, “who are endeavoring
to defeat every arrangement of the currency question. So long as they
can keep things in their present state, money will be valuable, and they
have money. This is another sore evil against which the administration
has to contend.” The Exchequer Plan bad no chance politically, although
it represented that vain search for a middle course that would character-
ize the remainder of the Tyler administration. In spite of a vigorous
fight for the Exchequer by congressmen Caleb Cushing, Henry Wise,
George H. Proffit, and others of Tyler’s minuscule Corporal’s Guard
in Congress, the project was tabled without adequate discussion in the
1841—-1842 session. It was soundly defeated the following year. Tyler
thus dropped the plan entirely in 1843, and that was the end of it.
Public moneys, such as existed, continued to repose in selected state
banks, much to the delight of old Jacksonians.3®
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By July 1842 the relationship between the Executive and legisla-
tive branches had reached a stalemate. Whig strategy was to preduce
legislation the President could not approve and then charge perfidy
and treason and Executive dictatorship when the expected veto was
delivered. Tvler, in turn, continued to veto legislation he could not
stomach while vigorously defending his right to do so. “Executive dicta-
tion!” he excitedly wrote a group in Philadelphia:

I repel the imputation. I would gladly harmonize with Congress in the enact-
ment of all necessary measures if the majority would permit me.... Each
branch of the government is independent of every other, and Heaven forbid
that the day should ever come when either can dictate to the other. The
Constitution never designed that the executive should be a mere cipher. On
the contrary, it denies to Congress the right to pass any law without his
approval, thereby imparting to it, for wise purposes, an active agency in all
legislation.

In his relations with the Congress in 1842 Tyler constantly searched
for that “moderation, which is the mother of true wisdom,” and found
little. “We have reached the turning point in our institutions,” he re-
marked to Nathaniel B. Tucker in June 1842 with sadness tinged by
frustration. “I fear that more firmness and wisdom are necessary to
carry us safely through the trial than I can in any way lay claim to.” 37

The Clay-dominated Congress was, Tyler fumed, a “do-nothing”
body whose sole function and aim was the destruction of the administra-
tion in preparation for the coming midterm elections. In his Annual
Message of December 7, 1841, Tyler had called for his Exchequer
Plan, a new tariff for revenue bill which would “afford the manufactur-
ing interests ample aid,” and an expansion of the Army and the Navy.
By July 1842 none of these vital projects had been acted upon. “If
nothing has been done to accomplish any of these objects,” Tyler said,
“the fault is not with the Executive.” He thought it “particularly
abominable that this miserable Congress should not even yet [July]
have passed the Army or Navy appropriation bill,” thus “subjecting
the country to be browbeat” by the Mexican dictator, Santa Anna. The
Congress had not “matured a single important measure,” agreed Upshur
in disgust. On the contrary, theirs was the “deliberate purpose to make
Henry Clay President of the United States, even at the hazard of revolu-
tion.” The time had finally come, thought Upshur, for patriots in both
parties to “shake off their leaders, and come at once to the rescue of the
country.”

Intelligence reaches us from all parts of the country proving that our do-
nothing Congress is fast falling into contempt with the people. It is the most
worthless body of public men that I have ever known or heard of. Clay is the
great obstacle to wholesome legislation. When he retires something may be
done, and not before.38
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By the time David Gardiner brought Julia and Margaret to the
capital again in December 1842, the degree to which legislative decay
and partisan chaos had proceeded was a public scandal. Congressional
activity, such as it was, seemed to the East Hampton visitor designed
only to advance “some man in respect to a presidential candidate.”
Both parties were “greatly divided.” The Congress had become im-
potent. As David Gardiner expressed it to his sons:

Of the different [banking] plans none will probably be adopted and Con-
gress after having undone all they have done during the last session will be
ready to adjourn without much hurry.... Most of the speakers are blessed
merely with a capacity of uttering sound and connecting most disconnected
sentences. Mr. Adams stands alone among them for ... great powers of mind.
... It seems to be the fashion even on the most trifling subjects, to rage with
violence. ... A speech of Cushing has called forth much political debate, but
I do not think has been fairly met, although most severely denounced by
both of the great political parties. The President was abandoned by the Whigs
for vetoing the Bank bill while they without reason...have protested with
greater inconsistency the bankrupt bill.... I am heartily tired of listening to
the debates. ... I think the Senate of New York when I was acquainted with
it, possessed in proportion to its numbers a far greater amount of talent....
Those who loom the largest here from the distance diminish wonderfully on
contact. ... I see here all the old corrupt political lobby which in former years
infested Albany.3?

As the government of the United States virtually ceased to func-
tion, Tyler became increasingly aware of the painful fact that the
Treasury was bare. A national debt of $5,650,000 had been left by the
Van Buren administration, along with an unbalanced budget for 1840—
1841 which ultimately raised the debt to $17,736,000 by January 1,
1842. Indeed, the pay of the military and the civil service had on
occasion in 1841 been suspended by Tyler because the public coffers
were empty. Treasury notes declined steadily in value throughout 1842,
and the Home Squadron of the Navy was tied up as an economy
measure.

Faced with this critical financial situation, the President was not
averse to raising the tariff for the purpose of providing badly needed
revenue. He was loath, however, to tamper with the delicate economic
and political arrangements hammered out in the Compromise Tariff Act
of 1833 and he was vehemently opposed to the Whig plan to link
distribution to a higher tariff. Under the distribution scheme income
realized by the Treasury from the sale of public lands would be “dis-
tributed” to the several states. This, of course, would aid the financially
hard-pressed states survive the impact of the depression. The giveaway
would also reap obvious political benefits for the munificent Whig
distributors. But by dissipating sizable portions of the federal revenue,
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distribution would inevitably force hikes in the tariff schedule to raise
revenues for the near-bankrupt government. The Whigs thus hoped that
by depleting the shaky Treasury with their politically negotiable dis-
tribution plan they could then logically call for higher tariffs. In this
manner they could gradually force the tariff schedule upward to the
point of outright protectionism—in the holy name of tariff for revenue
only. Tyler was not opposed to significantly higher tariffs in 1842 so
long as they were strictly revenue-raising in intent. The Compromise
Tariff of 1833 had made it plain that after 1842 any duties above 20
per cent ad wvalorem would be levied only “for the purpose of raising
such revenue as may be necessary to an economical administration of
the Government.” Nor was he opposed to the distribution of public-
land revenues so long as this did not force tariffs clearly into the pro-
tectionist range. Indeed, he had willingly signed Clay’s Distribution Act
of 1841 when the legislation included a cut-off proviso that distribution
would cease if and when the tariff schedule went above 20 per cent ad
valorem. His attitude toward a tariff for protection as such had not
changed since 1832. He had always been a free-trade, tariff-for-revenue
man and would remain one until he died.*®

For the purpose of embarrassing Tyler politically at a time when
the Treasury was bare, the Whigs on two occasions during the summer
of 1842 brought forth tariff bills which raised rates above 20 per cent
while providing for the continued distribution of government revenue
from public-land sales. Tyler promptly vetoed both measures, much
to the jubilation of Clay partisans. “If we can only keep up the feeling
that now exists,” Crittenden wrote Harry of the West, “your election
is certain. Tyler is one of your best friends; his last veto has scored us
all well; it has just reached the convention in Maine, which nominated
you and denounced him.”

The Whig policy, designed to raise more Clay than revenue,
quickly shifted to the appointment of a House select committee to
investigate the reasons given by Tyler for his latest veto of the tariff-
distribution bill. Needless to say, the committee was carefully packed to
produce a predetermined result. Chaired by John Quincy Adams and
numbering in its heavy Whig majority such proven anti-Tylerites as
John M. Botts, the committee reported its findings on August 16, 1842.
The document went far beyond a pro forma criticism of the President’s
veto of the tariff-distribution bill. It was a wide-ranging, free-swinging
attack on the Tyler administration and all its negative works from the
moment it came to power. It recommended an amendment to the Con-
stitution that would permit the overriding of a White House veto by
a bare majority vote, and it concluded with the observation that John
Tyler was a fit subject for impeachment proceedings. A dissenting
minority report, signed only by Democratic congressmen Charles J.
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Ingersoll of Pennsylvania and James I. Roosevelt of New York, de-
fended the President’s stewardship of the nation for the preceding seven-
teen months.*!

Against a background of violent Whig editorial attacks—“Again
has the imbecile, into whose hands accident has placed the power,
vetoed a bill passed by a majority of those legally authorized to pass
it,” shouted the Daily Richmond Whig—Tyler dispatched a defense of
his behavior to the House on August 30 with a request that it be printed
in the House Journal. The entreaty was refused, gleeful Whigs pointing
out that Tyler himself had voted to deny Jackson the same privilege
in 1834.%2

In the midst of this renewed assault, Tyler signed into law on
August 3o the controversial Tariff Act of 1842, a bill pushed through
by an alliance of protectionist Whigs and Democrats who pointed with
real alarm to the stark emptiness of the Treasury. In this sense it
was regarded by its proponents as a tariff for much-needed revenue al-
though it did in fact return the tariff schedule to the high protectionist
rates of 1832. And while no distribution rider was attached to it (Clay’s
friends fought it for this very reason), Tyler’s approval of the measure
was at variance with his longstanding hostility toward high tariffs. To
be sure, the Treasury was desperate for a new infusion of funds and
this consideration alone probably swung Tyler over. He undoubtedly
regarded it at the time as a tariff for revenue, even though the rates
were protectionist in 1832 terms. Unfortunately, he never explained his
reasons for approving the “Black Tariff,” as noxious to Southern anti-
protectionists as it was gratifying to American System Whigs. Or if he
did explain his thinking on the matter, the knowledge was lost to his-
tory when most of his private papers were burned in Richmond in
1865. Lyon G. Tyler accounted for his father’s apparent surrender
on the tariff question of 1842 as part of the President’s desire to build
a coalition of moderates to carry him politically and placidly between
the Scylla of Clay and the Charybdis of Benton. It was, he wrote in
1885, “the first legislative fruits of the policy of the President to depend
upon the moderates of both parties.” This neat explanation has some
obvious defects. A broader basis of interpretation would include Tyler’s
fear of the approaching bankruptcy of the federal government, his
psychological reaction to continued Whig poundings, his distress at talk
of his impeachment, concern for Letitia’s peace of mind in her last days
(she died September 10, 1842), and a willingness—after eighteen
months of continual wrangling over banking and tariff matters—to
move on to other and more fruitful subjects. By August 1842 he had
matured the great Texas annexation plan by which he hoped to put an
end to faction, unify the nation, and rescue his historical reputation.
This object came to dominate his hopes and ambitions almost ex-
clusively after January 1843.%3
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Whatever his motives in signing the 184z Tariff Act, Tyler was
clearly unsettled and hurt by concurrent Whig talk of impeachment.
He knew that the Whigs did not have the votes to accomplish such
a radical solution to their frustrations, but the chattering itself angered
him, frightened him a bit, and drove him ever closer to the Southern
Democracy for aid and comfort. The impeachment movement began
on July 10, 1842. On that date a resolution was introduced in the
House by John M. Botts, calling for the appointment of a special com-
mittee to investigate the President’s conduct in office with a view toward
recommending impeachment. Henry Clay agreed that “the inevitable
tendency of events is to impeachment,” but he felt that the timing and
introduction of the Botts motion was unfortunate. He held that the
politics of the situation called for a lesser punishment—a House vote
of “want of confidence” in Tyler rather than the institution of formal
impeachment proceedings. While he certainly encouraged the impeach-
ment movement from behind the scenes, Clay urged that it proceed with
great care. It had proceeded practically nowhere at all when Tyler
learned of it and fairly exploded. “I am told that one of the madcaps
talks of impeachment,” he wrote a friend:

Did vou ever expect to see your old friend under trial for “high crimes and
misdemeanors”? The high crime of sustaining the Constitution of the coun-
try I have committed, and to this I plead guilty. The high crime of arresting
the lavish donation of a source of revenue [distribution], at the moment that
the Treasury is bankrupt, of that also I am guilty; and the high crime of
daring to have an opinion of my own, Congress to the contrary notwithstand-
ing, I plead guilty also to that; and if these be impeachable matters, why
then I ought to be impeached. ... I am abused, in Congress and out, as man
never was before—assailed as a traitor, and threatened with impeachment.
But let it pass. Other attempts are to be made to head me, and we shall see
how they will succeed.**

The ill-contrived impeachment attempt did not, of course, succeed.
On January 10, 1843, Botts’ resolution of the previous July was finally
brought to a vote in the House. It was soundly defeated—r127 to 83,
only the most extreme Clay and Van Buren men supporting it. “There
was,” reported Senator David Gardiner, who witnessed the vote, “no
excitement and little debate, and this .. . foolish attempt will only result
in increasing the number of the President’s friends.” *

If the Botts assault did not actually increase Tyler’s friends, it did
obscure the fact that the President was not unwilling to accommodate
the Whigs on several important legislative matters. John Tyler, in truth,
made a genuine attempt in 1841-1842 to reach some accommodation
with the Whigs, consistent with his constitutional principles. On most
issues he was willing to meet them halfway or better. His signings of
the 1842 Tariff Act and the Bankruptcy Act of 1842 were clearly pro-
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Whig. His acceptance of Clay’s 1841 Distribution Act and his willing-
ness to see the Independent Treasury Act repealed in 1841 were also
pro-Whig gestures. On the controversial tariff question he agreed with
TUpshur that “the free trade men of the South must relax their prin-
ciples a little.” Indeed, Tyler’s approval of the Bankruptcy Act, liberal-
izing the laws governing that unhappy condition, benefited the de-
pressed Whig business community to the extent that in November 1842
Alexander Gardiner, a recently converted Tammany Democrat, could
cry out that the legislation should be repealed immediately. It was, said
the President’s future brother-in-law, a mockery of “the great Demo-
cratic doctrines of individual enterprise and freedom,” destined only
to subsidize the improvident and speculative classes.*®

The results of the midterm elections of 1842 seemed to Tyler to
support his side of his struggle with Clay and the Whigs. He inter-
preted the Democratic sweep as the “greatest political victory ever won
within my recollection . ..achieved entirely upon the vetoes of the
Bank bills presented to me at the extra session.” The Whig majority of
sixty in the House of Representatives gave way to a Democratic
majority of eighty. Whig reverses in New York, Pennsylvania, Georgia,
Mississippi, Michigan, Virginia, and Louisiana caused John Quincy
Adams to moan that the Whigs were “overwhelmed and the Democracy
altogether in the ascendant...the Tyler party are much stronger than
I could have imagined.” Still, Tyler’s loyal little Corporal’s Guard was
all but wiped out in the election. Their support of the unpopular Presi-
dent had endeared them to the leadership of no faction or party. Thus
Representatives James I. Roosevelt, Henry A. Wise, George H. Proffit,
Francis Mallory of Virginia, and Caleb Cushing of Massachusetts all
decided that retreat was the better part of valor and declined to stand
for renomination or re-election. Tyler appreciated immensely their great
sacrifices for him and made every effort to place them all in appointive
offices. Years later he still referred to them warmly as the “half dozen
gentlemen” who had stuck with him “when I had to sustain the com-
bined assaults of the ultras of both parties.” In his memory they re-
mained the “six [who] stood by and beat back all assailants. Yes, beat
them back and foiled all their efforts.” John Quincy Adams notwith-
standing, these doughty White Knights did not constitute a “Tyler
party” or any segment of one.*”

There was as yet no Tyler party. Nor had the President’s attempt
to unify moderates in both major parties on a domestic program that
sought a middle road between states’ rights and nationalism met with
conspicuous success. Pro-Whig gestures had distressed the states’ rights
group and pro-states’ rights vetoes had triggered a Whig impeachment
movement. Thus the popular swing away from the obstructionist Clay
Whigs and their “do-nothing Congress” in November 1842 convinced
Tyler that the time was at hand for launching a third party “for the
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sole purpose of controlling events by throwing in the weight of that
organization for the public good” during the 1844 campaign.

He had considered the possibility of a third-party movement as
early as October 1841. At that time he had discovered an issue on which
he hoped he might unite all moderate factions under his leadership and,
in so doing, salvage the prestige of his faltering administration. The
Tyler party, as he conceived it, would undertake nothing less ambitious
than the annexation of Texas and the filling out of America’s continental
boundaries to the Pacific. So it was that on October 11, 1841, while
vacationing at his home in Williamsburg, where he had retired to
“meditate in peace” over what became his Exchequer Plan, the Texas
thought struck him. “Could anything,” he inquired of Webster,

...throw so bright a lustre around us? It seems to me the great interests of
the North would be incalculably advanced by such an acquisition. How deeply
interested is the shipping interest. Slavery, I know that is the objection, and
it would be well founded, if it did not already exist among us; but my belief
is that a rigid enforcement of the laws against the slave-trade would in time
make as many free States South as the acquisition of Texas would add of
slave States, and then the future (distant as it might be) would present won-
derful results.#S

The happy results of the 1842 elections coupled with a growing con-
fidence in the patriotic rightness and political possibilities of his Texas
policy helped Tyler sublimate the great sorrow he experienced when Le-
titia finally passed away in September 1842. The excitement and activity
involved in organizing his third party also proved therapeutic in this
regard. Thus when Julia Gardiner walked into his life in December of
that year he was politically more confident and self-assured than he
had been since the beginning of his ill-starred administration.

Nevertheless, with the exception of Texas annexation (a large ex-
ception, to be sure), the Tyler administration in 1843-1845 was a
caretaker government. Thanks in part to the increased revenue under
the Tariff Act of 1842, the budget was balanced and the public debt
significantly reduced. Efficient fiscal administration also permitted a
reduction in the size of the annual budget. In truth, “Mr. Tyler found
the currency ‘shin-plasters’; he left it gold and silver and Treasury
notes at par.” Well-managed as it was, his administration still remained
a caretaker operation. No significant domestic legislation was passed.
Nothing more important emerged from Congress than the $30,000
appropriated in March 1843 to assist Samuel F. B. Morse test his
telegraph. And from the White House came no act more stirring than
the appointment of writers Washington Irving and John Howard Payne
to diplomatic posts abroad. In foreign affairs, however, it was a much
more successful story. So too was it in the social life of the White
House.*®
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COURTSHIP AND CATASTROPHE

Shall I again that Harp unsiring
Which long has been a useless thing,
Unheard in Lady’s bower?

~—JOHN TYLER, MARCH 1843

While John Twyler’s administration collapsed noisily about his ears,
the social life of the White House went forward from triumph to
triumph under the able direction of Priscilla Cooper Tyler. Priscilla
had not sought the post. Indeed, Tyler’s elevation to the Presidency had
come so suddenly and unexpectedly that no provision had been made,
or even contemplated, for the purely festive and ceremonial side of
White House living. But within a week after Tyler’s hasty departure
from Williamsburg in April 1841 to take up his new duties in the capital,
it was decided that Letitia should join her husband in Washington even
though she could do little to help his administration in a social sense.
Priscilla, Tyler determined, would perform the First Lady’s duties as
‘White House hostess. Letitia was far too weak to take on this burden.
On only one occasion did she feel strong enough to be helped from the
privacy of her bedchamber and downstairs to the White House re-
ception rooms.

Actually, the beautiful Priscilla inherited her responsible station
by default. Letitia’s older daughters, Mary Tyler Jones and Letitia
Tyler Semple, had husbands and homes of their own to maintain
in Virginia. Thirteen-year-old Alice Tyler was too young to assume the
duties of hostess, and eighteen-year-old Elizabeth was too inexperienced
socially to do much more than assist Priscilla.

Happily, Priscilla was ideal for the demanding task. As an ex-
perienced actress she knew how to play a role with dignity, restraint,
and good humor. For her the White House became a great stage. She
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set the scenery, chose the cast, and read her lines with consummate
skill. In all this she sought the advice of the elderly Dolley Madison.
Throughout the sixteen years of the Jefferson and Madison administra-
tions Dolley had served as White House hostess. She knew everything
worth knowing about social Washington. She was a jolly, buxom woman
who dipped snuff and rouged her face like a Paris streetwalker. But
she was much loved by the Tylers and was quickly taken into their con-
fidence. Her assistance to Priscilla as producer-director of the White
House theater was invaluable. Elizabeth Tyler also helped her sister-in-
law until her marriage to William N. Waller in January 1842, when her
departure left Priscilla with the sole responsibility of the post until
March 1844. At that time Robert Tyler gave up his patronage slot
in the Land Office and moved his wife and their two daughters to
Philadelphia to begin a belated practice of law. With Priscilla’s de-
parture in March 1844 the vacancy as acting First Lady was temporarily
filled by Letitia Tyler Semple, whose semi-estranged husband James
had been helped off to sea as a purser in the Navy by Tyler. Julia, of
course, inherited the position in the summer of 1844 and filled it until
the Tyler administration ended in March 1845. Like her immediate
predecessors in the post, she depended much on the experienced Dolley
Madison for advice and counsel.l

Priscilla enjoyed every minute of her novel role in spite of the fact
that the First Family was always surrounded by a genteel poverty and
the grim realization that Letitia was slipping toward her grave. This
was an intimate, depressing side of the Tylers’ life in the White House
that was kept strictly private. Julia, for instance, neither saw nor sus-
pected it during her first extended visit in the capital in January and
February 1842. But it was there nonetheless, and Priscilla learned to
live with it. Her general attitude was not unlike that of Pope Alex-
ander VI: Now that we have the Presidency, let us enjoy it—as best we
can. Shortly after her arrival at the White House from Williamsburg
she marveled at what fate had cast before her:

Here am I [she told her sister], nee Priscilla Cooper ... actually living, and
—what is more—presiding at the White House! I look at myself like a little
old woman, and exclaim: Can this be I? I have not had one moment to myself
since my arrival, and the most extraordinary thing is that I feel as if I had
been used to living here always; and receive the Cabinet, ministers, the diplo-
matic corps, the heads of the army and navy, etc. etc., with a facility which
astonishes me. “Some achieve greatness—some are born to it.” T am plainly
born to it. I really do possess a degree of modest assurance that surprises me
more than it does anyone else. I am complimented on every side; my hidden
virtues are coming out. I am considered “charmante” by the Frenchmen,
“lovely” by the Americans, and “really quite nice, you know,” by the English.

It was quite a new world for a struggling young actress who a scant
four years earlier had bathed in the muddy Delaware and had eaten

173



“nothing but bacon and potatoes for dinner, with an occasional lone
dumpling to give weight to the repast.” 2

Priscilla’s new position as White House hostess entailed coping
with incredible pressures. While Congress was in session she was ex-
pected to supervise and preside over two formal dinner parties each
week. At the first of these twenty guests were regularly invited, men
who were visiting Washington and who bhad shown ‘respectful atten-
tion to the President and his family.” At the second there were usually
forty at dinner, drawn from the upper echelons of the government,
the military, and the diplomatic corps. Each evening until ten o’clock
the White House reception rooms were opened to informal visitors.
These too required Priscilla’s presence although Tyler frequently
escaped by pleading the demands of his office. In addition, the Tylers
occasionally sponsored small private balls. And once a month during
the congressional session the White House was the scene of a grand
public levee. Well over a thousand people generally attended these
affairs; the crush of bodies made dancing almost impossible. The com-
pany at the levees was, recalled John Tyler, Jr., “less select as to true
worth than was altogether agreeable.” Select or not, Priscilla enjoyed
them. Special receptions on New Year’s Day and on the Fourth of
July and weekly Marine Band concerts for the public on the south
lawn of the White House on mild evenings rounded out the formal
events over which the official hoste