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office and perhaps hoped to pick up a well-paying office

_1 themselves. Nobodies mingled with notables as the
White House, for the first time, was thrown open to the
multitude. A milling crowd of rubbernecking clerks and
shopkeepers, hobnailed artisans, and grimy laborers
surged in, allegedly wrecking the china and furniture
and threatening the “people’s champion” with cracked
ribs. Jackson was hastily spirited through a side door,
and the White House miraculously emptied itself when
the word was passed that huge bowls of well-spiked
punch had been placed on the lawns. Such was “the
inaugural brawl.”

To conservatives this orgy seemed like the end of
the world. “King Mob” reigned triumphant as Jackson-
ian vulgarity replaced Jeffersonian simplicity. Faint-
hearted traditionalists shuddered, drew their blinds,
and recalled with trepidation the opening scenes of the
French Revolution.

Once in power, the Democrats, famously suspicious of
the federal government, demonstrated that they were
not above striking some bargains of their own. Under
Jackson the spoils system—that is, rewarding political
supporters with public office—was introduced into the
federal government on a large scale. The basic idea was
as old as politics. Its name came later from Senator
William Marcy’s classic remark in 1832, “To the victor
belong the spoils of the enemy.” The system had already
secured a firm hold in New York and Pennsylvania,
where well-greased machines ladled out the “gravy” of
office.

Jackson defended the spoils system on democratic
grounds. “Every man is as good as his neighbor,” he
declared—perhaps “equally better.” As this was believed
to be so, and as the routine of office was thought to be
simple enough for any upstanding American to learn
quickly, why encourage the development of an aristo-
cratic, bureaucratic, officeholding class? Better to bring
in new blood, he argued; each generation deserved its
turn at the public trough.

Washington was due, it is true, for a housecleaning.
No party overturn had occurred since the defeat of the
Federalists in 1800, and even that had not produced
wholesale evictions. A few officeholders, their commis-
sions signed by President Washington, were lingering on
into their eighties, drawing breath and salary but doing
little else. But the spoils system was less about finding

new blood than about rewarding old cronies. “Throw
their rascals out and put ¢ rrascals in,” the Democrats
were essentially saying. The questions asked of each
appointee were not “What can he do for the country?”
but “What has he done for the party?” or “Is he loyal to
Jackson?”

Scandal inevitably accompanied the new system.
Men who had openly bought their posts by campaign
contributions were appointed to high office. Illiterates,
incompetents, and plain crooks were given positions of
public trust; men on the ake lusted for the spoils—
rather than the toils—of office. Samuel Swartwout,
despite ample warnings of his untrustworthiness, was
awarded the lucrative post of collector of the customs of
the port of ~ w York. Nearly nine years later, he “Swart-
wouted out” for England, leaving his accounts more
than a million dollars short—the first person to steal a
million from the Washington government.

But despite its undeniable abuse, the spoils system
was an important element of the emerging two-party
order, cementing as it did loyalty to party over competing
claims based on economic class or geographic region.
The promise of patronage provided a compelling reason
for Americans to pick a party and stick with it through
thick and thin.

The touchy tariff issue had been one of John Quincy
Adams’s biggest headaches. Now Andrew Jackson felt his
predecessor’s pain. Tariffs protected American industry
against competition from European manufactured
goods, but they also drove up prices for all Americans
and invited retaliatory tariffs on American agricultural
exports abroad. The middle states had long been sup-
porters of protectionist tariffs. In the 1820s influential
New Englanders like Daniel Webster gave up their
traditional defense of free trade to support higher tariffs,
too. The wool and textile industries were booming, and
forward-thinking Yankees came to believe that their
future prosperity would flow from the factory rather
than from the sea.

In 1824 Congress ha increased the general tariff
significantly, but wool manufacturers bleated for still-
higher barriers. Ardent Jac sonites now played a cynical
political game. They promoted a high > 2cting
to be defeated, which would give a black eye to Fresident
Adams. To their surprise, the tariff passed in 1828, and
Andrew Jackson inherited e political hot potato.









over a period of eight years. By 1842 the rates would be
back at the mildly protective level of 1816.*

The compromise Tariff of 1833 finally squeezed
through Congress. Debate was bitter, with most of the
opposition naturally coming from protectionist New
England and the middle states. Calhoun and the South
favored the compromise, so it was evident that Jackson
would not have to use firearms and rope. But at the
same time, and partly as a face-saving device, Congress
passed the Force Bill, known among Carolinians as the
“Bloody Bill.” It authorized the president to use the army
and navy, if necessary, to collect federal tariff duties.

South Carolinians welcomed this opportunity to
extricate themselves from a dangerously tight corner
without loss of face. To the consternation of the Cal-
hounites, no other southern states had sprung to their
support, though Georgia and Virginia toyed with the
idea. Moreover, an appreciable Unionist minority within
South Carolina was gathering guns, organizing militia,
and nailing Stars and Stripes to flagpoles. Faced with
civil war within and invasion from without, the Colum-
bia convention met again and repealed the ordinance of
nullification. As a final but futile gesture of fist-shaking,
it nullified the unnecessary Force Bill and adjourned.

Neither Jackson nor the “nullies” won a clear-cut
victory in 1833. Clay was the true hero of the hour,
hailed in Charleston and Boston alike for saving the
country. Armed conflict had been avoided, but the
fundamental issues had not been resolved. When next
the “nullies” and the Union clashed, compromise would
prove more elusive.

Jackson’s Democrats were committed to western expan-
sion, but such expansion necessarily meant confrontation
with the current inhabitants of the land. More than
125,000 Native Americans lived in the forests and
prairies east of the Mississippi in the 1820s. Federal
policy toward them varied. Beginning in the 1790s, the
Washington government ostensibly recognized the
tribes as separate nations and agreed to acquire land
from them only throu rmal treaties. The Indians
were shrewd and stubborn negotiators, but this availed
them little when Americans routinely violated their own

*For the history of taritt rates, see the Appendix.
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covenants, erasing and redrawing treaty line after trea
line on their maps as white settlement pushed west.

Many white Americans felt respect and admiration
for the Indians and believed that the Native Americans
could be assimilated into white society. Much energy
therefore was devoted to “civilizing” and Christianizing
the Indians. The Society for Propagating the Gospel
Among Indians was founded in 1787, and many denom-
inations sent missionaries into Indian villages. In 1793
Congress appropriated $20,000 for the promotion of
literacy and agricultural and vocational instruction
among the Indians.

Although many tribes violently resisted white
encroachment, others followed the path of accommo-
dation. The Cherokees of Georgia made especially
remarkable efforts to learn the ways of the whites. They
gradually abandoned their seminomadic life and
adopted a system of settled agriculture and a notion of
private property. Missionaries opened schools among
the Cherokees, and the Indian Sequoyah devised a
Cherokee alphabet. In 1808 the Cherokee National
Council legislated a written legal code, and in 17 it
adopted a written constitution that provided for execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial branches of government.
Some Cherokees became pros rous cotton planters
and even turned to slaveholding. Nearly thirteen hundred
black slaves toiled for their Native American masters
in the Cherokee nation in the 1820s. For these efforts
the Cherokees—along with the Creeks, Choctaws,
Chickasaws, and Seminoles—were numbered by whites
among the “Five Civilized Tribes.”

All this embrace of “civilization” apparently was not
good enough for whites. In 1828 the Georgia legislature
declared the Cherokee tribal council illegal and asserted
its own jurisdiction over Indian affairs and Indian lands.
The Cherokees appealed this move to the Supreme
Court, which thrice upheld the rights of the Indians. But
President Jackson, who clearly wanted to open Indian
lands to white settlement, refused to recognize the
Court’s decisions. In a callous jibe at the Indians’
defender, Jackson allegedly snapped, “John Marshall has
made his decision; now let him enforce it.”t

TOne hundred sixty years later, in 1992, the state of Georgia formally
pardoned the two white missionaries, Samuel Austin Worcester and
Elihu Butler, who had figured prominently in the decision Jackson
condemned. They had been convicted of living on Cherokee lands
without a license from the state of Georgia. They served sixteen
months at hard labor on a chain gang and la  accom ied the
Cherokees on the “Trail of Tears” to Oklahoma.
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the so-called “pet banks,” chosen for their pro-Jackson
sympathies. Without a sober central bank in control, the
pet banks and smaller “wildcat” banks—fly-by-night
operations that often consisted of little more than a few
chairs and a suitcase full of printed notes—flooded the
country with paper money.

Jackson tried to rein in the runaway economy in
1836, the year Biddle’s bank breathed its last. “Wildcat”
currency had become so unreliable, especially in the
West, that Jackson authorized the Treasury to issue a
Specie Circular—a decree that required all public lands
to be purchased with “hard,” or metallic, money. This
drastic step slammed the brakes on the speculative
boom, a neck-snapping change of direction that con-
tributed to a financial panic and crash in 1837.

But by then Jackson had retired to his Nashville
home, hailed as the hero of his age. His successor would
have to deal with the damage.

New political parties were gelling as the 1830s length-
ened. As early as 1828, the Democratic-Republicans of
Jackson had unashamedly adopted the once-tainted
name “Democrats.” Jackson's opponents, fuming at his

sted exercise of presidential power, condemned
him as “King Andrew I” and egan to coalesce as
the Whigs—a name deliberately chosen to recollect
eighteenth-century British and Revolutionary American
opposition to the monarchy.

The Whig party contained so many diverse ele-
ments that it was mocked at first as “an organized
incompatibility.” Hatred of Jackson and his “executive
usurpation” was its only apparent cement in its forma-
tive days. The Whigs first emerged as an identifiable
group in the Senate, where Clay, Webster, and Calhoun
joined forces in 1834 to pass a motion censuring
Jackson for his single-handed removal of federal
deposits from the Bank of the United States. Thereafter,
the Whigs rapidly evolved into a potent national political
force by attracting other groups alienated by Jackson:
supporters of Clay’s American System, southern states’
righters offended by Jackson’s stand on nullification,
the larger northern industrialists and merchants, and
eventually many of the evangelical Protestants associated
with the Anti-Masonic party.

Whigs thought of themselves as conservatives, yet
they were progressive in their support of active govern-

ment programs and reforms. Instead of boundless
territorial acquisition, they called for internal improve-
ments like canals, railroads, and telegraph lines, and
they supported institutions like prisons, asylums, and
public schools. The Whigs welcomed the market
economy, drawing support from manufacturers in the
North, planters in the South, and merchants and
bankers in all sections. But they were not simply a party
of wealthy fat cats, however dearly the Democrats
wanted to paint them as such. By absorbing the
Anti-Masonic party, the Whigs blunted much of the
Democratic appeal to the common man. The egalitarian
anti-Masons portrayed Jackson, and particularly his
New York successor Martin Van Buren, as imperious
aristocrats. This turned Jacksonian rhetoric on its head:
now the Whigs claimed to be the defenders of the
common man and declared the Democrats the party of
cronyism and corruption.

The smooth-tongued and keen-witted vice president,
Martin Van Buren of New York, was Jackson’s choice for
“appointment” as his successor in 1836. The hollow-
cheeked Jackson, now nearing seventy, was too old and
ailing to consider a third term. But he was not loath to
try to serve a third term througt n Buren, met ng
of a “yes man.” Leaving nothing to chance, Jackson
carefully rigged the nominating convention and rammed
his favorite down the throats of the delegates. Van Buren
was supported by the Jacksonites without wild enthusi-
asm, even though he had promised “to tread generally”
in the military-booted footsteps of his predecessor.

As the election neared, the still-ramshackle organ-
ization of the Whigs showed in their inability to
nominate a single presidential candidate. Their long-
shot strategy was instead to run several prominent
“favorite sons,” each with a different regional appeal,
and hope to scatter the vote so that no candidate would
win a majority. The deadlock would then have to be
broken by the House of Representatives, where the
Whigs might have a chance. With Henry Clay rudely
elbowed aside, the leading Whig “favorite son” was
heavy-jawed General William Henry Harrison of Ohio,
hero of the Battle of Tippecanoe (see p. 231). The fine-
spun schemes of the Whigs availed nothing, however.
Van Buren, the dapper “Lit : Magician,” squirmed into
office by the close popular vote of 765,483 to 739,795,
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