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ABSTRACT

THE MICHIGAN PRESS AND THE COMING OF THE

CIVIL WAR, 1859-1861: A STUDY OF

EDITORIAL OPINION

BY

Rodney Howard Joseph

An analysis of the editorial opinion of partisan

Michigan newspapers during the year and a half preceding

the outbreak of the Civil War in April, 1861 reveals that

fundamental differences existed between the parties in

their conceptions of the nature of the Union and the

threat posed to it by the expansion of slavery. Republi-

can editors believed an aggressive Slave Power threatened

the northern way of life. These men shared the Republican

devotion, as described by Eric Foner in Free Soil, Free

Layer. Free‘Men (New York, 1970), to a free labor society

based on the notion that any person could rise to middle-

class status as long as the society remained free from un-

natural restraint. To the Republicans, slavery and its

offspring, the Slave Power, was a real and immediate

threat to the free labor society. They viewed slavery as

a system which degraded free labor and which if allowed to

expand would ultimately destroy free labor in the North as
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well as the»South. The Michigan.Repub1ican editors not

only considered the Slave Power as a threat to the

northern labor system, but also to the traditional free-

doms of speech and press. They were convinced that the

Slave Power would not be satisfied until these freedoms

were suppressed everywhere. Finally, Michigan.Repub1icans

denounced slavery as a moral evil which had to be ter-

minated. Certainly, then, as much as they denied it, the

Republicans desired the abolition of slavery in the

existing slave states. But the Republicans' strict ad-

herence to constitutionalism and their belief that slavery

could be strangled to death deterred them from urging

direct action against the institution. Nevertheless,

their deification of John Brown clearly indicated how

deeply they hated slavery.

Democratic editors, on the other hand, perceived

the Union nearly perfect as then constituted. Reflecting

their basically amoral attitude toward slavery, Democrats

could not understand how the slavery issue was shaking the

nation to its foundations. Desperate to preserve the

Union and bury the slavery issue, they did everything in

their power to conciliate the South without sacrificing

their political position at home. Hence, during the cam-

paign of 1860 they offered popular sovereignty as a means

«of placating the South while telling their Michigan

readers that even if slavery were legalized in the
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territories, geography made its expansion there impossible.

when that failed, they were willing to offer the South

territorial guarantees to avoid the dissolution of the

Union. But this would have meant permanent changes in the

constitutional structure of the nation. Indeed, many

Democratic editors went so far as to urge surrender of the

coastal forts and de facto recognition of the seceded

states in the hope that the slave states of the upper

South would ultimately use their influence to effect a re-

construction of the nation.

The parties also differed markedly in their use of

racism as an appeal for votes. The Democratic press con-

tinually argued that a Republican victory would mean the

granting of civil rights to Negroes. The Republican

papers denied the charge and occasionally countered that

their party really represented the white man's interest.

But, on the whole, the Republican press almost totally

ignored the race issue. If Michigan could have been won

by racist appeals, the Democrats would have easily

triumphed. Yet they were trounced by the Republicans. It

seems that Michiganders hated slavery more than they

feared the Negro.
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INTRODUCTION

The Civil War clearly marked a watershed in

American history, culminating in the end of slavery and the

ascendancy of industrial capitalism. From almost the day

the conflict broke out, historians, politicians, and others

have attempted to explain its origins. Yet, there is still

no generally accepted account of the ”causes" of the war.

This study hopes to shed some light on the problem of Civil

War causation by analyzing the views of the press of Michi-

gan toward the South, slavery, and the nature of northern

society in the year and a half before the firing on Sumter.

A second purpose has been to discover what differences, if

any, existed between the Republican and Democratic parties

in Michigan in their understanding of the sectional con—

flict. In other words, did they substantially agree in

their conceptions of the Union and the nature of the dis-

cord, or did they fundamentally diverge (beyond arti-

ficially created issues devised for partisan gain) on these

questions?

Specifically, I have intensively examined the

editorial opinion of the Michigan press from.John.Brown's

raid to roughly a month after Sumter. I have looked at

almost all the extant files of‘Michigan papers for the

 



period, approximately thirty in all. I have only been able

to uncover eight Democratic papers, yet, I believe them to

be a representative cross-sample of Democratic opinion in

the state. Another problem has been that several files are

disrupted. Nevertheless, for most events and issues enough

editorial opinion has survived to ascertain the press'

view.

A common practice of the ante-bellum press was to

reprint editorials from other newspapers. The Michigan

papers frequently indulged in this procedure, but they

usually credited their sources. To determine, as much as

possible, the editors' own views, I have eliminated from

consideration copied editorials. In some instances I came

across copied editorials to which no credit was given. 0b-

viously, then, I may have missed some reprinted ones. But

it would seem that if the editor did not give credit, he

wanted the editorial taken for his own view. Hence, I see

no harm in considering such editorials to be a genuine ex-

pression of Michigan editorial opinion. Over 1200 edi-

torials have been analyzed.

The research indicates that a fundamental differ-

ence existed between the parties, although it was not based

on economic policy. Rather, the Republicans viewed

southern society, based on slavery and its offspring the

Slave Power, to be a threat to the northern free labor

society and the constitutional liberties of the people.

They were also genuinely morally revolted at slavery as an





instrument of human degradation. Democrats did not have

such fears. They considered the Union nearly perfect as

then constituted and deplored the needless agitation over

slavery which threatened to break it asunder.

*******

The furor over the Kansas—Nebraska Act of 1854

helped unite in Michigan the Free Soil Democrats and Whigs

into the Republican party, although the merger movement had

begun as early as 1852. Early in 1854, preliminary dis—

cussions were held between leading Free Democrats and

Whigs, including many leading editors of the Michigan

press. By April many Whig editors had come out for a new

party. Aaron B. Turner of the Grand Rapids gaglg went so

far as to switch his affiliation from Whig to Free Demo-

crat, while simultaneously calling for a new party.

Finally, the anti-slavery forces in the state agreed to

convene at a mass convention in Jackson on July 6.1

This convention, which gave birth to the Michigan I

Republican party, endorsed a series of radical resolutions.

"The institution of slavery," the resolutions stated,

"except in punishment of crime, is a great moral, social  
and political evi1;...." It was also "a violation of the (

rights of man as man; that the law of nature, which is the

law of liberty, gives to no man rights superior to those of

another; that God and Nature have secured to each individual

the inalienable right of equality, any violation of which

must be the result of superior force; and that slavery

   





therefore, is a perpetual war upon its victims;...." The

resolutions also claimed that the Founding Fathers had

worked for the restriction of slavery and that Congress had

the right to forbid its expansion. Finally, both the

Kansas—Nebraska Act and the Fugitive Slave Law were con-

damned.2 Kinsley Bingham, a Free Soiler, received the

gubernatorial nomination and defeated the Democrat, John S.

Barry, 43,652 to 38,675. Three out of four Republicans

were elected to Congress. The legislature was over-

whelmingly Republican. As a measure of comparison, in 1852

the Democratic nominee for governor won with a plurality of

8,138 and a clear majority of 2,288. Democrats carried all

four congressional districts, 25 out of 32 state Senate

seats, and 51 of 72 in the House. But after 1854, "for the

next 28 years in Michigan the Democrats did not choose a

single State officer, either at the fall or spring elec-

tions. They did not have a majority in either House of any

Legislature, and so, of course, could not elect a United

States Senator, and out of 92 Congressmen, they chose only I

6."3 I

An examination of presidential election statistics

demonstrates the Republican ascendancy in 1860. Prior to

1856 the presidential vote was almost evenly divided be-

tween the Democrats and other parties. But because of

third party voting in 1848 and 1852, the Democrats easily

carried Michigan in those elections. In 1856, the Repub—

lican Fremont swept the state with 71,766 votes to 52,138

  





for Buchanan, carrying 35 of 39 counties. The.Republican

showing in 1860 was equally impressive. Lincoln defeated

Douglas 88,450 to 64,449. Other party votes were negli—

gible. Lincoln carried 44 of 51 counties. The seven won

by Douglas (Bay, Cheboygan, Chippewa, Iosco, Isabella,

Mackinac and.Mantou) were very lightly populated. In those

counties Douglas defeated Lincoln 811 to 635. The magni-

tude of the Republican victory is illustrated by the re-

turns of Wayne County. Lincoln topped Douglas 7,325 to

6,701. The Democrats had not lost that county since 1840

(and then only by 9 votes) and did not lose it again until

1872.4

During the ante-bellum.period, the Michigan press

did its best to fan political activity and interest. A

most cursory perusal of the Michigan press during this

period indicates that politics was a year round activity.

Elections, conventions, and politicking never ended.

Indeed, the function of the press was to further the in-

terest of the political parties. In 1861, there were 152

5 the great majority were unques—newspapers in Michigan;

tionably partisan. The proprietors and editors were known

by name to their readers. Editorials were not intended to

be objective analyses of events or problems: they were ex-

pected to blame the political opposition for all that was

bad. .As one observer put it: "A custom of speaking bit-

terly, malignantly and abusively of opponents and of



competitors in the same field, was not inaptly charac-

terized as 'the leprosy of the press.”6 Many of the

papers outside of Detroit were started with an invitation

to a printer to publish a journal by men interested in the

growth of a town and those aspiring for political gain.

Most papers were weeklies which struggled for advertising

to stay alive. Many of the subscribers paid in kind. Cash

was scarce in the Michigan farm country. One writer

described'Volney Hascall, editor and proprietor of the Kala-

mazoo Gazette, as ”only too glad to take 'store pay' for

advertising, and even assumed and felt an affectionate

gratitude to the honest subscriber who proposed to pay for

his paper in buckwheat straw or saw logs: this was really

something to be thankful for, as a goodly number, never, by

word or deed, made overtures of payment of any sort.” Yet,

a resourceful proprietor could be financially successful.

In sixteen years, from 1846 to 1862, Hascall prospered,

greatly increasing his paper's advertising.7

The ante-bellum press in Michigan was extremely in-

fluential in political matters. Next to the able orator, a

newspaper was the most powerful weapon the party possessed.

In addition to publishing editorials, the papers frequently

cfifered transcripts or summaries of speeches.8 But the

editors of the papers were much.more than mere conveyors of

information. They had great influence in the formation of

political policy. ‘Most striking was the role of several

Whig editors in the formation of the Republican party in
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Michigan, particularly the contribution of Joseph.Warren,

editor of the Detroit Tribune. One observer has claimed

that ”he exerted more lasting influence upon the politics

of the state and country than any of his contemporaries al-

though his reputation was, perhaps, less wide and enduring

than some others."9 In 1854 the Free Democrats nominated

Kinsley S. Bingham for governor. There was some talk that

they should merge with the Whigs into a new party. In

March, a group of Whig editors, including Warren, gathered

at the Tribune office to discuss the idea of a new party.

Because of Warren's enthusiasm, several Whig editors en-

dorsed the proposal. In his columns, with the advice of

Horace Greeley, he continually tried to show the advantages

of a new organization. Finally, the'Whig state committee

endorsed the concept of a new party and made‘Warren chair-

man of the Whig state central committee.10 He also played

a prominent role at the convention in.Jackson on.July 6,

11 On the1854 which gave the Republican party its name.

national scene, Jacob M. Howard, future Congressman and

Senator, thought enough of‘Rufus Hosmer, editor of the

Lansing StatelRepublican to ask him in November, 1860 to

use his influence with Lincoln to secure for him a Cabinet

12 Certainly, then, as one writer put it: “Theposition.

oddtime Newspaper publisher became a man of influence, be-

cause it was through the columns of his publication that he

had.aided in the selection of men of prominence in the

state to fill public places."13
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What type of men published and edited newspapers in

Michigan in the years immediately preceding the Civil War?

virtually all were born outside of the state. All of the

more than thirty editors studied emigrated to the state be-

tween 1830 and 1856. IRoughly half came from New York

State. Several, such as Walter Woolnough of the Battle

Creek Journal, Joseph Saunders of the Charlotte Republican,

Henry Barns of the Detroit Tribune, and Henry S. Clubb of

the Grand Haven Clarion were born in England. Francis H.

Rankin of the Flint'Wolverine Citizen was born in Ireland.

From what can be gathered about their early careers, oneo

half to two-thirds of them started out as apprentice

printers. Several first worked on papers outside of Michi-

 
gan. Morgan Bates of the Grand Traverse Heraid, Donald C.

Henderson of the Allegan Journal, John N. Ingersoll of the

h
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.
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Oswosso American, and Henry Clubb all worked for Greeley

earlier in their careers. Others, such as Seth Lewis of

the Marshall Statesman, were originally printers for papers

in western New York. The remaining third, such.as Rufus

Hosmer of the Detroit Daily Advertiser and later the

Lansing State‘Republican, Edwin.Willits of the Monroe

Commercial, and Ezra Seaman of the Ann Arbor Journal,

frequently began their careers in law or teaching. The

majority of editors had little formal education beyond the

common schools. Perhaps one-fifth to one-quarter had some

college training. Rufus Hosmer was probably the most edu-

14
cated editor, having graduated from Harvard in 1834. The

 



great majority of editors came from humble backgrounds.

Indeed, the printing business was referred to as the ”poor

man's college." The apprentice learned all the tasks

necessary to be a successful proprietor. The ante-bellum

publisher/editor not only edited the paper but was also

typesetter, job printer, foreman, business manager and

pressman.15 When the apprentice finally learned his trade

he looked for a town to establish his own paper.16 Cer-

tainly, then, the successful editor typified the proverbial

nineteenth-century free laborer who had risen out of

poverty to a socially prominent, if not always wealthy,

position in his community. It is not surprising that

Republican editors, in particular, using their own careers

as examples, continually lauded the northern free labor

system while castigating southern society as stagnant be-

cause of its slave labor.

Most of the publishers and editors frequently in-

terrupted their newspaper responsibilities to engage in

political activities. That is, many of these men not only

served the party by promoting candidates and programs

through their editorials, but also they were politicians

themselves. ‘Virtually all, at some time or another, held

elected or appointed office. The most successful was

Isaac P. Christiancy who owned the Monroe Commercial in

1856. ‘A lawyer, who began his career as a Democrat, then

Free Soiler, and finally Republican, served in the state

senate from 1850 to 1851 as a Free Soiler, was a state
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supreme court justice from 1858 to 1875, and U.S. Senator

from 1875 to 1879.17 He was somewhat atypical in that his

active association with the Michigan press was only for a

short time. Perhaps more representative was Morgan Bates

who owned the Detroit Advertiser from 1839 to 1844 and the
 

Grand Traverse Herald from 1858 to 1874. But he was also

Treasurer of Grand Traverse County for eight years, Regis-

trar of the United States Land Office under Lincoln, and

18 Pub—Lieutenant-governor of Michigan from 1868 to 1872.

lishers and editors were very active at various conventions.

Democrats Volney Hascall and Wilbur Storey, for example,

were influential in drafting the state constitution of

1850. Donald C. Henderson of the Allegan Journal served as

a member of the "Texas" delegation at the 1860 Republican

convention. Henderson and Walter Woolnough of the Battle

Creek Journal were delegates to the Republican state con—

vention held in Detroit on May 2, 1860. Publishers also

frequently served on county committees. For example,

M.E.N. Howell of the Pontiac Gazette was a member of the

 

Oakland County Republican Committee while D.B. Cook of the

Niles Republican served on the Berrien County Democratic

19 The publishers expected political reward forCommittee.

service to the party. Some, such as Wallace R. Bartlett of

the Tuscola County Pioneer and Seth Lewis of the Marshall

 

Statesman were appointed postmasters by President Lincoln.

Rufus Hosmer was appointed Consul General to Frankfurt-on-

the-Main.20 The publisher of the Lansing paper of the
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11

party in power usually became state printer. Hence, George

Peck of the Democratic Lansing State Journal was state

printer from 1852 to 1855. In 1861, Hosmer and Kerr of the

Lansing StgteiRepublican did the printing. Another type of

political reward was Secretary of the Senate. From 1859 to

1863, Aaron B. Turner of the Grand Rapids Egglg served in

that capacity.21 Business connections sometimes helped to

solidify the identity between publisher-editor and politi-

cian. Rufus Hosmer, for example, was for a time the law

partner of Moses Wiener, governor of Michigan from 1859 to

1861.22

Some newspapermen used their position (both as

editor and politicians) as a steppingstone to economic

gain. Although it is difficult to ascertain the outside

business interests of most editors, some had such interests.

Morgan Bates did well. His obituary noted that ”the fore-

sight which led Mr. Bates to the.Grand Traverse region and

the value of the services he rendered to the capitalists

invested in that section bore fruit in a series of very

remunerative investments, which made him at his death a man

of considerable wealth."23 After the war, Charles V.

Deland of the Jackson Citizen (later the Saginaw Enterprise

and Saginaw Morning Herald) was secretary and agent for the

Economical Mutual Life Insurance Company of East Saginaw,

Michigan.24 In 1866 Elihu B. Pond of the Michigan Argus

25
was elected Treasurer of the Ann Arbor Rock Oil Company.

In the 1840's, C.B. Stebbins, then editor of the Michigan
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Egpgsitor, prospered in the furniture business.26 Through-

out his career Henry Barns of the Detroit Tribune invested

in a brick yard, glass bottle business, railroads, and a

telegraph line, but all of his endeavors failed.27 Since

most biographical sketches of the newspapermen for the pre-

war period do not list any outside business activities, it

would seem that most of them had limited business interests.

They apparently concentrated their efforts on the success

of their newspaper and party and the attainment of politi—

cal office for themselves. It is probable, however, that

most of them had the Opportunity to use their appointed and

elected offices for some outside gain.

As indicated earlier, many of the editors were con-

sidered politically powerful in the state. On the Demo-

cratic side, Wilbur Storey of the Detroit §5g2_ggg§g and

‘Volney Hascall of the Kalamazoo Gazette were particularly

influential. Storey began his career as a ”printer's

devil” for the New York Journal of Commerce. During this

period he was exposed to the virulent racism of that paper's

editor, David Hale. In 1838 he established the LaPorte

Herald in South Bend, Indiana. From 1844 to 1853, he pub-

lished the Jackson Patriot. In 1849 he was appointed state

pnison inspector. In 1850 he defeatethustin Blair for

Idelegate to the state constitutional convention. In

February, 1853, he became part owner of the Detroit _F_r_e_e_

32%. He helped make the Free Press the most influential

Dmocratic paper in Michigan, if not the entire Mid-west.
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Because of his extreme racism and hatred of abolitionists,

he became a center of national controversy. In June, 1861,

he began a stormy career as editor of the Chicago Timg§.28

Volney Hascall was a more moderate Democratic editor.

During the election of 1860, for example, he was much less

hostile to Lincoln than most other Democratic editors. He

was born in Genesee County, New York in 1820. He received

some college training at Michigan University. In addition

to attending the state convention in 1850, he was appointed

GeneraléLand Office Registrar in 1857. One source has

referred to him as "an able and convincing editorial

writer...who made his paper a political power."29

Important.Republican publishers and editors Rufus

Hosmer, Henry Barns, Joseph Warren, and Isaac P. Chris-

tiancy have already been discussed; but there were others

who played significant roles also. Aaron B. Turner was an

influential editor of Whig origins (the overwhelming

majority of Republican editors came from a Whig background).

In 1852 he abandoned the Whigs to join the Free Democrats

and then helped to inaugurate the Republican party in 1854.

In 1862 he was appointed Collector of the Internal Revenue

30 Donald C. Henderson founded, inby President Lincoln.

1856, the.Allegan Journal, ”one of the oldest and most in-

fluential papers in the»State." He had labored for

Greeley's New York Tribune from 1847 to 1855, eventually

working himself up to assistant editor. He was originally

a.Whig anti-slavery man and ”a warm and personal friend of
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William H. Seward." He represented Allegan County at many

31 John N. Ingersoll beganstate and national conventions.

as Greeley's apprentice and became his close friend. From

1858 to 1862, he edited the Oswosso American. He served

in the Michigan House in 1849, and again from 1869 to 1870.

He was a member of the State Senate from 1861 to 1862.

Throughout his career he was "known as a prominent jour-

nalist and politician."32 Other influential Republican

editors were Charles V. DeLand of the Jackson Citizen,

Harvey B. Rowlson of the Hillsdale Standard, Zephaniah B.

 

Knight of the Pontiac Gazette, and George A. Fitch of the
 

Kalamazoo Telegraph who through their papers helped pro-

mote the development of the Republican party.33 That many

Republican editors came from western New York (a stronghold

of Sewardism), that several worked for Greeley, who for a

long time backed Seward, and that a few were Seward's .

friends, sheds light on why the New York Senator was almost

the unanimous choice of Michigan editors for president in

1860.

In summary, the newspaper business was a means of

upward mobility in ante-bellum Michigan. The publisher of

a paper was known by name locally, and quite likely known

statewide. Many publishers and editors held state or local

offices. Federal positions, such as postmaster or collec—

tor of internal revenue, were frequently given to them as a

reward for service to the party. Fervently partisan and

outspoken, editors had no Qualms about maliciously  
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attacking their political opponents. Terms such as ”slave

press,” “doughface,” and "black‘Republican" were bandied

around every day. In their political diatribes, editors

gave no quarter and expected none in return. Editors often

had the power to make or break candidates or even parties.

The action of several Whig editors helped create the Repub-

lican party in 1854. In other words, the ante-bellum press

was a political press. Its purpose was to serve the party.

Indeed, the publishers/editors were often some of the most

influential members of the party. The editorial opinion of

the party journal was, in most cases, the political posi-

tion of the party itself. Only when the party was divided

did significant differences in editorial opinion appear, as

exemplified during the secession crisis by the split in the

Michigan.Republican party over the wisdom of repealing the

state's Personal Liberty Laws.
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CHAPTER I

JOHN BROWN'S RAID

0n the evening of October 16, 1859, a battle-

scarred abolitionist led a small band of sixteen whites and

five Negroes into the small village of Harper's Ferry,

Virginia.1 The leader, John Brown, late of Kansas fame,

planned to capture the arsenal in Harper's Ferry and use

the arms to build a guerrilla army which would spark a

servile insurrection throughout the South. Specifically,

he expected that once it was known that he had “invaded”

the South, blacks in the environs of Harper's Ferry would

rush to his standard. Then the enlarged army would move

south, spontaneously inciting revolts along the way. The

slaveholders, in panic, would offer no effective resist-

ance. Within a short time slavery would be eliminated in

the United States.2

Immediately upon entering Harper's Ferry, things

seemed to be going well for Brown. All his targets, in-

cluding the arsenal, were captured. Several hostages were

taken. But within hours the whole countryside knew that an

effort to incite a slave insurrection was taking place.

Federal troops and state militia were sent in to crush it.

Brown, himself, was trapped in the engine house, wounded,
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and captured. Ten of Brown's men were killed, two captured,

and five made good their escape. Seven other people were

killed.3 The raid had failed within thirty-six hours after

it began, but its repercussions were felt for months, if not

years, to come.

This daring attempt to liberate the slaves precipi-

tated a torrent of comment in the nation's press. The

Democratic and Republican interpretations of the event were

markedly different. Democrats explained the raid as an

outgrowth of Republican doctrine, especially William H.

Seward's “irrepressible conflict” Speech, delivered in

Rochester, New York on October 25, 1858. Seward had no

idea that his presentation was to be remembered as one of

the most influential orations of the ante-bellum period.

Indeed, he had planned simply to deliver a routine campaign

address.4 But his statement that there ”is an irrepress-

ible conflict between opposing and enduring forces, and it

means that the United States must and will, sooner or

later, become either entirely a Slave-holding nation, or

entirely a Free-labor nation,"5 was to be cursed and

praised for years to come. One author has suggested that

this speech helped pin a radical label on Seward, a tag

that was to be his undoing at the Republican convention of

1860.6 The Republicans, on the other hand, viewed Brown as

insane but noble, prodded to action by the barbarism of the

aggressive slaveocracy. This dispute over the nature and

causes of Brown's raid was a reflection of the basic
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difference in outlook between the Democratic and Repub-

lican conceptions of American society.

As might be expected, the Michigan press exten-

sively commented on Brown's raid. Democratic papers tended

to stress abstract Republican doctrine as the cause for

Brown's action. But they also indicted certain individuals

alleged to have been privy to Brown's plans. The Detroit

Free Press, Michigan's leading Democratic paper, lost no

time in condemning Republican agitation. ”The'irrepress-

ible conflict' announced by Mr. SEWARD has begun," it ex-

claimed. At first, it did not link specific individuals in

the Republican party with the event, but argued that the

raid was ”nothing else, in fact, thaniARepublicag7 prin-

ciple reduced to practice.” It was not enough for the

Republicans to condemn the raid. They also had to "make

haste to repudiate Sewardism in toto, or they will have the

satisfaction of knowing that they endorse the very doctrine

which has produced and is now responsible for this bloody

insurrection.” Nor was Brown insane, as most Republican

papers claimed. Rather, he was a fanatic, as were all

other abolitionists.

Other Democratic papers echoed the same line of

reasoning. ”Every thing connected with the transaction

bears unmistakable evidence that Brown was only the cat's

paw put forward as the pioneer in carrying out Seward's

'irrepressible conflict' doctrine," contended the Pontiac

12259221298 TheWstated that the raid grew
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out of the teachings of men such as Seward, N.P. Banks,

William Lloyd Garrison, Joshua Giddings, Benjamin F. Wade,

and Gerrit Smith. They were ”morally if not legally

responsible for the work of Brown, for the deaths at

Harper's Ferry, and the consequent excitement throughout

the country."9 The Marshall Democratic Expgunder urged the

citizenry to abandon the Republican doctrines and "be con-

tent with the institutions our fathers left us.” The main

tenet of Seward's doctrine, which struck at the foundation

of the American system, was that the ”people are to have no

peace upon the slavery question until the whole union be-

comes either free or slave holding. No compromise, how-

ever solemn, that has been or shall be made, will be re-

garded as binding....” Brown interpreted the doctrine as a

call for violence, whereby the slave would be taught to

murder his master.10 The raid was partly due to the fact

that the control of the Republican party had passed from

the conservatives to those guided by ultra anti-slavery

sentiment, commented the Kalamazoo Gazette.11

Many individuals were named by the Democratic press

as being directly connected with the raid, or at least

having advance knowledge of it. The Free Press, noting

that Brown had received aid from New York, New England, and

Kansas, remarked that “the responsibility of the thing does

not by any means rest on his shoulders alone."12 Almost

imediately, Gerrit Smith, the New York abolitionist, was

connected with Brown. A one-time Brown collaborator, Hugh
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13

Forbes, announced that Smith had aided the “old man.”

The Kalamazoo Gazette and theiMichigan.Argus, not certain

that Smith was directly connected with the incident, were

14 In addition toconvinced of his moral responsibility.

Smith, Seward, Samuel Chase, Joshua Giddings, Horace

Greeley, Frederick Douglass, Franklin B. Sanborn, and

Samuel Gridley Howe were frequently mentioned as somehow

related to Brown's enterprise. Did not the latest infor-

mation, queried one paper, prove ”that the whole plot was

fully known for the last year and a half to Seward, Sumner,

Howe, and the leading abolitionists and black republicans

on both sides of the Atlantic?" It went further by con-

demning “Senators of the United States, members of Con-

gress, Governors of States, merchants, and prominent men in

New York, New England and the‘West,” for being aware of the

plot and not revealing it.15 Another paper commented that

Brown had lived upon these types of men for years. They

had done nothing to rebuke his outrages and had encouraged

him in his activities.16

Naturally Seward, the leading Republican presiden-

tial candidate for 1860, was a primary target of the Demo-

cratic barbs. The Free Press charged that he was made

aware of the plot by Colonel Forbes just prior to his

deliverance of the famous Rochester speech in October,

1858. .Accusing him of'using slavery agitation as a means

to the presidency, it castigated him for not revealing the

17
Plot to Secretary of War, John B. Floyd. The Kalamazoo
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Gazette was filled with ”distrust as to the future of our

country" when a man in such a high position as Seward could

have known of the plot "without crushing the treason in the

bud." It feared that if he became President, he would be

favorable to further insurrection. Fortunately, it noted,

the Harper's Ferry catastrophe probably eliminated Seward

from presidential consideration.18

Although the Democratic papers attacked any Repub-

lican that seemed to be a good political target, their

accusations were not entirely off the mark. For indeed,

there was a conspiracy behind Brown's movement. A secret

Committee of Six, whose purpose was to provide money and

other aid to Brown, was established in March, 1858. It

consisted of Samuel Gridley Howe, a noted educator, Thomas

Wentworth Higginson, a Worcester, Massachusetts clergyman,

Theodore Parker, noted Unitarian preacher, George Luther

Stearns, a merchant, Franklin B. Sanborn, a young-school-

teacher, and Gerrit Smith, a wealthy New York reformer.19

These men, despairing of the possibility of peaceful eman-

cipation, concluded that revolution was the only way to rid

the land of the curse of slavery.20 But in May, 1858, they

told Brown not to give them exact details of his plans,

thus freeing them from the charge of conspiracy should his

efforts fail.21 The knowledge that Brown was up to some-

thing daring was not, however, limited to the Secret Six.

Approximately eighty people, including Seward and Senator

Henry Wilson, were aware that some sort of action against
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the South was soon to commence. Frederick Douglass had in-

tended to participate in the raid, but backed out because

he considered Brown's plans untenable.22 Certainly, then,

the Democrats were justified in their alarm at the extent

of support for Brown's venture among leading Northerners.

It supported their arguments that the Republicans were

deeply hostile to the South and its institutions.

The Republican sympathy for Brown greatly disturbed

the Michigan Democratic press. Had Brown been successful,

one editor commented, thousands of people would have

rallied to him, prodded on by the Republican press.

Equally frightening was the fact that many northern clergy-

men, "few of whom have little knowledge of political mat-

ters, talk against slavery and the constitution that sus-

tains it, more than against sin at their own doors." But,

"at the same time most of these very men despise the whole

race of Africans....These kind of bigoted men, would bring

on a collision, would imbue their hands in their brothers

blood, and herein there is danger.“ The same editor con-

cluded that the northern fanatics were injuring rather than

helping the slaves and free Negroes. Brown's raid, he con-

tended, would prompt the South to enslave free Negroes or

drive them North where they would steal to live or else be

23 "Fanaticism," another editordependent upon charity.

lamented, "has been permitted to usurp the place of reason

in the heads of a large portion of the Republican

party...."24 The Free Press charged that not only the
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Garrison abolitionists, but the whole Republican press

sympathized with the Brown raid.25 The Pontiac Jacksonian

complained that “every speech, and almost every editorial,

we find on the Republican side, is full of Brown Repub-

licanism."26 But, of course, the Republican rank and file

were exonerated from blame. They were being led by un-

scrupulous leaders. The Kalamazoo Gazette proclaimed that

"we repeat we by no means accuse all, or even a majority of

the members of the Republican party, of sympathy with

BROWN's treason. Undoubtedly they condemn it."27

Zachariah Chandler was chastized by one paper for being

sympathetic to Brown while he ”well enough knows that the

masses whom he represents do not so sympathize...."28

Brown was sentenced to die on November 2, and was

hanged on December 1. During this period, the Democratic

papers, as much as the Republican press, were concerned

about Brown's fate. They were very fearful that Brown's

death would transform him into a martyr, hence their feel-

ings were mixed as to the wisdom of hanging him. They had

no doubt, however, that he deserved to die. One Democratic

sheet declared ”that he gggpp to die by the laws of the

country....He was certainly guilty of murder, and probably

of treason. A more cool, calculating deliberate slaughter

of human life has never occurred than that at Harper's

Ferry."29 The Michigan Argus firmly stated that “John

Brown is no martyr, he is a criminal, fanatical as it may

be, but a criminal, and not an insane one either, unless it
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be always insanity to do wrong."30 Yet, several Democratic

papers feared that Brown's death would result in his

martyrdom, something to be avoided. The Niles (Democratic)

Re ublican, noting Brown's bravery and composure, hoped

that Governor Henry A. Wise of Virginia would commute the

death sentence, although it was unlikely that he would do

it.31 The Detroit Free Press, on the other hand, thought

it not improbable that Governor Wise would stay the execu-

tion. Thus, Brown could not be deified, as the abolition-

ists so greatly desired.32 Soon, however, the Free Press

changed its mind and argued that Brown should die ibr his

many crimes. It did not mind if the abolitionists should

canonize Brown for ”if he be made a saint, the world shall

know that is not for good works, but for hideous crimes,

33 All in all, in regard tothat his memory is embalmed.”

Brown's death, the Democratic papers were ambivalent. They

certainly deepised what the man stood for, and thought that

he deserved to die, but they also recognized the effect

that his martyrdom would have on the country: hence they

never really defined their position. They realized, how-

ever, that it was important for the party to take no posi-

tion that would offend the South. This obligated the Demo-

cratic press to praise Virginia for the fair trial that it

gave Brown. The editor of a moderate Democratic paper, the

Kalamazoo Gazette, noted that the prisoners were kindly

treated and allowed their own nurses. He lamented that a

southern visitor to the North was not treated with equal
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respect, but was rather "beset with mobs, his life

threatened, and he is driven out of the community with in-

dignities and insults."34

The unmistakably unlawful nature of John Brown's

actions forced the Republican papers to the defensive.

They condemned the raid, while re-affirming their moral

opposition to slavery. They managed, awkwardly but suc-

cessfully, to defend the Republican position while shifting

the blame for the raid to the South. But the whole affair

clearly highlighted the conflict between the Republican

commitment to the Constitution, which certainly recognized

slavery in the states where it already existed, and the

fervent desire of Republicans to see the eventual extinc-

tion of the accursed institution.

Most Republican papers explained Brown's raid as

the act of a crazy man. The Detroit Daily Advertiser

stated that “no man whose head was not completely deranged,

would embark in such a hopeless and reckless enterprise as

this....Nobody but lunatics would attempt to revolutionize

the Government of the United States with a force of thirty-

five or forty men and a few slaves they had pressed into

35
service!” The Grand Rapids Eagle referred to him as a

“mnguided fanatic."36 "The conception of the scheme,“

commented the Battle Creek.Journal, “was the maddest

possible, and the mere handful of fanatics--for there were

only fifteen white men and five negroes--must have been

thorough imbeciles to suppose that such a work as it
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appears they contemplated, could, by any reasonable possi-

bility, be accomplished." The result of the raid, it

hoped, would teach a lesson to all would-be insurrection-

ists.37 The Allegan Journal stated “that his mind was

greatly deranged. We cannot pretend to defend his acts,

for a man who adopts wrong and impractical modes of proce-

dure, violates the law, and therefore, meets the censure of

all law-abiding citizens. Society must be protected from

lawlessness."38

While condemning the raid, the Republican press

charged that Brown was motivated primarily by southern

outrages against him and his family. These outrages drove

him mad. One editor commented that "since Captaianrown's

son was murdered in cold blood, by the border ruffians

during the Kansas troubles, he has been a confirmed mono-

maniac, to use the very mildest terms." The leaders of the

"Slave Democracy" were the real authors of the outrage, it

charged.39 The Eaton County Republican declared that the

raid "is seen as one of the evils connected with and

Springing from the system of Slavery." Just as the Slave

Power had invaded Brown's rights in Kansas, he invaded their

territory in retaliation.40 The outrages of Slavery,

echoed the Ann Arbor Local News, plus his strong sympathy

for the oppressed, unsettled Brown's mind to such a degree

that he could hardly be held responsible for his acts.41

The Grand Traverse Herald placed the blame "on those who

first introduced and sanctioned the instrumentalities of
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violence, oppression and murder, in the contest over the

extension of slavery; for they have taught him the game and

educated him to proficiency in playing it." Moreover, the

Slave Power first attacked Brown, murdering his son in

Kansas. He, in return, "has ‘carried the war into Africa,‘

on his own account and responsibility; and this is all

there is of it."42 Thus, as was typical of the extremely

partisan press of the day, the violence that Brown, him-

self, committed in Kansas was simply ignored or excused.

Republican papers contrasted the condemnation by

Democrats of the Brown raid to their alleged approval of

violence in Kansas and on the Missouri border. The Detroit

Daily Advertiser argued that "when Kansas was invaded by

horde after horde of Missouri slaveholders...the whole

doughface press of the country approved their murderous

conduct, and held the free State party responsible for their

villainy....The slave Democracy defended violence and

bloodshed when committed by their own party. The Republi-

cans condemn every violation of law by whomsoever com-

mitted." The paper further charged that the Slave Power

had killed thousands for every one who had died at Harper's

Ferry.43 The Democratic reaction to the Brown raid, urged

the Jonesvflle Independent, should be contrasted "with the

course of the Administration in dealing out its favors to

those who labor in behalf of the 'nigger' institutions.

When the Border Ruffians invaded Kansas and slaughtered her

inhabitants in cold blood and sacked the towns and
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settlements the marauders were rewarded with fat appoint-

"44 Like the Demo-ments and became pets of the government.

cratic press, the Republican press attempted to label the

opposition as inconsistent hypocrites.

Besides damning the Slave Power for precipitating

Brown's raid, the Republican papers attempted to defend the

party from the charge of being behind Brown. Generally the

defense consisted of vague generalities. ‘The Republicans

found it difficult to dissociate Brown totally from the

party doctrine. The first task was to clear the party of

any connection with Gerrit Smith, the man most named by

Democrats as one of Brown's conspirators. Initially, the

Republican press doubted that Smith was involved in the

plot. The Grand Rapids Daily ggglg argued that it was

”stark madness” to connect Smith with the raid. A letter

of Smith's that was found with Brown ”is an old one about

Kansas matters, and it is altogether probable that he knew

nothing at all about the insurrection." In any case it did

not matter because Smith was not really a Republican. He

had previously run for governor of New York against the

45
party's regular nominee. The Detroit Daily Advertiser

questioned whether Smith or Frederick Douglass had know-

ledge of the conspiracy.46 The Republicans found another

”out" after Smith, to avoid indictment, committed himself

to the State Asylum for the Insane at Utica, New York on

November 7.47 One editor commented that Smith's absorption

in the slavery question and the excitement over the Brown
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raid had proven too much for him.48 This was a tacit way

of admitting that Smith, indeed, was involved in the plot.

As for Douglass, by the beginning of November, Republican

papers could no longer deny that he had been in collabora-

tion with Brown. But one journal, at least, justified his

actions and supported his decision to slip into Canada

after Brown was captured. He had to leave the United

States, stated the Detroit Daily Advertiser, for ”the

simple fact that he knew he would be treated as one having

no rights, and that everything like justice would be denied

to him....No one, of course, except doughfaces and slave

breeders will blame him for encouraging Brown in his

efforts to liberate the slaves, nor for anything he may do

himself towards helping them to their freedom."49 Inter-

estingly, the Republican papers made no attempt to defend

or justify the connection of other individuals with Brown,

such as Seward, who were specifically discussed in the Demo-

cratic accusations. Apparently they felt that the only way

to overcome the embarrassing predicament of having many of

the leading men of the party in communication with an in-

surrectionist was just to avoid the whole situation as if

it did not exist. On the whole, they could not effectively

refute Democratic charges that important Republicans knew

that Brown was planning some sort of violent action without

reporting it to the authorities. But they managed to divert

public attention elsewhere.

The Republican press was much more vigorous in
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denying that the party, in comparison to individuals, was

involved with the conspiracy. Much stock was placed in

Brown's refusal to admit that he had received any outside

assistance. ”The only aid at all spoken of is that coming

from Southern States and Canada, where the Republican party

does not operate. But the locofoco organs care nothing

about the facts...."50 Other papers also castigated the

Democrats for trying to connect the Republican party with

Brown. Abolitionists, they noted, were not necessarily

Republicans.51 Some journals tried to shift the complicity

or blame to Democratic officials. The St. Joseph Traveler

coolly announced that ”late developments demonstrate the

fact that the whole thing was concocted by pro-slavery

propagandists, in order to get up a sympathy in their favor

throughout the Union, and at the same time injure the

Republican party."52 This conclusion was reached by the

fact that the brother-in-law of one of Brown's fellow

raiders, John E. Cook, was the Democratic Governor of In-

diana, A.P. Willard, and that the latter had traveled to

Charlestown to defend the former. Obviously, then, Brown

was duped by‘willard. Equally absurd was the Republican

attempt to implicate Secretary of War John B. Floyd. In

August, 1859, Floyd had received an anonymous letter re-

vealing that Brown would soon invade Harper's Ferry to in-

cite a slave insurrection. He decided, however, that the

53
letter was from a crank and so dismissed it. Floyd's re-

fusal to act on the letter indicated to the Grand Rapids
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Daily Eagle that he, more than any other man not directly

connected with the raid, was responsible for it. "What ex-

cuse," it asked, "has the administration party for this

treasonable silence on the part of their Secretary of War?

Not a word."54 Another editor charged that Floyd and the

pro-slavery leaders hoped to make political capital out of

the raid; hence they desired it go on.55

Another method used by the Republican press to

divert attention from themselves was to mock the South,

especially Virginia, for the panic created by Brown's raid.

Indeed, some have compared the southern reaction to the

”Great Fear” in France in 1789. By the beginning of Decem-

ber there were 4,000 men in arms in'Virginia.56 Republican

papers frequently made mention that such a marked reaction

was the result of an action by only twenty-two men. The

Detroit Daily Advertiser had a particularly sarcastic com-

ment during the period when John Cook was still at large:

“If it took all the available forces of the United States

army, and indefinite number of Virginia volunteers companies

to conquer 'General Brown's army of sixteen white men and

five negroes,’ it will not be safe for them to attempt to

capture Cook and his 'nigger' with less than all the Custom

House expectants and a thousand or so of well armed 'citizen

soldiers.‘ So up guards and at 'em!"57 The Battle Creek

Jggggal was equally biting: ”That fifteen white men and

five negroes should be able to take a town consisting of

nearly two thousand chivalrous Virginians prisoners; and to
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hold them for nearly a day, is only calculated to excite

1aughter....Virginians are brave men: At this rate, five

hundred antiquated Amazons could capture the whole state,

and tie up its redoubtable Governor to a bedopost, and ex-

tort pledges of sane behavior for the future from him under

fear of a birch-rod castigation. Oh Virginia!"58

other editorials, in a more serious tone, attacked

southern cowardice. The conduct of the people of Virginia,

commented one editor, should effectively destroy the myth

of southern chivalry. "The present race of southern

people," he wrote, "have degenerated to dwarf-like propor—

tions, morally and intellectually....Now even the appear-

ance of an unarmed woman at Charlestown is enough to set

all Virginia quaking with panic...."59 Another paper,

noting the vast precautions taken during Brown's hanging,

argued that it proved southern cowardice and invited a

second raid.60 The Grand Rapids Daily Eagle attempted to

explain why such a panic erupted. In a free community, it

contended, any disruption by the number of men that went

with Brown would have been suppressed by the local con-

stabulary force. But in the South there was an omnipresent

awareness of the possibility of a slave insurrection. The

slave owner knew that "his property stands ready to apply

the torch to his dwelling, or the knife to the throat of

his wife and children...." Thus it was the instinct of

self—preservation that propagated such an incredible reac-

61
tion. The Michigan Republican press felt a deep contempt
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for the southern way of life, symbolized by slavery and a

romantic attachment to the supposed values of "chivalry.“

Some Republican papers explained the reaction of South-

erners as an outgrowth of a genuine fear of a slave revolt,

but many dismissed their apprehension as an index of their

cowardice.

Although the Republican papers openly condemned the

raid and flatly denied any connection with it, they unhesi-

tatingly manifested a profound sympathy for Brown and the

courage he exhibited. Indeed, the Democratic fear that

Brown would be transformed into a martyr was not long in

coming to reality. ”All who love manliness and true cour-

age,” one editor proclaimed, ”cannot help wondering at and

admiring, while they condemn his acts, the unequalled for-

titude and giant resolution with.which he bears up under

his misfortunes."62 Another praised Brown's ”manly

bearing” at his trial. He had to be respected and admired,

no matter how fool-hardy was hisventure.63 An editorial

in the Grand Traverse Herald was entitled "John Brown, Hero

of the Tragedy at Harper's Ferry.” It argued that Brown's

character, “under circumstances favorable to...[3t§7 proper

development and right direction, would have made him one of

the great men of the world.“ He was compared to Napoleon

and Oliver Cromwell. He would go to his death, the paper

continued, "with a feeling of grim satisfaction that, almost

unaided and alone, he was able to throw the boasted Slave

Power of two great States into convulsions of terror, and
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64

summon armed thousands of the Chivalry to his capture."

Another paper commented that “he was an honest, fearless

advocate of freedom, and it is against slavery that he has

65 Thesinned, and Slavery hangs him. Nothing else.“

Detroit Daily Advertiser compared him to Christ when it

stated that ”he has proved himself almost as superior to

the men by whom he is about to put to death, as the:Savoir

did to the thieves between whom he suffered death.” A few

days later, the Advertiser, reiterating the theme, declared

that “when looked upon in a moral point of view, and judged

by the Gospel of Him who came upon the earth 'to proclaim

liberty to the captive,’ Brown's act will hardly be con-

sidered a crime by the majority of the civilized world,

whatever it may be according to the laws designed for the

protection of slavery."66 This same image was conjured by

the Allegan Journal when it exclaimed that ”there are many

circumstances recommending him, which may best be expressed

as a wonderful Christian heroism--a readiness to lay down

life cheerfully for a principle, with a confiding trust

that by his death, truth and justice will be advanced,

which lift him far above the range of common criminals."67

One editor went so far as to say that ”John Brown should

not be hung. He has committed no crime...."68

The Republican papers analyzed the ultimate signifi-

cance of Brown's raid, and the southern reaction to it as a

mighty blow against slavery. Brown was not getting a fair

trial, they argued, and that would heighten anti-southern
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feeling in the North. 'Virginia was denying Brown a decent

trial, one journal charged, under the pretext of fear of an

69 The Jonesville Independent re-attempt to rescue him.

sented that it only took a month to convict Brown and sen-

tence him to be hanged. But it was confident that “the

hanging of Brown will damage slavery more than have the

speeches of abolitionists for twenty years back...."70

Another editorial charged that the South's treatment of

Brown and its denunciations of the North converted the

North from condemning the raid to enshrining the ”old man”

as a martyr. Thus, “the people of the North will then only

remember that first having made John Brown mad by murdering

all his family, the slave power‘hgng him for an act which

was prompted by this insanity...the death of Brown will be

the dearest sacrifice the South ever made to the god of

slavery."71 The Niles Inquirer clearly saw the signifi-

cance of Brown's martyrdom. It speculated that ”it may

have been necessary to have a human being offered on the

altar of slavery, to exhibit to the world the monstrous

enormities of this terrible Cancer which is eating-out the

vitals of the nation, and which, if not checked in its mad

career, will sooner or later destroy the American common—

wealth, and rear on the ruins of the Republic, the worst

despotism.the world ever saw."72 Perhaps the Detroit Daily

Advertiser best expressed the Republican position when it

declared that "it is not so much John Brown as his execu-

tioners and their system, that has been hung.” His
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execution, it continued, marked the beginning of the end

for slavery. The raid revealed to the world the weakness

of slavery and tenuous base upon which it rested. The per-

secution of Brown did more to end "the God-accursed insti-

tution” than all the efforts in years past of moral sua-

sion. The net result was a greater hatred of slavery than

ever before. But most significantly, Brown had taught the

South that the future of its institution was, indeed, pre-

carious. As events in Kansas aided freedom in.Missouri,

Brown advanced freedom in Virginia and in the other slave

states.7

The debate over John Brown's raid is illustrative

of the political and ideological gap that existed between

Michigan's two major parties. This gap, which reappeared

during the election campaign of 1860 and the subsequent

secession crisis, resulted not from any significant

economic differences, but from a different and conflicting

attitude toward slavery and its threat to the northern way

of life. The Democratic outlook was essentially amoral.

To those in the party leadership, at least, whether the

black man should be free or not was of little concern. Al-

though many northern Democrats were hostile to slavery,

they did not consider it an issue worth agitating, es-

pecially when the Union was at stake. But the Republicans

hated the institution for moral reasons and because it

Spawned the Slave Power, which they viewed as a threat to
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the liberties the country was founded on. Brown's raid

provided a catharsis which allowed the Republican press to

spew out its hatred for the "peculiar institution” and

southern society. The fidelity of Republicans to the Con-

stitution was as great as that of Democrats, and that

fidelity prevented them from becoming immediate abolition-

ists; indeed, it turned them hostile to self-proclaimed

abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell

Phillips who scorned the political process. The Repub-

licans knew that tampering with slavery where it already

existed was unconstitutional; hence, they had no choice but

to condemn Brown. Their simultaneous condemnation and

deification of Brown indicates how hard they strained to

keep in balance their dual belief in the supremacy of the

Constitution and the barbarity of slavery. But in 1863

their hatred of slavery was so great that they strongly

supported the Emancipation Proclamation, even those who

doubted its constitutionality.

On the level of practical politics, the Republican

papers managed to extricate the party from an initially

quite embarrassing situation. The Democratic papers acted

as if they had found a tremendous political weapon which

could deliver a lethal blow to the opposition. Playing

upon the northern people's devotion to the Union, they did

as much as they could to equate the Republicans with Brown

and abolitionism. They argued that if people supported

that party the inevitable result would be civil war. To
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save the Union, therefore, slavery agitation had to cease

and the Republicans had to be repudiated. The fact that

shreds of evidence implicated leading Republicans was used

to great advantage by the Democracy. The only thing the

Republicans could do in such a predicament was to shift the

focus of attention from themselves. They did this by

placing the ultimate blame of John Brown's raid on the evils

of an aggressive Slave Power which had killed Brown's

family and driven him insane. The additional appeal of

moral outrage against slavery also aided in transferring

the public scrutiny below the Mason—Dixon line. By Decem-

ber, 1859, the.Republican press had accomplished a remark-

able political feat by turning what could have been politi-

cal disaster into a great triumph for the party.
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CHAPTER II

THE MEN AND PARTIES IN THE ELECTION YEAR OF 1860:

THE DEMOCRATIC PERSPECTIVE

As the controversy over Brown's raid faded from

print, if not memory, public attention turned to the ap-

proaching presidential election. It was obvious to all

that its outcome would have more than ordinary significance.

As the year 1860 opened, southern cries of disunion sounded

louder than ever. The Democratic party, split between the

Douglas and Buchanan factions, required unity if it were to

have any hope of success. The Republicans, confident of

victory, were undecided about their candidate. Certain

old-line Whigs were unsatisfied with both major parties.

The American political system was indeed unsettled--a most

dangerous situation when the fate of the Union was at stake.

The precarious state of American politics became ominously

apparent when the Thirtquixth Congress convened in Decem-

ber, 1859.

The first task of the House of Representatives was

to elect a Speaker and organize itself, but the party com-

position of the House caused many to fear that nothing but

acrimony and a deadlock could result. That fear was more

tflmn justified. No party could command a majority. The
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Democrats had 101 members, of whom thirteen were Anti-

Lecomptonites who maintained a tenuous relationship with

the party; the Republicans had 109 members. Twenty-seven

Whigs or Americans, twenty—three of whom were southern  
American-Whigs, while the remaining four were from New York

and New Jersey, held the balance of power.1 The first

ballot had four candidates: the Democrat, Thomas S. Bocock

of Virginia; two Republicans, John Sherman of Ohio and

Galusha Grow of Pennsylvania; and Alexander R. Boetler of

Virginia.2 Grow represented the eastern tariff interests

while Sherman represented the western anti-slavery forces.

When Sherman polled more votes than Grow on the first  ballot, the latter withdrew and Sherman became the candi-

date of the whole party.3 During the two months required

to organize the House, the contest boiled down to the

Republican determination to elect Sherman, and the equal

Democratic resolve to defeat him.4

Democratic opposition to Sherman was particularly

strong because of his endorsement of Hinton Helper's gm;

pending Crisis,5 a book which portrayed slavery as de—

grading the southern economy and the poor whites. As much

as the Democrats despised Sherman, they could not have pre-

vented his victory had the anti-Lecompton Democrats and the

Americans voted for the Ohioan, or had they voted for a

motion that a plurality, rather than a majority, would suf—

fice for election.6 Their refusal to support Sherman and

the failure of the southern Democrats to win them over to

#___J
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their side,7 explains the two-month deadlock. Not until

the forty-fourth ballot, taken on February 1, 1860, did the

Republicans drop Sherman, swinging their support to the

more moderate William Pennington of New Jersey, who secured

enough minority party votes to win election. UnlikeISher-

man, Pennington had not endorsed the Helper book: and as a

first term Congressman he had no record to be damned.8

The Democratic press of Michigan primarily con-

cerned itself with defeating Sherman, realizing that their

party had no chance of winning with a candidate of their

own. Although most papers gave the Speakership contest

limited coverage, the Detroit Free Press led the anti-

Sherman movement, denouncing him as a leader of the sec-

tional, anti—slavery Republican party and an endorser of ”a

most obnoxious and treasonable publication,"9 the Helper

book. Another paper opposed him because he favored the

fomenting of insurrections which would culminate in Negroes

cutting the throats of slaveholders.10 The more conserva-

tive Representative, Thomas Corwin, would have been accept-

able to many Democrats.11 One editor argued that Republi—

cans should not object to him since their control of the

House and of all committees was guaranteed. Democrats in-

terpreted Pennington's election as a victory of sorts. The

Free Press gloated that ”the dominant element of black
 

republicanism is defeated in its determination to elect a

Helperite. ‘We accept the event as a good omen.” Penning-

ton, it declared, would enforce the Fugitive Slave Law in
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good faith and, most of all, was not committed to Seward's

incendiary doctrines. His election was the "virtual

triumph of the conservative sentiment of the country over

13 Another editor‘irrepressible' conflict and revolution."

denied that Pennington was a Republican, pointing out that

he was elected from New Jersey, not by the Republican

party, but by an organization calling itself the Opposition

party.14

A more conservative Democratic element favored

putting aside partisan differences for the good of the

country. The Michigan Argus represented this sentiment by

arguing that it would be better for the Democratic party

and the country if a Speaker were elected immediately,

whether he be Democrat, Republican or American, rather than

that "the wild ravings, by courtesy called discussion, be

continued longer."15 It was also disturbed by southern

threats of disunion if a Republican speaker were elected.

One historian has concluded that, indeed, some southern

Congressmen were seriously considering withdrawing from

Congress as a prelude to secession, but Sherman's with—

drawal temporarily muted the southern rage.16 Warning the

South to be careful, the Apgpg realized that northern Demo—

crats would never condone disunion. Such action by the

South's "rabid politicians" would tie the hands of friends

in the North. Northern Democrats had supported the South

in the past and did not expect secession as the reward for

their sacrifices. If that section continued to denounce
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the North, its friends above the Mason-Dixon line would be

“hopelessly powerless.“l7 This disenchantment with the

South increased as the year progressed.

The approach of the National Democratic Convention

to be held in Charleston, South Carolina, forced Michigan

Democrats to decide whom they would support for the presi-

dential nomination. They had little difficulty in reaching

a decision. Most of the party favored the Little Giant,

Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois.18 Throughout the election

year, the Democratic press sang his praises. He was lauded

by one editor as a man with "boundless faith...in the

capacity of the PEOPLE to govern themselves....” His

patriotism was national, not sectional.19 Another paper

believed that he expressed the sentiments and had the con-

fidence of the Northwest as he represented and protected

its interests.20 The Free Press noted that there was never

any doubt whom the Michigan Democrats wanted to see in the

White House. It accurately stated that "it has all along

been just as apparent as it is now that STEPHEN A. DOUGLAS

occupies the first place in the hearts of the demo-

cracy...."21 Another journal informed the South that

Douglas would go to Charleston with the support of every

northern state, "where the voice of the masses of the demo-

cracy are not stifled....” Furthermore, it was wise for

the South to accept him on the platform of 1856 or somebody

else who endorsed his doctrine.22 Thus in the months pre—

ceding the convention, Michigan Democratic papers made it
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quite clear to the South that they were not in.much of a

compromising mood: and although they might consider another

candidate, they would not sacrifice Douglas' principles.

Even after the disruption of the Democratic party

at Charleston, Michigan Democrats stood loyally behind

their man. One editor pleaded to those who desired ”to see

the government of this country honestly administered on

correct and democratic principles,” not to abandon Douglas.

As President, Douglas would reverse the traitorous policies

of James Buchanan, who had betrayed the party and its prin-

ciples, and had attempted to destroy such fellow Democrats

as the Little Giant who refused to follow his treacherous

path.23 The Kalamazoo Gazette declared that Douglas would

'show no mercy to Disunionism,” while simultaneously

rallying ”the moderate and conservative sentiment of the

southern masses against the dangerous doctrines of the ultra

leaders."24 When Douglas finally received the nomination

at Baltimore, Michigan Democrats were overjoyed, but dis-

illusioned with the South. One paper was distressed that

the South did not understand that no man in the nation had

”passed through ordeals so fiery as he in the support and

defence of her constitutional rights....” Southerners were

obligated to give Douglas full support or else ”they will

be guilty of injustice and ingratitude as we find few

examples of in the history of enlightened communities."25

Mingled with bitterness were feelings of triumph over those

forces which had for so long hounded DOuglas and prevented
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his rightful leadership of the Democratic party. One

editor felt that the Little Giant had overcome a conspiracy

by the Administration and the fire-eaters who "sought to

26 The nomination was ”acrush him and supplant him...."

triumph of the people over the politicians," said one

paper, noting that the people would soon have the oppor—

tunity to exercise their constitutional right "to pass such

laws in their local capacity as shall best conduce to their

happiness and prOSperity."27 Thus, Democrats tried to con-

vince themselves that the people worshipped Douglas, as

another Jackson, as the political savior of the country.28

As "Young America's Candidate," Douglas, the man who had

risen from shop mechanic to a presidential nominee, was ex-

pected, declared the Grand Rapids Enguirer and Herald, to

crush sectionalism as well as maintain the dominance of the

Democratic party.29

To the end Michigan Democrats supported Douglas as

their only alternative. To have accepted the southern

demands to repudiate Douglas' program would have meant poli-

ical disaster. Indeed, they were presently in a precarious

situation due to past concessions which had undercut their

position at home. Now, at last, with their own man a can—

didate, they no longer had to kow-tow to the southern

radicals. Convinced, at least at first, that they would be

able to win over the southern moderates to the Douglas

banner, they felt no qualms about breaking their political

ties with the fire—eaters. For these reasons Douglas
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Democrats fought the Southerners so tenaciously at the

National Convention. This death struggle culminated not

only in Republican victory, but also in the end of a Demo-

cratic hegemony which had first emerged in the days of

Andrew Jackson.

Although the Douglas Democrats were somewhat appre-

hensive about the outcome of the Charleston convention,

they did not necessarily anticipate that it would end in

disruption. Most Michigan Democrats realized that acrimony

might result from southern attempts to foist a territorial

slave code on the convention, but they hoped that through

the adoption of a popular sovereignty platform and the

nomination of a man such as Douglas, the party would remain

united and march on to victory against the Republicans. The

Michigan Argus declared it essential that the Union men of

the South join with the Democracy of the North, thus iso-

lating the radicals.30 The Free Press understood the sig-

nificance of the Charleston convention when it informed the

delegates that with them lies ”whether the peace which has

prevailed between the different parts of the Union hitherto

“31 The Niles (Demo-shall be preserved and strengthened....

cratic) Republican realized that if either a slave code for

the territories were adapted or an extreme Southerner

nominated, the Democrats would not carry a single northern

state and a sectional Republican would win the election.

Yet, it predicted that the convention would be ”an assembly

of national men” who would nominate a national man that
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32 Even a prOASouthern paper, the Grand Rapidscould win.

Daily Enguirer and Herald, urged that ”a broad catholic

spirit should pervade the Democratic party....” One group,

it declared, should not ostracise another. A breakup of

the party would be the inevitable outcome.33 In brief,

Michigan Democrats on the eve of the convention did not

display a spirit of hostility to the South. They were

reasonably confident that the party could elect its choice

if there were no falling out at Charleston. But the opti-

mism.of Michigan Democrats was quickly dashed when it be-

came apparent once the convention began that the South

would not be amenable to northern wishes.

The convention opened in Charleston on April 23,

1860. The main contest quickly emerged between those

Southerners determined to force the convention to pronounce

in favor of congressional protection for slavery in the

territories and the Douglas forces, equally determined to

write an inoffensive platform and to get their candidate

nominated.34 The delegates from the Northwest, including

Michigan, were overwhelmingly pro-Douglas. They realized

that their only chance for political survival was the

Little Giant's nomination and election. They could not

sacrifice themselves to a slave code, and they expected the

South to realize that. But that was not to be.35 The deep

and permanent division in the Democratic party erupted over

the*vote on the party platform, which was to be endorsed

before the balloting for the presidential nominee. The
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convention faced a choice between a pro-slave code platform

reported by the majority of the platform committee and the

pro-Douglas reaffirmation of the Cincinnati platform of

1856 reported by the minority of the committee. The im-

portant resolutions of the revised majority platform were:

The

Resolved, That the platform adopted by the Democratic

party at Cincinnati be affirmed, with the following ex-

planatory resolutions:

First, That the government of a Territory organized by

an act of Congress, is provisional and temporary; and,

during its existence, all citizens of the United States

have an equal right to settle with their property in

the Territory without their rights, either of person or

property, being destroyed or impaired by Congressional

or Territorial legislation.

Second, That it is the duty of the Federal Government,

in all its departments, to protect, when necessary, the

rights of person or property, being destroyed or im-

paired by Congressional or Territorial legislation.

key resolutions of the revised minority platform were:

1. Resolved, That we, the Democracy of the Union, in

Convention assembled, hereby declare our affirmance of

the resolutions unanimously adopted and declared as a

platform of principles by the Democratic Convention at

Cincinnati in the year 1856, believing that Democratic

principles are unchangeable in their nature when ap-

plied to the same subject matters: and we recommend, as

the only further resolutions the following:

Inasmuch as differences of opinion exist in the Demo-

cratic party as to the nature and extent of the powers

of a Territorial Legislature, and as to the powers and

duties of Congress, under the Constitution of the

United States, over the institution of slavery within

the Territories;

2. Resolved, That the Democratic party will abide by

the decisions of the Supreme Court of the United States

on the questions of constitutional law.

On the seventh day of the convention, April 30, the

minority report, characterized by a biased, but perceptive

reporter, Murat Halstead of the Cincinnati Commercial, as
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the ”Douglas-Popular Sovereigntyesupreme Court-ambiguous

report,”37 was substituted for the majority report by a 165

to 138 vote. The convention then considered for adoption

the individual resolves of the substitute platform. The

resolution reaffirming the Cincinnati platform passed 237%

to 65, but the second item and its preamble, dealing with

an appeal to the Supreme Court, was decisively rejected,

238 to 21. The South found it unacceptable, and the

Douglasites were willing to stand on the ambiguity of the

Cincinnati platform alone. The Douglasites, ”by a flank

movement...had placed themselves upon the Cincinnati Plat-

form, pure and simple."38 The Supreme Court concession was

not good enough for the southern fire-eaters. They knew

they could keep a popular sovereignty plank out of the

platform, but they also insisted that a slave-code plank be

included. Failing to get what they wanted, the greater part

of the delegates from the lower South withdrew from the

convention. The Democratic party was now irrevocably

39 The Douglasites were deeply embittered by thedivided.

secession. Halstead noted that they ”find themselves in

the position of a semi-Free Soil, sectional party, and the

40 This resentment was justi-poor fellows take it hard.”

fied: as one historial put it, “no question can exist that

the main responsibility for the disruption, both immediate

and remote, lay with the Southern extremists and the Admin-

istration mehu”41

Although the convention had been disrupted over the
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platform, the business of nominating a presidential candi-

date still remained. John R. Howard of Tennessee moved

that the approval of two-thirds of the original number of

delegates should be required to nominate, rather than two-

thirds of the delegates then assembled. The Douglas forces

opposed the motion realizing that it would virtually ruin

their candidate's chance for nomination. But on a motion

to lay the resolution on the table, and on the motion it-

42 For fifty-sevenself, the Douglasites were defeated.

ballots Douglas managed to maintain a majority, but he

could never reach the required two-thirds. Finally, on the

tenth day of the convention, May 3, the convention adjourned

43 Murat Halstead vividlyto Baltimore to meet on June 18.

described the rage of the loyal Douglasites as he noted

that ”our Northwestern friends will go home with hatred of

the Democratic party, as it appeared here, rankling in

their hearts....I have never heard Abolitionists talk more

uncharitably and rancorously of the people of the South than

the Douglas men here. Our Northwestern friends use

language about the South, her institutions, and particu-

larly her politicians, that is not fit for publication, and

my scruples in that respect are not remarkably tender.”44

The Michigan Democratic press reacted to the pro-

ceedings of the convention by stridently condemning the

seceders and defending the platform that was adopted. The

Detroit Free Press viewed the bolters as ”bargaining and

malevolent politicians“ who wanted to break up the party as
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a prelude to breaking up the Union.45 Another paper held

that the seceders did not represent the will of the

southern people and had no authority from their constitu-

ents to secede. They “do not represent the people of the

South any more than the body of traitorous abolitionists do

the people of the North." Their ”machinations” interfered

and hindered the desires of the nation.46 This ”desperate

game played only by a restless few,” said another paper,

would.most likely fail because there was hope that the

seceders would be repudiated at home.47 TheW

declared that many Southerners were organizing ”to repu-

diate the action of the seceders and to fill their places

with sound and Union loving men who prefer democracy to

black republicanism.”48 Michigan Democrats hoped that con-

ventions being held in the southern states, even in South

Carolina, would result in all states being represented at

Baltimore, culminating in a harmonious convention. The

Niles Republican noted that "the Southern press is speaking

out in the right tone and spirit."49 Not only were the

seceders castigated, but their collaborator, the Buchanan

Administration, was denounced. Michigan Democrats were

shocked at the extremes to which Buchanan went to defeat

the Little Giant. For them, the President was the enemy as

much as any Southerner or Republican. His meddling in

party politics, one paper said, was "unprecedented in the

50
annals of the democratic party....“

Although Michigan Democrats condemned the southern
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seceders, they were not totally distressed by their with-

drawal and the subsequent adjournment of the convention.

As indicated earlier, the Douglasites were gladdened by the

apparent repudiation of the bolters at home. They hoped

that the party would now be cleansed of sectional elements.

The adjournment, declared the Marshall Democratic Ex-

pounder, would provide time to reconcile sectional differ-

ences.51 One editor argued that the ”lopping off of the

fire-eaters“ could conceivably be an advantage to the

National Democratic party by increasing the confidence of

the masses in the stability of the Union.52 The Free Press

thought that the events at Charleston and the subsequent

interlude would raise a tremendous popular sentiment that

would culminate at Baltimore ”in a pressure that will be

irresistible as the tornado.” Another advantage of the in-

terlude was that the delegates, coming fresh from the

people, would be more inclined to act ”for the good of the

party and the welfare of the nation.” As far as the se-

ceders were concerned, they might be allowed to return if

they should be repentant, but that "will depend upon some-

body besides themselves."53 In sum, Michigan Democrats,

upon reflection, concluded that the disruption at Charleston

could eventually rebound to their benefit. They expected

the southern states to send new delegations more amenable to

Douglas and his platform, and they planned to use the Bal-

timore convention to consolidate Douglas' control over the

Party. That convention would be their last chance to save
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the party in.Michigan from unprecedented disaster.

But no matter what happened at Baltimore, the plat-

form could not be sacrificed. One editor declared that

”the principle of non-intervention by Congress with slavery

in the territories, cannotle yielded by the northern demo-

cracy without a loss of honor."54 The Free Press argued

that the southern minority demanded at Charleston an ab-

straction that could only be decided by the judiciary. To

this, the Douglas majority ”could never concede without

sinking the democratic party in the northern states to the

lowest fathom.” The secession grew out of the northern

determination to stand firm. The second resolution of the

minority report, it continued, was struck out of the plat—

form because the South did not want it. In any case, its

deletion was not really significant because a long-standing

principle of the Democratic party was to stand by the law

and the Constitution. Hence, thqugee Press hoped that the

Baltimore convention would not tamper with the Charleston

platform.55 Another editor commented that if the extreme

‘views of either the "republicans north" or the ”republicans

south” were adopted the government would be totally shorn

of the attributes necessary to function in a way that could

promote the development of the nation, or protect the citi-

zen: it ”must become volcanic-containing in its own bowels,

56 Northern Demo-the fire that ultimately consumes it.“

crats truly feared for the Union if either the Republicans

cn'the southern fire-eaters reigned supreme, but they also
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knew that political survival required them to maintain the

Cincinnati platform. The Michigan Argus perhaps put it

best when it declared that ”the Democracy of the Union had

already yielded expediency, policy and everything but prin-

ciple to the southern wing, and to yield the principle of

genuine unadulterated Popular Sovereignty would have been

to bury the Northern Democracy in the grave already dug for

them.'57

The most important problem facing the party as it

reconvened in Baltimore was the seating of the delegates

from the bolting states. All except South Carolina sent

delegations. Georgia, Arkansas, Alabama, and Louisiana

sent contesting delegations, while Texas, Mississippi and

Delaware returned the original delegates.58 As in the

platform fight at Charleston, majority and minority reports

were presented to the convention. The majority report of

the credentials committee, supported by the Douglas men,

proposed that the new delegations from Georgia and Arkan-

sas be admitted with the original delegations, their votes

to be divided, and that the new delegations from Alabama

and Louisiana replace the original ones. The delegations

from Texas, Mississippi, and Delaware would not be con-

tested. The minority report called for the seating of all

the original bolting delegations. The fifth day, June 22,

was crucial as the move to substitute the minority for the

majority report was rejected 150% to 1003:.59 That evening,

the motion to reconsider the rejection of the minority
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report was defeated 139 to 113.60 The final outcome was

the acceptance of the majority report, except that the

original Georgia delegation was seated.61 The rejection of

the minority report prompted most of the southern delegates

(exclusive of the newly seated pro-Douglas delegates) and a

few northern delegates to secede from the convention.

They, and the unseated delegates, 105 in all, reconvened at

another hall, adopted the majority report of the Charleston

convention, and nominated John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky

for President and Jo Lane of Oregon for‘Vice-President.62

While the bolters were selecting Breckinridge,

those remaining in the Front Street Theatre nominated

Douglas on the second ballot with 1813'votes out of 194%

cast. Benjamin Fitzpatrick of Alabama was nominated for'
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Vice-President. Before adjourning the convention added a

plank to the Charleston platform. It stated:

Resolved, That it is in accordance with the interpreta-

tion of the Cincinnati Platform, that during the exist-

ence of the Territorial Governments the measure or re-

striction, whatever it may be, imposed by the Federal

Constitution on the power of the Territorial Legisla-

ture over the subject of the domestic relations, as the

same has been or shall hereafter be finally determined

by the Supreme Court of the United States, should be

respected by all good citizens and enforced with the

promptness and fidelity by every branch of the general

Government.6

In effect, this plank, which conceded that popular

sovereignty might be unconstitutional, replaced the second

resolution that was discarded at Charleston. For the Doughs

movement in the North this concession to the South was ex-

tremely damaging.
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Murat Halstead noted that “the Northwestern dele-

gates, on their return home, congratulated themselves upon

the presumption that if they had ripped up the Democratic

party, they had shown the Republicans that they, as Demo-

crats, were not doughfaces. The reflection that they were

no more to be reproached as serfs of the South seemed

sweet and ample compensation for all the struggles and

65 This attitudeperils through which they had passed....”

was reflected in the commentary of the Michigan Democratic

press. In proclaiming their independence from their

southern masters, Democrats cast themselves in the role of

the only organization that could save the Union. They

announced that they were as hostile to seceders as to

Republicans. It was necessary, they argued, for all na-

tional men to rally to the Douglas banner. The Free Press

declared that Douglas “MUST BE ELECTED AS THE ONLY SURE WAY

OF PRESERVING THE NATIONAL UNION.” It warned that ”SO

palpable is it that secession from the democratic party

means secessipn from the Federal Union that it cannot long

be soberly denied in any quarter....“ The Free Press was

confident Southerners knew this and would "STAND BY THE

UNION.” If the Democrats of the North adhered to their

principles, ultimately, if not immediately, they would

66 Another benefit of Douglas'triumph in the South.

nomination, wrote the Pontiac Jacksonian, was that devoted

Unionists now had an opportunity to end over a decade of

fanaticism that had repeatedly threatened the existence of
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67 Most Michigan Democrats were convinced thatthe nation.

the Union, their party, and their honor required an end to

their partnership with the southern Democracy. As one

paper put it, any man had the right to oppose Douglas, but

let not those who "oppose him pretend to any claim of

fealty to the democratic party.--They are opposed to the

party as much as the abolition republicans."68

Michigan Democrats cast special scorn upon

Breckinridge and his chief backers, such as William L.

Yancey and Lawrence M. Keitt. Some were willing to work

with the Breckinridge forces on the state level, although

they condemned them for disintegrating the party nation-

ally.69 Except for this most qualified sympathy for

Breckinridge, Michigan Democrats continually castigated

him ”as the candidate for President of the advocates of

Congressional interference with slavery in the Terri-

tories."7o They charged that Breckinridge did not expect

to win, but was nominated to Split the party and give the

election to Lincoln. One infuriated editor wrote that

”such a scheme of infamy is unparalleled in the annals of

71 The Niles (Democratic)rascality the world over."

Republican, noting he had no chance for victory, urged him

to withdraw at once and support the National Democratic

nominees. Only this could restore him to the confidence

of the people. It also pointed out that throughout most

of the 1850's Breckinridge had supported the doctrine of

congressional non-interference in the territories. It
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declared it a shame that ”he has lent himself to an un-

holy and unjust combination of political demagogues and

there will be none to save him.”72

As the campaign of 1860 got underway, northern

Democrats realized that reconciliation with their former

southern colleagues was impossible. They had gone so far

as to question the constitutionality of the concept of

popular sovereignty by agreeing to abide by Supreme Court

decisions on that question: but this did not satisfy the

South. As the Free Press accurately pointed out, the

secessionists would not have bolted the Baltimore conven-

tion only if three demands had been met: seceded dele-

gates had to be readmitted, the Alabama platform had to be

proclaimed, and Douglas had to withdraw himself from con-

73 It was impossible for the Douglas Democratssideration.

to concede these demands, especially the second. At Char-

leston, and again at Baltimore, the Douglasites had

reached the determination that no more could be conceded to

the South. ‘When the»Southerners refused to budge, the

Douglasites turned bitterly against them. During the cam-

paign, the necessity for them to attack the Breckinridge

forces as well as the Republicans greatly weakened their

chances for victory. The Republicans, on the other hand,

could concentrate their fire solely on the northern Demo-

crats, which they did most effectively.

While Michigan Democrats vigorously defended their

own position, they simultaneously attacked the Republican



66

party, its candidates, and platform. Throughout the

election year, they castigated the opposition as section-

alists with abolitionist tendencies. Much of this

rhetoric was sheer diatribe, evidence of a failure to

create a winning political issue. Yet, when Democrats

charged the Republicans with planning to use the Federal

government to foster the ultimate extinction of slavery,

they were not really wrong. Most Democrats, however, con—

sidered it too dangerous, too likely to create sectional

discord to admit publicly that slavery's death should be

speeded by any sort of positive governmental action. The

most that some would admit was that slavery was an evil,

and hopefully Southerners would eventually see fit to

abandon the institution. Conceiving the Union as nearly

perfect as then constituted, they would not risk to have

it torn asunder by, in their eyes, the basically trivial

issue of Negro slavery. In any case, if the Douglas pro-

position of non-intervention were adopted, they argued,

slavery would not be able to spread to the territories be-

cause of natural barriers. But this position, even if it

were true, could not match the Republican appeal to moral

fervor.

Many Democratic editorials tried to show that

Republicans through their acts and statements were gene-

rating southern hostility against the North and ultimately

against the Union. The Niles Republican accused the other

terty of uttering ”falsehoods with the hope of fanning the
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flames of discord and getting the reins of government into

their own hands." The Republican attitude, it continued,

was forcing the South to take measures for its own pro-

tection, hopefully in the Union, but conceivably out of m

it. The South was particularly disturbed by northern ef- H

forts to nullify the Fugitive Slave Law, Michigan being a

prime offender. It was not strange that Southerners had A

become exasperated, resulting in the radicals dominating ‘

the conservatives. Certainly, the Republican argued, "the

South“ have cause for alarm. They see in the North a

powerful party in hostile array against them, whose open

threats have poisoned the atmosphere, and declared eternal

hostility to them and their institutions...."74 The

Detroit Free Press presented similar views. It illus—

trated Republican sectionalism by noting that in the Demo-

cratic controlled Senate of twenty-two standing committees, i

sixteen chairmen were from the South, six from the North.

In the Republican dominated House, however, appointments

were much more skewed in the opposite direction, where

thirty—two chairmanships were given to Northerners, only

five to the South. Moreover, the Black Republicans were

held together only by their hatred of southern states,

southern rights, and the Constitution.75 A writer to the

Grand Rapids En uirer and Herald, named "UNIT.," charac-

terized Republicanism as "the embodiment of Northern

opinion, education, taste, moral and mental habit on the

subject of slavery, wrought into the offensive and
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dangerous form of a geographical party scheme and plat-

form....”76 Another paper accused the Republicans that in

the states they controlled, instead of cultivating a

spirit of harmony, they passed laws of no importance ex-

cept for being offensive to the South. They furthered the

growth of a southern sectional party, equally dangerous to

the Union as the.Republicans.77 During the campaign, Lin—

coln's refusal to visit the South was interpreted by the

Kalamazoo Gazette as further evidence of a Republican sec-

tionalism which portended "the downfall of the Con-

federacy."78

Closely linked with the concept of Republicans as

sectionalists was that of Republicans as abolitionists.

Indeed, Democrats exerted much energy to prove that the

ultimate Republican goal was to interfere with slavery

where it already existed. The Detroit Free Press led the

effort to label the Republicans abolitionists. It argued

that ”ten years ago the Garrison abolitionists stood just

where the black republican party now profess to stand.

Five years hence the black republican party will have ad-

‘vanced to the present position of the Garrison abolition-

ists.“ The abolitionist tendencies of the party was

evidenced by the endorsement of the Helper book by many

party leaders, which indicated their ”fanatical zeal" and

was an open admittance that they were not just frees

soilers, but abolitionists, ”in the fullest sense of the

term..."79 Most Michigan Democrats considered
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Massachusetts the leading abolitionist state. When its

legislature endorsed a particularly militant Speech by

Senator Charles Sumner, the Free Press described that ac-

tion as an example of pure black republicanism which was

“the twin brother of Garrison-Phillips abolitionism....~80

Assuming that Seward would have great influence in a

Republican administration, the Democratic press continued

its assault on the New York Senator, the symbol of his

party. The Free Press still regarded him as a radical

whose goal was simply not the limitation of slavery, but

the abolition of it where it already existed.81 Even

after the election, the Free Press escalated the attack on

the supposed Republican abolitionism. The old charges

that Republicans desired to interfere with slavery in the

states were reiterated. And, in a belated defense of

popular sovereignty, it asserted that slavery "can exist

nowhere but in the States.“ The editorial accurately con-

cluded that the Republican party sought to make slavery

”odious, wherever it exists, to the moral sense of the

North and of the world."82

Other papers also found it expedient to condemn

Republican abolitionism. One wrote that ”we discover day

by day, the party have been growing more and more aboli-

83 “UNIT,” contended that it would not betionizede a o o”

unfair or illiberal to claim that the dividing line be-

tween the Republicans and abolitionists had ”become hardly

a line of demarcation...." Their underlying principles
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were the same: denationalization and sectionalism: their

methods, “rancorous and unhallowed agitation,” were also

identical. And most of all “they have the same inevitable

consummation and goal, viz: treason, civil war, and all

their horrible accompaniments."84 In general, then, Demo-

crats tried to portray the opposition as virtually no dif-

ferent from the Garrison abolitionists. They were, as one

editor put it, "ultra infidel abolitionists,”85 who de-

sired to unite the North in a great anti-slavery crusade

against the constitutionally sanctioned property of the

South. This attitude, the Marshall Democratic Expounder

warned, could only lead to the extremes of sectional dis-

cord.86

Naturally Democrats were interested in the Repub-

lican contest for the presidential nomination. They, as

were the Michigan Republicans, were quite sure that the

candidate would most likely be Seward, or possibly Edward

Bates of Missouri. As Democrats analyzed the situation,

Seward represented the radical anti-slavery wing of the

party while Bates stood for the old-line‘Whig element.

They argued that if either one of them were nominated the

opposing group would not accept the decision and probably

bolt the party. Much of the debate in the party journals

centered around Bates' chances. Most thought his chances

slim. The Free Press commented that if the Republicans

should overthrow Seward for Bates, ”they would have also

to throw overboard their antagonism to the fugitive slave
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law and their aggression upon slavery in the States where

it exists. This they will not do for should they do they

would cease to be black republicans....“ It later de-

clared that ”if the feeling among the black republicans

against the Bates movement is as strong elsewhere as it is

in.Michigan, he will stand but a small chance for an elec-

tion, or even carrying half a dozen northern states."87

The Pontiac J cksonian, on the contrary, stated that ”the

indications are now strong that he will be the candidate

of the republicans.” Bates' success, it argued, would

‘very likely drive the radicals out of the party.88 This

was a minority view: most believed that the radicals would

drive out the conservatives.

The Free Press thought that while the Bates move-

ment would probably fail, it was an indication of a growing

conservative sentiment in the nation to which the Repub-

licans would be forced to respond. While those who sup-

ported Bates were trading principles for success, ”the

movement indicates one thing, which is a glorious sign of

the times: that these men feel the necessity of suc-

cumbing to the conservative sentiment of the country."89

On February 29 Seward made a Senate speech which, while

repeating the traditional Republican opposition to slavery

extension, was mildly conservative as he explicitly stated

that he did not desire to force the northern system on the

South.90 Democrats interpreted this speech as a response

to the growth in conservatism. The Free Press surmised
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that Seward was attempting to assuage those conservative

Republicans who had ”taken alarm at the violence and revo-

lutionary tendencies of the doctrines he had formerly

announced....” It found it ”something extraordinary” for

someone like Seward, who had ”lived and thrived upon sec-

tionalism and abolitionism” to utter such statements. His

real goal was to divest the Republican party of its aboli-

tionist taint and place it on a national level. Although

he was courting the conservative element in the Republican

party, he himself, the Free Press argued, had not really

changed. His aim was simply to stop the flight of conser-

vatives from the party and to assure his own nomination.

Thus, ”his back-down is the rankest hypocrisy, beyond all

question.” In reality, he was the same old Seward of the

”irrepressible conflict” and the "higher law." But Seward

was failing to reconcile the conservative elements because

his effort was the epitome of "palpable insincerity and

91 By the end of April the Free Press wasselfishness....”

somewhat more doubtful that Seward could gain the nomina-

tion because he had failed to win over the conservatives

and overcome the objections of many Republicans who con—

92 As the con-tended that he could not win the election.

vention opened, the Free Press modified its position and

conjectured that "the chances for SEWARD seem to have in-

creased since the delegates began to assemble."93 The

Free Press' uncertainty as to the likely Republican

nominee was a reflection of the national doubt as to what



73

would happen in Chicago. In.Michigan, Lincoln's candidacy

was rarely considered. When mentioned by Democrats, he

was simply noted as another sectional agitator, defeated

for the Senate in 1858 by the great Douglas.94

In discussing the Republican convention which met

in Chicago from May 16 to 18, Democrats concentrated their

comment on the party platform and its candidates. The

Democratic papers that discussed the platform offered dif-

ferent opinions of it, although they all condemned it.

Basically they quibbled as to how radical it really was.

The Free Press saw no substantial change in the Republican

position from 1856. It was as interventionist, aggres-

sive, and sectional as ever. The call for a protective

tariff was new, but ”it is very well understood what this

was done for, to catch votes in Pennsylvania and it is, in

reality, but a resurrection of one of the effete and ex-

95 The Marshallpanded doctrines of the old whig party.”

Democrgtic Egpounder thought that the Republicans had

retreated from their radical position of 1856 by no longer

explicitly stating that Congress had and should exercise

the power to forbid slavery in the territories. Rather,

plank 8 of the platform stated that ”the normal condition

of all territories of the United States is that of free-

dom...." The Expgunder interpreted it to mean that if the

normal condition of the territories was freedom, to legis-

late against the extension of slavery into them was absurd

because of the impossibility of the institution to expand
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there.96 It further characterized the platform as filled

with ”generalities and truisms, which apply to one party

as another....” There was nothing in the platform that

the Republican party could lay special claim to. Such

programs as a Pacific railroad, a homestead law and an in-

cidental tariff were hardly opposed by anybody. It did

not really call for a high protective tariff, “although the

resolution is so enveloped in verbiage that it will, no

doubt, be so construed in certain localities."97 In con-

trast to the Expounder, the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer

construed plank 8 to mean that the Republicans had grown

more radical since 1856. It noted that the plank contained

a quote from the Bill of Rights that "no person shall be

deprived of life, liberty or property without due process

of law.” If this clause applied to the status of slavery

in the territories, argued the Enguirer, it also had to

apply to the states, for the Constitution was the paramount

law of the land. Hence, it followed that the Republicans

were prepared to guarantee the freedom of every slave in

the Union. In reality, the object of the platform was ”to

prepare for this Abolition dogma...."98

After his nomination, Democrats had much to say

about Lincoln, most of it negative. He was castigated for

being a radical who was nominated by accident and whose

only claim to fame was as a rail-splitter. They stressed

that his nomination was due to his availability: that is,

he was not as well known nationally as Seward and would be
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able to carry more states. The Michigan Argus commented

that "he is as ultra in his political opinions as SEWARD,

and yet he has been nominated because of his supposed

availability in the so called doubtful States....”

Lincoln's friends had promised that he could take the

Know-nothing and conservative vote in Illinois, Indiana,

Pennsylvania, and New Jersey which they alleged Seward

would lose.99 The Free Press declared that “the black

republican party today is the same fanatical abolition

concern that it has always been, and LINCOLN is no less an

abolitionist than SEWARD or GARRISON. He is himself the

father of the irrepressible conflict doctrine, which he

enunciated when he said at Springfield, in.June 1858, that

he did not believe this government could endure half slave

and half free.” The people should understand, the paper

warned, that Lincoln was not "the rail-splitter but the

Union-splitter with abolitionism for his wedges."100 For

the Marshall Democratic Eyppunder, Lincoln's doctrines

were more odious, if possible, than Seward's. It de-

clared him ”an abolitionist, a federal of the darkest

hue.-éHe upholds negro equality to its fullest extent."101

Losing their favorite target, Seward, Democrats trans-

ferred his supposed beliefs to Lincoln.

Besides attacking Lincoln's radicalism, the Demo—

crats poked fun at the Republicans for stressing their

candidate's rail-Splitting abilities, evidence that he had

no other qualifications for high office. One editor
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argued that Lincoln probably never split a dozen rails in

his life. Indeed, ”the republicans...must have a miser-

able opinion of the intelligence of the people, to believe

they would regard Mr. Lincoln with any more favor if the

story of rail-splitting were true."102

manners were also mocked.103 Even after his election, the

His body build and

Grand Rapids Enguirer predicted that his administration

would fail because he lacked personal prestige and char-

acter.104 The Free Press tried to brand Lincoln a traitor

for his opposition to the Mexican war. While most Ameri-

cans fully sustained the war, ”there were men at home who

hoped and prayed that the Mexicans would 'welcome them

with bloody hands to hospitable graves,‘ and there were

men who responded to the sentiment, and among them was

LINCOLN.“ It concluded that “Americans want somebody to

rule over them who will not take sides with the enemy in

the time of war against his own country.“105 Several

papers pointed out that Lincoln had voted against granting

106 The
160 acres of land to those who served in the war.

only Democratic paper that had the least thing positive to

say about Lincoln was the Kalamazoo Gazette. It criti-

cized a Republican paper for publishing “a diabolically

ugly picture" of their candidate. It noted that ”Mr.

LINCOLN is by no means an eminently handsome man: but his

countenance is at least human.“ It later commented that

Lincoln, ”although personally worthy and estimable, has

lacked the power, the breadth of mind and the laborious
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. . . 7

industry which leads to distinction and great deeds."10

In summary, the Democratic attack portrayed Lincoln as an

ugly, crude, radical anti-slavery abolitionist whose past

history was marked by treason and fraud.

In the contest of 1860 a fourth party, the Consti-

tutional Union, met in convention at Baltimore on.May 7

and 8, 1860. John Bell of Tennessee was nominated for

President, and Edward Everett of Massachusetts for Vice-

President. This party, whose principles were the ”Consti-

tution of the Country, the Union of the States, and the

Enforcement of the Laws,"108 attracted little attention in

109 Its avoidance of the slavery question made itMichigan.

irrelevant in a state greatly concerned over that issue

and where the Douglas and Lincoln parties reflected the

spectrum of public opinion. One Democratic paper com-

mented that it ”is of the very highest respectability,

and numbers among its numbers men of the very first

ability, but it lacks in one great essential, and that is

in votes. Those being wanted, respectability, talent, and

all the rest go for little or nothing."110 Generally,

Democrats adopted Douglas' advice that ”we should treat

the Bell and Everett men friendly and cultivate good rela-

tions for them, for they are Union men.“111

Throughout the election year of 1860, the Michigan

.Democrats were greatly disadvantaged in the contest with

the Republicans. The schism in the national party

destroyed the unity they needed for success. The
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Northerners were forced to appeal for votes at home while

simultaneously trying to gain votes for their candidate in

the South, an area where his prospects were at best bleak.

To do this, much energy was expended attacking Breckin-

ridge, something the Republicans did not have to bother

with. In their attempt to win votes North and South, the

main point in the Democratic platform, non—intervention,

was compromised in a manner that pleased nobody. In the

South it was too radical, in the North too conservative.

The contention that the Democratic party was the only na—

tional party lost its credibility after the Charleston

split. Seemingly unable to generate enough support for

their own proposals, Democrats resorted to invective

against their opponents. They argued that if the Repub-

licans gained control of the national government, the

Union was doomed. Appeals to racism and disdain of the

abolitionists were frequent campaign techniques. First

Seward, and then Lincoln, were portrayed as symbols of

northern abolitionism and hatred of the South. But all

these efforts were futile. In a state overwhelmingly

Republican, the Democrats did not stand a chance.
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CHAPTER III

THE MEN AND PARTIES IN THE ELECTION YEAR OF 1860:

THE REPUBLICAN PERSPECTIVE

Unlike the Democrats, Republicans used the cam-

paign issues of 1860 to their political advantage. They

knew that the people were getting tired of northern

acquiescence to the incessant demands of the southern

ruling class. While Democrats had to placate the South as

their only chance for victory, Republicans were not so

constricted. To achieve victory, the Republicans had to

sweep the North. To capture Michigan, Republicans

stressed the issue of slavery and the DemOcratic support'

of it. Nationally the election of 1860 was marked by a

growing conservatism in certain sectors of the Republican

party. ‘Many Republicans believed the party could not win

on an anti-slavery expansion platform alone. In Michigan

a compromise of principle was not necessary, allowing

Republicans to condemn Douglas and the northern Democrats

as a tool of the southern slave power. Indeed, during the

campaign Michigan Republican newspapers devoted much more

editorial space to dissecting the Democrats than to laud-

ing their own virtues. The disruption of the Democratic

party and the inconsistencies in the Douglas position
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provided a field day for Republican editors. Although the

first choice of Michigan Republicans was not nominated at

Chicago, they remained loyal to the party and entered the

battle completely confident of victory.

During the Speakership contest, one Republican

paper explained the delay in the organization of the House

to the ”excitement, agitation, crimination, and recrimina-

tion” of the Democracy. In contrast, Republicans were

anxious to proceed to the legitimate business of the

House.1 The Detroit Daily Tribune urged the party to stand

firm by Sherman, a conservative Republican, because he

symbolized order. After his withdrawal, it declared Pen-

nington's victory a great Republican triumph that smashed

”the disunion programme of the Democratic party....,” and

expressed the will of those conservatives opposed to

slavery extension.2 Although Sherman would have made a

good Speaker, observed the Ann Arbor Agcal News, Penning-

ton was a national man who would make ”a judicious, impar-

tial, and efficient officer."3 A Republican of Whig

origin, he supported Fremont in 1856 and gave the Repub-

licans much service, declared another paper. The Ameri-

cans voted for him, but he had never joined their organi-

zation.4 Thus, the Republicans, like the Democrats, had

to settle ibr less than total victory. Forced to retreat

from Sherman, they accepted the election of a Republican

whom the southern fire—eaters could not defeat.

In their attacks upon the Democratic party,
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Republicans frequently did not differentiate between its

northern and southern wings. On the other hand, when ex-

pedient, they highlighted the conflict that was tearing it

apart. In both cases, Republicans tried to show the oppo-

sition's commitment to the perpetuation of slavery. They

attempted to prove that the Democratic party supported the

re-opening of the slave trade. Indeed, they charged that

the slave trade was in actual operation with the tacit ap-

proval of the Administration. The Detroit pgily Tribune

related supposed incidents where American vessels roamed

the African coast as slave traders under the guise of

trading in palm oil. These ships were fitted out in New

York under the clearance of Democratic officials. If they

had been scrutinized at all, their real purpose would have

been obvious to anyone. But they were not inspected be-

cause "the American government is now the main bulwark of

the African slave trade.” Although the Administration at

times had made an appearance of trying to suppress the

trade, it was nothing but a "sham."5 Some Republicans

argued that the»South was foolish in trying to re-open the

trade because it would actually help drive slavery to ex-

tinction. One editor wrote that "were it not for its

atrocity, we should certainly advocate this measure as the

surest and speediest method of extirpating Slavery from

the country." He pointed out that in Virginia, Maryland,

Delaware, Kentucky, Missouri, and much of Tennessee slave

labor was unprofitable. The system survived in these
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states only because they provided Negroes for the lower

South. Flooding the market with slaves from abroad would

kill slavery in the upper South. That region would even-

tually unite against those states where slavery remained.

Thus, it was poor politics for the South to urge the

trade's re-opening.

Republican papers, like the Democratic, accused

the opposition of fostering sectionalism. Some Republi-

cans traced the evolution of the Democratic party from

nationalism to sectionalism. Originally, one editor

claimed, that the party had lived up to its name as it

defended the people and maintained "the equality of men

who labor for their bread with those who in other coun-

tries assume superior privileges because of the advantages

of wealth and birth."‘7 Another paper observed that the

Democratic party had supported national projects such as

river and harbor improvements. Old Hickory, with firm-

ness and patriotism, had silenced and subdued the forces

of nullification. Democratic congresses and presidents

had urged the limitation of slavery expansion thereby en-

couraging free white labor ”and building up communities

and states of industry, enterprise and intelligence like

our own, beloved Michigan and the whole Northwest.” Now,

instead of trying to advance the interests of the country

as a whole, the Democratic party had become the private

reserve of the southern aristocratic slaveholders who de-

sired to extend slavery at the expense of free white
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labor.8 The slaveholders, declared the Detroit pplAy

Advertiser, not only attacked free labor obliquely but in

much.more direct ways by opposing legislation essential to

national development. Their opposition to a homestead

bill, river and harbor improvements, and a tariff was

meant to degrade free white labor. Democratic versions of

a ”Homestead” bill were shams designed to deceive the

people.9 Hence, Republicans considered the Democrats the

real sectionalists, their party controlled by an element

motivated by only one thing—-slavery.10

Republican newspapers condemned several other

features of the Democratic party. In particular, they

took great glee in noting the servility of the northern

Democrats to their southern counterparts. Not until after

the Charleston convention did Republicans give the

northern Democrats credit for showing any real independ-

ence from their southern masters. One paper conceded that

the Northerners differed with the Southerners on such

issues as the Lecompton constitution, the tariff, home-

stead legislation, the postal system, the slave trade, and

popular sovereignty but noted that they could not exert

their will out of fear that the Southerners would disrupt

the party, leaving them a hopeless minority in the na-

tion.11 The South's commanding position, observed the

.Detroit Daily Tribune, allowed it to treat the North with

contempt: and no matter what it wanted ”the northern ser-

xritors must bear up under it.” Southern dominance of the
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party made it virtually impossible for Douglas to be

nominated at Charleston on his own platform.12 Republi-

cans also protested against the Democratic sanctioning of

the suppression of freedom of speech in the South. Tam-

pering with the mails by southern postmasters, who rifled

them to remove ”incendiary matters," particularly dis-

turbed Republicans. Quite aware of this effort to stifle

free discussion, they condemned the national administra-

tion for not intervening to sustain the freedom of the

press.13 Buchanan, himself, did not escape censure. His

third annual message provided an opportunity for attack.

The Supreme Court, he declared, had decided, once and for

all, the question of slavery in the territories. In his

interpretation every citizen had the right to take his

property into the common territories, while ”neither Con-

gress nor a Territorial Legislature nor any human power

has any authority to annul or appeal this vested right.”

Qualifying his pro-Southern position, the President added

that in any particular territory, natural causes would

determine whether it would be slave or free. He also pro-

posed the suppression of the slave trade, the acquisition

of Cuba, and the sending of a military force into Mexico

to protect American citizens and prevent that nation from

14 Buchanan's interpretationdisintegrating into anarchy.

of the Dred Scott decision repulsed Republicans as much as

.it did Douglas Democrats. The Detroit Daily Advertiser

reasoned that if the Constitution protected slavery in the
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territories it also protected the institution in all the

states.15 The St. Joseph Traveler added that Buchanan's

interpretation implied that free labor would be left only

with territory "slaveholders cannot use to advantage."

Likewise, the recommended purchase of Cuba and the "pre-

text" for the conquest of Mexico really aimed to open up

more territory to slavery. It sarcastically concluded

that "there is no part of Mexico to—day in which the

citizens of the free States would not have greater

security of life and liberty than they would have in

Mississippi or South Carolina."16

As much as they attacked Democrats in general,

Republicans exerted even greater effort to destroy the

image and career of the northern Democracy's leader,

Stephen A. Douglas. As the only candidate they had to

worry about, Republicans portrayed him as a tool of the

South, a demagogic politician, at best indifferent to the

moral side of slavery. A common theme of Republican edi-

torials linked Douglas with the Slave Power. Even after

Douglas broke with the South over the Lecompton constitu-

tion, "to win back the favor of the Slave Democracy," as

exemplified by his continued support of the Dred Scott

decision. The southern wing of the party opposed him only

because it wanted to nominate a candidate from its own

17 His introduction of a bill which would havesection.

punished conspirators against the property or institutions

of any state or territory further evidenced his
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subservience to the South. This measure, prompted by

John Brown's raid, observed the Detroit Daily Tribune, was

really a device to suppress the Republican party. Some-

what amused, it gloated that Douglas did not win over the

slaveholders in Charleston even after he had fought their

”battles as no other man could have fought them."18 Even

after he had received the nomination at Baltimore, the

Allegan Journal smirked over how the southern politicians

had used Douglas for all he was worth and now "turn around

and kick him for all his services to them.“19

Throughout the election year, Republicans ran—

sacked Douglas' career to show how he had served the slave

power, evidence that he had no moral concern about

slavery. His role in repealing the Missouri Compromise,

his demands to increase the rigor of the Fugitive Slave

laws, and his desire to suppress Emigrant Aid Societies

proved his pro-slavery sympathies, wrote one editor.20

Republicans charged that Douglas admitted that the repeal

of the Missouri Compromise opened the territories to

slavery. The Grand Rapids Egglp distorted his position by

arguing that he believed that slavery could not be banned

by a territory, even after it became a state.21 Although

most Republican papers did not so twist his position, the

great majority condemned Douglas' role in the repeal of

the Missouri Compromise which broke "asunder his party,

and which, if he and his minions tell the truth, will

shatter the Union to fragments."22 Republicans jumped
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upon his statement that he did not care whether slavery

 
was voted up or down as an example of his moral indiffer-

ence to the institution. Such a position, stated one edi-

torial, clearly opposed the will of the majority of

Northerners who vigorously opposed slavery. His indiffer-

ence was just a device to gain the support of southern

slaveholders. He was similarly motivated by his willing-

ness to have the question of congressional and territorial

powers over slavery settled by a Supreme Court dominated

by prOHSouthern justices. His statement that he had made

slave territory five times as large as New York State, "a

boast which none of his friends have the hardihood to

 deny," further proved his sympathy for slavery.23

A strong Republican argument was that Douglas con-

tinually vacillated in his views, shifting them whenever

convenient. Republicans charged that Douglas was unfit to

be President because he lacked principles. In December,

1859 it appeared that there might have been a reconcilia-

tion between Douglas and Buchanan. One editor did not

find this surprising because "these eminent demagogues.

have no real cause of difference, except their personal

aspirations," both being equally devoted to the Slave

Power.24 Republican Journal considered his continued con—

cessions to the Southerners a device to gain their support

at Charleston.25 His changing views on the nature of

popular sovereignty was sheer demagoguery, declared the

Detroit Daily Advertiser. It charged Douglas with
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two-facedness because of the supposedly different posi-

tions he took in the North and South. In the South he

preached the equality of slave property and free labor in

the territories, the right of slaveowners to keep their

slaves in the territories under the Dred Scott decision,

the duty of the Government to recover fugitive slaves, and

that slaves were property under the Federal Constitution.

In the North, on the other hand, he stated that the people

had the right to destroy slavery in the territories no

matter what the Dred Scott decision said, that peeple

could prevent the recovery of fugitives, and that slaves

were property only by virtue of state law. The Advertiser

concluded that Republicans hated and despised him because

much like Benedict Arnold he had "betrayed the North for a

price; he has prostituted his talents to accomplish the

overthrow of freedom...." As a man, they cared nothing

for him, but he had to be opposed because his victory

would sap the political morality of the government.

Even after the election, some Republicans did not forgive

him. One paper chastised him for preaching the danger to

the Union if the Republicans won, and then, immediately

after the election, telling the South that there was no

threat from them. This behavior, in perfect keeping "with

the disreputable dodging which has characterized the ens

tire political career of the reckless demagogue,” no

longer mattered for the Little Giant was through politi-

cally.27 In February, 1861 the Hillsdale:Standard
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censured his efforts to achieve a compromise as "meri-

toriously deserving of every man's distrust and want of

confidence."28

The proceedings of the Democratic conventions

keenly interested.Michigaanepublicans. They joyously in-

terpreted the bickerings, the confusion, and the disrup-

tions as the prelude to their victory. Prior to the

Charleston convention, in contrast to Democrats, Republia

cans emphasized the differences between the factions.

Much of their commentary Speculated upon the nature of the

platform that would be forthcoming from the Democrats.

They realized that the southern Democrats would demand a

slave code while the Northerners would have to resist it,

out of expediency, if not principle. As early as January,

one prescientious editor guessed that the Northerners

would announce their adherence to popular sovereignty

while recognizing it as a judicial question. This

"cowardly expedient to get the Supreme Court in between

themselves and the people" would undoubtedly culminate in

"giving all the territories irrevocably to slavery."29

Another editor thought it probable that the Democrats

would again play the "old game" of adopting a platform

that would "satisfy the south and deceive the north...."

He was certain that as the Cincinnati platform resulted in

the Lecompton constitution, the Charleston platform would

lead to a slave code for the territories. No other result

was possible because the southern wing, which had a veto
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power over the nomination, would endorse no candidate who

did not accede to its wishes.30 On the eve of the conven-

tion, Republicans agreed that the proceedings would be con-

trolled by slaveholders, although they were not sure to

what extent extremists would push their demands. They

were certain, however, that the Democratic party would

emerge ”as a pro-slavery party."31

Republicans disagreed as to whether Douglas would

be nominated. The Detroit Daily Tribune thought that the

chances were against him. It noted that he was making all

kinds of concessions to a South that was not prepared to

forgive him for past defiance. Southern extremists did

not care if Douglas was the only Democrat who had any

chance of success in the North. Determined to kill

Douglas and his popular sovereignty once and for all, they

would let nothing stand in their way. Even worse for

Douglas was the unlikelihood that the entire North and

West would support him at the convention. Parts of New

England, New York, and Pennsylvania, the Tribune pre-

dicted, would favor other candidates. In any case the

northern Democrats deserved the contempt of the South.

They had "put themselves under the dominion of the slave-

32 Theholders and must expect plantation manners."

Detroit Daily Advertiser, somewhat dubious about Douglas'

chances, stated that Douglas was not the choice of the

Southerners. Only'with their votes could a Democrat win

the election, and "they will scarcely fail to dictate
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their candidate.” But if they should accede to Douglas'

candidacy, they would certainly write the platform. On

the other hand, if they got a slave code candidate, they

might concede the platform, knowing that it would make no

difference what it pledged. Thus, no matter what hap-

pened, the South would come out on top. But the Republi-

cans, the Advertiser commented, would be victorious be-

cause the Democracy had been reduced to "a miserable sec-

tional faction with but the single principle of slavery to

stand upon."33 The Niles Inguirer considered "Little Dug”

a ”used up man.” The convention would almost certainly

nominate a slaveholder who could be ”no friend of liberty,”

or else it might decide to nominate a doughface such as Jo

34 On the contrary, the BattleLane or Franklin Pierce.

Creek Journal predicted ”DOUGLAS will be the man." Under-

estimating the degree of conflict tearing the Democrats

apart, the Journal thought the various factions would lay

aside their differences to keep the party in power.

Douglas, it argued, was the best candidate because simul-

taneously he could sustain the Dred Scott decision while

insisting upon squatter sovereignty. He was no danger to

the South. Indeed, "in regard to Slavery, we had as soon

trust HUNTER or BRECKINRIDGE as DOUGLAS."35 The Detroit

correspondent of the Grand Rapids pggAp,‘VAN., argued in

similar terms, declaring that Democrats made their plat-

forms purposely ambiguous so that they could be inter-

preted in almost any way. As the Cincinnati platform was
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as demagogic as could possibly be imagined, so would be

the Charleston platform. It “will be of the usual re-

'volving kind," which would satisfy the northern Democracy

while endorsing the Dred Scott decision and a territorial

slave code. And "Douglas can do bigger things than

Buchanan in the way of dodging."36 In summary, as the

Charleston convention opened, Republicans divided as to

the possibilities of Douglas' nomination; but they agreed

that it mattered little whether he got it for regardless

of the outcome the South would either have its way or

break up the convention. In any case, Republicans were

confident that the happenings at Charleston could only

redound to their benefit.

The disruption of the Charleston convention gave

Republicans the opportunity to turn back upon their ac-

cusers the charge that they preached an irrepressible con-

flict. They noted how frequently Democrats had stated

that there need not be any conflict between free and slave

labor and, indeed, that the slavery question was settled.

The Grand.Rapids gggip agreed: "it has settled in the

Democratic camp."37 Republicans concurred that the Demo-

cratic split was over slavery, for if there were no such

issue, the Charleston convention would have been over in

two days. That it lasted over a week was the "most over-

whelming proof of the existence of an 'IRREPRESSIBLE CON-

FLICT' between freedom and slavery,” declared the Detroit

Daily Advertiser.38 One editor wondered how the northern
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Democracy could claim competence to end the irrepressible

conflict in the nation when it could not stop it in its

own party.39 For the Detroit Daily Tribune it was obvious

that the ”slavery question cannot be compromised into

tranquillity, put down by resolutions, covered up by

Union-saving palaver, or got rid of by any mere resort of

expediency.~40 The Northerners were as much to blame as

the Southerners for the demise of the Democracy, declared

another editor. For years they had ”cringed” to the Slave

Power, making concession after concession to the ”insa-

tiate monster.” Their belated resistance to their sou-

thern masters was not out of any principle, such as love

of freedom, but because the northern people demanded

it.41 The northern Democrats, proclaimed the Allegan

Journal, had “sowed the wind and is now reaping the whirl—

wind.” After years of creating sectional discord and

traducing the northern people, they found themselves in

the position of either agreeing to a slave code or facing

certain defeat. Their maligning the North to the South

finally culminated in their doom.42 Douglas, in particu—

lar, the man who tore down ”the ancient landmark of

freedom,” the Missouri Compromise, “has got his reward,”

gloated the Flint Wolverine Citizen. After years of

groveling to the Southerners, Douglas was still not

trusted by them. Even with his ”unscrupulous perfidy,"

the"'irrepressib1e conflict' goes on."43

Republicans extensively commented on the platform
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squabble that precipitated the southern withdrawal.

Again, and for obvious political reasons, they concen-

trated their fire on the Douglas Democrats. The Grand

Rapids EggAp could not understand what the dispute was

about. It saw no substantial difference between the

major platforms that the Democrats considered. All that

the northern delegates wanted was a platform with a double

meaning, similar to the 1856 Cincinnati platform, enabling

the North to interpret it as providing for popular

sovereignty, and the South to insist that it authorized a

slave code. This stand, necessary to the party's chances

in the North, was pure expediency. After all, Douglas was

responsible for the "proslavery ascendancy in the conduct

of the Government," because he had helped make Buchanan

president. In any case, Douglas had hoped for a seces—

sion of the South from the party because it would have in-

creased his popularity and made it appear that there was a

real difference between the two platforms.44 Another

paper asked that if the Douglasites had fundamental dif-

ferences with the seceders, why did they not ask them to

leave the party long ago? This "affected horror of dis-

unionism" was the “sheerest hypocrisy.“45 Other Republican

newspapers also attempted to prove that no fundamental

difference existed between the Douglasites and the

bolters. One contended that the Douglas platform, which

reasserted the Cincinnati platform, really meant that

slavery was not only carried into "all the Territories,

 

 

 





101

but, also, by the same course of reasoning into all the

States."46 Republicans jumped upon the Douglasite offer

to the South for an appeal to the Supreme Court as a

method of settling the territorial question as proof that

the Northerners were pro-slavery. The southern platform

was more manly, Republicans contended, because it came

right out and stated what it wanted. The Douglasites, on

the other hand, would allow slavery to be protected in the

territories by the more devious method of judicial rather

than Congressional protection. The Supreme Court, the

great bulwark of slavery, would most likely order protec-

tion of the institution throughout the entire Union, not

just the territories. Thus, the Douglasite proposal would

relieve the Democracy of the odium of enacting a slave

code. Republicans also noted that the Douglasite platform

completely abandoned the "'unfriendly legislation' hobby

of their leader." Southerners refused to accept the con-

cession only because it might have aided Douglas' nomina~

tion which would have hurt them in some of their strong-

holds. No matter what happened, Republicans warned, it

was unlikely that the "people's House of Representatives

will be willing to give up some of their prerogatives to

the Supreme Court,” or allow slavery to be "declared above

the reach of the people."47

Republican papers, such as the Eaton County

Repuplican, predicted the possibility of a new disruption

at Baltimore with two separate parties resulting from
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. 48 .
it. This would naturally benefit the Republicans,

making it impossible for Douglas to carry a single northern

state, declared the Detroit Daily Tribune. After the

party actually disintegrated, it stated that "ABRAHAM

LINCOLN will carry every Northern State, and be inaugu-

rated on the 4th of March, 1861."49 Another paper pre-

dicted that the party would not carry the doubtful states

of Illinois, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey.50

The Douglas faction was "comparatively nothing," declared

the Ann Arbor Local News. Although it had seemed before

the convention that Douglas would carry most of the

southern states, it now appeared that the South was

uniting behind Breckinridge, precluding Douglas from much

of a chance of carrying any state.51 The Douglas effort

was reduced to “one grand game of bluff and brag." If he

had been nominated by a united convention, he would have

been a formidable opponent thought many Republican papers.

Now they considered him the "weakest of all nominations,"

Breckinridge being Lincoln's most dangerous threat. The

Kentuckian would most likely carry every southern state,

except for one or two that might go to Bell. Southerners

hoped that Douglas or Bell would carry a few northern

states, throwing the election into the House of Represen-

tatives. Lincoln, Republicans emphasized, was the only

man that could be elected by the people.52 Yet they were

not exceedingly concerned about the outcome as they

realized that the chances of their man losing were slim.
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Instead, most Republican papers, like the Jonesville

Independent, chuckled over the impending "early and miser-

able death' of the Democratic party "which has ridden

rough-shod and unrelentingly over law, reason and de-

cency...."53

While witnessing the chaos in the Democratic

party, Michigan Republicans pondered the future of their

own party. In contrast to the Democracy where Douglas

towered above all, the Republicans had no single commanding

candidate. They possessed many prominent figures who

eagerly sought the nomination. The best-known candidate

was Seward. In the early 1850's he earned his national

reputation as an anti-slavery Whig. After the formation

of the Republican party he became known as the party's

leading anti-slavery radical. But by early 1860 he had

become more conservative to win over moderate Republicans

in such states as Pennsylvania.54 Another radical, Samuel

P. Chase of Ohio, began his career as a Democrat. In

1854, after the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, he or-

ganized the Free Democracy. In 1855 he joined the Repub-

licans. His campaign to gain the nomination never got

very far, however, because most of the radicals were com-

mitted to Seward, while moderates despised his radicalism

and his free trade origins.55 The most conservative can—

didate in the field was Edward Bates of Missouri, a long-

time Whig who had gained his reputation as an opponent of

radical anti-slavery agitation. In 1856 be associated
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with the Americans. His drawbacks in 1860 were his alien-

ation of old-line Whigs who did not like his flirtations

with the Republicans, the Germans who opposed his connec-

tions with nativism and his slavery stand, and the radicals

who did not consider him a Republican at all. Yet many

observers still considered him Seward's chief rival.56 A

candidate from the East was the political boss of Pennsyl-

'vania, Senator Simon Cameron. Although originally a

Democrat, and then associated with the Know-Nothings, he

aided the Republicans in 1856. He eventually became a

leader of an opposition party to the Democrats, known as

the People's party, composed of some Democrats, Americans,

and Republicans. Mildly anti-slavery, the party stressed

the need for a protective tariff. Cameron's unsavory past

and conservative stand on slavery won him little support

outside of Pennsylvania.57 Finally, among the major can-

didates was Abraham Lincoln of Illinois, who had won a

reputation by just narrowly losing the 1858 Senatorial

contest to Stephen Douglas. A Westerner who was sound on

the tariff, not associated with nativism, anti-slavery in

inclination, but not known as a radical, Lincoln was to

many Republicans the most available candidate.58 Cer-

tainly, then, as the Chicago convention convened, the at-

tending delegates had a wide selection of candidates and

principles to choose from. In contrast to today where it

is often known well in advance who the party will

nominate, the Republicans in 1860 were not at all certain
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as to who would be their candidate.

The Chicago convention has been an object of con-

troversy among historians. Some have stressed that the

party, as reflected in its platform, was more conservative

in 1860 than in 1856.59 Kenneth Stampp argued that the

Republicans abandoned their frontal assault against

slavery extension by not stating explicitly that Congress

should exclude slavery from the territories. Rather, they

pledged to defend freedom from the doctrines laid down in

the Dred Scott decision: i.e., that the Constitution

opened all territories to slavery. That the clause from

the Declaration of Independence, included in the 1856

platform, which declared that all men are created equal

was almost excluded in 1860, exemplified the growing con-

servatism. Finally, the inclusion of economic planks,

such as a call for an adjustment of the tariff, a home—

stead policy, and internal improvements further indicated

that the Republicans had expanded their appeal beyond

simple anti-slavery extension.60 Don E. Fehrenbacher,

however, countered this prevailing view by claiming that

these historians have exaggerated the conservatism of the

Republican platform. He contended that the Republicans

maintained their basic anti-slavery commitment, but in

more pliable terms. Indeed, "the platform of 1860 appears

to have been more comprehensive and scarcely less forceful

than that of 1856 in its treatment of slavery and related

issues."61 Fehrenbacher was basically correct in his
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assessment of the platform. The party did feel the need

to expand its base of support, and Seward was rejected be-

cause of his supposed radicalism. Yet the core of the

Republican party was still anti-slavery. They added

planks to the platform that were not incompatible with

anti-slavery sentiment, but were rather quite comple-

mentary to it. Hence, such measures as a tariff, a home-

stead bill, and internal improvements would all have the

effect of building up the North at the expense of the

South. The growth of the North would further subordinate

the South to a minority, thus aiding in bringing about

the ultimate extinction of slavery. For these reasons the

South vigorously opposed such economic proposals. In any

case, in.Michigan at least, the economic planks were

clearly slighted in favor of expounding on the evils of

slavery and the necessity of halting its extension.

The presidential balloting began on the third day

of the convention, May 18. Seward was the favorite, but

by no means assured of victory. Nevertheless, everyone

knew that the guidance of Thurlow‘Weed and William M.

Evarts made him the most formidable candidate. After the

first ballot, Seward polled 1738'votes, 233 being neces-

sary for nomination. Surprisingly, Abraham Lincoln was a

strong second with 102 votes. His managers, Judges David

Davis, Charles H. Ray, Joseph Medill, and Norman B. Judd

were doing their work well. On the second ballot, they

captured 48 of Pennsylvania's 54 votes, most of them taken
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away from Cameron. Seward still led 184% to 181. On the

third ballot Lincoln shot ahead--231% to 180, needing only

1% more votes for victory. Medill persuaded the Ohio

delegation to switch 4 votes from Chase to Lincoln. Lin-

coln, the most available man, was nominated.62 The Michi-

gan delegation, along with New York, was crestfallen at

their hero's defeat. Only these two states, along with

Wisconsin, California, Minnesota, Texas (whose delegation

was recruited from.Michigan), Kansas and the District of

Columbia stayed loyal to Seward throughout the three

ballots.63 As its last business, the convention nominated

Hannibal Hamlin of Maine for Vice—President.

Prior to the Chicago convention most‘Michigan

Republicans were obsessed with securing Seward's nomina-

tion. The New York Senator, one editor observed, was

clearly the strongest candidate, most feared by the oppo-

64
sition. The Lansing State‘RepubAican lauded him as the

most qualified to defend "constitutional liberty" with the

"intuitive perception of his far-seeing statesman-

65 As the convention approached, the Detroitship....“

Daily Tribune praised him for his strong anti-slavery

background and stressed his conservative qualities. It

argued that he had condemned John Brown, defended the

legal and constitutional rights of the South, and, unlike

the DemoCrats, had no desire to break-up the Union.66

Thus, most Michigan Republicans felt that Seward best

represented the "principles and Spirit of the party...."67
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Besides their belief in his principles, Michigan Repub-

licans supported him because they liked his endorsement of

internal improvements, one quarter of the state population

had been born in New York, and the leader of the Michigan

Republicans, Austin Blair, was a former Whig and friend of

the New York Senator.6‘8

Michigan.Republican editors considered Edward

Bates as Seward's chief competitor. They gave virtually

no attention to other potential nominees. To many editors

Bates was not a “representative” Republican. The Detroit

Daily Advertiser charged that he had never really'identi-

fied with the party and his nomination could only lose it

electoral votes and gain it none.69 One editor condemned

his connections with the Americans as antithetical to

Republican principles. Moreover, “no man.in Missouri was

less a politician, or took less interest in the great

moral, social and Constitutional questions which shook the

country."70 Most Michigan editors rejected as an unproven

assertion the contention of certain.Republican politicians

that a representative man could not win. But even if this

were true, most Michigan Republicans concurred that the

nomination of Bates would mean the end of the Republican

party as then constituted because it would certainly force

the defection of the anti—slavery men, the "vital force"

of the party. If driven away, they would leave "a dead

party and a discouraged and disconsolate people." In

other words, compromising basic principle for victory
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would be a hollow triumph at best. One editor wondered

”whether in grasping at a shadow, we shall not abandon the

substance."

Of the Republican papers surveyed, only the St.

Joseph Traveler supported Bates. It tried to show that

Bates was strongly anti-slavery, declaring that “he takes

hold of the infamous institution as did Wilberforce of

old, and declares it to be at war sociall , politically,

and religiously, with the best interests of our common

country.“ In addition, he would undoubtedly nationalize

the Republican party. It warned the Michigan Republicans

that concessions of principle would be made at Chicago,

and they should face up to it. Bates, a friend of in-

ternal improvements, it added, had a much wider range of

support than Seward who would not be nominated because he

could not win.72 The Traveler had little success in win-

ning over other Michigan papers. Bates was simply too

conservative for them on the slavery issue. Their declara-

tion that they would support a "representative” man did

not just mean Seward, but it certainly excluded Bates.

Indeed, the Detroit Daily Advertiser stated that it would

not be bound to support Bates should he be nominated.73

On the eve of the Chicago convention, the Detroit

Daily Tribune believed that differences between the

radical and conservatives could be reconciled. It wel-

comed the support of conservatives but stated they could

not lead the party for their way ”is not the way of the
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great majority of the party...." The radicals, it con~

tinued, had found the party and could not be ignored. In

any case, a common bond existed between the factions,

"opposition to the extension of slavery into the terri-

tories of the Union...."74 This defense of the radicals,

coming from a relatively moderate Republican paper, indi-

cates how the slavery issue towered over all others. In a

sense, Lincoln's nomination symbolized the reconciliation

between radicals and conservatives.

Although Michigan Republicans were extremely dis—

appointed over Seward's defeat, they manfully accepted

Lincoln. Some bitterness was directed at Horace Greeley

who played a key role in sabotaging Seward, but Lincoln

was not implicated. One editor declared that Lincoln,

while the first choice of conservatives, was a representa—

tive man whom Michigan Republicans "can cheerfully and

heartily support.“ Hence, ”he combines the full strength

of the party in his support...."75 Other papers attempted

to show the similarity between Lincoln and Seward. The

Grand Traverse Herald eulogized Seward as "the greatest

and purest man of the age in which we live,“ but agreed

that the party standard was not lowered by Lincoln's nomi-

nation.76 Another pro-Seward editor wrote that in "the

success of Mr. LINCOLN we have lost nothing that is of

'vital consequence."7‘7 ‘Lincoln, the Marshal Statesman con-

ceded, was more "available" than the New Yorker, but on

the slavery issue he "is but the embodiment of
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78 In brief, Michigan Republicans had noSewardism.”

difficulty in reconciling themselves to the Lincoln candi-

dacy.

During the election year of 1860, Republicans

attempted to define what the party stood for and why

people should vote for it. Perhaps the Grand Rapids AggAp

described the party position best when it wrote ”that a

belief in the inhumanity and wickedness of human slavery,

and that its tendencies were alike degrading and destruc-

tive of free labor and free institutions everywhere it ob-

tained a foothold, and hence a desire to prevent its ex-

tension beyond the limits it already occupies, was the

groundwork of the Republican movement."79 ‘While Repub-

licans continually reiterated their opposition to the

spread of slavery, they denied any desire to subvert or

interfere with southern institutions, conceding, as one

paper put it, ”the right of the Slave States to hug the

viper to their bosoms until they shall get ready volunr

tarily to cast it off."80 Although it is probably true

that the Republicans had no immediate designs on inter-

fering with slavery where it existed, their utter hos-

tility to the southern way of life made them a real

danger to the South, justifying that section's fear of

them. As one paper stated, Republicans desired to end

control of the Government by and for slaveholders.81

Certainly the Republicans were justified in seeking this
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end, but the slaveholders knew that if the'South did not

have a veto power over governmental decisions, it would

just be a matter of time before slavery would be squeezed

to death. The advocacy by Republicans of such measures as

a homestead act, river and harbor improvements, cheap

postage, and a tariff threatened the South by building up

free states at the expense of slave states. The Republican

belief in a conflict between ”Southern capital and

Northern labor“ could only further add to southern appre-

hension of a Republican victory. The real dilemma con-

fronting the South was that security could not be achieved

by defeating the Republicans or'seceding from the Union.

The South faced a hopeless conflict with ”the Modern‘fipglg

of Nationalism, the Industrial Revolution, and Freedom."82

Trapped in their ambivalent position of condemning

slavery as a great evil while promising not to touch it

where it already existed, Republican editors castigated

the abolitionists of the Garrison-Phillips school as dis-

unionists of the same ilk as the southern extremists. One

paper charged that ”Garrison and [Roberp7 Toombs strike

hands together over an oath for the destruction of the

Government."83 Republicans resented these abolitionists

attacking their party and candidate Lincoln. Worse, ex-

claimed the Detroit Daily Advertiser, ”the Republican

party are held responsible for the principles and views of

84
these men!” Wendell Phillips, one paper commented,

”denounces the constitution, advocates its destruction,
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and then claims its protection,” the same Constitution

that protected his "violent agitations” for twenty

years.85 Republicans primarily opposed the non-

political (Garrisonian) abolitionists because the latter

wanted to accomplish their ends outside the body politic:

that is, to achieve abolition, they were willing to destroy

the Union and the Constitution. Republicans could never

agree to this. Indeed, their loyalty to the Union and the

Constitution restrained them from launching a frontal

assault on slavery. Such a method, they contended, was

unconstitutional and would most likely dissolve the Union.

Hence, they chose to get at slavery by the slow and pro-

tracted process of choking it to death by denying it room

to expand.

Michigan Republicans, like the Democrats, gave

limited attention to the Constitutional Union party. The

Detroit Daily Tribune portrayed Bell as a respectable

southern conservative ”of pure character,” who had earned

the respect of Republicans by his vote against the Kansas-

Nebraska Act. But as a representative of the southern

Whigs, he stood for a movement that was living in the

past. For Washington Hunt, president of the nominating

«convention, continued the editorial, to declare the slavery

question an ”abstraction,” was ridiculous for "a man might

are? 'well stand in a rain storm and declare that it is dry

”gather, as to pronounce a question which shakes a nation

:5515’“<:3m center to circumference 'an abstraction.”86 Thus,
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these "skeletons and fossil remains of the old organiza-

tions," did not frighten most Michigan Republicans, but at

least one editor feared that their overall effect would be

to help Douglas.8

In summary, in the election of 1860 Michigan Repub—

licans attempted to show that the Douglas Democrats were

traitors to their own section, subservient to the whims of

a slave aristocracy, and Sympathetic to the "peculiar in-

stitution." They only broke with their masters as a last

gasp measure to achieve political success. Douglas was

portrayed as a demagogue, continually changing his posi-

tion for political expediency. 0n the other hand, Repub-

licans claimed for themselves "national" stature by pro-

posing measures that would foster the growth of the entire

nation, ultimately benefiting "free labor." They con-

sidered Seward the leading statesman of the period but

accepted Lincoln as "representative." To insure national

growth, slavery had to be restricted because it threatened

free labor. Above all, it could not be allowed to expand

into the territories. Implicit in the Republican position

was the desire to rid the nation entirely of slavery, but

constitutional scruples prevented an open advocacy of this

idea. The Republicans could never quite reconcile their

commitment to freedom with loyalty to a constitution that

seemingly blocked its fulfillment.



 

 



CHAPTER III NOTES

1Battle Creek Journal, December 16, 1859.

2Detroit Daily Tribune, January 11, February 2,

1860.

3Ann Arbor Local News, February 7, 1860.

4Battle Creek Journal, February 10, 1860.

5Detroit Daily Tribune, March 5, 1860.

6Grand Traverse Herald, November 25, 1860.

7;p;g., July 6, 1860.

8Ingham County News, July 7, 1860.

9Detroit Daily Advertiser, December 21, 1859.

10Detroit Daily Tribune, July 11, 1860: Eaton

County Re ublican, July 13, 1860.

11EatonCountyRepublican, March 2, 1860.

12Detroit Daily Tribune, January 17, 1860.

13Detroit Daily Tribune, January 10, 1860: Eaton

County Republican, January 27, 1860.

14James D. Richardson, A Com ilation of the

Messages and Papers of the Presidents,‘Vol. V (Washington,

1901). pp. 552-576.

15Detroit Daily Advertiser, December 26, 1859.

6

St. Joseph Traveler, January 4, 1860.

17Detroit Daily Advertiser, December 29, 1859.

18Detroit Daily Tribune, January 26, May 3, 1860.

19Allegan Journal, July 2, 1860.

20Detroit Daily Tribune, January 31, 1860.

115



 

 



116

21Grand Rapids Ea 1e, March 14, 1860.

22Detroit Dail Advertiser, July 14, 1860.

23Grand Traverse Herald, July 20, August 10, 1860.

24Detroit Dail Advertiser, December 14, 1859.

25Detroit Daily Tribune, January 26, 1860: St.

Joseph Traveler, February 8, 1860.

26Detroit Dail Advertiser, March 23, July 16,

AuguSt 30, 18600

1860.

27Constantine Mercur and Advertiser, November 29,

28Hillsdale Standard, February 5, 1861.

29Detroit Daily Tribune, January 25, 1860.

3OLansing State Re ublican, February 21, 1860.

31Detroit Daily Tribune, April 5, 1860.

32l21§°1 April 12, 26, 18600

33Detroit Daily Advertiser, April 24, 1860.

34Niles Inguirer, April 18, 1860.

35Battle Creek Journal, April 20, 1860.

36Grand.Rapids Ea 1e, April 28, 1860.

37Ibid.. May 1, 1860.

38Detroit Dail Advertiser, May 1, 1860.

39AlleganJournal, May 7, 1860.

40Detroit Daily Tribune, May 1, 1860.

41Detroit Daily Advertiser, May 2, 1860.

42AlleganJournal, May 7, 1860.

43Flint‘Wolverine Citizen, May 5, 1860.

44Grand.Rapids Ea 1e, May 1, 2, 1860.

45
Detroit Daily Tribune, May 5, 1860.

 



 
 



117

46

Marshall StateSman, May 9, 1860.

. 77Detroit Daily Advertiser, May 1, 1860: Detroit

Dggéy Tribune, May 3, 1860; Grand Rapids Eagle, May 12,

 

48
Eaton County Republican, May 18, 1860.

49Detroit Daily Tribune, June 23, 1860.

50

Ingham County News, July 12, 1860.
 

51Ann Arbor Local News, July 3, 1860.

 

52 . . .

' Adrian Daily ExpOSItor, June 25, 1860; Detroit

Daily Tribune, June 25, 1860.

53Jonesville Independent, June 28, 1860.

54Richard H. Luthin, The First Lincoln Campaign

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1944), pp. 23—35.

551bid., pp. 36-50.

561bid., pp. 51-68.

57Ibid.. pp. 92-105.

SBIbido, pp. 69-91.
 

59For example see Emerson D. Fite, The Presiden-

tial Campaign of 1860 (New York: Macmillan Company,

1911), p. 124 and Luthin, First Lincoln Campaign, p. 149.

60Kenneth M. Stampp, "The Republican National Con-

vention of 1860," in J. Jeffery Auer, ed., Antislavery and

DisunionI 1858—1861 (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), pp.

202—206.

61Don E. Fehrenbacher, "The Republican Triumph,"

in Norman A. Graebner, ed., Politics and the Crisis of

1860 (Urbana: University of Illin01s Press, 1861) pp. 51-

52; Don E. Fehrenbacher, Prelude to Greatness: Lincoln

in the 1850's (Stanford: Stanford University Press,

1962), pp. 156-157.

62Luthin, First Lincoln Campaign, pp. 162—167; Jay

Monaghan, The Man Who Elected Lincoln (Indianapolis: .

Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), pp. 164-173: William B. Hesseltine,

Three Against Lincoln (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State

University Press, 1960), pp. 167-170.

63Hesseltine, Three Against Lincoln, pp. 167-170.

 

  



.
.
m
.
w
.
~
.
.
.m
y
.

“
1
.
.
.
-

 
 



118

64

Detroit Daily Advertiser, December 14, 1859.

65Lansing State Republican, February 14, 1860.

66Detroit Daily Tribune, March 3, 1860.

67Adrian Daily Expositor, May 9, 1860.

68Luthin, First Lincoln Cgmpaign, p. 44.

69Detroit Daily Advertiser, November 17, 1859.

70Niles In uirer, February 1, 1860.

71Detroit Dail Tribune, February 16, 1860:

Detroit Daily Advertiser, February 24, 1860: Battle Creek

Journal, March 30, 1860.

72

22, 1860.

73

St. Joseph Traveler, November 16, 1859, February

Detroit Dail Advertiser, February 24, 1860.

74Detroit Daily Tribune, May 12, 15, 1860.

75

Eaton County Re ublican, May 18, 1860: Detroit

Daily Tribune, May 19, 1860.

76Grand Traverse Herald, May 25, 1860.

77Battle Creek Journal, May 25, 1860.

78Marshall Statesman, May 30, 1860.

79Grand Rapids Eagle, October 22, 1859.

80Detroit Daily Advertiser, January 6, 1860. As

will be shown in Chapter IV, there was a hollow ring in

these Republican disclaimers.

81

Detroit Daily Advertiser, June 1, 1860.

2

Avery Craven, ”The Fatal Predicament,” in

Graebner, Politics and the Crisis of 1860, p. 134.

83InghamCounty News, March 13, 1861.

84

Detroit Daily Advertiser, November 12, 1860.

85Detroit Daily Tribune, December 7, 1860.



119

BGIbido, May 11, 18600
 

87Grand Rapids Ea 1e, May 14, 1860: Detroit Daily

Advertiser, February 16, 1860.



CHAPTER IV

THE CAMPAIGN ISSUES OF 1860

The status of slavery in the territories was by

far the most vexing problem facing politicians in 1860.

This issue had dominated public attention since the

Mexican War when in August, 1846 Congressman David Wilmot

of Pennsylvania moved that in any territory acquired from

Mexico "neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall

ever exist in any part of said territory, except for

1 Thecrime, wherefore the party shall be duly convicted."

'various crises that racked the nation for fourteen years,

including the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas—Nebraska Act,

the Lecompton Constitution, the Dred Scott decision, the

disruption of the Democratic party, and the secession of

the South, all had at their roots the problem of deter—

mining whether the territories would be slave or free and

 

who would make such a decision. Many people at the time and

many historians later argued that the issue was a mere ab-

straction because natural barriers made it impossible for

slavery to expand and survive much beyond its present

bounds.2 Nevertheless, many contemporaries viewed the

territorial issue as a matter of principle that could not

be compromised, regardless of the realities of the

120
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situation. Others were not convinced that slavery was un-

adaptable to new conditions and that the United States

would not continue to acquire more land. If expansion

continued, they argued, it would probably be southward,

adding more territory suited for slavery.3 To many con-

cerned people the question of slavery in the territories

was a matter of principle: they believed that there the

life or death of slavery in the United States would be

ultimately determined. This especially was the view of

the Republicans and the southern Democrats.

Throughout the long period of controversy and agi-

tation over slavery in the territories, various ”solu-

tions" of the problem were offered. In an age of extreme

legalism, advocates of each viewpoint claimed that its

position was constitutionally sanctioned. By the end of

1860 these views had not merged into a nationally accepted

consensus, indicating that beneath the constitutional

bickerings all the parties believed that any formula that

was adopted would settle the fate of slavery in America.

Hence, those forces that were extremely pro— or anti-

slavery could not compromise. But northern Democrats and

the Constitutional Unionists were willing to compromise

because they had basically an amoral attitude toward

slavery. Still they were not able to carry the majority

of the nation with them. The positions of the Constitu-

tional Unionists and the Republicans grew out of the

oldest interpretation of the power of Congress to
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determine the nature of the institutions in the terri-

tories. Soon after the Constitution was ratified it be-

came generally accepted that Article IV gave Congress the

power to “make all needful rules and regulations,

respecting the territory, or other property belonging to

the United States,” and that Congress had virtually com-

plete legislative powers over the territories. On this

basis the Federal government adopted the Missouri Com-

promise which prohibited slavery in the territory of the

Louisiana purchase north of 36°30' except for the contem-

plated state of Missouri.4 ‘While the Constitutional

Unionists and the Republicans agreed that Congress could

exclude (or even recognize) slavery in the territories,

they differed on whether Congress should do so. The

former considered the congressional tradition of compro-

mising over slavery in the territories, i.e., allowing it

in certain areas, forbidding it in others, as almost a

constitutional principle to be upheld. The Republicans,

on the other hand, viewed this tradition as a mere politi-

cal policy which could be altered at the whim of Congress.

Hence, they considered the Wilmot Proviso perfectly con-

stitutional.5 Interestingly, some Republicans in their

desire to forbid slavery in the territories adopted an-

other constitutional argument which in some ways contra-

dicted their previous position. They used the clause of

the fifth amendment which states that "no person shall be

deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process
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of law" as sanction for the claim that neither Congress

nor a territorial legislature could legalize slavery in

the territories. This doctrine, adopted by the Liberty

party in 1844 and by the Free Soil party in 1848 and 1852,

had little historical validity. Nevertheless, Republicans

wrote it into their platforms of 1856 and 1860, although

Lincoln argued against slavery expansion from the tradi-

tional viewpoint.

The constitutional doctrine asserted by southern

Democrats can best be called the "common~property-of the

states“ doctrine or the theory of state sovereignty. It

maintained that the purpose of the Federal government was

to serve as the agent of the states.7 The basis of this

formulation, conceived by John C. Calhoun, was that in

contrast to the common conception that sovereignty was

divided, it was, in reality, undivided, residing in the

states. As the trustee of the states, the Federal govern-

ment was the logical agent to administer the territories.

But it could not legally discriminate against any of the

states and, hence, had to protect in the territories any

and all property, including slaves. And as the creature

of Congress, neither could a territorial legislature do

anything but protect slavery.8 Thus, according to the

southern doctrine, the Federal government was obligated to

promote the interests of slavery in the territories. As

one author had put it, "within their borders the slave-

holding states were invoking a SOVereign's immunity from
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all external control. Beyond their borders, however,

they were demanding-~as sovereigns--the strictest respect

for whatever rights they chose to place beneath the pro-

tective mantle of their sovereignty."9 By 1860,

Southerners, to insure the protection of slavery in the

territories, demanded acceptance of their interpretation

of the Constitution. Such a proposal was introduced in

the Senate by Jefferson Davis in February, 1860 and was

later adopted as part of the Breckinridge platform.10

This doctrine, to preserve the power of a regional elite,

was unacceptable to northern Democrats.

Northern Democrats attempted to eliminate the ter-

ritorial issue from national politics. Reflecting an

amoral attitude towards slavery, they supported a policy

that was ostensibly neither for nor against slavery. It

failed to win national support because forces committed

either way on the issue wanted not neutrality but a doc—

trine that would positively strengthen their own posi-

tions. The policy of the northern Democrats, commonly re-

ferred to as popular sovereignty, was also called squatter

sovereignty or territorial sovereignty. Senator Lewis

Case of Michigan, who first championed popular sovereignty

in 1847, held that Congress had no authority to regulate

the internal affairs of the territories except for mat-

ters placed directly under Federal authority by the Con-

stitution. In other words, the people of the territories

would decide for themselves the status of slavery.11



125

Aside from the challenge that the Constitution did not

really sanction such a policy, popular sovereignty ran

into many difficulties that blocked its effective imple—

mentation in areas where both pro- and anti-slavery forces

thought they had a chance for success. This became

readily apparent when the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which man-

dated popular sovereignty,12 degenerated into ”Bloody

Kansas." Many people went to Kansas primarily to swing

the balance of power to their side in the growing sec—

tional struggle.l3 Popular sovereignty failed in a dual

sense: not until the secession of the South were the

people of Kansas allowed to exercise their will to ban

slavery, and it failed to remove from national politics

the issue of slavery in the territories. In fact, the

controversy intensified and produced greater sectional an—

tagonism than before. Popular sovereignty theory, critics

charged, was decidedly vague in stating when local deter-

mination should begin. A majority in Congress could delay

the establishment of local government until its sectional

interest was served. In addition, if Congress deemed the

population in a territory a political community, why

bother with a territorial stage? Why not proceed directly

to statehood? Opponents also observed that non—

intervention was limited at best because the President ap—

pointed such officials as the governor.14 This latter re-

striction on popular sovereignty was a primary concern of

Michigan Republican papers in 1860.
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The lack of preciseness in the popular sovereignty

doctrine made it possible to manipulate the concept, to

interpret it in more than one way, as was done in the cam-

paign of 1856. The Cincinnati platform pledgedpopular

sovereignty, but not until the statehood stage.15

Buchanan used the concept in a double way. At time he

claimed that the people of a territory could decide their

domestic institutions during the territorial stage, at

other times, only when the territory was on the verge of

becoming a state. In the North, Democratic politicians

promoted the former position.16 This ambiguity probably

kept the Democratic party united in 1856. But then in

1857, it appeared that the concept of popular sovereignty,

vague as it was, received a death blow by the ruling of

the Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision. The Court

ruled that the Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional

and that Congress could not forbid citizens from taking

their slaves into the territories and holding them

there.17 Most advocates of the extreme southern position

and many Republicans wishing to discredit the northern

Democrats contended that if Congress could not forbid

slavery in the territories then the child of Congress, the

territorial legislature, could not do it either. Defenders

of popular sovereignty responded by noting that the Court

had not ruled on the powers of the territorial legisla—

ture; therefore, it had to be assumed that the territories

still possessed the inherent right of self-government.l8
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This defense of popular sovereignty was vigorously

articulated by Stephen A. Douglas, who by the late 1850's

had become the leading advocate of the doctrine.19 He

contended, in what came to be known as the Freeport

Doctrine, that even if the Court should rule against the

right of the territorial legislature to ban slavery, if

the legislature did not support the institution by local

police regulations, or if it passed unfriendly legisla-

tion, slavery would be effectively excluded.20 But be-

cause many people were still unconvinced of the constitu-

tionality of popular sovereignty, Douglas found it neces-

sary, as the presidential election of 1860 approached, to

present a detailed exposition of the constitutional sanc-

tion of his position. He did this in a famous article

published in Harper's Magazine in September, 1859 entitled

"The Dividing Line between Federal and Local Authority:

Popular Sovereignty and the Territories.” He argued that

Congress could confer powers to the territorial govern-

ments which itself did not possess, in matters relating to

domestic affairs as opposed to those dealing with the

general welfare of the nation. As an historical analogy,

he contended that the American colonists were fighting for

the same rights that were being denied the people of the

territories, i.e., the right to control their local insti-

tutions. Finally, he wrote that outside of interference

in regard to fugitive slaves, the Federal government had

no power to regulate, introduce, establish, prohibit or
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exclude any kind of property in the territories. Slaves

stood on an equal plane with all other property, dependent

upon local authority and laws for protection.21

From this article, it appeared that Douglas had

presented his definitive view on popular sovereignty. But

the exigencies of politics forced Douglas to back-track

somewhat at the Charleston and Baltimore conventions. In

the discarded second plank at Charleston, and the one

added at Baltimore, the Douglas forces announced that

after all, popular sovereignty might be unconstitutional.

The Supreme Court would have to decide.22 Thus, in the

election campaign of 1860, northern Democrats were com-

pelled to defend popular sovereignty, or at least some

version of it. Simultaneously, it was obvious that the

Republicans would attack this doctrine.

The Michigan Democratic press vigorously supported

the concept that Congress should not intervene in the in-

ternal affairs of the territories. They generally avoided

defining exactly when a territory could be considered to

have matured to the point to regulate its own affairs.

Some papers, especially the Detroit Free Press, de-

emphasized that part of the papular sovereignty doctrine

which stated explicitly that the people of a territory

could ban slavery. Rather it stressed the idea of con-

gressional non-intervention, implying, of course, that the

people of a territory would make the decision on slavery.

This fact, coupled with the avoidance of the term popular
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sovereignty and the stress on final judicial decision, in-

dicates that the Free Press was trying to make the Douglas

doctrine more palatable to the South. Other papers, with

only a local influence, continually reiterated the right

of the people of the territories to reach any decision on

slavery they so desired.

As a paper with national prestige, the Free Press

tried to extend its appeal beyond its local constituency.

Throughout the election year and subsequent secession

crisis, it tried to prove to the South that the northern

Democracy was not hostile to southern institutions and

rights. Simultaneously, the paper could not offend the

party faithful in the North who would not tolerate extreme

southern demands, such as a slave code. On such issues as

popular sovereignty, therefore, the paper was forced into

a middle ground that was somewhat vague in its details and

probably did not really satisfy anybody. It attempted to

prove that the Dred Scott decision was not incompatible

with non-intervention (the Free Press never used the term

popular sovereignty) by arguing that all the Court did was

to recognize ”the right of property in slaves in the Terri-

tories and places that property upon the same footing as

all other property in the Territories.” By placing slavery

on the same footing as other property, the paper meant

that the institution could not have special congressional

protection. It, however, was ”willing to abide by the

decisions of the Federal Supreme Court as to the extent of
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the constitutional power of the Territorial legislatures

over slave property and all other property.“ In summary,

it wanted the slavery issue expelled from Congress.23

The position taken by the Free Press was generally

in line with the Democratic platform, finalized at Balti-

more, which did not explicitly state that popular

sovereignty was unquestionably constitutional, beyond

challenge. Rather it argued that the final decision would

have to be determined by the Supreme Court: and whatever

power the Court should decide the territorial legislatures

possessed should not be interfered with by Congress.

Thus, the Free Press position was in effect a concession

to the South by telling it to wait and see what the Court

said before taking any extreme action. The Free Press im-

plied that it was likely that the Court would rule that

neither Congress nor the territorial legislature could do

anything but provide positive protection for slavery in

the territories, the people only being allowed to ban

slavery when they should write their constitution on the

eve of statehood. Interestingly, neither the Free Press

nor any other Democratic paper discussed whether such a

Court decision could be, in effect, nullified by Douglas'

Freeport Doctrine. ‘While holding out promise to the South,

the Free Press could simultaneously state to its northern

readership that until the Supreme Court ruled, which it

might never do, the people of the territories could exer-

cise their power to determine whether slavery should or
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should not be permitted. Like Douglas, the Free Press

tried to ride two horses at once. Most other Democratic

papers rode just one horse, out-and-out popular

sovereignty.

Most Democratic papers emphasized the democratic

aspectscf popular sovereignty in that the people of the

territories would be allowed to determine their own fate.

There was little mention that the Supreme Court might

overturn that right. One line of Democratic argument, as

enunciated by the Adrian Daily Watchtower, was that it made

no sense to say that an American citizen while a resident

of a state had the knowledge and the right to decide what

he wanted, but when he moved into a territory he suddenly

lost that ability. Such a right was one for "which our

forefathers struggled in the revolution, a principle of

right which underlies all democratic government....“24 It

was only through the doctrine of non-intervention, de-

clared the Kalamazoo Gazette, that such a right could be

exercised. And it was inevitable that such a doctrine

would triumph because ”popular sovereignty is gaining

ground in the South as well as in the North.” The people

were sure to know that there was nothing in the Constitu-

tion against the right of people to make their own local

laws. The sense of fair play would eventually win out.25

One Democratic paper, the Michigan Argus, almost took a

Republican position by stating that the Constitution did

not recognize the existence of slavery except in the slave
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states and the District of Columbia and only protects the

institution by providing for the rendition of fugitive

slaves. Slavery was the creature of local law "and free-

dom is the law of the Constitution and slavery the excep-

tion." The northern Democracy would stand by southern

rights but would not allow them to override territorial

governments. If slavery were protected during the terri—

torial stage, it would most likely be retained after the

26 Several Democratic papersterritory became a state.

parried the charge that the Dred Scott decision nullified

popular sovereignty. The Court did not rule, they con-

tended, contrary to Republican claims, that the Federal

government had to protect slavery in the territories. Nor

did the Court rule on the question of popular sovereignty.

Hence, there was no contradiction when Democrats stated

that they supported the Dred Scott decision and popular

sovereignty.27

While defending their own position, Democratic

papers vigorously attacked the Breckinridge and Republican

"solutions“ to the territorial issue. The Kalamazoo

Gazette contended that the Republican position was similar

to George III trying to control the local institutions of

the American colonies. The same theory was propagated by

Alexander Hamilton who wanted to invest the Federal govern-

ment with monarchical powers. Throughout American

history, the paper asserted, the Democratic party had op-

posed successfully such threats to the people's
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liberties.28 Although the Republicans at present only

claimed “supreme dictation over the people of our terri-

tories," it was but a "stepping stone to the exercises of

a greater power," declared another journal. Such a threat

had to be resisted by the triumph of popular sovereignty.29

The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer charged that the Repub-

lican doctrine was sectional in appeal and had the effect

of alienating the South by attacking slavery as a moral

wrong.30 Several Democratic papers stated that the Repub-

lican position of congressional intervention had more

potential for the growthcf new slave states than did

popular sovereignty. They argued that if the Republicans

claimed that Congress could forbid slavery in the terri-

tories, the southern extremists could claim that Congress

could protect it, which in fact, they had done. On the

other hand, since the introduction of popular sovereignty

in 1850, not one new slave state had joined the Union: but

Minnesota, California and Oregon had entered as free

states.31

In defense of popular sovereignty, the Democratic

press found it necessary to devote much space to attacking

the southern position. Indeed, they expounded on the

evils of congressional protection of slavery as much as

they criticized the Republican view. Both the Republicans

and Southerners were extremists, charged the Kalamazoo

Gazette, willing to use Congress to intervene in the in—

ternal affairs of the people of the territories. The
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Breckinridge version of congressional intervention which

called for protection of slavery in the territories sug-

gested "feelings of aversion and disgust." For a govern-

ment that protects something, such as religion, litera-

ture, the press, or industry, actually restricts or fet-

ters freedom. The same was true of congressional protec-

tion of slavery, a clear danger to liberty.32 Another

journal denounced the Breckinridge position that state

equality meant that slaveholders had the right to take

their slaves into the territories and have them protected

there. State equality really meant that each state was

supreme within its own jurisdiction. When a citizen re-

moved to another state, the laws of his former state did

not follow him. Hence, ”if the laws of one state do not

extend to another state, by what process of reasoning can

they be made to extend to a territory...?” The people of

a territory owed no allegiance to another state, only to

the laws of the territory. It was absurd to contend that

a minority could force their institutions upon the people

of a territory against the will of the majority.33

Finally, the Free Press criticized Breckinridge for his

hypocritical change of position from non-intervention in

1856 to intervention in 1860.34

The approach of the Republican press to the terri-

torial question was to expose continually the contradic-

tions and failures of popular sovereignty. It devoted

remarkably little space to discussing the attributes of
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their own doctrine: congressional prohibition of the ex-

tension of slavery into the territories. (Apparently

Republican editors felt it more politically expedient to

devote their energies to revealing how popular sovereignty

would mean the extension of slavery.) The Republican

attack on the Douglas doctrine basically consisted of

showing how the Federal government could thwart the will

of the people, how it actually did in specific cases, and

after the Baltimore convention, how an appeal to the

Supreme Court made it even more of a fraud. Republican

papers argued that although Democrats claimed that the

Douglas doctrine of non-intervention would take slavery

agitation out of Congress by allowing the people in the

territories to determine their own institutions, it would

do no such thing. One editor pointed out that the experi-

ence in Kansas proved that non-intervention would not mute

the slavery issue in Congress or the territories. As

bloody warfare erupted in that Territory, so it would in

any other territory where slavery had the slightest chance

for success. Under the pretext of fairness, the non-

intervention doctrine invited the North and South to a

test of strength in the territories with victory going to

the strongest, making "one party insolent or the other

desperate."35 Many'Republican papers declared that the

Douglas doctrine did not really allow the people of the

territories to determine their own destinies. They noted

that the executive and judicial officials of the
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territories were not elected by the people, but appointed

by the President. The territorial governor had the power

to veto acts of the legislature, an effective means of

preventing that body from abolishing slavery. If Douglas

were president, he could easily thwart the will of the

territorial population. Even if the territorial legisla-

ture should be able to override the governor's veto with a

two-thirds vote, the Little Giant “still reserves to him-

self...by his judges appointed by the President, the power

to declare all laws which do not please him unconstitu-

tional.” An appeal to the Supreme Court would simply mean

another Dred Scott decision.36 One journal presented the

case studies of Kansas and Nebraska to illustrate Federal

interference in the territories. It recalled that the

Kansas-Nebraska Act mandated the principle of popular sov-

ereignty for those Territories: but it was not only not

implemented, it was purposely opposed by the Administra-

tion. Buchanan's governors' vetoing bills in Kansas and

Nebraska to abolish slavery best exemplified the failure

of popular sovereignty. Yet, no storm of protest came from

the Douglas Democrats, much less ”a word of rebuke for

this most effectual nullification of the whole doctrine.”

With one hand the Democrats offered the people the choice

of their own institutions, but with the other took it away

if they did not choose slavery. Actions such as these

were prompting the people to repudiate this ”enormous

machine for the spread of slavery.”37 Douglas' failure to

condemn.the vetoes, stated the Grand Rapids Eagle, proved
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that popular sovereignty was ”the most contemptible hum-

bug ever attempted to be palmed off upon an intelligent

people and those time-serving, spoilsdworshipping dema-

gogues know it."38 One paper claimed that Douglas'

silence was in effect a confession that he had abandoned

popular sovereignty for the Dred Scott decision which de-

clared that "the constitution carries slavery into all the

Territories...."39

The Democratic platform endorsed by the Baltimore

convention provided the Republican press with more ammu-

nition to attack popular sovereignty. The plank which

stated that the Supreme Court would have the final say on

popular sovereignty proved for Republicans that the

Douglasites had no real fidelity to their supposed prin-

ciples. As the Detroit Daily Advertiser observed, there

was no appeal beyond the Supreme Court. The justices, ap-

pointed for life, could only be removed by impeachment,

which.was "utterly impracticable.“ Decisions by this pro-

slavery tribunal, no matter how subversive or tyrannical,

could not be reversed until a pro—freedom majority

replaced it, a process that could take years.40 This

plank, coupled with Douglas' support of the Dred Scott

decision, prompted many Republican journals to conclude

that there was virtually no difference between the Douglas

and Breckinridge doctrines. Indeed, many of them con-

sidered Douglas a greater threat than Breckinridge to the

cause of freedom. Both doctrines, they argued, protected



  
 



138

slavery in the territories, Breckinridge's by congres-

sional intervention, Douglas' by judicial intervention.

The former program, however, needed congressional approval

for enactment and could be repealed by the same body,

while the latter had no checks on it whatsoever. One

editor stated that "a decision of the Court declaring the

existence of slavery in the territories would be

eternal."41

Despite the Douglasite contention that non-

intervention had been Democratic policy for the last ten

years, the Grand Rapids Aggip shrewdly pointed out that

that doctrine had never been incorporated into a national

Democratic platform. It observed that the Cincinnati

platform did not state that during the territorial exist-

ence the people could decide on slavery, but ”was plainly

declared to be when they form a State Constitution....“

Neither, of course, did the Baltimore platform declare for

popular sovereignty. The Douglasites were only willing to

give the people a real choice over slavery when they

formed a state constitution, and “that is of no account

whatever...."42

The Republican press defended its position by

reiterating the concept that Congress should ban slavery

in the territories. As the Detroit Daily Tribune ex-

plained the.Republican viewpoint, the purpose of the

Union, as formulated in the Constitution, was to promote

the general welfare. It was the duty of Congress to
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legislate upon every subject dealing with the general

welfare. And as slavery "is subversive of the interests

of the entire people:...and disgraces the nation in the

eyes of the~Christian and even of the heathen world,"

Congress was obligated to see that it was not extended.43

The Grand Rapids ppgAp took the Democratic claim of state

equality and reversed its interpretation. Beginning with

the premise that the territories belonged to all the

American people, the editorial argued that its governing

power was ”vested in Congress, which alone represents the

whole people.” With the states being equal, it was dis-

crimination that a resident of a territory could exercise

certain rights because they were recognized by his home

state while another resident did not have those rights be-

cause his home state did not recognize them. Hence, ”only

those laws which are national and recognized in all the

States, are extended over a Territory,” i.e., the Consti-

tution and the common law. In addition, the EggAp bluntly

announced that Republican policy was to ”prevent the in-

troduction of slavery into £325 territories, by embodying

a positive prohibition in every act of Congress organizing

44 .Republicans considered freedom to besuch territories.”

national and slavery local because the Constitution in no

way recognized or noticed slavery. Its real purpose,

noted one editor, was to establish liberty, something

Republicans were trying to preserve by preventing the

45

blight of slavery from extending into future states. As
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would later become evident during the secession crisis,

Michigan.Republicans were determined to fulfill the pledge

of no more slave states.

The Republican press got the better of the terri-

torial debate. Michigan Democratic papers had to cope

with events largely beyond their control. The compromising

of popular sovereignty at the conventions, with the shift

in emphasis to non-intervention, seemed to contradict the

local editor's claim that Douglas stood for pure popular

sovereignty. While most Michigan Democratic papers, ex-

clusive of the Free Press, virtually ignored the Supreme

Court concession in the Baltimore platform, the Republican

press did not. It convincingly showed that popular

sovereignty was never genuinely implemented and probably

never would. Although Republican papers frequently felt

compelled to attack the Democrats by distorting the Dred

Scott decision, claiming that it forbade the territorial

legislatures from abolishing slavery, and by contending

that Douglas believed the Constitution protected slavery,

their basic line of attack did effectively demolish the

applicability of popular sovereignty in a Federal system

where the judiciary was dominated by slaveholders. With a

pro-slavery Court, it was, indeed, most unlikely that the

people of the territories would have been entirely free to

determine their own fate. The Democratic press, on the

other hand, found it politically unwise to attack the prin-

cipal weakness in the Republican position, i.e., that
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congressional prohibition of slavery in the territories

was clearly unconstitutional, as ruled in the Dred Scott

case. Michigan Democratic papers found it hard enough to

accept the decision, much less defend it, realizing the

tremendous northern indignation against it. Under these

circumstances, they fell back to the position that con-

gressional intervention heightened slavery agitation, while

denying the people of the territories the right of self-

determination. Although most Michigan Democratic papers

were probably sincere in their desire to implement the

basically democratic doctrine of self-determination in the

territories, they were morally neutral on the issue of

slavery in a state where most people were not. The Repub—

lican promise to stop the spread of the iniquitous insti-

tution was a much more powerful appeal.

Although the slavery question dominated the polit-

ical scene in Michigan, other issues commanded attention.

Among these the demand for a homestead bill was most fre-

quently discussed. Support for a homestead law had been

agitated for nearly two decades with the first bill intro-

duced in Congress in 1845.46 By 1860 chances for the

passage of a bill were good, despite opposition from the

South. Galusha A. Grow of Pennsylvania introduced a bill

into the House which passed on.March 2. In the Senate a

homestead bill was introduced by Andrew Johnson of

Tennessee. His proposals were opposed by some Republicans

and southern Democrats, prompting him to present a revised
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bill, which after several revisions, finally passed the

Senate on.May 11 by a 44 to 8 vote. Senate Republicans

'voted for the Johnson bill after they had failed to sub-

stitute the House bill for it. The South's success in

considerably watering down the Senate bill compelled the

House to refuse to accept it. Finally, after three con-

ferences a compromise measure was agreed upon which passed

the Senate 36 to 2 and the House 115 to 51. While the

South wanted no homestead bill, it probably assented to

the compromise version because it knew that Buchanan would

veto the act, which he did on.June 22.47 After the furor

over the veto, in Michigan at least, the homestead contro-

versy faded as an issue.

The Michigan Republican papers dominated the dis-

cussion of the homestead bill and convincingly showed that

the Republican House version was markedly superior to

Johnson's Senate bill. Democratic papers, indeed, rarely

discussed homestead legislation: and when they did, it was

generally in vague terms. Republican journals frequently

compared the Grow bill to Johnson's versions in the~Senate.

They noted that the House bill applied to any person over

twenty-one who was a citizen or announced his attention to

become such and threw open all lands subject to pre-

48 i.e., all land not reserved for especial pur-emption,

poses, whether surveyed or not. The original Johnson bill

was limited to heads of families who were already citizens

or had declared intent of citizenship before the passage
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of the act: and it opened only alternate sections of lands

subject to private entry, i.e., land remaining after a

public land sale.49 Republican papers objected to the

”alternate sections” restriction of the Senate bill. They

argued that such a provision would force people to live a

mile from each other, ”tending to encourage separate Plan-

tations instead of‘Villages.“ Grow's bill was ”calculated

to encourage the settlement and foster the growth of

Colonies,” ultimately resulting in thriving villages and

thrifty farms. Even more objectionable was Johnson's ex-

clusion of the emigrant from the benefitof the act, which

only pleased the slaveholder ”because it will not encourage

the growth of Free Territories and States, which the House

50 The Eaton CountyBill will, directly and strongly."

Republican supported the Grow bill because it would have

prevented a monopoly of the unsettled lands by ending

speculation in lands bought up as soon as they went on

sale, held until their values rose by the labors of

pioneers on adjoining lands, and then sold to new people

looking for farms. The homestead bill ”would secure to the

new settler the benefit of the national wealth, and to

render the new unsettled public domain productive to the

individual, to society, and to the State."51

Republican papers compared in great detail their

party's bill to Johnson's revised version which passed the

Senate. The House bill included all citizens over twenty-

one, while the Senate bill excluded all but heads of
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families, thereby reducing the potential beneficiaries by

about fifty per cent. The House bill included pre-emptors

currently on the public land, while the Senate bill

required them to pay the government price of the land, or

abandon it. The House bill applied to all lands subject to

pro-emption, while the Senate bill was confined to land

subject to private entry. The House bill gave settlers a

quarter section for ten dollars, while the Senate bill

required forty dollars. Finally, the Senate bill com-

pelled the President to expose public lands for sale two

years after a survey, thus opening them to speculators.

Republican papers observed that the Senate bill opened

much less land than the House version for settlement. The

Grand Rapids gpgAp described the Senate measure as “char-

acteristic of the sham Democracy--framed, like Senator

Douglas' squatter sovereignty traps, expressly to cheat

the people with a name."52 Thqupgip also lauded another

bill passed by the House "which is in some respects of

greater importance to settlers upon the public lands than

the Homestead bill.” It observed that the prime impedi-

ment to western settlement was not the nominal prices of

the lands, but that speculators had monopolized them in

huge quantities. To prevent this, the Aggip considered it

more important to protect the development of communities

than to give away land. The recently passed House bill

solved this problem by forbidding the sale of public lands

until ten years after survey while they would be subject
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to pre-emption by actual settlers. They, rather than

speculators, would get the choice lands. Unfortunately

the bill was opposed by the forces that would "sustain the

interests of the soulless monopolies in the North, and

large plantations in the South, regardless of the rights or

comforts of the poorer masses.” This bill was also more

valuable than the homestead bill in that it overcame ”the

hardships and expenses of pioneer life in isolated settle-

ments...."53

The compromise that emerged from the Homestead

Conference Committee stipulated that land subject to pri-

vate entry as well as one half of the surveyed public

lands not yet offered for sale was to be opened for home-

steads at 25 cents an acre. Pre-emptors were to have two

years to pay for their land at 623 cents per acre. The

section of the Senate bill requiring the President to sell

the public lands within two years after being surveyed

was stricken out. A provision of the Senate bill which

allowed a settler to pay for his land and have years to

secure title was replaced by one requiring a settler to be

on the land for six months before securing title, thus

reducing speculation. The Senate restriction of limiting

the act to heads of households was retained.54 As indi-

cated by their reaction to Buchanan's veto, Republican

papers found the compromise bill at least temporarily ac-

ceptable. One sheet declared that Buchanan really vetoed

the bill because ”the South has always opposed the
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Homestead Bill, as hostile to the introduction of slave

labor into the Territories."55 Another editor lamented

that pioneer farmers were still to be left ”at the mercy

of cormorants and speculators," because the Democratic

party had "wedded itself to every form of oppression,"

which was "made to bear against the laborer, whether white

or black."56 The Battle Creek Journal chastized the Demo—

cracy for its subservience to the Slave Power whose goal

was the destruction of free labor. "And thus," it stated,

"has another effort by the Republicans, in behalf of FREE

LABOR, FREE HOMES and FREE MEN, been defeated by the sham

'democracy.'"57 Certainly, then, the Republican press

accounted for the southern opposition to the Homestead

bill, "second in importance only to the Slavery issue,"58

as motivated by a desire to hinder the growth and develop—

ment of free labor in order to facilitate the spread of

slavery into the territories.

The Democratic defense of the Senate bill was

limited, weak, and not very persuasive. The Free Press

argued that if the House bill had passed, "it would not

have been a score of years before the government would be

deprived of every foot of land it has between the two

oceans." It claimed that the Senate bill was rejected

not because it was not sufficiently liberal, but simply

because it originated with a Democrat.59 Republicans,

another editor charged, did not really desire for land for

the landless, but advocated it out of political expediency
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and the desire to reduce the revenue, compelling the

necessity for a high protective tariff.60 The Democratic

party, wrote the Grand.Rapids Daily Enguirer, ”abounds in

overwhelming proofs of their fidelity to the homestead

law."61 Interestingly, however, the Democratic press made

no mention of Buchanan's veto. As much as it tried, the

Democratic press could not refute the overwhelming amount

of evidence that the Republican journals brought forth

showing the superiority of their bill.

The tariff issue in.Michigan was of some import-

ance although of much lesser magnitude than slavery or the

homestead. While protectionism had gained strength.among

northwestern Republicans in the years preceding 1860, sub-

stantial elements of the party, particularly those of

Democratic origins, were not fully committed to it.

Michigan, however, more than other northwestern states

accepted the concept of a protective tariff in the hope of

establishing Detroit as the hub of a great industrial

state.63 Interestingly, Republican papers did not choose

to discuss the Morrill Tariff of 1860 which passed the

House, increasing duties on iron and wool.64 But the

Detroit Free Press vigorously attacked the tariff bill.

It claimed that there was no great demand for it among the

industrial interests who were quite content with inci-

dental protection except among the "iron-mongers of

Pennsylvania, who have not been known to be satisfied with

any tariff, high or low, that has existed for the last
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twenty-five years.“ Its only purpose was to catch votes

in Pennsylvania and a few wool-growing states. Other

provisions of the bill, such as increasing the duties on

imported books and sugar, were a direct blow at the poorer

classes, especially those of the West. The Free Press was

confident that the Senate would kill ”this electioneering

dodge" which virtually nobody wanted except the manu-

facturing interests in Pennsylvania and New Jersey and ”a

portion of the German adopted citizens who have peculiar

notions about the tariff."65 The paper also defended

Douglas who had been accused of advocating a revenue

tariff everywhere but in Pennsylvania where he called for

protection. It stated that Douglas' position was con-

sistent: ”protection must be incidental to revenue, not

for the sake of protection itself."6

Republican papers contented themselves in lauding

in general terms the virtues of a protective tariff while

simultaneously castigating the Democrats for their opposi-

tion to it. The Detroit Daily Tribune and the Grand

Traverse Herald were the only Republican papers that dis-

cussed the issue to any extent. The Advertiser charged

the Democracy with being concerned only about the fppgpp,

the pAgyp negro.” It argued that a tariff would encourage

manufacturers, create a market for agricultural goods, and

promote jobs for poor white men.67 Both papers claimed

that the Democratic policy of a low tariff was helping

British industry while hurting it in America.
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Agricultural products were bought by England only when

there was a crop failure in Europe. Otherwise she would

provide her manufactured goods only for gold and silver.

Hence, Republicans considered it important to keep American

money at home to create industry which would generate jobs

and provide a market for agricultural products. The

Herald endorsed an article in the Chicago Democrat which

argued that the Democratic low tariff policy was de-

pressing American industry, driving many laborers to agri-

culture, consequently creating a food surplus and lower

prices for farmers. A revision of the tariff, aside from

ending tribute to the slaveholders, would protect infant

industries while developing a home market for agricul-

ture.68 Michigan Republicans supported a revised tariff,

but the issue was not of extreme importance to most people

in the state.

Internal improvements were an economic issue of

minor importance. Democratic papers did not discuss the

issue at all, while the Republican press made infrequent

mention of it, concentrating on Buchanan's veto of the St.

Clair Flats bill and Douglas' past record. Although Demo-

crats did not discuss the 1860 veto of a bill to deepen

the flats of the St. Clair and St. Mary's rivers, they had

previously denounced similar vetoes by Pierce.69 A.Repub-

lican editor described the President's veto as ”the

smallest, meanest, most pusillanimous kind of

despotism."70 The Grand.Rapids Eagle declared that
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Republicans did not just blame Buchanan, but the policy of

the ”entire Democratic party during the last ten

years...."71 To attack Douglas, Republican journals had

to go back to 1852 when he had proposed a bill to shift

the improvement of rivers and harbors from the Federal

government to the states, authorizing them to levy a

special tax upon ship tonnage to finance improvements.

Republican papers opposed this measure because it “would

cripple and embarrass the commerce of the lakes, effect a

direct and fatal blow upon the most...important interest

of our city and the North, and indeed upon our whole

State.” Moreover, the southern ports would gain at the

expense of the North by building themselves up by taxing

northern shipping.72 That Buchanan's veto was not sup-

ported by Democrats and that Republicans had to go back to

1852 to attack Douglas indicates that there was a strong

consensus in favor of internal improvements among the

parties, and hence was not a significant election issue.73

A non-economic issue that aroused moderate inter-

est was the role of ethnic groups in the election of 1860,

especially Germans. For many years under the influence of

a 1932 article by Donnal V. Smith;74 historians had as-

sumed that the German population played a decisive role in

the election of Lincoln, particularly in the Northwest.

But in 1941 Joseph.Schafer attacked this view by his study

of Wisconsin where he found that the German voting strength

was not big enough to provide Lincoln's margin of victory
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and that, indeed, most Wisconsin Germans voted Demo-

cratic.75 For Michigan, he noted that in 1860 out of

53,500 Germans and their American born offspring there

could not have been more than 10,700 voters, making it

impossible for them, no matter how they voted, to be deci-

sive in the outcome, for Lincoln's majority over Douglas

was 22,500.76 Two studies of the vote in Iowa have also

cast great doubt as to Republican success with immi-

grants.77 Paul Kleppner has provided a further indirect

challenge to the traditional thesis. He argues that in

the 1870's and 1880's German Catholics in.Michigan were

disproportionately Democratic while German Lutherans

formed no cohesive block of voters.78 Although there has

been no detailed study of the foreign vote in Michigan in

1860, Floyd Benjamin Streeter's 1918 study of ante-bellum

Michigan parties also casts doubt upon the Smith thesis.

He noted that ”practically all the naturalized citizens

residing in the State in 1835, and the majority of those

who came during the next twenty-five years, voted the

Democratic ticket."79 By 1860, he observed, Republicans

had made gains upon the Germans, but he implied that the

majority were still Democratic. He pointed out that the

Democratic candidate for governor polled a majority in

both German wards in Detroit, while Douglas won one of

them losing the second by only 18 votes. In Frankenmuth

Township in Saginaw County, the German voters went Demo-

80
cratic 183 to 24. Streeter's remarks are certainly not
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conclusive, but they lead one to question seriously the

editorial opinion that placed the Germans squarely in the

Republican camp.

While the Germans might not have been decisive in

the Republican victory in 1860, or even provided that

party with a majority of their votes, both parties in

Michigan did think they were overwhelmingly Republican.

In a long editorial on April 17, the Free Press expressed

the opinion that the ”main dependence of the black repub-

licans in all the States where they have an existence is

on the German vote. In that lies their main strength.”

It argued that outside of Massachusetts and'Vermont, if

the German population did not vote, Lincoln would not

carry a single state. In recent municipal elections in

St. Louis, Cincinnati, Chicago, and Detroit, the Germans

provided the majorities for Republicanvictories.81 It

noted that the strongest Republican states, New York,

Ohio, Michigan, Iowa, Wisconsin, and the northern protions

of Indiana and Illinois had large German populations. The

Free Press differentiated between those Germans who had

arrived before and after the revolutions of 1848. The

former were still Democrats, "industrious, honest, and in

every way a respectable class of citizens....” Those ar-

riving after 1848 had become attached to the Republicans.

These people, expelled from their homeland for promoting

sedition and revolution, were socialists, communists, and

free-thinkers, "whom many dub infidels.” They, the Free
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gpppg continued, brought these same principles with them

to America “as ready to wage war upon the mythical slave

power as they were upon their government at home....”

Eager to return to Germany, they were not really Ameri-

canized. The major characteristics of these revolution-

aries were extremism, radicalism, sectional fanaticism, and

socialism. The editorial concluded by arguing that the

many hundreds of thousands of Germans that had entered the

country since 1848 greatly influenced elections.82

Republican papers, totally devoid of nativist sen-

timents, at least toward Germans, quickly responded to

what one editor termed "a disgraceful attack upon the

Germans.” These citizens were denounced by the Free Press

because they had arrayed themselves on the side of liberty

against ”our American system of aristocracy, consisting of

Southern slaveholders and planters and of the great

moneyed classes of the North....” If they were Democrats,

they would not have been subjected to such abuse.83 An-

other paper similarly noted that Democratic papers did not

stigmatize the Germans when they had voted overwhelmingly

for their party. Next, it predicted, the Irish would be

attacked because they were rapidly joining the Republi-

cans.84 The Marshall Statesman defended the German popu-

lation as ”an honest, hard working people." Through hard

work and rigid economy they had made homes for themselves,

many becoming wealthy. Compared to other foreign groups,

they had proportionately fewer convicts. The Free Press
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was really rankled, the Statesman commented, because the

Germans, who had felt the heel of despotism in the home-

land, were on the side of the party trying to prevent the

spread of despotism instead of falling down and wor-

shipping "the Dragon of slavery...."85 Leading men in

both parties, apparently discounting the German aversion

to temperance and Know-Nothingism, expected that group to

vote Republican. Whether they actually did is still a

moot question. Certainly, however, the Free Press did

little to attract them to the Democratic party.

Two Republican papers briefly commented on the

Irish role in the election. They optimistically believed

that the Irish would soon see that they were being mani—

pulated by the self-seeking Democratic party. Indeed,

commented the Detroit Daily Advertiser, some Irishmen were

”beginning to discover the injury their blind adhesion to

so corrupt a party is doing to them...." Unfortunately,

most Irish were still ”complete victims to unscrupulous

political wire-workers....” If each Irishman voted

freely, urged one editor, it would do more to uplift the

Irish character than putting a few of their countrymen

into office.86

The Detroit Free Press tried to show that Republican

”abolitionism” was forcing the South, out of self-defense,

to institute a policy of non—intercourse with the North to

coerce that section to change its poliCies. In par-

ticular, Massachusetts was a prime target of the southern
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movement because that state's abolitionism was “too of-

fensive to be tolerated by southern.men." Indeed, the

abolitionism of the whole North was becoming repugnant.87

The Free Press accounted for a strike by Massachusetts

cordwainers in the shoe industry as due primarily to the

withdrawal of southern orders, culminating in the lowering

of the worker's wages. Other factors, such as the surplus

of workers and the policy of the state which favored the

moneyed corporations, while doing little to protect the

laboring "classes from the encroachments and despotism of

monopolies,“ were important also, but secondary to

southern non-intercourse. It predicted that when the

laboring masses understood the perils of abolitionism, New

England "will become Democratic.“88 Nor would.Michigan be

unaffected by the Southern action. Although the state had

little direct trade with the South, it would feel the con-

sequences of abolitionism because ”a commercial revulsion

in the East reaches the West in a day.” And.Michigan de-

served what it got because of its attempts to nullify the

Fugitive Slave Law and its refusal to allow traveling

Southerners to bring their slaves into the state.89

Republican papers dismissed the non-intercourse

movement as absurd. The Detroit Daily Tribune argued that

"men will sell where they can find the most accessible

market and best prices, and buy where they can buy easiest

and cheapest: and even supposing the South had the dis-

position she has not the facilities for 'direct trade.'"
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southern politicians might attempt to bully the North, but

southern merchants will trade where the buying is best.90

Neither was the strike of the Lynn shoemakers due to the

falling off of the southern trade, but rather due to a

general depression throughout the country. Moreover,

Southerners had no choice but to buy shoes from the North,

because they had no factories of their own. Obviously,

declared the Marshall Statesman, ”the southerners will not

go barefoot after their feet become §p£§,...they will send

to Lynn and other Northern towns to try their boots and

shoes."91

A pattern emerges in analyzing the campaign issues

of 1860 that bore upon the sectional conflict. Democratic

papers were much more conciliatory toward the South than

Republicans. They were willing to placate the South with

concessions, hoping to undermine its disunionist element.

But while doing this, they compromised their position at

home, making it appear to many that they were ”dough-

faces,” northern men with southern principles. The Douglas

press in.Michigan was not really ”doughfaced” because it

did not automatically accede to every southern demand, yet

the Republican press skillfully projected that image of it.

Republican papers, on the other hand, were sectionalists

in the sense that they had determined that northern inter-

ests would no longer be sacrificed to satisfy the whim of

an expansive, aristocratic slaveocracy. They did feel,

however, that their program was really national because
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once the slaveocracy was driven from power their measures

would benefit the entire nation. In their determination

to preserve and promote the northern way of life, the

Republican press was convinced that slavery had to be con-

tained and ultimately destroyed.
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CHAPTER V

SLAVERY, FREE SOIL, AND RACISM

Most writings on the origins of the Civil War have

discussed slavery as a cause of the conflagration. The

Revisionist historians dismissed it as inconsequential,

saying that no fundamental differences existed between the

sections but that agitators--abolitionists and southern

fire-eaters--raised emotions to irrational peaks.1

Slavery was also discounted by Charles A. Beard and the

Marxist historians who thought the war resulted from a

conflict between industrial capitalism in the North and

agrarianism in the South.2 For the last two decades, how-

ever, historians have again placed slavery on the center

stage, but in much more sophisticated versions than the

"irrepressible conflict" historians of the latter part of

the nineteenth century.3 In addition, recent research has

shown that the ante-bellum North was seething with racism.

Blacks were discriminated against in every imaginable

fashion--in jobs, education, housing, socially, politically,

and legally.4 The Old Northwest was as racist, or even

more so, as the rest of the North. While Michigan did not

go to the extreme of Illinois and Indiana which passed

Negro exclusion laws, in 1827 the territorial legislature
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required Negroes to possess certificates of freedom and to

post $500 bonds. At the 1836 constitutional convention

they were barred from voting. Intermarriage was banned.

In an 1850 referendum 72 percent of Michigan voters re-

jected Negro suffrage.5 The attitude of the region was

not much different on the eve of the war: the majority

were declared white supremacists. The Democrats, in par-

ticular, played to white fears. Not until near the end of

the war did racial virulence decline; and even then, most

Midwesterners were far from advocating any real equality.6

A widespread northern racism was not necessarily

incompatible with opposition to slavery or its extension.

It was possible to condemn slavery as being immoral while

denying that blacks should be raised to social and polit-

ical equality with whites. Many Republicans held this

view. They considered slavery to be immoral and its ex-

tension to be a threat to the northern way of life. They

warned of a conSpiracy of southern aristocrats, commonly

called the Slave Power or the Slaveocracy, who seemed to

have irresistible power. The Slave Power was frequently

portrayed as a threat to civil liberties and freedom. It

dominated the national government. Many resented the

Slaveocracyfls forcing Northerners to do its dirty work,

such as returning fugitive slaves.7 Those who hated the

Slave Power, especially Republicans, did not at the same

time necessarily favor abolition or Negro equality.

In his study of Republican ideology before the
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Civil War, Eric Foner argued that "free labor" was the key

to the party's appeal. Republicans viewed their society

as dynamic, growing, and capitalistic: and they believed

that each man could through his own effort rise from the

wage-earning class into the middle class. Rather than ex-

tolling large-scale capitalism, they preached the economic

independence of the small entrepreneur. Instead of paving

the waY for the Robber Baron, they desperately sought to

create and preserve equality of opportunity and the sup-

posed upward mobility of Jacksonian America. The expan-

sive tendencies of the Slave Power threatened the North be-

cause the aristocratic way of life was antithetical to the

northern conception of the good society. The southern

social system, based on slavery, degraded free labor, hin-

dering the latter's economic progress. The seeming stag-

nation of southern society, ruled by aristocrats, was un-

acceptable to a North committed to the work ethic and

white equality. The Republicans perceived the

Slaveocracy's control of the national government and its

desire for more territory as a real threat to all that

they cherished. Hence, the political power of the

Slaveocracy had to be curtailed, and later it became

necessary to destroy the institution which was the basis

of its strength.8 The reasons why Northerners supported

the restriction of slavery were complex. Some hoped that

it would ultimately lead to the demise of the institution:

others simply wanted to restrain the Slave Power, still
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others desired both.

In.Michigan many Republican papers attacked

slavery as a moral evil. One paper considered slavery

”the foulest wrong that man, in his lust for power and

love of dominion, ever inflicted upon his fellow-man.” It

was founded by robbery and perpetuated by lies. It de-

graded man to a level of a brute, denied him the right to

himself, and robbed him of his humanity.. A Republican vic-

tory would assure that "slavery will die out, and men will

own at least themselves."9 In the aftermath of John

Brown's raid, the Grand Rapids Eagle informed the South

that it misapprehended northern anti-slavery sentiment.

It was based on religious principles and strengthened by

persecution and martyrdom. John Brown's concern for the

plight of the slave was not unique for ”there is just as

genuine love for the slave, just as firm anti-slavery

principles and just as much courage, unallied with mad-

ness, cherished in the hearts of millions of freemen...."10

A writer to the Hillsdale Standard claimed that the "prime

question in American politics” was "shall Slavegy liveI or

shall it die?”11 The Niles Inguirer condemned the insti-

tution as "an atrocious outrage upon the national and in—

alienable rights of man, nor can it anymore be justified

upon ethical and Christian principles, than can.widow

burning or cannibalism.” It abnegated the Christian doc-

trine that all men are brethren, inheriting a common

destiny, and that all men are children of a common parent.
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Slavery destroyed the moral, physical, social, and spiri-

tual nature of men by repressing aspirations for knowledge

and higher life. Such a system.was undoubtedly in an

"irrepressible conflict" with all the moral forces of the

nineteenth century. It was abhorred by God and "all 3929

men."12 The Marshall Statesman also denied that slavery

could be in any way compatible with Christianity. As much

as the slaveholders tried to prove that Christianity

taught "the doctrine that stealing a man‘s labor for his

life-time, separating husbands and wives, selling children

like hogs and horses, is right, preper, just, expedient,

moral and righteous," the Bible actually denounced op-

pression and oppressors. Indeed, it was impossible to

show that the Bible sanctioned slavery.13 Another paper

forthrightly declared that "slavery is a moral wrong,

which cannot be made right by the most artful sophistry.”

Aside from defying ”justice, reason, natural law, religion

and impartial legislation," it did not in any way benefit

the black man. Rather than uplifting him, slavery resulted

in his acquiring the worst vices of civilized society.

Forbidden to learn to read, slaves were unable to under-

stand the precepts of religion and morality. This

ignorance was the slaveholder's best assurance against his

chattels' aspiring for freedom. The "gibberish of negro

talk" was encouraged by slaveholders to symbolize the gulf

between slavery and freedom. Hence, "slavery withers

° . a o t 4 u 0

every soc1al Virtue where it eXists...."1 In addition to
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considering slavery ”a stench in the nostrils of the civi-

lized world,” the Ingham County Ngyg believed that slavery

was doomed, not from interference by Republicans, but by

the actions of the slaveholders themselves. Because the

institution was ”in the agonies of death,” Republicans

just had to stand firm by defending the Union and the

Constitution.15 The young men of the country, the Detroit

Daily Advertiser predicted, would vote for the Republican

party because youth ”are always on the side of Humanity

and.Right.” That party stood on the side of free men,

whatever their color and attracted those people opposed to

"oppression and wrong in every shape to any human

being."16 The Grand Traverse Herald perhaps best sum-

marized the Republican position when it declared that the

election would "decide not merely whether this or that

political Baggy shall prevail, but the future destiny of

the country-~which is involved in the great question of

Human Freedom or Human Bondage?"17

Not all Republican papers stressed the moral evils

of slavery. The Detroit Daily Tribune, for example,

rarely discussed the issue. Others mentioned the im-

morality of slavery only infrequently. Yet, the evidence

warrants the conclusion that many Republican editors con-

sidered slavery evil in itself, and for this reason

America could never live up to its ideals as long as the

institution existed. Indeed, the Marshall Statesman went

so far as to suggest that the South should immediately
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begin to ameliorate slavery as a preparatory step to its

final extinction. It urged southern legislatures to re-

vise the slave code by forbidding slave families to be

separated and by recognizing slave marriages. Slaves

should be encouraged in their moral and mental develop-

ment. Finally, slaves should be allowed to accumulate

property in their spare time, giving them an interest "in

the peace and order of the society.” These measures would

decrease the chances for insurrection while preparing the

slave for freedom.18 Although.Republican papers con-

tinually reiterated that the party had no intention of

interfering with slavery where it already existed, many of

them devoutly believed and desired that the party should

be an instrument in the ultimate destruction of the insti-

tution. To this extent the Democracy was right in its

charges and the South justified in its fears that the

Republican party was a real threat to chattel slavery.

If some Michigan Republican editors did not con-

sider slavery a moral evil, virtually none failed to op-

pose its offspring, the Slave Power. As Major L. Wilson

has pointed out, many "free-soilers" opposed the aggres-

sive Slaveocracy in order to regenerate the nation's com-

mitment to freedom for all that it supposedly possessed at

its inception. Believing that the Constitution was

originally designed to limit national support of slavery,

free-soilers argued that the noble ideals of the national

purpose had been subverted by the predatory Slave Power.
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Some radicals, such as Chase, fixed the "degeneration“ of

freedom as far back as 1790, while moderates such as Lin-

coln settled for the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act. By 1858,

both groups agreed that degeneration had reached the point

where freedom in the nation was seriously threatened.

Lincoln's plan to halt degeneration was to forbid the ex-

tension of slavery into the territories, which would ulti-

mately lead to its extinction. In other words, moral re—

generation in the territories would set an example for the

rest of the nation.19 The Michigan Republican press made

frequent reference to the necessity of returning the

government to the ideals it was founded upon. The Grand

Rapids Eagle considered it essential to defeat the "propa-

gandism of wrong and outrage," and "return the Government

to those Republican principles, which were the glory and

the chief care of the fathers."20 A Republican.victory,

_the Allegan.Journal predicted, would restore quiet to the

country "by a return to the benignant policy of the

founders,“ which were scoffed at by the "slave-breeders,"

and their allies, the "Doughfaces."21 The Battle Creek

Journal observed that the pro—slavery party, "which was but

a small black spot in 1789," had now become the deadliest

enemy of the Republic and was sucking out the moral

strength of the nation. By restraining the Slave Power,

the Journal continued, the Republican party hoped "to pre-

serve intact the Freedom guaranteed by our Fathers."22

More specifically, many Republican journals felt
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that the basic freedoms guaranteed by Constitution were in

jeopardy. Not only were the rights of Negroes denied, but

the rights of mankind were threatened. "The bloody hand

of Slavery,“ declared one editor, had in half the nation

demoralized the people by disregarding the rights of free

speech, free press, and the "sacredness of citizenship."23

The Marshall Statesman detailed the abuse of freedom in

the South, noting that northern visitors were outraged,

insulted and subject to such indignities as being "horse-

whipped, tarred and feathered, rode on rails, gagged,

stoned, imprisoned, exiled, and driven out of the coun-

try." People were driven from their homes or dismissed

from their jobs because they had dared to exercise their

constitutional right of free speech. The effort to drive

out free Negroes or reduce them to slavery was “an insult

to common manhood." Censorship of the mails was a repug-

nant attempt to keep the poor whites ignorant. The edi-

torial concluded by exclaiming that "we have borne the in-

sults and injuries of the 200,000 slave-holders long enough.

Shall they crack their whips over gggg men?"24 The

Detroit Daily Tribune resented the stifling of the slavery

question in the South and urged an end to such “des-

25 The political power of the southern ariSepotism."

tocracy was denounced by another editor. Slaveowners con-

solidated their power by being the only ones elected to

political office. The Slave Power had to be confined

within its present bounds. Indeed, it would be far safer
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”to establish by law an order of nobility amongst us.”26

Republican papers occasionally protested against

the Slave Power's use of the 3/5 clause of the Constitution

for its political advantage. They noted that the white

citizens of the North did not have equal political in-

fluence with their southern brethren. The Detroit Daily

Advertiser compared the representation of Michigan and

Louisiana. In a recent election Michigan polled 120,000

votes while Louisiana polled only 40,000. Because both

states had equal representation in Congress, a Louisiana

voter had three times the power of one in Michigan. North

Carolina polled only two-thirds the vote of Michigan, but

had twice the number of Representatives. Virginia polled

only 30,000 more votes than.Michigan, but had eleven more

Representatives. At least six of Virginia's Representa-

27
tives existed because of the counting of slaves. The

Grand Rapids Eagle reversed the situation by arguing that

the Founding Fathers included the 3/5 clause as an induce-

ment for the South to emancipate its slaves, which would

consequently increase its representation. But instead of

taking the bait, slaveholders had come to look upon their

slaves as property, rather than human beings, as exempli-

fied by their demand that they be allowed to carry their

slave property into the common territories just as if they

were horses, cattle, or household goods. Shrewdly, the

Eagle asked, if slaves were property, not human beings,

how could they claim three-fifths of that property as a
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basis of congressional representation, when the Constitu-

tion clearly referred to persons? It was apparent, the

editorial concluded, “that the slaveocrats present and

urge whatever view may best subserve their present pure

poses."28

Northern Republicans most feared the Slave Power

because it threatened their cherished free labor society.

Michigan.Republican papers rarely spoke of the social

problems confronting the North, but rather continually

lauded its positive aspects. One paper opposed the spread

of slavery to allow "free labor, free homes, and free

men...extend themselves over the land, to subdue and adorn

it."29 Another paper observed that unlike slave labor,

free labor was diversified, capable of being employed in

many branches of industry. It did not have to be used

just on large tracts of land, but could occupy small par-

cels which could be continually renovated and used by suc-

cessive generations of the same family.30 The Michigan

State News urged laboring men to render "themselves at

least partially independent of the capitalists of the

country by accepting the assistance of a strong party

which had pledged itself to the interests of Free Labor."

Republicans, it continued, pledged to oppose the extension

of slave monopolies into the territories, thus preventing

the degradation of free white labor. The free white man

as much as the slaveholder must have the ”right to life,

.31
liberty and the proceeds of his own toil.’ The virtue
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of free labor, which "has a tendency to elevate man in the

scale of moral being,"32 was exemplified in the career of

Abraham.Lincoln. His father, a forelorn and wretched poor

white, lived in a slave community. He had no education

because poor whites had no access to it. But Lincoln

moved out of a slave state and improved himself.33 Ulti-

mately, ”once the day laborer," he was elected Presi-

dent.34

Republican papers also emphasized that slavery de-

graded southern society. Virginia, once a wealthy and

powerful state, observed Republican Journals, was reduced

by slavery to one of the poorer states in the Union be-

cause ”slave labor deteriorates the soil, and leaves be-

hind it sterility and waste." Slavery required large

plantations, limiting the land available to small farmers.

Having little incentive for improvement, these people

added nothing to the national wealth. Meanwhile, the

slaveholding aristocrat acquired riches uncommensurate

with his own labor.35 This type of society where white

men were reduced to ”a state of vassalage“ could not be

allowed to extend beyond its present bounds, observed one

editor. A typical Republican view of southern society had

it consisting of "slave marts, auctions of men, women and

children, the gags, thumbscrews, paddles, slave cofles,

prisons and whips, its practical amalgamations, its

children-selling, fathers jealous and heart-broken wives,

clay-eating whites, dilapidated houses and fences, edgy
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and neglected fields, lazy and thriftless population.”36

Michigan Republican editorials confirm Eric Foner's

analysis of the party attitude towards the South. He

noted that influential party members believed that the

Negro lacked incentive because he was in bondage, and the

white man stagnated because he saw no chance to rise into

a non-existent middle class. Moreover, slavery with its

plantation economy ruined the soil, requiring the ruling

class to seek more territory. Republicans opposed this

necessity for expansion because it threatened the exist-

ence of its free labor society.

The contest between free and slave labor was for

many Republicans what the “irrepressible conflict” was all

about. A writer to the Eaton County Republican, appro—

priately calling himself FREE LABOR, observed that the

Democratic party advanced the interests of slave labor

while discouraging free labor. He inquired, ”does not

this state of things create naturally an ”irrepressible

38 The Slave Power, declared one editor, notconflict...?”

only threatened free labor by its control of the Federal

government but by its desire to expand. It was the sacred

duty of ”every man who respects free labor,“ to oppose it

for "it is no longer a 'nigger' question, but a white

working man's question."39 For the Ingham County Ngyg, as

many other Republican papers, the real issue of the cam—

paign was whether the territories would be consecrated to

free labor or cursed with slavery. Slavery was an evil
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that could not constitutionally be touched in the states

but could be banned in the territories. This had to be

done because "slavery completely crushed out free labor."

It established a despotism, endangered free speech, and

kindled sectional strife.4o Spokesmen of the Slave Power,

Republican papers observed, by placing slave labor above

free labor, were arguing that free society was a failure,

the "mudsills of the North being worse off than the slave

because they belonged to society rather than a single

man.41 The Detroit Daily Tribune provided an anecdote

illustrating this Republican belief that slaveholders

associated all labor with servility. A Yankee mechanic on

a Mississippi steamboat asked a planter if he wanted to

employ a carpenter. The planter replied, "No; I bought a

couple of carpenters yesterday." "It is impossible," con-

cluded the editorial, "for intelligent and skilled labor

to thrive where labor is degraded."42

While Michigan Republican papers unanimously con—

demned slavery for being evil or threatening freedom and

free labor, only a few Democratic sheets discussed the in-

stitution aside from warning of the dangers of agitating

the issue and the perils of abolition. Nationally, a seg-

ment of the northern press, chiefly on the east coast,

mounted a vigorous defense of slavery. The most vitriolic

defender of slavery, John H. Von Evrie's New York Day:

Book, supported Breckinridge, opposed southern concessions

 

to the North, and became a full-fledged Copperhead paper
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during the war. Perhaps a more influential apologist for

slavery was the New York Herald, edited by James Gordon

Bennett. Other New York papers that supported slavery

were the Daily News, Morning Eypress, Daily Eagle, Free-

man's Journal and Catholic Register, and the Observer. In

addition to these papers, and others on the Atlantic

coast, Howard Perkins located only seven other pro-slavery

newspapers in the North: The Chicago Tipgp, the Cleveland

Plain Dealer, the Hamilton Telegraph of Ohio, the Niles

(Democratic) Republican of Michigan, the New Albany Ledger

of Indiana, the Peoria Democratic Union of Illinois, and

the Muscatine Review of Iowa. These papers were Douglas

organs, generally less militant or persistent in their de-

fense of slavery than the eastern journals. The northern

case for slavery was less sophisticated than the southern

version, lacking the latter's plea that the institution was

necessary to preserve a type of civilization. Pro-slavery

newspapers were less than 2 percent of the northern total,

being truly formidable only in New York City.43

A few Michigan Democratic papers argued directly

for slavery as a moral good, most finding it expedient to

avoid the issue. Only the Niles (Democratic) Republican

unqualifiedly embraced the institution. On January 12,

1860, it endorsed a sermon of the Reverend Henry J. Van

Dyke of Brooklyn who provided "a powerful and unanswerable

argument in favor of slavery....” He put to flight ”un-

godly abolition priests" who urged civil discord, civil
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war, and treason. The Republican hoped that the masses

would help to save the nation from dissolution by purging

from the pulpit these ”fanatical demagogues" who were sap-

ping the foundation of Christianity. In a later editorial,

it elaborated upon its defense of slavery, charging that

the Republican party was based upon the false belief that

all men are born free and equal, construing the passage in

the Declaration of Independence to include Negroes. Such

a belief was absurd for it made the Founding Fathers ap-

pear as hypocrites for they never “aimed to make their  
slaves equal to themselves." They founded the government

for the benefit of white men, not inferior races. Repub-

licans also erred in claiming that slavery was a moral sin

which cursed the nation. The Republican noted that when

the nation was born slavery existed in every state. If

slavery were ungodly, how could God "establish such a

government as this, when he knew a portion of it would be

dedicated to slavery?“ Obviously it was not unholy.

God's purpose was to Christianize the African race, provide

it with civilization, and prepare it ”for the coming of

the King of Kings." Moreover, American slavery was the

44

 
mildest that ever existed in history.

The Grand Rapids Qgily Enquirer answered criticism

of its refusal to preach against slavery by stating, that

while the paper had no sympathy with an institution that

was disastrous to the southern economy and injurious to the

free labor system, it could not be condemned for it was     
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not sinful or immoral. Indeed, it was recognized and

45 A more moderate positionsanctioned by the Scriptures.

was taken by the editor of the Adrian Daily Watchtower who

argued that the right of property in slaves was not like

the right of property in animals. The master's right was

to the slave's labor, "just as the father had the right of

property in his minor child." He also argued that slavery

restriction was more inhuman than the diffusion of the in-

stitution. If slavery cursed the white man, as Republi-

cans claimed, it made no sense to prohibit the diffusion

of slaves, for their numbers would be no greater, and

fewer white men would be exposed to their affliction.

This policy, advocated by Jefferson, "is the only sensible

view." Colonization was impractical and would lead to

”cruel consequences” for the blacks because they would

perish when removed from proximity to whites.46 ‘Volney

Hascall, editor of the Kalamazoo Gazette, was the most out~

spoken Democratic critic of slavery. He declared, "I am

no friend of African slavery. My education, observations,

instincts, are all opposed to it." He also realized that

sentiment against slavery was growing not only in the

North, but "throughout the Christian world." The anti—

slavery movement, he shrewdly observed, "has acquired a

momentum, from various circumstances, of late years, that

no prudential resolves can stay, and no legal determina-

tions or statutes can.more than temporarily resolve." The

South felt it necessary to secede to postpone, if not
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avert, the "final hour." Yet he could not condemn the

southern people because their system was being driven to

the wall.47 No consensus existed among Michigan Demo-

cratic journals regarding slavery as an institution. They

did agree, however, that there should be no Federal inter-

ference with it, either in the states or the territories.

While not all Democratic papers continually played

up racist themes, some did it to the fullest, specifically

the Detroit Free Press, the Niles Republican, and the Grand

Rapids Daily Enguirer. They warned of the danger of free

Negroes to northern society and the perils of granting

equality to inferior beings. The Free Press led the cru-

 
sade against the free Negro, cautioning Northerners that  
if abolitionism were successful their section would be

overrun with freedmen. Free blacks were presently a

nuisance, but "how will they be regarded when they shall

form one-fourth of the whole population?" Antipathy to-

wards the blacks, amongst all classes, was exemplified by

many states excluding or expelling them. ‘Michiganders did

not want slavery and certainly did not desire free Negroes

in their midst. Slavery was banned in the state not for

any moral reasons but “on the basis of dollars and cents,

and it has been settled on that basis in every State." If

the climate and soil were ideal, Michigan would have been

a slave state. Not only was the physical presence of

Negroes offensive, but undoubtedly they would attempt to

gain political and social equality and most likely succeed
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if Republicans remained in power. Indeed, the ggee Press

pointed out, at the last session of the Legislature the

Republicans came close to carrying a bill which would have

allowed Negroes to vote upon the accumulation of a certain

amount of property.48 Free Negroes, the Niles Rgpublican

suggested, should be sent to Massachusetts where the laws

of the nation were defied, not to Michigan where they

would lower the price of white labor. It facetiously pro-

posed an anti-abolition party to protect the interests of

free laborers, landowners, and manufacturers. Abolition

would ruin them by raising the price of lands in the

South, lowering the price in the North, destroying the

southern trade for northern manufactures, and overrunning

the North with free Negroes. It would culminate in the

pauperization of white labor, even to a lower level than

the poor whites in the South.49

Of the newspapers surveyed, the Grand Rapids pgiiy

Enguirer was the most racist in.Michigan. It argued that

Massachusetts was a pacesetter in establishing Negro

equality by passing a law that a black could vote after

one year's residence, a much shorter waiting period than

for adopted citizens. Foreigners should require the

Republicans to ”repudiate such a monstrous and fatal

error.” Unfortunately, this policy of Massachusetts, ad-

'vocating political and social equality of the black man

with the white native born.American, was steadily being

adopted by Republicans throughout the country. This dogma
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of Negro equality, ”which possesses not a spark of

divinity," was the Republican idol before which they “bow

down and worship." Republicans should disenthrall them-

selves "from the stupefying influence of this horrible

negro-worship" and "re-assert your pre-eminence over all

other races of the Earth." If Lincoln were elected, the

Enguirer predicted, the Union would be threatened because

the South could not tolerate an administration based upon

Negro equality, a doctrine hostile to the spirit of the

Constitution. Moreover, it was inconceivable that the

Republican party with such beliefs would not attack

slavery in the states. In summarizing the Republican

position, the Enguirer argued that its basis was that

Negroes under the Constitution enjoyed equal political

rights with white men, including citizenship. And if they

enjoyed political rights, they could not by law be denied

equal social rights. Violation of such rights would be

unconstitutional. Whereas slavery recognized no such

rights, Congress had the duty to abrogate the institution,

consequently ruining the southern states, compelling them

to dissolve the Republic. The Democracy, on the other

hand, opposed this doctrine, holding that the Constitution

guaranteed no such equality to black men. Indeed, the

Constitution recognized slavery and denied citizenship to

Negroes, as had been decided by the Supreme Court. The

Enguirer's solution was for ”ye lovers of America, price-

less coronet of liberty,...disown this degrading, beastly
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doctrine of Ne ro E ualit ," by rallying “to the cause of

Popular Sovereignty, and the rights of WHITE MEN."50

The root of the racist argument was the belief

that Negroes were inferior. Democrats delighted in pre-

senting examples of Negroes failing to survive in freedom,

thus proving their inferiority. One journal pointed to

the experience of the West Indies after emancipation as

the ”most crushing argument against the feasibility of

abolition in a financial as well as humanitarian point of

‘view.” Before emancipation, the West Indies had thrived

on the production of sugar, cotton, and coffee. Now the

islands were ruined: England was forced to seek these

products elsewhere. The demise was “attributable to the

indolence and shiftlessness of the negroes after their

emancipation.” Refusing to work because wages meant

nothing to them, they had relapsed into barbarism. Aboli-

tion of slavery in the South would culminate in the ruin

of its economy because the blacks would not work and whites

could not endure the severe labor in a tropical climate.

To avoid throwing ”the world back centuries in the scale

of civilization,” slavery had to be maintained.51 The gygg

‘gppgg denounced the free Negroes in Canada. While they

enjoyed virtually all the rights of native born Canadians,

they were ”constantly ungrateful” and continually abused

their freedom. It was a ”fact” that there was ”not a more

‘worthless, lazy, ignorant, shiftless, dishonest, good—for-

,nothing set of beings in existence than the runaway negroes
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of the Province.“ They had good opportunities to acquire

property, but only one in five thousand became comfort-

able. They preferred ignorance to education, heathenism

to religion, and never thought or acted except to devise

means to get their next meal.52 The same paper described

the plight of the black man in New York City. In contrast

to the South where Negroes were cared for from birth to

death, in New York many of them were destitute. Out of a

black population of 10,000 approximately half were depen~

dent upon public or private charity. Another eighth sur-

vived by thieving, leaving only a third who maintained

themselves honestly. Only one in twenty were taxpayers,

representing less than $300,000 of real estate. Very few

took advantage of acquiring a freehold of $250 which would

have allowed them to vote. The New York example ”does not

argue in favor of free negroes, either as a blessing to

53
themselves or to the whites." Those who urged Negro

colonization, the Free Press stated, assumed that the  
blacks would "maintain a condition of civilization." The

facts, however, were to the contrary as exemplified by the

failures of free Negro civilizations in Haiti, Jamaica,

and the British.West Indies. Experience had proved that

”the African has never attained to any degree of civiliza-

tion except in slavery, and he had never failed to relapse

into barbarism when left to himself.“ Masters and

servants was the only possible relationship between whites

and blacks.54 The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer echoed this
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view by declaring that the Negro "race is an inferior one,

and by the laws of reason and Providence, under the domina-

tion and cultivation of the superior races of the Earth.“

Blacks were incapable of self-government; and when coming

under the influence of a superior race, they must submit

to its rules and regulations.55

'While all Democratic papers were thoroughly imbued

with racism, the two major dailies indulged in it more than

others. Implicit, and often explicit, in their arguments

was the belief that the Negro could not survive out of

slavery. Their appeals were to a racial prejudice that

was latent, if not overt, in most Northerners. They

cleverly tried to turn the Republican free labor argument

to their own advantage by claiming that abolition would

destroy the free white laborer. Indeed, Democrats focused

on the great ambiguity of the Republican outlook. As

Foner has noted, Republicans never made clear whether they

considered the Negro race or the institution of slavery as

56 Democraticthe element that degraded white labor.

papers argued that it was the black man, an inferior crea~

ture. Attempting to scare Michiganders into believing

that Republicans were scheming to raise these inferiors to

social equality with them, Democratic journals urged them

to vote for Douglas and the party of white superiority.

Interestingly, Michigan Democratic papers did not resort

to warning about the perils of amalgamation, as did, for

example, the New York Day—Book. On the whole, they
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confined themselves to citing the dangers of Negro

equality to the economic welfare of white people.

Racism was rampant among all elements in northern

society. As has been shown, several Democratic papers

tried to exploit this sentiment. The Republican party

throughout the nation also subscribed to the doctrine of

white supremacy. Yet, as Eric Foner has shown, the

Republicans, or at least their leadership, were markedly

less racist than their Democratic counterparts. Some

areas in the North of great Republican strength were noted

for their support of Negro suffrage and opposition to ex-

clusion. Many Republican leaders had taken pro-Negro

positions at the expense of political gain. Generally,

most Republicans were willing, based on the premise that

Negroes were human beings and American citizens, to grant

them their natural rights: life, liberty, and property.

Fewer Republicans were willing to grant legal equality, es-

pecially political rights, and even fewer social equality.

Those opposing social equality argued that such relation-

ships were determined by custom and could not be changed

by law. This ambivalence in the attitude of Republicans

usually resolved itself in their allowing the Negro the

right to prove to the world that he could make a success of

himself when given the chance. That is, in accordance with

their free-labor ideology, Republicans tended to ignore

the social prejudice against the Negro and expected that

the removal of economic barriers established by law would
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alone provide a true test of the Negro's place in American

society.57

Foner's analysis of the Republican attitude toward

race is borne out by an examination of the editorial

opinion of the Michigan Republican press. It was marked

by a scarcity of racist appeals; most papers completely

ignoring the issue. Racist attitudes were not totally

lacking, but only the Detroit Epily Advertiser made them

explicit and then only infrequently and with much less

virulence than the Democratic press. The Advertiser, in

January, 1860, answered the charges of the New York

Express that the Republicans were a pro-Negro party by

asserting that the Republican party was the true white

man's party. Founded to guarantee free soil for free man,

it was determined that the territories would be secured

for free white labor. Abhorrence of black slave labor

gave the party its dominance in the North. The Republican

position, so the Advertiser claimed, was that the South

should not attempt to extend the ”nigger" into the terri-

tories or the free states, hence not making the ”'nigger'

supreme in the land.” It declared: "look at us who are

called 'black,' because we go for the white man, while they

are considered white when they go for the black man.” It

did not oppose, however, propositions allowing Negro

suffrage to be submitted to the people for their decision.

Those whites who felt secure in their position would not

be alarmed by Negro suffrage. Only those who equated the
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right to vote with Negro equality would be concerned with

the issue. The paper pointed out that in states where

Negroes could vote they occupied the same social position

as where they could not. Indeed, “it is only such men as

the editors of the [Grand Rapid§7 Enguirer, of the glgyg

gpggg_éfietroit Free Pres§7 here,...who apprehend that pggpg

suffrage would create negro eqpality, as it might with

them."58

The Eaton county Republican, although much more

sympathetic to the black man, also exhibited underlying

racist attitudes. It observed that slave revolts would be

more likely “as the negroes of the South receive into

their veins the blood of the white man, and thereby be-

come imbued with his intelligence and aspiration....“59

It felt that “blackness“ was inherently inferior, and only

through the infusion of “white“ blood could the Negro ad-

vance. Colonization was pr0posed by the Republican as a

possible solution to the “black problem.“ It correctly

observed that the prejudices of many Northerners stood in

the way of the Negro receiving justice. Even among anti-

slavery men, prejudice was considerable. Blacks were

assigned the lowest positions in society and denied social

and political equality. The establishment of a colony in

Central or South America would provide them an Opportunity

to develop their powers and enjoy full rights. Free insti-

tutions would be extended while the Negro would be ele-

vated through the ownership of land. But the Negro, the

Republican urged, should not be forced to leave the
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country, but rather made to see that the plan was "for his

interest and happiness.“ It did not sympathize with a

spirit, frequently exhibited in the North, "which would

crush and spurn the negro....” After all, "the race so

long subject, has claims upon those who have oppressed

them, and theSe should be recognized and complied with."60

The Constantine Mercury andedvertiser also endorsed colo-

‘nization, especially in Haiti, observing that it would

offer the black man perfect political and social free-

dom.61

In summary, most Michigan Democratic papers avoided

the issue of the morality of slavery, very few openly con-

demned it as immoral, and almost all felt that the black

man could not be civilized in any other capacity than ser-

vitude, whether formalized by slavery or informally main-

tained by menial positions. All were thoroughly imbued

with racism, some poisonously so. Republican journals, on

the other hand, conveyed a more ambiguous and complex set

of values. The same papers, such as the Detroit Rail!

Advertiser, could condemn slavery as immoral while assert-

ing that the Republican party was for the sole benefit of

white men. Sympathy for the oppressed was never tdally

reconciled with revulsion at the black man's color and the

economic threat that he represented. Other journals exhi-

bited genuine empathy with the black man himself. In

addition, the free labor argument was used in two ways,

i.e., that slavery as an institution degraded free labor,
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or at other times that the black man himself did the de-

grading. Such a hazy attitude probably helped the party

politically because it appealed both to those primarily

concerned with the threat to free labor and those who were

genuinely concerned about the plight of the black man. In

the denouement of Reconstruction the racist aspect of

Republican thought allowed the party to abandon the black

man with a minimum of guilt at the betrayal of sacred

ideals. Those still interested in the future of the black

man could not resist the pressure of those Republicans who

felt that the time had come to forge an entente with the

South on the basis of white supremacy.
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CHAPTER VI

REACTION OF THE MICHIGAN PRESS TO SECESSION

DURING THE LAST MONTHS OF THE BUCHANAN

ADMINISTRATION

Soon after Lincoln's election, the states of the

lower South began to secede from the Union. Although

southern opinion was not unanimous that this was the best

course of action, extremists urged secession, not so much

that they believed Lincoln was an immediate threat to

southern institutions, but because they feared a mounting

campaign from the North to divide the slaveholders against

the non-slaveholders. They also cautioned that the upper

South was rapidly becoming divested of slaves, raising the

specter that the lower South would be left in an even more

inferior, minority position. Finally, they argued that

Lincoln's policy would be unconciliatory and geared to-

wards eventual emancipation.1 One group of Southerners,

however, beseeched the section not to secede until the new

Administration committed an overt act.2 Many Republicans

depended upon these ”Unionists" to keep the South in the

Union. Reflecting their distorted perception of the

South, they misjudged that group's influence.

As events unfolded, immediate secessionists chose

the method of separate state action.3 Within three weeks
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after Lincoln's election, South Carolina, Mississippi,

Georgia, Alabama, and Florida had called for conventions

to consider secession. These states had various degrees

of Unionist sentiment, but by the beginning of December

secessionist strength clearly overpowered the opposition

in every state except Georgia.4 Nevertheless, on January

19, 1861, over the opposition of Alexander Stephens and

Herschel V. Johnson, the Georgian convention voted for

immediate secession, 166 to 130.5 The entire lower South

had seceded by February 1. In all these states secession

ordinances were passed by substantial, frequently over-

whelming majorities. These states sent delegates to a

convention to form a new confederacy. A provisional

government was established on February 8.6

Coincidental with the secession of the southern

states, national interest focused on the policies pursued

by the Buchanan Administration. The President's Cabinet

was sharply divided between pro~southerners consisting of

Secretary of War, John B. Floyd, Secretary of the Treasury,

Howell Cobb, and Secretary of the Interior, Jacob Thomp-

son, and those opposed to any concessions to secession:

namely, Secretary of State, Lewis Cass, Secretary of the

Navy, Isaac Toucey, Attorney General Jeremiah S. Black,

and Postmaster General Joseph Holt. Buchanan failed to

unite the Cabinet because he consistently took the advice

of the Southerners.7 But his affirmation that secession

was illegal and his determination not to surrender Fort
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Sumter eventually alienated his southern supporters and

drove him to rely on the Unionists in the Cabinet.

Shortly after Lincoln's election, Major Robert Anderson

with a small garrison took possession of Fort Moultrie on

Sullivan's Island in Charleston harbor. Anderson re-

quested reinforcements; but Buchanan vacillated, first or-

dering aid, then revoking it under pressure from his

southern advisors. The President agreed not to send sup-

port when South Carolina promised not to seize Federal

property. Most northern cabinet ministers became deeply

embittered by the President's backdown. Black and Cobb

became irreconcilable enemies.8

Buchanan's reluctance to take a firm stand mani-

fested itself in his Fourth Annual Message to Congress,

delivered on December 3. The sectional crisis, he ob-

served, arose from ”the long-continued and intemperate in-

terference of the Northern people with the question of

slavery in the Southern States....” The most immediate

danger was that the agitation had inspired slaves with

”vague notions of freedom.” Southerners no longer felt

secure. The slavery question could easily be solved, the

President continued, if Southerners were allowed to con-

trol their domestic institutions. He cautioned the South

that since Lincoln had been constitutionally elected it

should refrain from ”revolutionary resistance“ until the

new president committed ”some overt and dangerous act.”

In addition, the South should remember that with the
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possible exception of the Missouri Compromise, Congress

had passed no act impairing the South's right to property

in slaves. On the other hand, if the northern states did

not redress southern grievances, such as through the

repeal of the personal liberty laws, the South would be

justified in revolutionary resistance. Buchanan used the

expression ”revolutionary resistance“ because he con-

sidered secession unconstitutional, ”wholly inconsistent

with the history as well as the character of the Federal

Constitution.“ But he concluded that neither Congress nor

the President, outside of enforcing Federal laws, had the

power to coerce a state, i.e., make war upon it. Even if

the Federal government possessed such a power, it would be

foolish to exercise it, because war, although it would

preserve the Union, ”would vanish all hope of its peace-

able reconstruction.” The Union, he maintained, rested

upon public opinion and could not be held together by

force. To avoid catastrophe, he urged Congress to enact

constitutional amendments guaranteeing most of the southern

demands, including a slave code for the territories.9

Although Buchanan's Message had supported the basic

demands and aspirations of the South, many Southerners re-

sented its affirmation of the integrity of the Union. It

also failed to stop the secession of the lower South.10

Nor did the Message solve the problem of the Federal

forts. On December 10, in reply to four South Carolina

Congressmen who had told him that the forts would not be
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molested until secession, Buchanan informed them that al-

though he was not making a formal agreement, he had no

current plans to reinforce the forts.11 On December 8

Cobb resigned and was replaced by the Southerner Philip F.

Thomas. Cass resigned on December 13 because of the

President's refusal to reinforce the Charleston forts.

Black became Secretary of State, and Edwin M. Stanton re-

placed him as Attorney General. Buchanan's Cabinet was

now substantially more Unionist.12 South Carolina seceded

on December 20 and sent delegates to Washington to nego-

tiate with the Government. The night they arrived, Decem-

ber 26, Major Anderson on his own volition moved his

troops from Fort Moultrie to the more defensible Fort

Sumter. This action prompted South.Carolina to confiscate

all Federal property in the state, including Fort Moul-

trie. The South Carolina commissioners demanded that

Buchanan order Anderson to return to Moultrie. Buchanan

wavered, but Black convinced the President to resist the

demand. On December 29, Floyd resigned, partly due to his

13 Buchanan then ordered an ex-connection with a scandal.

pedition to reinforce Sumter. On January 9 the relief

chief, Star of the West, was driven out of Charleston, un-

able to relieve Anderson, who continued to hold out.

Buchanan, now willing simply to maintain the stalemate,

waited eagerly for the end of his term.14

David Potter has observed that prior to Lincoln's

election most Republicans discounted the threat of



202

secession as nothing more than an attempt to frighten the

North.15 The Michigan press reflected this attitude. One

paper accused the Democracy, no longer fearful of General

Jackson, of using secession threats to gain'victory.16

The Detroit Daily Advertiser thought the southern people

had no desire to secede. Intelligent Southerners, it con-

cluded, supported Lincoln and the Republicans, who, though

opposed to the extension of slavery into free territory,

would protect the constitutional rights of the South.17

The Niles Inguirer dismissed secession as the ”most absurd

of political humbugs." Such sentiment, it contended,

would disappear before the end of Lincoln's Administra-

18 The Detroit Daily Tribune also viewed the disuniontion.

furor as nonsense. The South did not want Lincoln

elected, but it did not consider his election reason for

withdrawal. Loyal to the Union, it would seek redress of

19 The South would not secede,grievances within it.

argued the Marshall Statesman, because if she “can not

live ip the Union she cannot live pg; of it.” If the

South dissolved the Union, slavery agitation would not

cease. On the contrary, it would be magnified a hundred

times. Fugitive slaves would not be returned. The ter-

ritories would remain with the Union, the South not being

allowed to take a square foot of ground. If the South

opted to achieve secession by war, it would leave itself

open for a servile insurrection. Thus, war would be

2

futile because it would mean the end of slavery.
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In the weeks immediately after Lincoln's election,

Michigan.Republican papers continued to minimize the

possibility of a southern secession. But by the end of

November, some journals were forced to concede that at

least South Carolina was not bluffing. Unless the South-

erners seceded, stated one newspaper, nobody would ever

again take their threats seriously. But they would not,

the paper declared, for although fire-eaters would con-

tinue to bluster and threaten, the Union men of the South

would restrain them. There was no need for a ”moment's

alarm."21 Another journal was heartened by the results of

the presidential contest in Virginia, Kentucky, and Ten-

nessee. The issue in those states carried by Bell was

union or disunion. Treason would no longer be taught

there because it was ”overthrown by the people." The

South would not secede, it further commented, on the mere

apprehension of danger. Only actual injury would drive

them out.22 The Detroit Daily Tribune portrayed the se-

cession movement as ”ephemeral” because it was not sup-

ported by the large slaveholders. The only danger was

”that the politicians may lead the people too far astray,

before the second sober thought shall come.” But the

Tribune was confident that the Unionists would win.23 By

Noyember 14, however, the Tribune began to exhibit faint

signs of doubt about Georgia and South Carolina's loyalty

to the Union. Union sentiment, it admitted, in both

states ”is overborne and voiceless in the present carnival
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of disunion...." But it still held that Union sentiment

would eventually prevail, stimulated by the conservative

sentiment in the border slave states. Yet it implied

that South Carolina was, indeed, going to secede. The

Palmetto state, it observed, would not be able to survive

alone without the support of other slave states, nor could

she break the Union. The Tribune had not changed its

position, but it grew less confident that secession could

be avoided.

By the fourth week of November Republican papers

began to take secession more seriously, though many con-

tinued to regard it as a hollow threat. Conceding that

two or three states were apparently determined upon seces-

sion, the Lansing State Republican recommended to let them

go for their actions would create a powerful southern

party which would rally around the Lincoln Administration.

Patriotic and moderate Southerners would not tolerate

treason as they saw the Republicans guaranteeing their

rights.24 The perpetuation and extension of slavery was

at the root of the secession movement, declared the Adrian

Daily Expositor. The North considered the institution a

great evil that should be gradually extinguished. Most of

all, “to its further spread, we say--NEVER. If that is

the price, and the only price, at which South Carolina,

and her sister States will stay in the Union, let them go:

There are evils greater than a dissolution of the Union of

these States immeasurably great and deplorable as that
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would be."25 Another journal conceded the secession of

South.Carolina when it contended that other Cotton states

would not join "her passionate caprice."26 The Constan-

tine Mercur and Advertiser, on the other hand, still dis-

counted secession. The South, it argued, would choose the

protection of the Federal government over the uncertain-

ties of disunion. The planters would not allow "an abso-

lute free line" extended south from Canada to the Ohio

River. In addition, secession could not be successful

"unless aided and abetted at Washington."

By the beginning of December, most Republican

papers could no longer deny that South Carolina and prob-

ably several other states were going to pass ordinances of

secession. Several journals attempted to show the great

burden that would rest upon the seceding states. A con-

federacy of the Cotton states, one editorial argued, would

cost twenty—five million dollars annually. Such funds

would have to be raised by direct taxation because of

their desire for free trade, or by reopening the slave

trade, thus reducing the average price of a slave.28 When

the people of South Carolina realized the cost of seces-

sion, another paper stated, they would be more than eager

to rejoin the Union. Indeed, as it seemed that the Pal-

metto state would still pay revenue to Washington after

secession, the editorial Speculated that the state felt it

could not go it alone.29 The Ingham County Ngyp mocked

South Carolina for fancying that her 50,000 militia force
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could ”coerce” the northern people into submission by the

act of secession. Such a threat was "like the fly upon

the horn of the ox in the midst of the great drove, she

can say 'what a dust I am raising.”3o

Other papers concentrated on the effect of seces-

sion on slavery. The Hillsdale Standard, one of the first

Republican papers to foresee a bloody conflict, persua-

sively argued that the secession of the South was

hastening to a climax the irrepressible conflict between

slavery and liberty. The coming struggle might very well

entail "brother butchered by the hand of brother” in a war

between slavery and freedom. Yet, "the sooner the battle

is fought, the better--if nothing but fighting will close

"31 Disunion would mean the end ofthe controversy.

slavery, argued the Detroit Dail Advertiser, not by civil

war, but by the slaves themselves. With no general

government to protect the slaveholders, a servile insur-

rection would be likely. The death of slavery would at

least partially compensate for the tragedy of the breakup

of the Union. Secession would also motivate the people of

Canada to be annexed by the United States after the coun-

try had rid itself "of a few troublesome, factious slave

breeding States."32

Although most Republican papers finally accepted

South Carolina's secession as reality, some differentiated

that act from disunion. South Carolina, the Detroit Daily

Advertiser predicted, would merely withdraw her
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representatives from Congress and compel Federal officials

to resign. She would not suspend the benefits of the Post

Office, nor resist the collection of the revenue. If the

state resisted the latter, she would be forced into sub-

mission. In other words, the state would claim to be out

of the Union only to force the North to submit to her de-

mands. If the North remained firm, South Carolina would

not take the final plunge of resisting the enforcement of

33 Passing an ordinance of secession, anotherthe laws.

journal contended, was only the first step in revolution.

The state not only had to defy the Union, but to conquer

it. South Carolina had not yet proved she could do

34 The Palmetto state could not last six months outthat.

of the Union, declared the Allegan Journal. She would be

like a ship in mid-ocean, ”without rudder, compass or

sails, with a supply of water and food capable of keeping

soul and body together for three days...."35 All South

Carolina wanted, the Tribune again claimed, was new con-

stitutional guarantees which in effect would make the

Republican party unconstitutional. Such proposals should

be defeated, it urged, for ”there is just as much slavery

in the constitution now as the Northern public sentiment

can stand, and a little more we might almost say...."36

Other papers took the ordinance of secession more

seriously, although some considered South Carolina still

in the Union until she resisted the laws. Secession, de-

clared the Ingham County News, was rebellion, the
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equivalent of a declaration of war. Armed hostility was

inevitable if South Carolina continued in her foolish

ways. If the state refused to carry out the laws, armed

37 The Battle Creekforce would be the only alternative.

Journal endorsed a speech of Senator Benjamin F. Wade in

which he characterized secession as revolution. The right

of revolution cannot be denied a people, continued the

editorial, but it was the right of the Government to com-

pel obedience.38 South Carolina, the St. Joseph Traveler

thought, would follow up her secession by usurping the

powers of the Federal government by refusing to collect

the revenue, taking possession of the forts, and mas-

sacring the garrisons. Such treasonous acts could not be

settled by compromises or concessions. Rigid enforcement

39 By January 9 theof the laws was the only alternative.

Advertiser had come to realize that South Carolina's se-

cession was in earnest, but it believed that within the

state a reaction to it was developing.

As the Cotton states withdrew from the Union in

January and February, several Republican papers leaped

upon any event that gave the least bit of hope of southern

reaction against the secession movement. The secession of

Mississippi, one journal concluded, would ”not prevent the

inevitable termination to which all this treason is

40 The Eaton County Republican discussed thehastening.”

secession of several southern states, their seizure of

Federal forts and arsenals, and the firing on the Star of
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the West, and then without taking a breath somehow

reasoned that ”signs of a reaction are appearing.” Its

argument was based on the vague notion that the southern

41 A largepeople no longer wished to continue the strife.

part of the southern portion of Alabama, another editorial

noted, was opposed to secession and had to be coerced into

it.42 The Detroit Daily Advertiser continued to downgrade

the permanency of secession. The real danger to the

Union, it thought, was less than at the end of November.

More and more Southerners were coming to realize that the

Lincoln Administration intended no aggressions upon their

rights. By the end of February the Advertiser concluded

that secession was finally checked by the refusal of Mary-

43 Otherland, Kentucky, Missouri and Arkansas to secede.

papers also argued that the action of the border states

indicated that secession was doomed.44 The Hillsdale

Standard was the only Republican paper surveyed that did

not view the lull after the abortive attempt to reinforce

Sumter as an indication that secession was being reversed.

It viewed southern strategy as one of gaining time to

gather strength while the Administration was paralyzed by

indecision. ‘When the moment was right the secessionists

would attack the capital or some other point. ”War," it

concluded, ”does then seem to be inevitable and just before

"45 Several Republican papers, desperately hoping forus.

a reaction, called for strong action against the seces-

sionists to prove that the North was not impotent.
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Although most papers denied the validity of peace-

able secession, several, on occasion, flirted with the

possibility. As indicated earlier, the initial impulses

of the Lansing SpgtelRepublican and the Adrian Daily Ex-

46 The Hillsdalepositor were to let South Carolina go.

Standard echoed this sentiment. It termed secession

madness because it invited a servile insurrection. Yet,

perhaps it was best to "say affectionately good-bye" to

South Carolina. But the paper cautioned that the Palmetto

state would not be allowed to imperil the national good

and public safety.47 A writer to the St. Joseph Traveler

urged negotiations to effect a peaceful withdrawal of the

southern states. Secession, he argued, would greatly out-

weigh the horrors of civil war. With the South gone, the

North would no longer have a drag on its industry and no

longer be taxed to support slavery. Peaceful separation

was the only way to terminate the "irrepressible con-

flict."48 If Northerners agreed that the two sections

could no longer live together, the Washington correspondent

of the Detroit Daily Tribune suggested that perhaps it was

wise to devise a plan of separation. But it had to be

done by constitutional means. The doctrine of secession,

per se., had to be repudiated. However, if the South were

allowed to withdraw while the trade relations between the

sections were maintained, the North would gain because it

would be "relieved from the responsibility and sin of

slavery...."49 Finally, the Tribune conjectured that many

  

 



 

 

  



211

Northerners, "holding in great horror a civil fraticidal

war, would be willing to adjust terms of peaceable separa-

tion.” But the seceded states would not be allowed to

seize Federal property, for this would mean anarchy. The

Constitution must be maintained “until the people decree in

their primary capacity it shall be no more."50 Most

Republican papers (and their correspondents) did not con-

sistently advocate peaceable secession. Those that con-

ceded the possibility usually hedged their remarks with

many qualifications; such as, separation having to take

place by constitutional means. Indeed, the whole concep-

tion of peaceable secession was a minor theme in Republi-

can papers. Most Republican journals called for strong

action by the Buchanan Administration to maintain the

Union, although some did not feel that peaceable separa-

tion and strong action were mutually exclusive.

Buchanan's handling of the secession crisis has

generally been sympathetically treated by those twentieth-

century historians who have explored his policy in depth.

Writing in 1926, Philip G. Auchampaugh described Buch-

anan's policy as an overwhelming success. He avoided the

opening of hostilities, gave no recognition to the se-

ceding states, and did not burden his successor with any

commitments. In other words, he skillfully pursued a

peace policy hoping that time and compromise would prompt

a reconciliation of the sections.51 Buchanan was the last

national president, concluded Frank W. Klingberg, because
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he attempted to balance the rights of a minority against

the will of an electoral majority.52 Allan Nevins quali-

fiedly praised Buchanan's policy by stating that his ”re-

solve to explore every reasonable path toward reconcilia-

53 But he also charac-tion was sagacious statesmanship.“

terized the President as weak, vacillating, and timid. He

let himself be dominated by the pro-southern members of

his Cabinet and did not take the necessary steps to stave

off secession. A major failure was his refusal to rein-

54 Kenneth Stampp,force Anderson at an early moment.

while conceding that Buchanan could not rally national sup-

port, noted that the President did nothing which gave any

support to the principle of secession. Indeed, even after

the firing on the Star of the West, he did not rule out

the possibility of another expedition to Sumter if Ander-

son requested one. To the end of his administration, he

remained true to the Union.55

In contrast to historians, Republicans throughout

the nation bitterly and continually condemned Buchanan's

policy as sanctioning and abettingtreason.56 The Michigan

Republican press was no exception. ‘Within two weeks after

Lincoln's election, editorials appeared criticizing

Buchanan's policies. The Detroit Daily Tribune charged

him with winking at secession.57 The President was fo-

menting disunion, argued the Allegan Journal, by not

coming to the aid of the garrison at Fort Moultrie which

was undermanned, insufficiently supplied, and commanded by
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a declared secessionist, Colonel John L. Gardner.58 The

Detroit Qgilyyggyertiser, however, was willing to give

Buchanan a chance to close his Administration with "a

degree of lustre.” His impending Message, it hoped,

"would convince everybody that the first of those ring-

leaders who commits actual treason will be hung...."59

The édyertiser was bitterly disappointed by the

President's Message, which, it concluded, had done little

to restore the confidence of the nation "or to relieve his

badly shattered reputation.“ Instead of objecting to se-

cession, he simply opposed it for public effect. His Mes-

sage, the paper charged, was marked by inconsistencies.

On the one hand he stated that the South would be justified

in revolutionary resistance if the North did not repeal

its Personal Liberty laws. On the other hand he pro-

claimed that such laws had never interfered with the im-

plementation of the Fugitive Slave Law. Another incon-

sistency was that he attributed the Federal government

with sovereignty, but stated that it had “no power to pre-

'vent a State from destroying the Government." Although he

characterized secession as revolution, he denied the

President or Congress the power to enforce the law. The

Message illustrated Buchanan's dishonesty and incompe-

tence. He had, in effect, condoned the dissolving of the

Union by placing all the blame on the North. The chances

of disunion had increased tenfold since the deliverance of

the Message. His proposals for conciliating the South
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were unacceptable, the paper observed, because they would

nationalize slavery and tie the hands of the North.60

Other Republican papers were equally critical of

the President's performance. The Detroit Daily Tribune,

while noting Buchanan's opposition to the right of seces-

sion, declared that by denying the Government's right of

coercion he had played ”into the hands of the secession-

ists, and will be used by them to fortify themselves."

The North would never consent to his call for a slave code

for the territories nor accept his contention that the

North's interference with slavery in the southern states

created the crisis. Such statements could only inflame

the passions of the South by providing it justification

for its actions. He also proved himself a hypocrite by

denying the Government power to deal with secession, while

investing it with plenty of power to deal with the uncon-

stitutional Personal Liberty laws.61 The Constantine

Mercury and Advertiser denounced the President for de-

grading the northern people to a level of heathens who

defied the laws while elevating the southern people to the

rank of “meek, innocent, and self—denying" Christians.

The Message did not ”restore harmony between sections far

alienated by the falsehood and villainy of men like him,

but rather encouraged the activities of the disunion-

62 One editor castigated the President's proposal ofists.

a slave code as "the shame of the age" because it placed

freedom and slavery upon equal planes when the latter
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should be eliminated by the unanimous consent of all

Christians. To place a man "on the level with a brute,"

directly conflicted with the desires of the Founding

Fathers who had based the Republic on the inalienable

rights of man.63 Buchanan's handling of secession, com-

mented a writer to the Jonesville Independent, was "cer-

tainly insipid, if not contemptible." His demands for

concessions to the South only proved that he was a poor,

imbecilic old man, whose "southern residence has rendered

himeffeminate."64 In sum, the Michigan.Republican press

viewed the Message as a betrayal of the North to the

South. It particularly resented the placing of the entire

blame for the crisis on the North's hostility to slavery.

It could not understand how the President could deny the

Government the right to protect and maintain its sover-

eignty over its domain. Finally, it argued that if the

President's conciliatory proposals were enacted the Repub-

lican victory in the election would be rendered useless.

Indeed, it felt he was really out to destroy the party

that was inimical to the interests of the South.

Throughout December the Republican press continued

to criticize Buchanan for his failure to take a strong

stand against the disunionists. One journal denounced him

for refusing to garrison fully Fort.Moultrie. People "gy-

‘pggp the President to protect the public property, and the

lives of the officers and men in charge, at whatever cost

or sacrifice...." If anything happened to Anderson and
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his men, Buchanan would be damned to infamy."65 The

Adrian Daily Expositor considered General Cass' resigna-

tion significant. If he, not known for his strength of

character, could denounce the President for being weak,

66 After the secessionBuchanan must deserve impeachment.

of South Carolina, Republican papers reiterated the neces-

sity for the Government to collect the revenue: but many

doubted that Buchanan had the will to do it. Buchanan de-

sired to abandon everything to the secessionists, resign,

and throw the crisis upon Lincoln, one editor conjectured.

But even if Fort Moultrie were surrendered, he continued,

peaceable secession would hardly be achieved. Problems

beyond the President's control, such as inter-state regu-

lations, the possibilities of several Unions, and control

of the Mississippi would have to be settled.67 Out of

cowardice or treason Buchanan would do nothing, thus be-

traying the Government, another paper predicted. Unfor-

tunately Congress could not act independently of the

President since he was commander-in-chief.68 Not even

General Cass' resignation would prompt the President to

do anything "towards checking the Disunion Spirit,"

lamented the Allegan Journal.69

By the end of December many Republican papers be-

gan openly to characterize the President as a traitor and

a conspirator. Buchanan and part of his Cabinet conspired

with the traitors to humble the North, forcing it to make

degrading concessions to the South, charged the editor of
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the Detroit Daily Tribune. Indeed, Buchanan had been the

instigator of the plot.70 His treason was proved, de—

clared the St. Joseph Traveler, by his refusal to take

General Scott's advice to send reinforcements to Anderson

at Moultrie.71 By the turn of the year, however, Republi-

can papers became somewhat more ambivalent toward ”Buck“

as it appeared that his position had firmed. Sometimes

they denounced hbm as a traitor, but at other times they

praised him for his new-found resistance to the demands of

the disunionists. After Anderson removed to Sumter and

the South Carolina commissioners demanded that Buchanan

order Anderson back to Moultrie, the Advertiser feared

that the President would accede to their request, while a

real man would order their arrest for treason.72 But the

Tyibune was heartened when the President did not order

Anderson back and got rid of Secretary of War Floyd.

Astonished, the editor wrote that ”the President has done

so well for a start, after having done so ill up to this

time, that we do not dare to hope he will continue to do

anything as this in the future." Two days later, however,

the Tribune once again condemned the President for dealing
 

‘with the South Carolina commissioners.73 The Battle Creek

.Iournal also castigated Buchanan for his "treason, im-

becility, and cowardice." For six months, it charged, he

had been cognizant of the schemes of the secessionists, but

did nothing to thwart their activities. There could be

little doubt of his guilt in "aiding and abetting
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treason."7

For approximately a week, from.January 5 through

January 12, 1861, Buchanan probably received more praise

from the Michigan Republican press than at any other time

during his Administration. Prompted by his rejection of

the South Carolina commissioners and his sending of an ex-

pedition to relieve Fort Sumter, Republican papers hoped

that at last the President was taking firm steps to stem

the tide of secession. The country had gained from the

President surrounding himself with a new set of advisors

and from his seeming intention to enforce the laws and

support the Constitution, claimed the Tribune on.January

5. The nation, irrespective of party, would support him,

it announced. On the 12th, after the firing on the §pg£

of the West, the paper stated it would tolerate the Presi-

dent blaming the crisis on the Republicans as long as he

continued to "protect the public property, maintain the

constitution and the laws, and punish treason....” The

Detroit Daily Advertiser, upon hearing that an expedition

'was being sent to Sumter, was willing to forgive the

President for all past wrongs.75 The Jonesville ngg-

pgndent also cheered the Administration's firm stand as "a

welcome surprise." The President's actions saved him

”from the halter of the hangman for treason" and could con-

ceivably relieve "him of the detestation now felt for him

through the whole North, for his past misconduct."76 Some

papers, however, could still not say a good word for the
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President. The Lansing State Republican considered him ”a

traitor at heart,“ ascribing his actions to the pressure of

public Opinion.77 Yet, on the whole, most Republican

papers seemed genuinely willing to forget the past and

support the President as long as he followed up his ini-

tial actions in the drive to crush secession.

As the crisis at Sumter passed into a stalemate,

the Republican press resumed its condemnation of Buchanan,

but his Administration received much less editorial com-

ment. Those papers that did discuss him attacked his

idleness which had allowed the secession movement to gain

78 Throughout the whole secession period, how-strength.

ever, Republican papers had called for strong action

against the disunionists. There was no unanimity as to

exactly what the action should be, but they agreed that

waiting around for a reaction to secession was not good

enough. The nation was being plunged into anarchy and

nothing was being done to save it, lamented the Detroit

Dgily Tgibune after the secession of South.Carolina. The

Government had to “make such an exhibition of Federal au-

thority as shall compel the traitors in South Carolina to

respect that authority.“ After the firing on the Star of

the West the paper suggested the blockading of Charleston

as a means to exhibit the Government's strength while not

provoking violence. Such an action (whether called en-

forcement of the laws or coercion) was imperative to pre-

79
serve the Constitution and the Union. The Government
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had to enforce its own laws or it was no government at

all, asserted the Detroit Daily Advertiser.80 Secession,

declared the Michigan State News, could be strangled in

ninety days if the mails were stopped in the seceded

states, the laws making their harbors ports of entry re-

81
pealed, and the revenue collected by warship. To put

down secession, argued the Allegan J urnal, a million men

could be raised within sixty to ninety days. Civil war,

it thundered, was preferable to ”anarchy, to the re-

opgning of African Slave trade and to the Nationalization

of Slavepy.” Although such a conflict was horrible to

contemplate, it might be necessary as a last resort.

The Ingham County prg argued that to save democracy in

both the United States and Europe, the Union had to be

preserved, even "if blood must flow in this conflict....'

If there were a call to arms, Michigan would provide

50,000 men.83 Perhaps the editor of the Marshall States-

y_:_a_p issued the most militant call for action among Michi-

gan Republican papers. He urged "war, and WAR TO THE

KNIFE, if need be to vindicate the supremacy of the law,

and to preserve these blood-brought institutions of ours.”

frhe army and navy should be used, the editor continued, to

regain possession of the forts, "even if it has to be done

bjr heavy bombardments and immense loss of life," if a

blockade should not achieve that purpose. Simultaneously,

Var vessels would collect the revenue. If the South

acihieved its independence, the editor further claimed, it
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would hasten the emancipation of the slaves, i.e., unpaid

labor. Such an event "would be a serious disaster to both

slaves and white people...."84 Apparently this editor

greatly feared free blacks as competition to free white

labor.

Throughout the waning months of the Buchanan Ad-

ministration, most Republican papers reacted to secession

in a twofold, somewhat contradictory manner. They con-

tinually de—emphasized the legitimacy and magnitude of the

secession movement, while at the same time they called for

a display of governmental power to show that the United

States in no way recognized rebellion. Several papers

were prepared for civil war, if necessary, to re—assert

the authority of the Federal government. Certainly, with

some exceptions, the Republican press underestimated the

influence and determination of the secessionists, while

overestimating the degree to which Unionist sentiment

would come to the fore under circumstances acceptable to

Republicans, i.e., unconditional acceptance of the Chicago

platform. Most editors seemed to believe that a reaction

would develop in the South with no concessions by the

Republican party. Misunderstanding the nature of southern

Unionism, they did not realize that their call for the en-

forcement of laws (which all Southerners labeled coercion)

would alienate southern Unionists, most of whom were for

the maintenance of the Union, but only at a price. In

other words, Republicans deluded themselves into believing
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that the southern Unionists would win over the South while

the Government was in one way or the other forcing its

will upon the seceded states.

Republican editors truly considered Buchanan to be

a traitor who had sold out his section. Yet, they hoped

to make political gains out of the President's weakness.

By identifying the whole of the northern Democracy, as

well as Buchanan, with secession and rebellion, they tried

to persuade the people that the Government was only safe

in Republican hands. Indeed, this tactic was to serve the

Republican party well for many decades after the guns had

ceased. In reality, the Michigan Republican press was not

quite as Unionist as it sometimes tried to appear: that

is, several papers occasionally considered peaceable se-

cession. None of them consistently advocated such a posi-

tion because all desired the continuance of the Union.

One suspects, however, that if either the national party

leadership or public opinion accepted secession, most

Republican papers would have seen enough advantage in it

to concur, most likely on the grounds that the nation was

at last freed from the taint of slavery and the Slave

:Power. But as events develOped, peaceable secession never

really had a chance because of the overwhelming Unionism

(of the northern people and the Republicans' revulsion at

tine arrogance of the secessionists. 'Republicans were so

ijlled with hatred for the South that they offered it the

Crzicago platform or nothing. Nevertheless, Republicans
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expected to see a revival of southern Unionism which would

keep in the northern slave states, if not the Cotton

states.

Prior to the election of 1860, several Democratic

papers cautioned those planning to vote Republican that

the South was seriously contemplating disunion. After

John Brown's raid the Detroit Free Press warned of the

danger to the Union due to the fanaticism of Northerners'

85 The ”Hotspurs of thesupporting the infamous deed.

South,” the same people who had plotted the bolts at the

Democratic conventions, observed the Free Press as the cam-

paign of 1860 got into full swing, were planning the se-

cession of the South. By late October, convinced that

Lincoln's election would force three or four states into

disunion, the only hope the paper held for the Union was

that the House of Representatives would be conservative.

If the South saw that the Congress would stave off the

anti-slavery onslaught upon it, ”possible the impending

revolution may be stayed." In any case, a conservative

House would give the southern Union men a powerful weapon

in the fight for the Union.86 The Grand Rapids pgin

Epguirer also viewed the South as "volcanic ground,” ready

to erupt at a Republican victory. Unfortunately the elec-

tion of a sectional president would culminate in ”the

horrors of civil war, brothers, fathers, husbands, and

87
friends, fighting against each other....” The irre-

pressible conflict had come, stated the Marshall
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Democratic Eyppunder. Civil war was a real possibility,

and its readers were informed that 'you...may in a very

short time be called on to shoulder your musket, and you

will have only to decide on which side you will range

88 The Eypgunder's implication of a civil waryourself."

not fought solely on a sectional basis would, near the

culmination of the secession movement, be forcefully

argued by the Detroit Free Press.

In the weeks immediately after the election, while

Republican papers were dismissing secession as an empty

threat or bluff, Democratic journals explained the seces-

sion movement as a real and imminent threat to the Union.

The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer considered secession likely

but felt that Lincoln's promise not to interfere with sou-

thern institutions and to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law,

the success of the Bell ticket in several states, and the

fact that most Southerners were conservative might calm

89 The Niles Re ublican, on thethe disunion agitation.

other hand, confident that ”the South are arming for the

contest,” had no doubt that at least five states would

secede.90 "No two nations in the world are more hostile

to each other than are the two sections of our common

country at this moment," declared the Marshall Democratic

Expgunder. Dissolution and civil war were imminent be-

cause neither side wanted to compromise or make conces-

91
sions. Another journal did not consider it strange that

the South would secede after years of being denounced by
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Republican leaders.92 The Michigan Argus, in contrast,

thought fanaticism in the North and South combined was

”powerless to break up the Union." Conservative influ-

ences in the South, moderation in the North, and firmness

by the Administration.would allay the crisis.93

While Democratic papers predicted secession as a

reality that could not be ignored, they unanimously con-

demned it as unwise, unnecessary, and unconstitutional.

The Niles Republican urged Democrats "to remain true to

their principles." They must uphold the Union while

soothing sectional differences. The South should not se-

cede because it would be worse off outside the Union. Nor

should there be any attempt to interfere with Lincoln's

inauguration. Powerless to do harm, he would have to

follow the Democratic program of executing all the laws,

including the Fugitive Slave Act. Should Lincoln violate

his official oath, the northern Democracy would unite with

the South to fight those who would destroy the Constitu—

tion.94 The South had "not yet any occasion or excuse,"

for secession, another paper observed. Not until the new

Administration committed some overt act could there be

even "a shadow of excuse” for secession.95 The right of

revolution was inherent in every people, stated the

Detroit Free Press, but should only be undertaken when

"the existing government has committed grievous wrongs."

Until Lincoln should commit a wrong, secession would be

0
6

I

I

unjustifiable
revolution.9

While reiterating that
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secession was unjustified without an overt act, another

editor urged compromise and concession to save the

97 The Kalamazoo Gazette considered secessionUnion.

calamitous because it would ”embroil the whole land in a

contest such as the civilized world never yet has wit-

nessed."98 The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer, hoping that

Lincoln would be inaugurated peaceably, noted that the

Democrats still controlled the House and Senate. The

Democratic party united could “hurl the 'negro worship-

pers' from power in four years without the least

trouble."99 Finally, the Niles Republican facetiously

proposed an ancient Greek method for settling the dispute.

One hundred men from Massachusetts led by William H.

Seward and one hundred men from South Carolina led by

Lawrence Keitt would meet on the field of battle. These

men, all extremists, of course, would fight until one man

was left.100

Not only did the Democratic papers disapprove of

secession, but they also urged strong governmental action

to prevent it. Indeed, until the middle of January, 1861,

Democratic papers were as strong or stronger than the

Republican press in their call for the maintenance of the

Union. Immediately after the election, the Free Press

called upon the Administration “to execute the Federal

laws in every state." The Founding Fathers, it observed,

did not contemplate a Union so weak that it could be broken

by any state choosing to disrupt it. There should be
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twenty years of war before a state would be allowed to se-

101 The
cede "until the right of revolution had accrued.”

Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer considered it absolutely im-

possible for a state to secede, although individuals

within the state might commit treason by refusing to allow

the laws of the United States to be executed. These people

"might as well claim the right to commit murder as treason

with impunity."102 Repudiating the idea that the Govern-

ment had no means to protect itself from dissolution, the

Marshall Democratic Expoundg; emphatically stated that

"better than a million of men should perish rather than

that the Union of these States be dissolved...."103

To a large degree the early reaction of the Demo-

cratic press to secession can be ascertained from its

analysis of Buchanan's policy. Days after the election,

the Free Press confessed that it had no confidence in the

President's ability, integrity, or patriotism. If he

should do his duty, however, the American people would

”forget all his transgressions."104 The Michigan Argus

was dismayed that while the sections were heading toward a

 
collision the general government did not deny the right of

secession or intimate "that the laws must be obeyed and

the Union preserved." Buchanan's silence could indicate,

the paper felt, that he favored secession.105

The President's Message of December 2 was gener-

ally denounced by the Democratic papers, although they

subscribed to certain aspects of it. The Grand.Rapids
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Enguirer while “disappointed by the absence of the gggge

sonian spirit...,“ agreed with the Message that the crisis

was due to twenty-five years of slavery agitation, but

denied the South the right of revolutionary resistance if

the North did not repeal its unfriendly legislation, such

as the Personal Liberty laws. No excuse for such action

existed as long as the Federal government enforced the

Fugitive Slave Law. The paper further objected to the

President's contention that South Carolina could ”pgggp-

gpgly revolutionize“ itself out of the Union. In contrast

to the Free Press and even some Republican papers, the

Enguirer denied the right of revolution, a meaningless

term in a system where state governments guaranteed people

their rights and privileges. The President had chosen the

route of complicity, the paper lamented, rather than meet-

106 Theing the question of secession boldly and honestly.

Free Press also had few good words for the Message. It

agreed with the President on the role of slavery agitation

and the unconstitutionality of secession but denounced him

for denying the Federal government the right to preserve

itself. In effect, Buchanan had told the South that it

could do whatever it wanted without Federal interference.

Indeed, ”one might almost swear," that part of his Message

was writtenly "some cunning revolutionist.” Although the

Free Press did not advocate force, it declared it the duty

of the government "to uphold the constitution and laws in

every state.” The people of a state should not be forced
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to have post-offices if they did not want them, it stated,

but they could not be allowed to establish post-offices of

their own. The only way a state could leave the Union was

107 The Message fell "shortby a constitutional amendment.

of the emergency,“ declared the Michigan Argus. While

condemning the President for denying the right of the

 
Government to prevent a state from seceding, it also cas-  
tigated him for arguing that the Constitution carried

slavery into the territories, "and that the territorial

108 The
legislatures could not restrain or prohibit it."

Marshall Democratic Expounder offered the usual objections

to the Message, feeling that it was not satisfactory to

any section of the Union, and concurred with the gygpg in

denouncing the President for proposing the incorporation

of the Breckinridge platform into the Constitution.109

As December deepened, many Democratic papers be-

came even more critical of Buchanan's policies. The Grand

 Rapids Enguirer blamed Buchanan and his southern allies,

as well as the Republicans, for the crisis.110 Both the

Detroit Free Press and the.Michigan Argus welcomed General

Cass' resignation. His protest against Buchanan's refusal

to reinforce Anderson would highlight to the nation the

imbecility of the President's policies. The Free Press

also suspected the President of "moral treason" for not

taking a strong stand in favor of the Union. His only de-

sire seemed to be that the ”house“ "shall not tumble until

he shall have got out of it." It praised, however, the
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President's refusal to order Anderson back to Moultrie.111

Another paper, at the end of December, denounced the

President for criminal neglect of his constitutional

duties and his refusal to take any action to halt the se-

112 But after his attempt to reinforce

113

cession conspiracy.

Sumter, one editor praised him for finally acting.

After the middle of January, Democratic papers discussed

Buchanan less as public attention turned towards Congress.

The secession of South Carolina stiffened the

Democratic press' resistance to disunion. South Carolina

was not really out of the Union no matter what she claimed,

the Free Press declared. But something had to be done to

stem the tide of revolution to prevent six other states

from seceding. By January the paper called on the Govern-

ment "to hold possession of all the forts and public

property in South Carolina and every other seceding

State.” Such an action would not be coercion because

seizing public property of the United States was an act of

war against the nation. The Government would be sustained

by a united North, it added, for South.Carolina deserved

no sympathy. Her goal was to drag the rest of the South

into revolution by provoking a bloody contest.114 By the

first week in.January, the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer had

concluded that the peaceful settlement of difficulties was

impossible. The Government had to be sustained at all

costs. South.Carolina's actions could not be defended.

The people should "prepare themselves for a long,
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. . . . 115 .

sanguinary, terrible, CiVil war...." The Union "must

assert its commanding power over those who would rend it

asunder and lay it in ruins," thundered the Kalamazoo

116 In sum, by the middle of January the Demo-Gazette.

cratic press had reached the peak of its Unionism.

Beginning in.January the ggee Press and the‘gp—

guirer underwent a complete transformation in their atti-

tudes toward secession. Reversing their strong stands

against it, they argued that any form of governmental ac-

tion would be coercion and could not be tolerated because

it would lead to war. The reasons for this change of

viewpoint are not clear, but it appears that they grew out

of frustration over the Republican refusal to make any

compromises that would reconcile the South and a growing

awareness of the horrors of war. The Union could not be

held together by force, the Free Press stated as early as

January 5. Three or four states could be coerced, but

never fourteen or fifteen. On January 17, just five days

after demanding the re-taking of all Government property,

the paper, implying that it disapproved of any form of

coercion, observed that whether Lincoln adopted a policy

of peaceful coercion (blockading ports, collecting revenue

on warships, not executing the Federal laws in the seceded

states) or aggresSive coercion (the use of military power

to execute Federal laws in the states), the South would

fight. It was folly to talk of coercing the South, it

stated two days later, because it could not be
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accomplished. The paper hoped that the Union could be

preserved “but, better by far a separation in sorrow than

in anger--better by far a separation in peace than in

war,--better anything than internecine strife.“ On.Janu-

ary 26 the Free Press castigated the Republican party in

Michigan for not repealing the state's Personal Liberty

Laws and denounced Republicans everywhere for making no

concessions to the South. If troops were raised to invade

the~South, it declared, ”a fire in the rear will be opened

upgn such troops which will either stop their march alto-

gether or wonderfully accelerate it.” In other words, if

“wgr should be wagedI that war will be fought in the

ngpp.“ Tens of thousands of Northerners would oppose an

invasion of the South, it predicted. Two weeks later the

paper re-affirmed its prediction of ”a fire in the rear."

It warned Republicans that if they launched an anti-slavery

war an army of northern men would oppose them. The war

would be more than one between sections, but also a war of

opinions. Peaceful separation was bad enough, but violent

separation would be "the greatest calamity that has ever

befallen mankind.“ The Union might still be saved, it

thought, by a fair division of the territories, the faith—

ful observance by the North of the constitutional rights

guaranteed the South. If the Union could not be saved,

separation had to be peaceable. It repeated, “ABOLITION

REPUBLICANISM SHALL NOT PRESS ON THE ISSUE BEFORE THE

7

COUNTRY TO A BLOODY END."11 Still later, the Free Press
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called upon the United States government to recognize the

seceded states. If it attempted to subjugate the southern

confederacy “a scene of horror would be presented which we

shrink from contemplating.” On the other hand, recog-

nizing secession would diminish southern hostility to the

North. In time, after fanaticism disappeared, the sections

might once again be re-united.118 Thus, by the middle of

February, the Free Press had completed a major transforma-

tion in its attitude. Peace at any price had replaced the

Union at all costs.

By January 19 the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer be-

gan to exhibit a similar change in viewpoint. Declaring

it still desired the upholding of the laws and the use of

"39522 if necessar ,” it feared that a civil war would

mean the extermination of one of the parties. Resentments

would last for a generation. Conciliatory gestures would

be the North's best policy. Ten days later, cautioning

that coercing obedience to the laws would mean civil war

and should be used only as a final remedy, it urged the

North to consider the grievances of the South. The

strength of the Union, it noted, rested on a spirit of

amity and fellowship. War would destroy that spirit and

create a despotism. Coercion was not a workable policy,

it later stated, because it would drive even more southern

states out of the Union. Compromise, it urged, not with

the traitors, but with the loyal southern states. If their

demands were met, they would use their moral leadership to
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bring the seceding states back into the Union. If neces-

sary, it hoped that the sections could live apart amicably.

It concluded by declaring, ”we do not want WAR first, and

Peace afterwards: but PEACE first, and then if necessar ,

WAR."119 Just days after Lincoln's inaugural, the paper

proclaimed the policy of the Democracy to be ”for PEACE in

any and every probable contingency....” Regardless of

theory, it was fact that the seceded states were out of

the Union. Re-taking the forts occupied by the Confed-

eracy would accentuate southern hatred and enmity against

the North. Proposing that the North should recognize the

seceded states and compromise for their return, it con-

ceded that three months before "stringent and effective

measures" could have subdued the crisis. Now it was too

late.120 Thus, the abhorrence of war convinced the

En uirer, like the Free Press, that peaceful separation

was preferable to war.

Other Democratic papers also changed their posi-

tions. The Marshall Democratic Expgunder, while condemning

secession, warned that "'blood-letting' will not save the

Union.“ The only solution was either to compromise or

121 To.re-recognize secession as a successful revolution.

take the forts and hang the leaders of the rebellion, de-

clared the Kalamazoo Gazette, would ”lead to the bloodiest

and most disastrous civil war the world ever saw...." The

ultimate result would be the end of liberty and the es-

tablishment of a military despotism. But it rejected the
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Free Press' prediction that northern Democrats would mili-

tarily oppose an invasion of the South. Such "immoderate

language" would not allay popular sentiment. It urged

122 The
editors to discuss current issues with moderation.

Michigan Argus, on the other hand, was the only Democratic

paper surveyed that after the middle of January did not

adopt a peace-at-any-price policy. It might prefer peace-

ful secession to war, it conceded, but argued that the

Federal government had to enforce the laws. It also ex-

pressed regret at the Free Press' fire-in—the-rear edi-

torial. Not wishing to make war on South Carolina, it had

"as little disposition to war with our fellow citizens and

neighbors in Michigan, and can endorse no threat that ‘a

fire in the rear will be opened upon such troops'...."123

Thus, during the last months of the Buchanan.Ad-

ministration, most Michigan Democratic papers went through

two phases in regard to secession. At first they were as

thoroughly Unionist as the Republican press. Indeed, they

discussed peaceable secession less than the Republican

papers. They castigated Buchanan for not taking a firm

stand against South Carolina. Although they did not say

exactly how it should be done, they urged the Government

to enforce the laws. At times they endorsed the use of

force. Then, in the middle of January, their attitude be-

gan to change. It dawned on them that secession was for

real, and the dire predictions of civil war that they had

made during the campaign might come true. They also
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became frustrated at the Republican refusal to compromise.

These conditions jolted the Democratic papers into a genu-

ine fear of war. Although they still condemned secession

as unwise, many concluded that a Union cemented together

by the threat of force was not worth bloodshed. If a com-

promise could not be achieved, they thought it best to let

the South go. .Above all, peace had to be maintained. In

essence, Republicans were ready to accept civil war to

preserve liberty. Democrats rejected it out of fear that

it would destroy liberty.
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CHAPTER VII

THE FAILURE TO COMPROMISE

Public attention focused not only on the course of

secession, but on the efforts in and out of Congress to

preserve the Union by the time-tested method of compro-

mise. A multitude of proposals were brought forth. None

was implemented due to Republican reluctance to sacrifice

the principles of the Chicago platform and the determina-

tion of the secessionists to carry through their with-

drawal from the Union. The most seriously discussed com-

promise was offered by Senator John.J. Crittenden. It

provided that in all existing or future territories

slavery would be prohibited north of 36°30' and protected

south of it. Masters would be compensated by the Federal

government for slaves lost by violence. This unamendable

amendment to the Constitution also stated that Congress

would be denied the right to ban slavery in the states.1

The compromise received its death blow on.January 16,

1861, when by a 25 to 23 vote the Senate refused to con-

sider it.2 Douglas proposed an amendment which stated

that the status of slavery in the existing territories

would remain unchanged. New territory could be acquired

only by treaty, requiring a two-thirds approval of each
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house. The status of the territory in regard to servitude

would remain what it was at the time of acquisition. This

compromise was also rejected by the Republicans.3

The Washington Peace Conference that gathered in

February, 1861 provided another ray of hope for those des—

perately seeking a compromise. Upon the invitation of

Virginia twenty-one states sent delegates who hammered out

a proposed unamendable thirteenth amendment to the Consti-

tution. It provided that slavery would be forbidden north

of 36°30', protected below it. The gaproval of two-thirds

of Senators from both the slaveholding and non-slaveholding

states would be necessary to acquire new territory.4 On

March 4 the Senate killed the proposal. The Michigan

legislature had refused to send delegates to the confer-

ence. But on February 11, Zachariah Chandler with the

collaboration of Senator Kinsley Bingham sent a telegraph

message to Governor Austin Blair requesting him to send

"stiff-backed men” to the Convention to buttress the

5 He con-radical effort to kill any compromise proposal.

cluded by stating that ”without a little blood-letting

this Union would not be worth a rush.” Democrats managed

to get hold of the message and use it against the Republi-

cans. But even with Blair's urging, the legislature by a

40 to 34 vote defeated a resolution permitting the Gover-

nor to appoint delegates.6

The Republicans blocked any compromise which had

the remotest chance of placating the South because the
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President-elect opposed any scheme which would have given

recognition to slavery in the territories. He was willing

to concede the repeal of the Personal Liberty laws and to

guarantee slavery where it already existed, but on the

territorial issue he was adamant. He, like many others,

was convinced that the future of slavery would be decided

in the territories. With his recruitment of Seward as his

chief lieutenant to oppose compromises of the Crittenden

type, Lincoln effectively killed any compromise sentiment

that might have been nurturing in the Republican ranks.7

The attitude of the Michigan press towards compro-

mise was clearly divided along party lines. Republican

papers rejected virtually every proposal while Democratic

papers were willing to accept almost anything that had a

chance of easing the crisis. The principal tactic of the

Democratic journals was to implore the Republicans to com-

promise while condemning them for not doing it. The

Detroit Free Press urged the northern states to accept a

compromise and to repeal their Personal Liberty laws. The

Republican refusal to do these things was weakening the

strength of the southern Unionists and playing directly

into the hands of the disunionists.8 The nation was on

the verge of anarchy, commented another journal, because

of the triumph of the sectional Republicans. To save the

Union, they had to realize that their principles were not

suited to govern a nation that recognized both free and

slave states. But the paper feared that the Republicans
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would stay true to their beliefs because they had been

taught to hate the South and its evil institution,

slavery.9 The northern Democrats were not to blame for

the crisis, declared the Marshall Democratic Expounder.

The difficulty was due to Mrw Lincoln's determined opposi-

tion to compromise and his adherence to the Chicago plat-

form. The only solution was amendments to the Constitu-

tion that would save the South from abolition fanaticism.

Yet it was unlikely that Republican leaders would consent

to them since they preferred to see the Union collapse.10

Nothing positive had been accomplished by slavery agita-

tion, contended the Niles Republican. The condition of

the slave had in no way been ameliorated. Those whose

consciences hated slavery were willing to "look upon the

5

dead bodies of their fellow countrymen, upon the burning

of their dwellings, and say it is God's work to rid the

nation of slavery." If the Republicans stuck to their

platform, it warned, civil war would ensue, resulting in

the deprivation of the peOple's liberties, the establish-

ment of a military despotism, the blotting out of Chris-

tianity, and the setting back of civilization by hundreds

11 The Kalamazoo Gazette urged all Americans toof years.

cast aside partisan prejudices and unite to find some

honorable settlement to the nation's problems. It par-

ticularly called on conservative Republicans to submit no

longer to the "radical, impracticable and bigoted men who  
have seized the party reins...." If they should unite
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with the Democracy, peace would result.12

Although the Democratic press generally despaired

that any compromise would ever be enacted because of

Republican resistance, it constantly lauded the various

compromises that were proposed. The Detroit Free Press

once again led the Democratic ranks in a futile cause. It

tried to show the opposition that their refusal to compro—

mise the principle of no more slavery in the territories

was not a practical question. All the South claimed was

the abstract right to bring their property into the terri-

tories and have it protected there. No new slave states

would be formed because "it is impossible that slavery can

be extended beyond its present limits, whatever privileges

of emigration may be given to it.“ Moreover, the North

could send ten settlers into the territories for every one

from the South. But even if one or two new slave states

were formed, it would not be significant because neither

the black nor white race would be any worse off. Hence,

the Republican acceptance of a compromise could save the

13 Specific-Union without hurting any northern interests.

ally, it felt that if the Republican leaders accepted the

Crittenden compromise or the Border State compromise

(which was similar to Crittenden's except that it did not

mention the disposition of territories acquired in the fu-

ture), the Union still could be saved. These compromises,

it argued, were acceptable to the border slave states, in-

cluding North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas, and were
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acceptable to Robert Toombs of Georgia and Jefferson Davis

of Mississippi.14 The paper refuted the Republican con-

tention that the Crittenden propositions were identical

with the Breckinridge platform. The latter, it noted,

called for protection of slavery in all the territories

while the former only protected it south of 36°30'. In

addition, the territory south of the Missouri Compromise

line would be only nominally slave.15 The Free Press also

endorsed the amendment composed by the House Committee of

Thirty-Three which would have forbidden any constitutional

amendment authorizing Congress to abolish or interfere

with slavery in the states. It noted, however, that al-

most two-thirds of the Congressional Republicans opposed

the amendment. Concluding that the Republicans were un-

willing to make the smallest concessions to the South, it

reasoned that they were waiting for the day when the North

would be strong enough to amend the Constitution to abolish

slavery. Finally, it implored the Michigan legislation to

16 As late as the end of March, theratify the amendment.

Free Press was still grasping at straws as it endorsed the

proposal of the‘Virginia convention. It consisted of five

unamendable amendments to the United States Constitution

including one that prohibited the acquisition of territory

without the consent of a majority of Senators from both

slaveholding and non-slaveholding states.17

Other Democratic papers also argued the virtues of

the various compromise proposals. The Grand Rapids Daily
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Enguirer was disappointed when the Republican members of

the Senate Committee of Thirteen helped scuttle the Crit-

tenden proposals. The Republican policy was "no concessigpy

no compromise," it concluded. Yet it felt that if the

amendment had been passed it would have hindered the ef-

forts of the deep South.to sever all ties with the

Union.18 The Enguirer saw a chance for peace in the

Border State proposals. These recommendations, it hoped,

would come to be known as the "Compromise Measure of

1861." The Gulf states, it expected, would dissociate

themselves from South Carolina as they would desire to re

main in the Union. They would not oppose the Administra-

tion's forcing South Carolina to obey the laws. But even

if South Carolina succeeded in staying out of the Union,

it "would be less important than a German province, [Eng7

would have far less influence among nations than the Sand-

wich Islands."19 In the middle of January, the Enguirer

endorsed the idea of a convention of the people to work

out a compromise settlement. It did not want it organized

on a partisan basis because parties did not always repre-

sent public sentiment. But, by April the paper rejected

the idea of a national convention as useless. Such a

gathering could not convene for at least a year, it noted,

and would undoubtedly be dominated by Republicans who

would be opposed to any concessions to the South. Nor

would it, or should it, recognize the constitutionality of

secession. ‘Under these circumstances "a National
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convention would be a mere mockery."20

The political destinies of the nation were in the

hands of demagogues, lamented the Niles Republican.

Calling upon the people to repudiate the politicians, it

urged them to "resolve to do justice to the South” by

striking out unconstitutional statutes. The paper also

castigated the Republicans for not allowing the Border

State propositions to be submitted to the people. It was

convinced that "they will decide in favor of peace, and in

favor of the Union." In addition, Congress was criticized

for ignoring the numerous petitions that supported the

Crittenden propositions. By February, the Republican con-

ceded that no compromise would be acceptable to the Cotton

states. The border states, i.e., the upper South, how~

ever, would accept a settlement, and they had the power to

unite the North and South. A responsible Republican

leader such as Seward, the paper hoped, would offer a com-

promise satisfactory to all reasonable men.21 The passage

of an honorable compromise "would restore peace to the dis-

tracted country,” commented another journal. The Critten-

den compromise would undoubtedly be endorsed in every

state. But because the country was controlled by men

”destitute of statesmanship or patriotism," it seemed in-

evitable that "the sun of America must be set in

blood...."22 The Marshall Democratic Expounder found the

Virginia propositions ”fair and honorable." If the North

accepted them, it argued, the border slave states would
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secede, resulting in the permanent division of the na-

tion.23

The failure of the Michigan legislature to send

delegates to the Washington Peace Conference outraged the

Detroit Free Press. It was ”absolutely awful" that Michie

gan had put herself in the position of endorsing the dis-

solution of the Union which was sure to take place without

some adjustment. Such an action did not reflect the p0pu~

lar sentiment of the state but only that of the abolition-

ists who controlled the legislature, supported by an

abolitionist governor.24 The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer

also castigated the legislature for rejecting the cour-  teous invitation of Virginia. It was clear that "the

Republican party in Michigan desires disunion just as much  
as South Carolina...." The paper warned.Republicans that

if they resorted to coercion before peaceful appeals had

been exhausted the Democracy would contest them "both by

speech and act."25 The Marshall Democratic Expounder de-

nounced the legislature's refusal to send delegates as

"the crowning act of infamy and dngrace."26 After the

Governor requested the legislature to send delegates the

Free Press charged him with deliberately conspiring "to

stimulate the renewal of the southern revolution...." Al-

though the paper realized that the present Congress would

do nothing with the Conference's proposals, it judged them

as ”eminently a just plan of settlement." If accepted,

they would rally Union men, North and South, and could be
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used by the incoming Administration as a basis for adjust-

ing the national difficulties.27 Thus, to the end the Eppp

Epggg and other Democratic papers continued to place their

hopes on one compromise proposal after another in the fu-

tile dream that one of them would be acceptable to all

sides. Reflecting their all-consuming drive to avoid war,

Democrats grasped at straws as it became more and more apo

parent that compromise did not stand a chance.

Democrats justified their eagerness for compromise

on the grounds that the South had real grievances that de-

served to be rectified. Both the Detroit Free Press and

the Niles Republican agreed that the South was not asking

for concessions but only for its constitutional rights.

These included no interference with slavery in the states,

that fugitive slaves should be delivered up, "that

southern citizens may enter the common Territories with

their property in the same manner that northern citizens

may enter with their property, and that the same protec-

tion shall be given to one as to the other during the Ter-

ritorial condition," and that new states shall enter the

Union with or without slavery as their constitutions dic-

tate. In essence, all the South wanted was equality with

the non-slaveholding states in the territories. Indeed,

the South was willing to compromise its position by its

willingness to accept equality with the North only in the

territory south of 36°30', just one-fifth of the common

28
territory. In their desire to achieve a compromise and
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avoid war, two Democratic papers, at least, abandoned what

Douglas himself had given up, i.e., the principle of non-

protection of slavery in the territories. During the cam-

paign northern Democrats continually denounced the Breckin-

ridge demand for a congressional slave code. Now Demo-

cratic papers were proclaiming that slavery protection was

a legitimate constitutional right of the slaveholder! Al-

though they claimed that in practice the territories could

never become slave, they had, in effect, conceded to the

South that its territorial doctrine was correct and all

that the Douglasites had stood for was wrong. The senti-

ment reflected by the Free Press' position further indi-

cates how some Northerners pursued a policy of peace-at-

any-price rather than face the horrors of fraticidal war-

fare.

Another remarkable change in the position of the

Democratic press was in its attitude towards William H.

Seward. Throughout the election campaign he had been

characterized as the arch Black Republican and leading

abolitionist. During the secession crisis he almost be-

came a Democratic hero, the last hope for compromise and

peace. Although he had voted against the Crittenden com-

promise and had offered the South no meaningful proposi-

tions,29 the Michigan Democratic press did not stop

praising him. Through a series of speeches, Seward con-

vinced the Democratic press that he was sincere for com-

promise. The Grand Rapids Dgily Enguirer argued that
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because Seward had achieved his object of placing his

party in power, he realized that there was nothing to be

lost by concession. He would "sink all party considera-

tions and influences when they are obstacles to the main-

tenance and integrity of the Federal Union,” the paper

contended.3O The Michigan Argus was heartened that Seward

had reformed his way and hoped that the South would grasp

the olive branch that he was tendering.31 In the middle

of January, the Free Press admonished Seward for not

rising to meet the crisis. Yet it rejoiced that he had

retreated on his anti-slavery views. By February, al-

though reluctant to forgive him, the Free Press was satis-

fied that Seward would exert all his powers for peace. It

applauded his statement that slavery had ceased to be a

practical problem because it could not spread to the ter-

ritories. Hope revived that all was not lost.32 The Mar-

shall Democratic Expgunder cheered that Seward seemed to

be breaking away from partisan influences. It agreed with

him that party platforms had to be swept away.33 ”Hope is

dawning,” commented the Nileisepublican in response to a

Seward speech. He and Lincoln, it argued, could build

sufficient support in the Republican party to save the

Union. If they agreed to make concessions to the border

states, the leaders of the Cotton states would soon be

thrown from power, and the Union would be restored.34

Finally, the Kalamazoo Gazette announced its faith in

Seward's conservative intentions and no longer questioned



255

that for him ”the UNION is the pole-star of his hopes for

Freedom....” Repudiating narrow fanaticism and dogmatic

creeds, he had become a statesman toiling for the Union.

For the Gazette there was no "more astute civilian living

than Mr. SEWARD."35 This adulation for Seward is another

indication of how desperate some Democrats were for any

sign that the darkening crisis could be miraculously re-

lieved by Republicans accepting a compromise that repu-

diated their principles. Blinding themselves to the

realities of the situation, Democrats never ceased looking

for the panacea that would suddenly reverse decades of

festering hate and thus maintain for them a Union they

considered near perfect.

The Republican press, on the whole, continued to

defend Seward from the charge that he was softening on

compromise. All he wanted to do was calm the apprehen—

sions of the South, commented the Detroit Daily Tpibune.

He was not advocating the overthrow of Republican princi-

ples. All he meant by saying that partisan interests had

to be abandoned was that no party alone could solve the

nation's problems.36 All Seward proposed, the Eaton

County Republican observed, was that the South's constitu—

tional rights, such as freedom from interference with

slavery, should be guaranteed. In addition, he was per-

fectly right in urging the repeal of all unconstitutional

37
legislation. ”Mr. Seward is a statesman, and a man of

peace,” commented the Lansing State Republican. It was
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commendable that he was endeavoring to save the Union

without war.38 The New York Senator did not support the

right of secession nor did he retreat on his opposition to

the extension of slavery into the territories, stated the

Detroit Daily Advertiser. His willingness to grant the

South its constitutional rights did not mean he was will-

ing to sacrifice the Union.39 The Ingham County Ngyp, on

the other hand, felt betrayed by the Senator's seeming

willingness ”to sell the Republican party, in order to

gain a more prominent position in the politics of this

country.” His pronouncements that the spread of slavery

into the territories was no longer a threat indicated that

he was ready to betray liberty. The Democrats were prais-

ing him, it noted, because his actions foretold the down-

fall of the Republican party. But the paper warned him

that what happened to Webster, Cass, and Douglas could

happen to him also.4O

While most.Michigan Republican papers refused to

abandon their hero, they were almost unanimous in their op-

position to any of the compromise proposals that the Demo-

cratic press had found acceptable, believing it a breach

of faith to sacrifice any of the party principles. The

Detroit Daily Tribune consistently fought against the

major compromise measures that were brought to public at-

tention. The northern people would be considerate and tem-

perate to the South, the paper stated, but they would not

forget their own rights. For years the North had
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submitted without question to the rule of slaveholding

presidents who had thwarted northern interests such as a

tariff, homestead bill, and internal improvements. Now,

in the moment of victory, these interests would not be

sacrificed. Compromise, the Tribune believed, would not

lead to a lasting peace if it made the South appear less

pro-slavery or the North less anti-slavery than they

really were. A workable compromise, the paper realized,

would be extremely difficult because "it is impossible for

a victorious party, which has acted ppon the solemn pop -

1ar conviction that Slavery must not pe extended into the

 

free territories to abandon an iota of that rinci le...."

On the other hand, the Republicans would carry out their

constitutional obligations. But, they would never accede

to what the South really wanted: a slave code for the

territories. If there were to be any chance for a suc-

cessful compromise, the South had to make concessions

also. These included repealing laws imprisoning Negro

seamen visiting southern ports, repealing a Charleston or—

dinance requiring a northern visitor to state his busi-

ness, repealing laws rejecting northern steerage passen—

gers, and amending the Fugitive Slave Law to grant the ac-

cused the rights of habeas corpus and trial by jury.

Finally, Southerners had to guarantee the right of free

speech in the South and promise northern citizens protec-

tion from'violence.41

The Detroit Daily Advertiser also vigorously spoke

 

 



258

out against any compromise that would have sacrificed

principle. Yet, it would support the repeal of Michigan's

Personal Liberty Laws, it stated, if the South would agree

to amend the Fugitive Slave Law. But the North would not

allow the South to dictate its own terms, nor would it

buckle to the southern tactic of scaring the North with

threats of disunion. Not only the Northwest but the

eastern cities opposed any further concessions to the

Slave Power, the Advertiser claimed. The commercial in-

terests of the East realized that business could not pros-

per in a country constantly threatened by discord and dis-

traction. In summary, "it is firmness, not timidity, that

is needed now to secure a peace that will be permanent.”

In defense of its stand, the Advertiser attacked those

Republicans who seemed to be succumbing to compromise sen-

timent. It was amazed at the ”unfortunate truth" that

some Republicans were willing to make "another contract

between slavery and freedom....” Under the pressure of

the secessionists they were prepared to sacrifice the fun-

damental principles of the party. But the majority of

Republicans, it was convinced, would not retreat from the

party banner.42

Other Republican papers denounced compromise. The

northern people had enough of southern bullying, declared

the Adrian Daily Expositor. Compromises were ”cheats and

shame, and intended to be so by their framers.” Principle

would not be surrendered: but if it be done, ”woe to the
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men who shall again betray us!"43 To compromise with the

South would only nationalize slavery and sectionalize

freedom, stated another journal. The time for a final ad-

justment with the South had arrived. To postpone the

moment would only mean agitation and excitement in the

money market and commercial affairs. To retain liberty at

home and abroad, "we demand that the books be now posted,

and a final settlement made."44 Fear was the lever of

southern power, observed the militant Hillsdale Standard.

Rather than risk ”life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-

ness," for over thirty years Northerners “crawled in the

very dust" before the "scorpion" Slave Power. To stifle

reason and blunt moral sensibilities in the name of com-

promise would be a sham and an evasion. The North had the

choice to accept the carnage of war or else wash its hands

”of the violence of our fellows in bondage.“45 Both the

Ingham County Ngyg and the Constantine Mercury and Adver-

Eippp warned the Republicans in Congress against weakening.

If the party did not stand firm, the prp cautioned, it

had achieved its last victory. If any Republican repu-

diated party principles, he would be considered a traitor.

The Mercury and Advertiser realized that there were a "few

weak-kneed and frail backed brothers in our camp," but

they were exceptions to an almost united front against

compromise.46

Several Republican papers warned that the Slave

Power was a threat to freedom and democracy. The Lansing
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State Re ublican, after noting that a Republican accept-

ance of compromise would mean the end of the party, com-

mented that ”the stake we lately played for, was for free

labor--free speech--free men. Have we won or lost?” If

the southern demand for a slave code were granted, the

Slave Power would become dictator of the nation.47 The

moral sentiment of the North, the Allegan Journal thought,

would not permit the triumph of slavery over free labor.

Rejecting the suggestion that the ”Moloch of human bondage“

should be given the territory south of 36°30', the paper

reminded its readers that only monarchial Spain and the

United States had not abolished slavery. The country had

to keep pace with the progress of the age: for if it did

not, before long freedom would sacrifice everything to the

Slave Power.48 The only concession that would satisfy the

350,000 slaveholders who despised democracy would be

recognition of the nationalization of slavery, declared the

Eaton County Republican. It had to be decided once and

for all, the paper stated, whether the Slave Power was

stronger than the Union. The ”majesty” of law had to be

asserted over the ”Mexican system of rebellion.” Finally,

the paper hoped that Congress did not contain ”another

bunch of Northern 'flunkeys'” who would yield to the ag-

gressive and treasonable Slave Power.49 The principles of

justice, humanity and liberty proclaimed in the Declara-

of Independence was at stake, wrote the Michigan State

News. The problem confronting the nation was whether
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those principles would be vindicated or deserted. To en-

slave the prosperous North, based on free institutions,

was the Slave Power's goal. Indeed, the ultimate question

was not whether slavery should spread its “slimy length”

into a few thousand acres in the territories, but whether

slavery would destroy the "brilliant mission of this free

peOple.” As terrible as civil war would be, it would be

”right and expedient” to preserve freedom.50 The Republi-

can press considered compromise a betrayal of the Repub-

lican principle of the non-extension of slavery, a threat

to the party's existence, and a further abandonment of the

enslaved Negro. Even more significantly, they believed

that any further concession to the~Slave Power would mean

the end of freedom throughout the entire nation.

Republican papers criticized in detail the various

compromise measures. The Adrian Daily Expositor attacked

the compromise proposal that had appeared in Thurlow

Weed's Albany Evening Journal. Weed had suggested the

restoration of the Missouri Compromise line. The Ey;

positor considered it “wholly impracticable." Foiled in

its attempt to wrest more territory through the repeal of

the Missouri Compromise, the South should not be given

back what she had given up. More importantly, the pro-

posal nullified the eighth resolution of the Chicago plat-

form which had proclaimed the normal conditionof the ter-

ritories to be freedom. Finally, Weed's proposal would

not satisfy the South which wanted unlimited slavery
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extension and the re-opening of the African slave trade.

The paper rejected the border state compromise for similar

reasons to weed's. Restoration of the Missouri Compromise

line would give all territory south of it to slavery. As

other compromises, it was not a final settlement, but

would only create an interlude before the South made new

demands.51 The Detroit Daily Tribune fbund Douglas' comp

promise also unacceptable because it called for restora—

tion of the 1820 line. The paper mocked the Illinois

Senator for his change of position from 1854 when he was

in the ferefront of the drive to repeal the Missouri comp

promise and have it replaced by papular sovereignty. The

underlying Democratic assumption, the paper concluded, was

“that the South can do no wrong.“ A national convention,

however, was acceptable to the Tribune as the only “au-

thoritative tribunal“ to settle the national difficulties.

But unfortunately the only way the Cotton states could be

represented would be if the southern people inaugurated a

counter-revolution.52 Of the Republican papers surveyed,

only the St. Jeseph Traveler found any of the major come

promise pr0posals acceptable. It did not see how the Bor-

der State pr0positions conflicted with Republican doctrine.

As it understood the prOposal, slavery would neither be

protected or established below 36°30'. Fer the sake of

peace, it stated, these concessions should have been

granted to the South. 53

The Republican press attacked the Crittenden
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Compromise more than any other proposal. As the Tribune

noted, that measure was as unacceptable as all the others

that had proposed restoration of the Missouri Compromise

line. If it had any hope of northern acceptance, the

paper asserted, it should have allowed popular sovereignty

south of 36°30'. In any case, even if the compromise were

acceptable to the border states, the seceded states would

still be out of the Union. In other words, the Crittenden

Compromise would settle nothing while Republicans desired

a final agreement. It was up to those urging compromise

"to show the public pgy it will put an end to disunion and

impending civil war." Two days before the firing on.Sum-

ter, the Tribune reiterated that even if the Republicans

were disposed to accept the Crittenden plan, which they

were not, it would solve nothing because it would not save

the Union.54 'What made the Crittenden proposal repugnant,

commented both the Tribune and the Detroit Dgily Adver-

tiser, was that all future territory acquired south of

 

36°30' would be slave. That provision, the Advertiser

feared, would open the way for agitators to lead the coun-

try into a policy of territorial aggrandizement that would

55 The statusgive slavery “almost illimitable territory.”

of territory acquired in the future also disturbed the

Eaton.County Republican. It feared the "Africanization“

of Mexico and possibly Central America. The provision

was, in effect, “an attack upon humanity itself," and a

declaration of war "against people who have not offended
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us."56 The “one fatal objection" to the Crittenden Com-

promise, declared another journal, was that it gave "ALL

FOR SLAVERY AND NOTHING FOR FREEDOM!“ The freest govern—

ment ever devised by man, it hoped, would not "be trans-

formed into one vast slave oligarchy...."57 Both the

Hillsdale Standard and a writer to the Jonesville Indepen-

ggpp who signed his statement with the initial ”W", con-

sidered the compromise a disguised version of the Breckin-

ridge platform. "The antagonism is between two forms of

civilization, and no patchwork of palliation will recon-

cile it,“ observed the writer to the Independent.58

Although the Republican press devoted little edi—

torial attention to the results of the Washington Peace

Conference, it vigorously debated whether Michigan should

have sent delegates to it. The emergency required Michi-

gan to respond to the Virginia invitation "in the Spirit

of which it is given," thought the Lansing State Republ'-

ggp.59 Another journal recommended the sending of commis-

sioners on the grounds that Michigan could not appear in—

different to the preservation of the Union. Yet, it did

not think that the North would accept the terms proposed

by‘Virginia.60 The St. Joseph Traveler was convinced that

the Conference was composed of able and patriotic men.

Michigan should not be accused of avoiding any chance for

peace.61 The Battle Creek Journal saw no harm in sending

delegates, although it did not see what good it would do

for the Conference did not have the "entire confidence of
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any Free States...."62 Other papers were completely

against sending representatives. Michigan was not in

favor of further guarantees to the South, declared the

Adrian Daily Expositor. It was possible that the North

might be sold out, and Michigan should have no part of

it.63 The Hillsdale Standard characterized the Conference

as "suspicious, rotten, and nationally offensive.” The

legislature was wise not to accept‘Virginia's invitation.64

Legislating for the country should remain in Congress,

argued the Marshall Statesman. The Conference, it felt,

was a device to allow the Slave Power to do whatever it

wanted.65 Only the Detroit Daily Advertiser commented on

the recommendation of the Conference. It found them un-

acceptable because they proposed the restoration of the

Missouri Compromise line,66 Protection of slavery in any ‘

of the territories was simply repulsive to the over—

whelming majority of Michigan Republican editors.

Closely associated with the compromise controversy

during the secession crisis was the problem of the Fugitive

Slave Law and the Personal Liberty laws. The Fugitive

Slave Law of 1850 placed the authority for the capture and

return of fugitives in Federal hands. A runaway was not

allowed a jury trial and could not testify in his own be-

half.67 Northern opposition to the act prompted many

legislatures to pass Personal Liberty laws to protect the

rights of free Negroes. In 1855 the Michigan legislature

passed two such laws. Prosecuting attorneys had to defend
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fugitives and see that they got the benefits of habeas

corpus and trial by jury. State jails could not be used

to house alleged fugitives.68 The constitutionality of

Personal Liberty laws was decided by the Supreme Court in

1859 in the case of Abelman v. Boot . The decision upheld

Federal over state authority. State courts, the Tribunal

ruled, could not issue writs when the petitioner was held

by Federal authorities. In effect, there was no way that

state authorities could hinder the Fugitive Slave Law

through Personal Liberty laws. Yet, many abolitionists

and some anti-slavery Republicans continued to argue their

worth. During the secession crisis only Rhode Island re-

pealed its Personal Liberty Law outright. Austin Blair

publicly defended Michigan's two laws.69

The Michigan Republican press defended the state's

Personal Liberty laws on the grounds that they were consti-

tutional and helped palliate the noxious Fugitive Slave

Law. The Marshall Statesman characterized the Fugitive

Slave Law as "a foul blot—-a disgrace to the age--an in-

sult to the character of a free nation, and a glaring re-

proach to the civilization of the nineteenth century." Ab-

horrent because it denied the slave the natural right to

be free, it trampled the sacred guarantees of habeas cor-

pus and trial by jury.70 Another journal resented the Act

because it made man lose their self—respect by becoming

slave hunters. A provision of the Act giving the U.S.

commissioner ten dollars when finding for the claimant and
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only five for finding for the defendant was a bribe and

morally repugnant.71 More frequently Republican papers

went to great lengths to show that the Personal Liberty

laws did not conflict with the Constitution. No state law

of Michigan nullified the Fugitive Slave Law, declared the

Detroit Daily Tribune. After reviewing the provisions of

the Personal Liberty laws, it concluded that only the sec-

tion denying the use of state jails for fugitives was un-

necessary. It further noted that after five years no case

had been tried under the laws.72 All the Michigan acts

did, claimed the Detroit Daily Advertiser, was to assure

that no man would be dragged from the state until it was

proved before a jury that he was fugitive. The object of

the laws was to protect the citizens of Michigan within

the state's own borders.73 Personal Liberty laws were

passed because Vmany who were entitled to freedom have been

enslaved," commented another journal. Indeed, the purpose

of the laws was to equalize human rights with property

rights. They were also constitutional because the Consti-

tution guaranteed the right of habeas corpus.74

Until February, 1861, the Republican press was

united in opposition to repealing the Personal Liberty

laws. The Detroit Daily Tribune informed the South that

it had no right to tell Michigan what her constitution

should be. Even if the Personal Liberty laws were re-

75
pealed, that would not repeal public sentiment. Their

repeal would not satisfy the South for it would clamor as
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loudly as ever for secession, stated another journal. In

addition, the Republican party would be reproached for its

cowardice. Michigan should not back down before southern

threats.76 The repeal of the Personal Liberty laws, one

editor claimed, was only one demand of the South. It also

wanted a more effective fugitive slave law and a guarantee

for slave property in the territories.77 The Lansing

State Republican urged Republicans of Michigan not to hand

over to traitors all they had fought for. If Republican

legislators weakened, the party of freedom would be

destroyed.78 Repeal of the Liberty laws would not in the

least satisfy the South, commented the Constantine Mercury

and Advertiser. It would be content only if leading

Republicans and abolitionists bought and held slaves.79

Most Michigan Republican papers were against repeal.80

Their attitude was a combination of intransigence and

realism. Some opposed repeal simply not to give the South

the satisfaction of forcing another concession out of the

Republicans. They had reached the point where they

were determined not to give the least satisfaction to the

secessionists and their doughface allies. Others opposed

repeal out of the realization that it would have done vir-

tually nothing to calm the crisis. They knew that the se-

cessionists would not have been satisfied with anything

less than a slave code. And until that issue was settled,

everything else was irrelevant.

In February, 1861 several Republican papers
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underwent a change of attitude in regard to the wisdom of

the state retaining its Personal Liberty laws. Many were

influenced by the minority report of the House Judiciary

Committee which had concluded that the Personal Liberty

laws were unconstitutional. The Battle Creek Journal, for

example, had at the end of January expressed great doubt

that such laws were unconstitutional, but by the middle of

February had decided that they were so and should be re-

pealed.81 On February 12 the Adrian Daily Expositor pro-

claimed the controversy over the laws unconstitutionality

as "of not great practical importance" for it had never

been enforced and its repeal would in no way satisfy the

South. But on February 18, after reading the minority re—

port, the paper's editor came out for repeal on the grounds

that "it is right and for no other reason whatever.” He

still thought, however, that it would not have the

slightest effect on allaying the sectional crisis. The

legislature should repeal the laws as an act of duty, de-

clared the Detroit Daily Tribune. It urged the legisla-

ture to place Michigan in the position that if the Union

should fail, the state could not be blamed for helping to

bring about its demise. In its request for repeal the

paper realized that it was going against the sentiment of

many Republicans. It reminded them "we labor for the same

general ends. Why then should we fall out?"82 The Detroit

Daily Advertiser, on the other hand, sustained the majority

report of the House committee. It was also heartened that
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the legislature did not deem "to judge...the constitu-

tionality of the acts of its predecessors." The Supreme

Court, not the legislature, it stated, was the body to

rule on the constitutionality of laws.83

The Democratic press, of course, defended the

Fugitive Slave Act and castigated the Republicans for

their defense of the Personal Liberty laws. Several

papers showed how the latter conflicted with Fugitive

Slave Act. The Personal Liberty laws called for a trial

in state courts while the latter mandated a U.S. court.

Clearly state authority was not superior to Federal au—

thority. Equally important, the North's insistence on

maintaining unconstitutional laws, highlighted its hypo-

crisy in condemning the South for passing unconstitutional

laws.84 Northern "nullification" was as dangerous as sou-

thern nullification, argued the Detroit Free Press, which

 

declared that the Michigan laws struck down Federal au—

thority and replaced it with state authority. The paper

also denied that if the U.S. Commissioner decided against

an alleged fugitive, he was automatically consigned to

perpetual bondage. Rather, ”IN EVERY SOUTHERN STATE THE

LAW PROTECTS THE FREEDOM OF FREE NEGROES AS COMPLETELY AS

IT PROTECTS THE FREEDOM OF WHITE PEOPLE." Moreover, the

paper had the temerity to claim that it was not wise to

give a fugitive a trial in the state where he was captured

because it would put the claimant to great expense, equal

to the value of the escaped slave. Finally, the Free
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Press claimed that repeal of the Personal Liberty laws was

not aimed at the militant disunionists but rather at the

southern unionists who would then have an argument against

85 The Grandsecession to present to the southern people.

Rapids Daily Enguirer pledged the Democracy to help slave-

holders overcome Republican opposition to the recovery of

their property.86 Finally, the Three Rivers Western

Chronicle castigated Austin Blair as ”a hot headed aboli-

tionist” who condemned southern nullification but sup-

ported northern nullification of the Fugitive Slave Law by

Personal Liberty laws.87

An analysis of the positions of the Republican and

Democratic newspapers in regard to compromise sheds further

light on the basic differences that divided the parties.

Democratic papers applauded any compromise that held the

least hope for re-uniting the nation. Although they fre-

quently gave the impression that a compromise of the Crit-

tenden variety would suddenly have halted and reversed the

secession movement, in their more candid moments they con-

ceded that at best it would have only satisfied the con-

servative Union men of the border states (upper South).

Yet, they argued, with some cogency, that if the Unionists

could hold the upper South in the Union, the lower South

would be placed in a very untenable position. Their atti-

tude toward compromise again illustrates their basic be-

lief that the Union was perfect as then constituted and

was being destroyed by the artificial issue of slavery.
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They could not comprehend how Northerners would risk civil

war to prevent the extension of slavery into the terri-

tories. Democrats played their last cards in the hope

that one more compromise would put the slavery issue to

rest, thus permitting the nation to continue as a perfect

state.

Republican editors, on the other hand, were not

willing to abandon the fruits of victory. To do so would

have meant a betrayal of the Chicago platform and the de-

struction of the party. In contrast to Democrats, Repub-

licans viewed slavery and the Slave Power as a deadly can-

cer which was poisoning the nation. To kill the disease,

it had to be stopped from expanding. The death of slavery

would come, Republicans believed, solely through constitu-

tional means. Indeed, it was the Republican commitment to

constitutionalism that prevented a direct attack on

slavery in the states. Hence, the party did not accept

any compromise which would have given slavery constitu-

tional recognition in the territories. To do so would

have ruined the.Republican plan to destroy slavery. That

many Republican papers were willing to repeal Michigan's

Personal Liberty laws, which they considered a bulwark of

freedom, further illustrates their commitment to the Con-

stitution. In essence, Republicans opposed the Slave

Power, not only because it enslaved blacks, but because it

threatened the freedom of all people. They viewed the

Slave Power as a despotism which threatened to quash
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liberties in the North, as it did in the South. By con-

taining it, Republicans hoped to preserve and extend free-

dom, the principle upon which the nation was founded.
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CHAPTER VIII

LINCOLN AND SUMTER

‘When Abraham Lincoln assumed the presidency on

March 4, he had no definite policy in regard to the se-

ceded states; but he was convinced that both peaceful dis-

union and compromise were impossible. The laws would have

to be enforced, including the collecting of the revenue

1 Naturally his attenand the holding of Federal property.

 tion turned towards the beleagured forts, Sumter and

Pickens. A week after the inauguration, General Winfield  
Scott informed the President that to supply and re—inforce

Sumter a fleet of ships, 5,000 regular troops and 20,000

volunteers would be required. Lincoln did not accept this

advice as final. He told Scott to order the troops on the

ship Brookl n, lying off Pickens, to land and re-inforce

the fort.2 The Secretary of State, William H. Seward,

attempted to convince the President to evacuate Sumter on

the grounds that it would stimulate southern unionism. He

did argue, however, that a strong Federal presence should

be made at Fort Pickens. In the hOpes of maintaining

peace, the Secretary frequently negotiated with southern

commissioners and finally urged a foreign adventure to re-

unite the nation.3 Ultimately, Lincoln rejected Seward's
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proposals and his faith in southern unionism. On April 4,

he formulated the final plans for the relief of Sumter.

The President decided to inform openly Governor Pickens of

South Carolina that he was merely sending provisions to

the starving garrison and hoped that the Governor would

allow the supplies to be landed unhindered. Lincoln told

the commander of the Sumter expedition, Captain Gustavus

Vasa Fox, that if the rebel batteries opened fire, he

should blast his way to the fort.4 On April 8, President

Jefferson Davis of the Confederacy ordered General P.G.T.

Beauregard not to allow provisions to be conveyed to Sum-

ter. On.April 12, when it became clear that Lincoln was

planning to relieve Sumter by force and that Anderson would

not surrender, the Charleston batteries fired on the fort.

The Fox expedition arrived too late to help Anderson.5

From Lincoln's election to the firing on Sumter,

the Michigan press speculated about his intended policy

and advised him as to the best course to follow. During

the months before the Inaugural, Democratic papers were

divided as to whether Lincoln was for war or peace. The

more radical papers, such as the Detroit Free Press and

the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer, generally condemned the

President-elect while the more conservative papers, such

as the Kalamazoo Gazette and the Michigan.Argus, were

willing to give him a chance. For two weeks after the

election, the Democratic papers were not overly critical

of Lincoln. Conciliation between the sections, the Free
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Egggg observed, now rested with the Republican party.

Lincoln had to drop the party's narrow sectional policy

and grant the South its constitutional rights. The Fugi-

tive Slave Law had to be enforced, the Dred Scott decision

sustained, the Wilmot proviso dropped, and the Personal

Liberty laws repealed. The paper optimistically antici-

pated that ”LINCOLN will see that the law is faithfully

executed." The presidency took the abolitionism out of a

man, the paper noted, because it was impossible to simul-

taneously enforce the Constitution and remain loyal to the

principles of the Republican party.6 The editor of the

Kalamazoo Gazette announced that he had never considered

Lincoln an enemy to any section of the nation. Although

the paper differed with Republican principles, it did not

expect Lincoln to ask Congress to settle the slavery ques-

tion. To the contrary, it thought he would be fair to the

South because to do otherwise would be fatal to his Admin-

istration and the Union. The desire to administer the

government on recognized constitutional principles, the

paper believed, coincided with."Mr. LINCOLN'S personal and

life-long predilictions."7 "Lincoln is powerless for

evil," concluded the Niles Republican. He could do

nothing without the consentcf Congress. He would have to

act for the good of the country as a whole or not act at

all.8

Democratic papers, occupied by other matters, did

not comment in December on Lincoln's probable policy.
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From January to March, only the Detroit Free Press and the

Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer extensively discussed the is-

sue. The Free Press, reflecting its changed attitude to—

wards secession, grew increasingly critical of the Presi—

dent-elect, although it occasionally saw some hOpe from

the man. In early January, it warned him to conciliate

the South or else he would never be president of the whole

Union. By the middle of the month it thought that he

would adopt a policy of coercion by land and sea.9 "Mr.

LINCOLN breathes war,“ declared the paper on February 13.

The best hope of peace was that the great capitalists of

the East would not lend the Government money. Unsym-

pathetic to anti-slavery and civil war, they would not aid

coercion. Two days later, however, the paper changed its

mind. Lincoln had now "resolved to forego party and plat‘

form for the sake of saving the country.“ About a week

later it was not quite so sure. Lincoln was "the sport of

politicaliactions,“ being pulled by both conservatives and

radicals. The "puerility" of his speeches made it a mat—

ter of chance to what group he would ultimately fall.10

Finally, on.March l, the paper thought events indicated

that Lincoln would follow a conservative policy. The

failure to oust Seward from the Cabinet meant that his

proposals to make concessions to the Union sentiment of

the border slave states would prevail. The Grand Rapids

Enguirer followed a similar pattern. On February 19, it

announced that Lincoln planned a rule—or—ruin policy.
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Contemplating no concessions to the Union men of the

South, his purpose was to implement the Chicago platform.

His Administration was "to be made an engine of anti-

slavery warfare." By March 1, however, it had changed its

view, announcing that conservative sentiment had won over

Lincoln's mind. There was still a chance Lincoln could

bring "peace and concord” to the nation.

In the months before Lincoln's inaugural, Republi-

can papers projected his policy as conciliatory, but not

repudiating any party principles. The policy of the

Founding Fathers would be restored, rejoiced the Jonesville

Independent. No longer would "an encroaching oligarchy...

fatten upon thelabor of negroes."11 Abraham Lincoln would

be another Jackson, bragged another journal. The laws of

the country would be equally enforced in every section of

12 Lincoln was not an abolitionist, declaredthe Union.

the Detroit Daily Advertiser. The Democratic papers that

spread this false rumor were treacherous because they

aroused the South to a frenzied pitch. But, Lincoln would

collect the revenue from all the ports of the nation. As

long as the seceded states paid it, the Union would be in-

tact. The Government would not force them to accept the

benefits of the courts or post-office. If they resisted

the collection of the revenue, a blockade of the secession

ports would be established.13 The St. Joseph Traveler

stated that Lincoln would not propagate slavery by a

Lecompton constitution or ballot stuffing. He would
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simply do his constitutional duties. "The effect of such

an administration," it predicted, ”cannot fail to be tran-

“14 The northern people and legislators wouldquilizing.

treat the South.with reSpect, stated the Eaton.County

R ublican, but would make sure their own rights were pro-

tected.15 Finally, the Marshall Statesman, in the process

of attacking the Free Press' fire-in-the-rear editorial,

reiterated that Republicans did not propose to coerce the

South. But if the rebels should seize Federal property,

attack the national capital, or obstruct the Mississippi,

the Government would defend itself with the army and

navy.16 Republican papers expected Lincoln to enforce the

laws. They accepted the possibility of civil war but did

not expect it. Most believed that if Lincoln proved to

the South that all he planned to do was carry out his con-

stitutional obligations, southern unionism would wax.

Lincoln's Inaugural was anxiously awaited by the

nation for a hint of the policy he planned to pursue. He

opened by denying that the Republican Administration had

any plans to interfere with slavery in the states. He in-

tended to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act but implied sup-

port of the Personal Liberty laws when he asked, ”ought

not all the safeguards of liberty known in civilized and

humane jurisprudence...be introduced, so that a free man

be not in any case surrendered as a slave?” For Lincoln,

the Union was perpetual. He promised to defend the Union,

but argued that there need not be bloodshed or violence.
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Specifically, he stated: "The power confided to me will be

used to hold, occupy, and possess the property and places

belonging to the Government and to collect the duties and

imposts; but beyond what may be necessary for these ob—

jects, there will be no invasion, no using of force against

or among the people anywhere." He reminded the South that

the Constitution provided sufficient safeguards for the

rights of minorities. Moreover, he considered secession

"the essence of anarchy;" because if one minority could

secede, so could many others. He judged the decision of

the Supreme Court final in regard to any particular suit,

but not necessarily so for parallel cases. Ultimately, he

believed, the only substantial dispute disrupting the na-

tion was that "one section of our country believes slavery

is Elgpg and ought to be extended, while the other believes

it is ygppg and ought not to be extended." He urged faith

in the people to solve the nation's ills. "In.ypp£ hands,

my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in pipe, is the

momentous issue of civil war," Lincoln concluded. ”The

Government will not assail ypp. You can have no conflict

without being yourselves the aggressors. pr have no oath

registered in heaven to destroy the Government, while I

shall have the most solemn one to 'preserve, protect, and

defend it.'"17

The Democratic papers differed greatly in their re~

actions to the Inaugural. The Free Press and Enguirer

found little good to say about it. Lincoln dampened any
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hope of a revival of Union sentiment in the border states,

feared the Free Press. They would secede and there would

be war. His statement that he would “hold, occupy and

possess" Federal property meant that he planned to use

force, i.e., coerce the South. This the whole South would

resist. There will be ”no compromise, no concession no

18 By March 8, the paper con-any thing but coercion...."

Ceded that some Democratic sheets did not interpret the

Address as it did. But it was irrelevant, the paper con-

tended, what the Democratic papers thought. The reaction

of the border slave states was what counted. If they

viewed it as a peace paper, secession would end. Then,

retreating somewhat from its previous position in regard

to reinforcing the forts, the Free Press thought that Lin-

coln might send aid to Sumter to which it had no objec-

tion, although he had no army to re-take it.19 Finally,

the Free Press attacked Lincoln for annihilating the

Supreme Court by declining to enforce its decisions except

in reference to each particular suit.20 The Inaugural was

a partisan harangue, declared the Grand Rapids Daily En-

guirer. It consisted of ”fallacies, continual quibblings,

[Eng7 petty argumentations." Lincoln planned to use force

to retain and retake Government property. To recover Fed-

eral property in all the seceded states would require an

enormous effort. It would ultimately ”create a deadly and

irreconciliable feud between the States, North and South."

The paper admitted that it differed from Douglas who
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considered the Inaugural a peace message. But it did not

differ with Douglas' peace proposal, nor would it oppose

Lincoln if he implemented such a policy.21

Other Democratic papers were much more moderate in

their analyses. In Lincoln's Inaugural, "we find it all

that could be hoped,” stated the Kalamazoo Gazette. It

was ”direct, practical, prudent and eminently conserva-

tive." Any Democrat who divested himself of prejudice

would not be ashamed to deliver the same speech, it de-

clared. Lincoln rejected anti—slavery dogmas while pro-

mising to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law. He gave assur-

ances that each state would have control over its own do-

mestic institutions. Moreover, he re-affirmed the unity,

endurance, and adheSiveness of the national government.

The President was not for coercion and promised deference

to the decisions of the Supreme Court. He also favored a

national convention to amend the Constitution. In sum-

mary, the Gazette considered Lincoln “honest, frank and

pacific in his intentions...."22 The Inaugural was con-

ciliatory, declared the‘Marshall Democratic Expounder.

But his promise to hold, Occupy and possess Federal

property would be regarded by the South as coercion. His

failure te>announce a peace policy ”will tend to augment,

rather to diminish our troubles.” Civil war was now more

likely than ever.23 The Michigan Argus also had mixed re—

actions to the Inaugural. The paper, not finding any pro-

clamation of force in it, praised Lincoln for promising to  
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enforce the Fugitive Slave Act and not to interfere with

slavery in the states. It approved of his support for a

constitutional amendment forever guaranteeing slavery in

the states against congressional interference. The Apgpg

regretted, however, that Lincoln was silent in regard to

the territorial question. The Address appealed ”to all

Union loving men North and South to stand by the

‘Union...."24 The Niles Republican criticized the Address

but was not completely condemnatory. Lincoln's policy was

coercive, it thought, and would drive out the border states,

resulting in civil war. Although regretting that he did

not raise himself to the level of a statesman, the Rgppp-

lippp commended him for his pledge to enforce the Fugitive

Slave Law and his vow not to interfere with slavery in the

states. It promised to ”support him in every just effort

25 The Three Rivers Western Chron-to restore the Union.”

[1913, while accepting the opinions of Douglas, Crittenden,

and Andrew Johnson that the Address indicated a peace

policy, qualified its approval by noting that Lincoln had

attempted to placate both the radical and conservative ele-

:ments in the Republican party. At the same time, he advo-

26 In summary, a consider-cated both peace and coercion.

able portion of the Michigan Democratic papers were will-

ing to cast aside partisanship as long as they were con-

'vinced that Lincoln would follow a peace policy, i.e.,

sacrifice the Chicago platform and compromise with the

South. The Inaugura1.Address was ambiguous enough that
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many of the papers thought that he just might abandon

party principles.

The Republican press was unanimous in its praise

of the Inaugural Address. "It will thoroughly satisfy

every loyal Union man in both sections of the Confeder-

acy," claimed the Detroit Dgily Tribune. Lincoln would ad-

here to his constitutional oath without reservation. He

disavowed interference with the domestic institutions of

the states. Although he would execute the laws by holding

the forts and collecting the revenue, he was not for coer-

cion. The South should be assured, it declared, by his

desire to avoid bloodshed, his support of the proposed

constitutional amendment forever guaranteeing slavery in

the states, his promise to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law,

his determination to suppress insurrection, his respect

for Supreme Court decisions, and by "the fraternal kind-

ness and sympathy that pervades every line of the inaugu—

ral...." He said nothing about territorial policy, the

paper noted, because the last Congress had provided a

government for the remaining unorganized domain. It would

have been preposterous for him to speculate about future

acquisitions. In addition, the plight of the Union was

the paramount question at the moment.27 Lincoln planned a

defensive policy, stated the Adrian Daily Expositor. He

disclaimed intentions of "needless irritation" but forth-

rightly denounced secession.28 Lincoln advocated a con-

ciliatory policy, commented one journal, but was
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determined to enforce the laws, a constitutional duty. The

Address, the paper reminded the Democrats, was devoid of

recrimination and aimed at all the people.29 His promise

to preserve the constitutional rights of the South,

thought the Eaton.County Republican, would win.Lincoln the

support of many who voted against him.30 Finally, the

Michi an State News, noting the approval of the Address by

Crittenden, Douglas, and Johnson, claimed that the Repub-

lican party was conservative with national views.31 As pre-

'viously, the Republican press spoke in vague generaliza-

tions about Lincoln's policy. It really had no firm idea

of what he planned to do.

The thirty-nine day interlude between Lincoln's

inauguration and the firing on Sumter was marked by specu-

lation on the diSposition of that fort. For much of March,

discussion revolved around the repercussions of the rumored

evacuation of Fort Sumter. These rumors, started by

Seward,32 for a time were accepted as fact by the Michigan

press. For ten days after the inaugural, Democratic papers

continued to beseech Lincoln to adopt a peace policy. A

policy of force, the Free Press argued, would make reunion

impossible. But it felt that Lincoln was now a concilia-

tionist. He could put his sentiments into action, it

stated, by ordering the evacuation of Sumter. Although

'Ehe paper admitted that abandoning the fort was “delicate

and embarrassing,” it would be a master stroke which would

remove an irritant to the people of the seceded states
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while re-kindling their love of the Union. It would be

interpreted as a voluntary peace measure because the

Federal government felt it in its power to hold the fort.

Specifically, Union sentiment in the border states would

grow overwhelming, opening the way for ultimate reunion.33

The Grand Rapids Dgily Enguirer promised to support Lin-

coln if he adopted a peace policy, but if he opted for war

it would demand his consignment to a "lasting infamy."34

The Democratic press reacted to rumors that Sumter

would be evacuated with mixed emotions. The Michigan

Aggpg considered it a wise move because it would give “the

secessionists rope with which to hang themselves." A

peace policy, it was convinced, offered the best hope for

killing the disunion movement. The evacuation, it hOped,

was being ordered as a matter of public policy rather than

just out of military necessity.35 The Grand Rapids pgily

Enguirer applauded the rumored evacuation, but observed

that it would not have much moral effect if it was to be

implemented solely on the impossibility of relieving the

fort. It also deplored the report that the evacuation

would be followed up by an immediate blockade of the Char~

leston harbor.36 The Free Press chided the Republican

press for its disappointment at the rumored evacuation of

Sumter as it commended the President for his seeming adop-

tion of a peace policy. It expected him to agree to a

compromise similar to the Crittenden plan and a reduction

of the tariff. Only by doing these things could he avoid
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either a peaceful dissolution of the Union or war.37 By

March 20, the Free Press began to question the motives of

the Lincoln Administration. The Administration, it felt,

was not grappling with the southern question in any prac-

tical way. Sumter, it argued, should have been evacuated

as a peace measure or else held at any cost. It accused

Lincoln of refusing to announce a policy in order to keep

the Republican party together. Again, theFree Press an-

nounced that it preferred peaceable separation to war, but

desired most of all a compromise that would avert the

division of the nation. The next day the paper accepted a

New York Iipgg report that Anderson would be left to

starve. The Administration, it lamented, had so far done

nothing for peace. 0n the 22nd, it once again believed

Sumter would be evacuated, but out of military necessity.

There would have been honor in evacuating the fort as a

peace measure, it stated, but out of military necessity it

was a humiliation.

Other Democratic papers less reservedly cheered

the rumored evacuation. The Marshall Democratic Expgunder

considered the motives for the evacuation of Sumter as un—

important. The policy was commendable because “it removes

the chances of civil war."38 The Kalamazoo Gazette, one

of the more conservative Democratic papers, rebuked the

critics of the Lincoln Administration. It accused both

Democrats and Republicans of being "narrow, bigoted and

partisan...." Noting that Lincoln had been only in power
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for three weeks, it urged them to give him time to develop

a policy. A policy, it observed a week later, was slowly

unfolding. Sumter, Pickens, and the collection of the

revenue were to be given up. There were reports that the

Lincoln Administration was contemplating letting the South

go. The paper was pleased that Republican slogans such as

"Free Soil” and ”No concessions to traitors” were no

longer to be heard. The Democratic program, it felt, was

at last beingvindicated.39 In summary, as March drew to

a close, all Democratic papers desired the evacuation of

Sumter as a peace measure. There was virtually no mention

of any constitutional necessity to enforce the laws. The

more partisan Democratic papers, such as the Free Press,

found it impossible to refrain from criticizing the Repub-

licans. More conservative papers, less interested in par-

tisan gain, continued to applaud Lincoln, as long as they

thought he was carrying out a peace policy. Most im-

portantly, many Democratic journals continued to argue

that a peace policy, even if it meant de facto recognition

of secession, ultimately held the best hope for an amicable

reunion.

By the first week in April it became apparent to

most Democratic papers that the Lincoln Administration did

not plan to evacuate Sumter immediately. But they still

had no clear idea of what he was actually contemplating.

0n the 3rd, the Free Press lambasted the Administration for

doing nothing except distributing party spoils. Although
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it appeared that Lincoln was planning to let the border

states go, he had as yet to announce for either war or

peace. By the 7th, the gpgeygpess had decided that the

Administration was for war. A war policy was better than

no policy, it declared, although ”the war will be on a

magnificent scale.“ If there were any good in holding

Sumter and Pickens, the paper commented two days later,

”we could comprehend why almost any sacrifice should be

made to hold them.“ But the Government had no power to

collect the revenue on ship-board. Hence, unless the

Government planned to enforce the law within the seceded

states, there was no point to hold on to the forts. The

only sensible policy,the paper concluded, was to abandon

the forts to save the peace. Finally, on the 12th, the

day the guns opened on Sumter, the Free Press continued to

argue that if Lincoln recommended adoption of the Critten-

den proposals and ordered the withdrawal of Federal troops

from the seceded states, a popular reaction to secession

would emerge in the South, ultimately reuniting the Union.

But, ”slavery," it admitted, “has everything to do with

the pending 'tremendous issues,‘ and those issues cannot

be settled until the slavery question shall be settled."

Other Democratic papers requested the Administra-

tion to announce a policy. ”The people demand WAR, or

PEACE,” thundered the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer. Rumors

that the forts were to be abandoned or reinforced, that the

revenue was or was not to be collected, that the
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Confederacy was or was not to be recognized disturbed the

people. They were sick of the Government's paralysis.

They wanted a decision, one way or the other. If the

peace policy were adopted, revolution should be recognized

as successful, constitutional amendments guaranteeing the

rights of the South should be passed, and an appeal made

to the Union men in the South to reconstruct the Union.

If such overtures should be refused, international adjust-

ments should be negotiated which would establish a com-

munity of interests between the two nations. 0n the other

hand, should a war policy be adopted, it should be done

quickly to prevent the Confederates the time to build it-

self up to the point "that to crush out their revolu-

tionary experiment and scheme, would require the best

txxne, muscle and blood of the North."40 By the 10th the

paper accurately concluded that "the Government intends to

assert its authority over the seceding States." People

had to realize, however, that the Confederacy was going to

resist such efforts. In regard to Sumter, it observed

that ”this spot seems destined to become immortalized in

History." The Three Rivers Western.Chronicle also called

for an announced policy. It demanded an end of Lincoln's

”do-nothing policy.” A peace policy was hoped for, but

any policy was better than none.41 No Democrat in the North

believed in secession, stated the Niles Republican. There

was no cause for revolution, it continued, because the

ZRepublican.Administration had done nothing to encroach on



 

  



296

southern rights. Indeed, the Republicans recently had or-

ganized three territories without reference to slavery.

Lincoln had no choice but to execute the laws. It would

be an admission of the nation's weakness if he did not do

it. Hence, although war would be terrible, "we do not be-

lieve in the right of secession."42 The Republican, it

appears, on the eve of the conflict, took a minority posi-

tion in regard to enforcing the laws.43 Most Democratic

papers seemingly still desired their oft-discussed peace

policy. But out of a frustration of being kept in ignor-

ance so long, they were ready to accept a war policy, just

to end the suspense.

Politically, the Republican papers were in a much

more precarious position than the Democratic press. They

were compelled to defend the Administration while not

knowing its policy. During the first week of the Lincoln

Administration, Republican papers expected the President

to reinforce Sumter. Because the United States did not

recognize secession, stated the Detroit Daily Tribune,

South Carolina had no right to attack Fort Sumter, hold

Fort Moultrie, or collect the revenue. Surrendering the

Constitution to the secessionists would not save the

Union. 'Wars over boundaries, fugitive slaves, navigation

of the Mississippi, and foreign policy would ensue. Only

the rebels would be hurt by upholding the Constitution.44

The Government would do all in its power to relieve Ander-

son, commented the Adrian Dgily Expositor. It was
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possible, however, that if the Government had no means at

its disposal, Sumter would have to be evacuated. But the

indications were that ”where the forts 2gp be held and

supplied, they will be."45

By the middle of the month, the Republican papers

came to realize that the evacuation of Sumter was a real

possibility. Naturally they blamed the Buchanan Adminis-

tration for such a sad event. The infamy of Sumter's

evacuation rested on the imbecility of Buchanan and his

Cabinet, charged the Detroit Daily Advertiser. This, "the

deepest humiliation to which the nation has ever been

called upon to submit,” was "the legitimate fruit of modern

Democracy, and their leaders alone must bear the ig-

nominy."46 The Michi an State News, overwhelmed with

"shame and indignation,“ feared the evacuation would

"humiliate and demoralize Northern sentiment,” while

raising the spirits of the secessionists. It reminded

Lincoln that thousands of men would volunteer to relieve

the fort, even if there were only a forlorn hope of suc-

cess. Having little faith in surrendering to treason, it

noted that the evacuation of Sumter would at least dis-

prove the Democratic peace theory.47 Sumter could not be

relieved without a force of 20,000 men, conceded the

Adrian Daily Expositor. Nor did the President have the

naval power at his disposal. Unfortunately the evacuation

of the fort ”will only embolden the secessionists to new

aggressions and demands, and lead, perhaps a little
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sooner, to certain collision."48 The Lansing State‘Repub-

liggp accepted the evacuation only with the greatest re-

luctance. The "sternest necessity” required it, because

”no slight cost of treasure or blood can justify such an

inglorious retreat." As other papers, the Republican cas-

tigated the Buchanan Administration in the most severe

terms. But it rationalized that evacuation would weaken

secession because the traitors thrived on violence.

”Peace stifles secession," it suggested.49 Finany, the

Grand Traverse Herald argued that the fort was being aban-

doned only out of military necessity. Cursing the seces-

sionists, it remarked, “how Devilishly omnipotent is the

power of Slavery!“50 All in all, most Republican papers

accepted the rumored evacuation of Sumter with a sense of

pain, humiliation, and outrage that the Slave Power was

winning another victory. Indeed, one senses that the

Republican editors experienced an overwhelming sense of

powerlessness. They wanted the Union to retain posses-

sion of the fort, but there was seemingly nothing they

could do to prevent it from falling.

By the fourth week of the new Administration,

Republican papers felt compelled to defend it from charges

that it was not doing enough to stave off secession. Some

papers tried to find virtue in Lincoln's seeming inclina-

tion towards a peace policy. The President was not en-

forcing the laws in the seceded states, wrote the Eaton

County Republican, because he had decided "to reduce the
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Southern Confederacy to submission by the operation of

causes within the seceded States.” Attributing the peace

policy to Seward, the paper observed that he hoped to

stimulate southern Unionism. Exploiting the dissension in

the seceded states, combined with the influence of the

border states, might return most seceded states back to

the Union.51 The Lansing State Republican defended the

Administration's peace policy as a method of stimulating

counter-revolution in the South. Once the people in the

seceded states realized that the Administration would

treat them with forbearance, "the love of the Union will

be re--kindled...."52 The Marshall Statesman, which had so

recently called for a "war to the knife," praised the

peace policy as “commendable" as long as it brought the

rebels back to their sworn allegiance to the United

States: but it also exhibited an underlying anxiety that

peace would not work. It stated: "War and bloodshed are

to be deprecated--they are enormous evils; but desperate

diseases require desperate remedies ."53 Clearly the

Statesman was prepared for war if it should come. The

Battle Creek Journal also thought that Seward's peace

policy would prevail. The first step in its implementa-

tion would be the evacuation of Sumter to allow the South

time to make a decision to return to the Union. Yet, the

Journal, as the Statesman, could not wholeheartedly sup-

port a peace policy. ”We suppose every Republican,“ it

stated, "will be better satisfied if no necessity be found
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to exist for the withdrawal of troops from that fort-

ress:....”54

Sometimes the Administration's lack of action was

explained on the grounds that it did not have enough time

to implement a policy. The Detroit Daily Advertiser re-

sponded to the criticism of fellow Republicans that the

Administration had adopted a passive policy by noting that

it could not undo in three weeks four years of treason un-

der the Buchanan Administration. It reiterated the argu-

ment of how difficult it would be to reinforce Sumter be-

cause of the decayed condition of the armed forces. Al—

though the evacuation of the fort would be a humiliation,

an abortive effort to relieve it would even be a greater

one. Hence, the Administration should be given time to

formulate its own policy.55 The public was not giving

adequate attention to the difficulties facing the new Ad—

ministration, commented the Detroit Daily Tribune. It was

unfair to expect the Administration to formulate and exe-

cute a policy in three weeks. It was also absurd to ex-

pect that once a policy was decided upon, the Administra-

56 Lin-tion would rush to tell it to the New York papers.

coln would fulfill his inaugural pledge to hold, occupy,

and possess the public property as soon as Congress gave

him the means to do it, observed another journal.57 The

Hillsdale Standard beseeched those ”sacred Republicans"

who criticized the Administration to "be rational.”

Noting that the new Administration had to undo years of
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Democratic misrule, the paper urged Republicans to give it

time to consolidate its power. Nor should Republicans ex-

pect the Administration to announce its policy "for the

sake of gratifying their idle curiosity and to prevent the

wailing of the opposition."58

Through the last days of March and first half of

April, Republican papers became increasingly dissatisfied

with the seeming inaction of the Lincoln Administration.

They were greatly heartened when it finally appeared that

the North would assert its power. The Detroit Qaiiy

Tribune applauded the rumor that troops were ordered to

land at Fort Pickens. “That work should be held at all

, 59 . . .

hazards," 1t declared. All effort to avoid coll131on   should be made, the paper noted on April 4, but the Union

would not be allowed to crumble "without a blow being j

struck in its defense...." On April 5, the paper recorded

its first implicit criticism of the Lincoln Administra-

tion. Noting that the South was growing more aggressive

while the North was doing nothing, it declared that "the

more we delay, the more they gain, and the more we lose."

The policy of the Government seemed finally determined, it

noted five days later. Sumter would be held, but there

would be no aggressive action such as invading the South or

attempting to re—take the lost forts. If bloodshed en-

sued, it would be the fault of the South. But the paper

again criticized the Administration while it claimed it

was not doing so. "No, the letting alone policy will not
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do," it stated. Those who argued that secession would

have run its course if the South had been let alone were

proven wrong. 0n the contrary, the strength of secession

had grown. The Government had to increase its power in

the South.as much as possible, although not invade it.

The Detroit Daily Advertiser also advocated force-

ful measures against the South. Although it had faith

that the policy outlined in the Inaugural Address would be

carried out, the paper noted a public apprehension that

everything would be conceded to the secessionists to hold

the border states in the Union for another season. The

paper itself hoped that the evacuation of Sumter would be

the only humiliation the country had in store. Yet, it

was still possible that the fort would not be abandoned.

The people, it observed, would never accept the evacuation

of Sumter as a ”backing down" to the South. Indeed, it

would "create such a storm of indignation at the North, as

would leave the Administration without a supporter in the

Republican party." The northern people would accept a

bloody civil war rather than concede everything to the

”blustering traitors,” the paper commented.60 On the 6th,

the paper published an even more critical editorial. Al-

though the people still hoped the Administration would

prove equal to the emergenCy, they could not fail to see

that the Government was "rapidly losing its power to pre-

serve and protect itself." The northern people had for

too long submitted to the insults and outrages of the
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traitors. The Government had to do something to vindicate

national honor, or else it would become an object of con-

tempt. In other words, the Government had to enforce the

laws "to the utmost extent of its power.” On the 8th,

however, the Advertiser vigorously applauded the Adminis-

tration for its military and naval preparations. At last,

”we have a Government,” it stated. Although.Sumter might

not be held to the extreme sacrifice, Pickens would be

maintained, as would other public property, the revenue

collected, and the laws enforced. The people had in-

creased confidence in the Government, the paper remarked

three days later. If war should come, there would be half

a million volunteers within a month. In sum, beginning in

April, the two leading Detroit dailies no longer felt they

could defend the Administration's do-nothing policy.

Respectfully, but nevertheless forcefully, they demanded

some sort of action to vindicate northern honor. When the

Government at last showed it was ready for action, the two

newspapers enthusiastically supported it.

Other Republican papers cheered the Government's

newly found energy. ”Warlike potents are rapidly increas-

ing,” observed the Adrian Daily Expositor. The peace

policy, which only had allowed the South to rob the North,

was being abandoned. ”Millionscf strong hearts" would

back the Government in the exercise of its legitimate

functions.61 When it became apparent that the President

was finally going to act, the Hillsdale Standard chided
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those Republicans who had doubted him. Peace was desired,

the paper declared, "but bloodletting is a better remedy

for insurgents and black-hearted revolutionists" than a

62 The Government hadpolicy of government indecision.

come to power determined for peace, stated the Battle Creek

Journal, but its conciliatory course had only emboldened

the rebels to make new demands. With a crisis fast ap-

proaching, either the Government or the rebels had to sub-

mit. The Administration had no choice but to maintain the

public property or be the laughing stock of the nation.63

The Allegan.Journal also rejoiced that the Government was

at last going to enforce the laws. If civil war should re-

sult, the blame would be on the traitors. The destruction

of the Union was worse than civil war, as horrible as it

would be.64 Thus, when the guns opened on Sumter, the Ad.

ministration had no reason to fear that the Michigan

Republican press would not vigorously support its effort

to crush the rebellion.

Interestingly, several Republican papers still

hOped to the end to see in the South some sort of reaction

against secession. Although in January the Tribune as-

serted that the border states were only for the Union if

the Republicans made sweeping concessions to the South,65

most of the time it continued to grasp at any sign of dis-

content in the seceded states. On March 18, for example,

it stated that evidence was growing of dissatisfaction

with disunion. "Facts go to show that the Montgomery
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scheme will result in an early failure," observed the Mar-

shall Statesman. Many Confederate papers, it noted, were

criticizing the Montgomery government.66 As late as April

2, the Michigan State News predicted that in the South

"whenever the people are able to make themselves heard,

their voice will be loud and potent for the Union."

Only at the end of March did the two Detroit dailies

even hazily comprehend that the North could not depend on

the Unionism of the border states. They, the Advertiser

observed on March 27, would remain in the Union only if

they were guaranteed the right of secession and slavery

was given everything it wanted. Two days later, however,

the paper noticed "strong indications of returning reason

on the part of the border states...." The Tribune, by the

first week in April, seemed finally and irrevocably to

abandon any hope in the border states, if not the southern

people. The North, it stated, would never agree to the

concessions demanded by the border states whereby "the

negro everywhere, must be crushed as though he was a slave

upon the Southern plantations. Christian civilization is

not going to be turned back a century, even in the face of

so overshadowing a calamity as the disruption of the

Union."67 The paper also denounced Virginia as "utterly

incompetent" as a mediator between the two sections. In—

deed, she had raised "the shield of treason and rebellion."

The Cotton states, the North had to understand, wanted to

be rid of the Union because they thought they could do
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better without it. Yet it was possible that with a firm

and vigorous policy from the Government the southern

people would assert themselves against their leaders.68

In summary, in the interlude between Lincoln's inaugural

and the beginning of April, many Republican papers con-

tinued to hope that a policy of strength would undermine

secession. They never seemed to realize that their advo—

cacy of firm governmental action against secession, such

as reinforcing Sumter, would further alienate the southern

people, especially those of the upper South. They still

believed, or at least hoped, that the Republican policy of

no compromise, and maintenance of the public property,

would prompt a reaction in the South.

Throughout the period from Lincoln's inaugural to

the firing on Sumter, the Michigan press could no more

than guess what policy Lincoln would implement. In his

Inaugural, he promised to "hold, occupy, and possess," the

property of the United States. But early in his Adminis-

tration, it appeared he would follow a "peace" policy,

i.e., abandon Fort Sumter. The Democratic press welcomed

this, provided he abandoned the fort to conciliate the

South, rather than out of military necessity. In contrast

to Douglas, who apparently explicitly opposed secession,69

some Democratic papers were willing, although reluctantly,

to give it de facto recognition. Certainly by the time of

Lincoln's inaugural, and probably before, most papers

realized that compromise and concessions would not draw
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the seceded states back into the Union. They hoped to

placate the border states, hence keeping them in the

Union. Ultimately, they argued, through the moral leader—

ship of the border states, the seceded states would see

the wisdom of rejoining the Union. The papers opposed any

form of coercion, such as relieving Sumter, because they

were convinced that such a move would drive the border

states out of the Union, killing any chance for a recon—

struction of the nation. In other words, Democratic

papers considered a Union based on force not worth its

existence.

The Republican papers, on the other hand, believed

that if the Government undertook firm measures against

disunion, it would stimulate the latent Unionism of the

southern people. For the first three weeks of the new Ad-

ministration, however, they could not advocate this course

of action because it would have been in conflict with the

Administration's seeming peace policy. As loyal Republican

papers they felt duty bound to defend party policy. But

by the beginning of April, when many Republicans were ex—

plicitly critical of Lincoln, Michigan's Republican papers

could not avoid implicit criticism of the Administration.

Their frustration was at last relieved when it became

clear that Lincoln had no peace policy in mind (as defined

by Democrats), but rather was biding his time until he was

ready to act. News that an expedition was being sent to

Sumter cheered them because they felt that the national
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honor would be vindicated. Editorials once again ex-

plained the necessity of enforcing the laws. The situa-

tion provided the Republicans another opportunity to spill

out their hatred of the South. Republican editors, unlike

their Democratic counterparts, saw no virtue in concilia—

ting traitors to the Government and the Constitution.
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a System of labor and not because it was composed of

Negroes. This lends further credence to the contention

that Republicans, on the whole, were markedly less racist

than Democrats.

68Detroit Daily Tribune, April 4, 8, 9, 1861.

69

Robert W. Johannsen, "The Douglas Democracy and

the Crisis of Disunion," Civil War History, Ix (September,

1963), pp. 234—235.

 

 

 



 

 
 



 

CHAPTER IX

THE WAR AND ITS GOALS: FIRST REACTIONS

On April 15, 1861, Abraham Lincoln issued a pro-

clamation declaring that the laws of the United States in

South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi,

Louisiana, and Texas were being obstructed "by combina-

tions too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary course

of judicial proceedings...." He issued a call for 75,000

militia of the several states to suppress the combination

and enforce the laws. The forces would probably be used

to repossess forts and other property seized from the

Government, he stated. He also commanded "the persons

composing the combinations aforesaid to disperse and re-

tire peaceably to their respective abodes within twenty

days from this date." Finally, he ordered the Congress to

convene on July 4.1

As expected, the Republican press readily con-

curred with the President's determination to use force to

quash the rebellion. "Freedom's hope, here and over the

world, mpg; NOT be blasted by traitors to law and order,"

declared the Detroit Daily Tribune. Treasonous talk should

not be allowed to demoralize the nation. If ncesssary,

”let us have Martial law proclaimed at once. No quarter to
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traitors." As to the fall of Sumter, it was humiliating,

but not surprising. The North was now so aroused that it

made a second defeat impossible.2 The people could be at

least grateful for a united North, stated the Detroit

Daily Advertiser. The North had justice, right, and power

on its side and could maintain ten men in the field for

every one of the South. Nor could the Government tolerate

neutrality in such a perilous time. Freedom of speech and

press are approved in times of peace, but "what may then

3 Thebe a virtue is an absolute crime in time of war."

war had grown out of the attempt of a group of people to

cram slavery "down the throats of Northern freemen," wrote

another editor. Although the Democracy had encouraged the

growth of the conspiracy, the past must be forgotten be-

cause the North was united in its effort to vindicate the

Government.4 The Battle Creek Journal was confident that

the slogan "no coercion" would now cease.5 "Reason, for-

bearance, magnanimity,” had failed to conciliate or re-

strain the rebels, declared the Eaton County Republican.

Now the North was forced to end the bullying of the Slave

Power. The "holy war" would be fought to the end to sus-

tain the Union and the Constitution. After the crushing

of the rebellion, the "peculiar institution" would be

respected, but the seceded states would no longer be

allowed to dominate the nation. The "hideous viper" of

slavery would no longer be considered sacred. It would be

freely discussed and legislated upon. Hence, the "pompous
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swagger" of the Slave Power was just a record of history.6

The rebellion had to be crushed, declared the Hillsdale

standard, or "else crouchingly let us lick the hands of

our Southern masters...."7 Finally, the Michigan State

prp, while wholeheartedly supporting the war effort,

cautioned against "an exhibition of intolerance." The

country was based on free speech and such a right should

not be violated. Those who uttered treasonous sentiments

would only deepen the Union sentiment of all patriotic

men.8 This paper, therefore, served the admirable purpose

of reminding other Republican sheets of the virtues of

free speech. The war was being fought in large measure,

it noted, to preserve the right to dissent, so ruthlessly

suppressed by the Slave Power.

Most Democratic papers, immediately, and somewhat

surprisingly, announced their support of the Government's

determination to preserve the Union. Realizing it would

be political suicide to oppose the war effort, they repu-

diated their pre-Sumter peace policy. Loyal to the con-

cept of Union, they decided, albeit reluctantly, that it

could only be preserved by war. While the guns were still

firing on Sumter, the Detroit Free Press declared for the

 

Union. The disaster could have been avoided, it stated,

if the Republican leaders and their Radical allies had

agreed to concessions. But the paper refused to attack

the present actions of the Administration because that

would jeopardize the existence of the Government itself.
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The flag had to be defended, "though it be held aloft by

unworthy hands."9 The Free Press later clarified its

position, attacking, as it did during the presidential

campaign, both the Republican party and the secessionists

while simultaneously pledging its fidelity to the Union

and the Constitution. Democrats would fight ten years,

the paper observed, but would remember that they had fore-

seen the disaster and warned against the Republican

party's refusal to agree to a fair compromise. Nor did

Democrats like to have RepublicaniSm crammed down their

throats. In no way did the party support the Administra-

tion of Abraham Lincoln.10

While castigating the Republicans, the Free Press

 

devoted even more editorial space to denouncing the se—

cessionists, whom the paper bitterly resented as much for

being traitors to the Democratic party as to the Union.

"If the southern people had proved as true to the North as

the northern democracy have to them, instead of war...we

should now have peace....," the paper declared. Whatever

evils should befall the South, they would derive from its

lack of faith in the northern Democracy. The seceded

states should not delude themselves to think they had any

friends in the North. _Although the party had been laid

"prostrate in the dust" because of the southern betrayal,

it would still fight for that section's constitutional

rights. But "the whole North will stand as one man

against all attempts to overthrow the government...." The
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southern people had been lured from their loyalty to the

Constitution by a “deep-laid conspiracy" of revolution-

ists, it continued. The secessionists had acted quickly,

not telling the southern people that disunion meant rebel-

lion and war. Abolitionism and the election of Lincoln

were mere pretexts for revolution. The former had its

main effect on the border states, not on the seceded

Cotton states. Lincoln and his Cabinet had been willing

to respect the rights of the South: the Republicans con-

trolled no branch of Congress. Hence, the revolutionists,

who had destroyed the party at Charleston and Baltimore,

would not find the least sympathy from the northern Demo-

crats. Indeed, they expected no ”other result than THE

COMPLETE AND EVER-LASTING OVERTHROW OF THE GREAT REBEL-

LION."11 Clearly, the Free Press spoke differently than

during the latter stages of the secession crisis. Its

deep hatred for the secessionists, whom it claimed

destroyed the Democratic party, and its genuine love for

the Union, combined to compel the paper into as fervent a

supporter of the war as any Republican journal. With but

one exception,12 the Free Press, during the opening stage

of the war, would no longer speak of peace.

Other Democratic papers quickly responded to the

cause of the Union. The Marshall Democratic Expgunder

initially interpreted Lincoln's call for 75,000 troops as

1coercion, a policy the paper opposed. Although it was for

‘peace and compromise, it had no choice "but to stand by
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the flag and honor of the government.” But it could not

thirst for blood for it opposed both abolitionism and se-

cession. If secession should be successful, the Expounder

continued, reconstruction could be consummated on the

basis of the Confederate constitution, which ”fully secures

the rights of each.State and has no very objectionable

features.” A week later the paper came out even more

firmly for the Union. Denouncing southern aggressions on

the public property and the Constitution, it declared that

13 The Kalamazoo Gazette,arms would be met with arms.

fully cognizant of the magnitude of the crisis, thought

that the fate of free government rested on its outcome.

Although it hoped civil war could be avoided, the Govern-

ment had to be sustained. Hence, every citizen had to vin-

dicate the honor of the nation, even though no Democrat

14 The Michi an Ar us

also announced support for the Federal government. It

could be held responsible for events.

despised the southern traitors but had great sympathy for

the misguided masses. Echoing the Free Press, the Apgpp

warned the secessionists not to expect help from the nor-

thern Democracy. Although northern Democrats had always

defended the constitutional rights of their southern

brethren, they would fipgypp, Never, NEVER help them break

up the government and plant an oligarchy in its stead."15

"All party lines must be obliterated,” declared the Niles

Republican. The welfare of the country had priority over

partisan politics. Democrats did not support Lincoln, but
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they would not allow the South to destroy the nation. Un-

less Southerners sheathed their swords, they would be over-

whelmed by the North and possibly by the horrors of ser-

vile insurrection.16

At first, a few Democratic papers only reluctantly

supported the war. On April 11, when it was apparent that

war was imminent, the Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer observed

that the South by committing revolution had placed itself

in the position the Administration wanted. Under the pre-

text of enforcing the laws, it was likely the Republicans

would launch an anti-slavery crusade. Union appeals would

merely mask such a design. Northerners, it cautioned,

should decide for themselves what the Administration was

planning. In other words, "before fighting let us find

out ypgt we are to fight for." The paper's editorial of

April 14 bordered on treason. The conflict, it stated,

was between "Abolition-republicans" and the South. The

Democracy had no quarrel with the South. Hence, "if we

remain passive in this contest these Abolitionists ought to

be satisfied." Again it reminded Democrats to think twice

before enlisting in a crusade to shove the Chicago plat-

form down the throats of the South. Three days later the

paper shifted its position somewhat. While lamenting that

certain political Opponents seemed to be gleeful at the

pending carnage, it conceded that "Honor should impel every
 

man to stand up for his country's flag." It qualified its

statement, however, by stating that the people should rise
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up against those who imperilled the Union, whether they be

from the North or the South. For the next few days, the

Epguirer reiterated that it supported the Government out

of duty. But it continued to blame the conflict on the

Abolitionists and did not condemn the southern contribu-

tion to the war. Indeed, it stated that the conflict was

”between men of the same country, of the same kin, of the

same interests, of the same sense of rights in degree, of

equal valor, of equal determination--between friends."l7

Finally, on April 26, the Enguirer came out fully for the

war effort. No matter what caused the war, it declared,

being loyal to the flag was paramount. "That we intend to

 

g9. Politics may go to the shade, 'till the fight is

over." The Three Rivers Western Chronicle followed a

 

similar pattern. Interpreting the fall of Sumter as

meaning "war to the hilt," it gloomily predicted the

economic dislocations the conflict would inflict on the

North. Worse, brothers would soon be fighting brothers.

And after the carnage finally ended, the same issues

would still have to be settled. A week later the paper

changed its tune. The preservation of the Government was

paramount, it declared. For if the Government were

destroyed, "anarchy, robbery, and ruin" would result.18

These two journals, representing a minority of Democratic

papers, certainly followed rather than led public opinion.

They did not understand that the Democratic call for peace

at all costs, which had some appeal during the secession
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crisis, was no longer tenable in the emotional frenzy

following the firing on Sumter. Finally realizing the

folly of their course, the papers belatedly climbed on

the Union bandwagon.

Although the Democratic papers pledged their

wholehearted support for the war to preserve the Union,

they condemned any attempt to turn the conflict into an

anti-slavery crusade. Mr. Lincoln had no intention of

liberating the slaves, declared the Niles Republican. But

if he should make such a declaration "a million men in the

North" would fight for the rights of the slaveholders.

Yet the paper had no doubt that the war would seriously

affect slavery.19 The objective of the war was simply to

restore allegiance to the Constitution, stated the Detroit

Free Press. Democrats in no way endorsed an anti-slavery

 

crusade. The paper was confident that the Government

would respect the constitutional rights of the South and

. . . 20

fight for no other end than restoration of the Union.

The Three Rivers Western Chronicle offered an emotional ex«

 

planation why the war could not be turned into an anti-

slavery crusade. Raising the specter of racial warfare,

the paper predicted that "were every slave and free black

in this country armed for fight, and should they succeed

in slaying every white man in the south, they would not

tamely lay down their arms, until a terrible and bloody

effort was made to effectually exterminate every white man

from the American continent." It was imperative,
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therefore, for every man, North and South, to know that

the War was not one to destroy the domestic institutions

of the South.21 The Marshall Democratic Expounder re—

sented attempts by Radical Republicans to force the Ad—

ministration into a war on slavery. All Union men would

support the war if Lincoln resisted such pressure; but if

he did not, "the horrors of the French Revolution and the

massacre of St. Domingo will fade before the scene of

carnage and blood with which our country will be visited."

The Union could not be restored to its "pristine vigor"

unless the Negro was kept under the control of state con-

stitutions.22 The Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer also an-

nounced that the war was for the Union, not abolitionism.23

Governor Austin Blair's special Message to the

Michigan legislature, delivered on May 7, 1861, bitterly

aroused the Democratic press to re-affirm its contention

that the war had nothing to do with the future of slavery.

Blair argued that African slavery, "the great and only

disturbing element in our institutions," after pushing the

free states so far that it could go no further, had taken

up arms to reach its goal, a slave—holding despotism. But

the war, the Governor concluded, "will result in its total

and speedy destruction."24 The Detroit Free Press charac-~

terized Blair as "a narrow-minded, intolerant, fanatical

abolitionist." He, and a few other Radicals, were ex—

 

tremely dangerous because they gave credence to the fears

of the secessionist leaders that the North planned a war
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on slavery. It was the duty of responsible Northerners to

dispel Southerners of this belief and to assure them that

Blair was ”a fanatic and an ass.” The war was being

fought, in fact, "for the protection of the rights of the

slaveholders as of the non-slaveholders."25 Blair, a

"small-brained, narrow-minded political huckster," com-

mitted a gross impropriety when he injected a partisan

sentiment into his Message, commented the Marshall Eggp-

ggatic Expounder. Democrats were fighting for "the

supremacy of law against the mob." They wanted to pre-

serve the Constitution as it was, not turn it into an

"anti-slavery instrument." Worse, Blair was burying sou-

thern Unionist sentiment.26 Blair's statements were as

 "injurious as open treason,” stated the Three Rivers  
‘Western Chronicle. They strengthened the South and hurt

the Government. Southerners had to be assured of the con-

servative intentions of the North.27

The virtually unanimous declaration by Democratic

editors that they would not tolerate a war on slavery in-

dicates how fragile was the early war-time coalition. The

seeds were already planted for the emergence of a Demo-

cratic peace party which would repudiate support of the

war when its goals came to encompass emancipation. The

Democratic position also reveals how the exigencies of

politics forced the party to reverse the stand it held

during the secession crisis. Before the opening of hos—

tilities, Democrats not only demanded peace at any price 
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but also a drastic revision of the Constitution to pla-

cate the South. After Sumter, the party supported the war

and demanded that the Constitution remain unchanged, i.e.,

including slavery. The Republicans, of course, would also

eventually change their position.

During the weeks immediately after the fall of

Sumter, the two Detroit Republican dailies analyzed and

recommended policies the Government should pursue in the

effort to crush the rebellion. From the first, the

Detroit Daily Advertiser called for a vigorous and massive

campaign. "The war should be carried into Africa [Ehe

South?, and the conspirators utterly exterminated from the

face of the earth if necessary to preserve and secure

hereafter the peace and safety of the country,” it de-

clared. The Administration's call for 75,000 volunteers

fell far short of public expectation. Northern patriotism

was white hot and should not be wasted. Half a million

would have been a more satisfactory number, although

200,000 more men were likely to be called. With such a

force every rebellious state could be overrun and their

harbors blockaded. Moreover, the demoralizing effect of

such a large force "would be worth a dozen victories to

the Government.” To prosecute the war on a giant scale,

as desperate and bloody as it would be, would actually be

an act of humanity, the paper stated. The more brutal the

war, the faster it would be over. To spare the blood of

traitors would only increase their insolence and
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ultimately result in a greater loss of life. Even if the

Government desired to spare bloodshed, it could not, for

the traitors were determined to fight to the bitter end.

Finally, to reflect the magnitude of their crimes, the

paper recommended the hanging of the rebel leaders. Nor-

therners would only accept the ”unconditional surrender of

the rebels, or their extermination."28

Simultaneously with its call for relentless war,

the Advertiser, as a loyal Republican paper, defended the

Administration from the charge that it was not waging the

war with proper vigor. Attacks on the Administration, the

Adyertiser stated, were based on no knowledge of its

plans. Actually it had almost performed a miracle by

saving Washington from imminent rebel attack. In any

case, it was likely that within a few days the Administra-

tion would send armies to meet the rebels wherever they

should be concentrated, whether at Richmond, Baltimore,

Harper's Ferry, or elsewhere. The paper also once again

defended Seward from charges of conservatism. The Sec-

retary of State, the paper noted, was accused by certain

New York papers of being the main obstacle to a vigorous

prosecution of the war. Such accusations were false, the

Advertiser countered. Except for a letter to the Governor

of Maryland, he had done nothing that ”gives the slightest

color to the presumption that he is for a defensive war

only."29 Thus, as during the secession crisis, the Adver-

tiser defended the Administration but was eagerly waiting
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to call on the Union to protect their interests. After

professing loyalty to the Union, they could then expect

the Government's protection.31

The Democratic press, on the whole, was as adamant

as the Republican press in its call for an aggressive,

ruthless war against the rebellious states. The Detroit

Free Press, except for one editorial, was as militant as

any Republican paper. On April 17, it deplored the rising

war spirit and blamed the politicians for the crisis.

Peace meetings rather than war meetings were needed. But

in all other editorials, the paper saw no other alterna-

tive than war to end the rebellion. After momentarily

urging a defensive policy,32 it later stated "whatever is

necessapy to conduct the war expgditiously and successfully

must be done.” No half-way measures, but the full power

of the nation had to be thrown into the conflict. A

defensive poliCy was not acceptable. Baltimore and Rich-

mond had to be occupied to assure that the battlefield was

on southern soil. The Ohio river had to be commanded and

the southern ports blockaded. ”Humane cruelty” would as-

sure a fast peace and save the nation from degenerating

into‘Spanish republics, constantly plagued by ”petty wars,

anarchy, and poverty.“ In other words, the Free Press was

convinced that a united North, vigorously prosecuting the

war, guaranteed ”the perpetuity of free institutions.“ No

quarter should be given to the enemy. The proposed armed

neutrality of the border states was rejected by the Free
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for it to act.

The Detroit Daily Tribune was also uneasy over the

lack of action, yet defended the Administration. For the

New York press everybody and everything was going tOo

slow, it noted. But while conceding there were things to

complain about, the paper urged giving the President and

Cabinet a fair chance. The ”warlike West" was anxious to

strike a blow but did not want to waste it. Therefore,

the Administration had to be supported as the nation's

only rallying point. By May 16, however, the Tribune be-

gan to show some dissatisfaction. The Government, the

paper suspected, would content itself with essentially a

passive policy of blockading the South by land and sea.

This plan would demoralize the North as much as the South.

The next day the Tyibune was more critical, saying that

conditions warranted an offensive, not defensive policy.

The West preferred not to ”sit still” and allow the South

to brag of its strength, but ”to push our forces instantly

into the hostile regions....” Four days later the paper

once again reversed itself, declaring that the Administra-

tion was not vacillating, but moving forward. In sum,

during the month after Sumter, the Tribune was torn be-

tween loyalty to the Administration and a desire for ac-

tion. Finally, while disclaiming any intent to foment

slave insurrections, the paper hoped that northern troops

would show ”no zeal” in putting them down. Now that the

rebels claimed to be out of the Union, they had no right
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to call on the Union to protect their interests. After

professing loyalty to the Union, they could then expect

the Government's protection.31

The Democratic press, on the whole, was as adamant

as the Republican press in its call for an aggressive,

ruthless war against the rebellious states. The Detroit

Free Press, except for one editorial, was as militant as

any Republican paper. On April 17, it deplored the rising

war spirit and blamed the politicians for the crisis.

Peace meetings rather than war meetings were needed. But

in all other editorials, the paper saw no other alterna-

tive than war to end the rebellion. After momentarily

urging a defensive policy,32 it later stated "whatever is

necessapy to conduct the war expgditiously and successfully

must be done.“ No half-way measures, but the full power

of the nation had to be thrown into the conflict. A

defensive poliCy was not acceptable. Baltimore and Rich-

mond had to be occupied to assure that the battlefield was

Ion southern soil. The Ohio river had to be commanded and

the southern ports blockaded. ”Humane cruelty” would as-

sure a fast peace and save the nation from degenerating

into Spanish republics, constantly plagued by ”petty wars,

anarchy, and poverty.“ In other words, the Free Press was

convinced that a united North, vigorously prosecuting the

war, guaranteed ”the perpetuity of free institutions.“ No

quarter should be given to the enemy. The proposed armed

neutrality of the border states was rejected by the Free



 

  



328

gpppp. Every state had to take sides: there could be no

neutral ground. The paper also opposed a rumored armis-

tice on the ground that it should be signed with the South

only ”with an army of a hundred thousand men upon their

soil.” Peace was honorable before the war, it noted, but

not any longer. The North had to fight until the suprem-

acy of the Constitution and the laws were recognized by

all.33

The uprising at Baltimore which threatened United

States soldiers had to be crushed at once, demanded the

Grand Rapids Daily Enguirer. If not, Washington could be

endangered. It recommended ”less talking and more

work."34 The paper supported, however, the President's

supposed defensive policy. It was wise for the Government

to take the time to build up the nation's resources. Be-

cause the Confederacy had had great time to prepare for

war, the Government should not immediately risk a battle

since "defeat would lose us everything.” Concentrating

masses of men at all exposed points in conjunction with a

blockade of the coast was the most offensive policy the

Government could afford to pursue. But the paper expected

the Government to retake the southern forts. This would

not be a light task because the forts had the ability to

resist a long time, and there were so many to retake.

35
Blood would be ”poured out like water....” The Niles

ZRepublican was more aggressive than the Epguirer. To

assure free government, the flag had to be carried into
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the seceded states and the rebels wiped out. ”No Palmetto

flag," it declared, "will ever wave over this nation."36

The Three Rivers Western Chronicle was relieved to learn

that the Government would not pursue a defensive policy.

It had to put down the rebellion, or "accept the terms the

rebels may dictate." Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee

had to be restored to the Union by the use of Federal

authority, hence eliminating the term ”border states." A

'vigorous policy in conjunction with the Government's as—

surance that it planned to guarantee the rights of the

southern peeple would culminate in the triumph of the Con-

stitution and law and order.37 A defensive policy would

not meet the emergency, stated the Marshall Democratic

‘gxpounder. The Government had been humiliated enough; the

forts had to be retaken and the rebel leaders tried for

treason. Force "must crush out the rebellion and restore

the supremacy of the constitution." Nor would the neu-

trality of the border states be tolerated. They had to

accept the Constitution of the United States either

willingly or by force.38

Both Democratic and Republican papers desired a

short war. "Overwhelming popular sentiment," stated the

Detroit Free Press, demanded an end to the war during the

summer months.39 If the war lingered, cautioned the

Kalamazoo Gazette, the people would become accustomed to

revolution, military despotism, and disappointment.40 The

correspondent of the Detroit Daily Tribune warned that a
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protracted contest would foster rebellion, anarchy, op-

pression, piracy, and the demoralization of the country.

National progress would be retarded for half a century.41

But as much as the Michigan press desired a short

war, there was no unanimity as to what actually would be

the case. Several papers did expect a short war. The war

would not last long, thought the Kalamazoo Gazette, as

soon as the Southerners realized that “their strength is

inadequate to meet the wealth, power, and united enthu-

siasm of the Northern people." Before long their ports

would be blockaded and their cities threatened.42 The

Detroit Daily Advertiser accepted the short war argument

of the New York Commercial. Modern war was short and

decisive, it argued. A few thrusts delivered at vulner-

able points would soon end the contest.43 Others expected

a war of longer than just a few months duration.44 The

Grand.Rapids Daily Enguirer lamented that "it is now too

late to hope for anything but a long and bloody conflict

with our Southern brethren." Many had deluded themselves

who thought that Jefferson Davis and his Cabinet were

”merely a lot of hot-headed, foolish, brainless idiots.”

Northern armies should expect to meet strong resistance as

they marched South. It thought, however, that if the

President's defensive policy were implemented, whereby the

southern ports would be blockaded, the war could be over

in a year.45 The Ingham County Ngyp declared it "necessary

for the people to prepare for a long and bloody conflict--
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such as one was never witnessed by the people of the

United States."46 The length of the war would depend on

the action of the border states, thought the Detroit Eggs

gygpg. If they seceded the conflict would ”assume pro-

portions of the most fearful magnitude and must end in

complete and everlasting separation." If they did not se-

cede and the southern ports were blockaded, the war would

be short.47

In the month immediately after the firing on Sum-

ter, the press of both parties rallied to the Union cause.

Within a short time a consensus developed which called for

total victory over the South. All agreed that no quarter

could be given to traitors. The Democratic press, how-

ever, made it clear that it would support the war only to

restore the Union and the Constitution. It repudiated any

war on slavery. The Republican papers, on the other hand,

while denying that the war was for the suppression of

slavery, did not state they would not support such a war.

Indeed, the Detroit Daily Advertiser commented on May 7

that although Republicans were fighting for the honor of

the Government, it was likely the war would sweep away

slavery. The change in position of the Democratic papers

‘was remarkable, inasmuch as they completely reversed their

previous stand against coercing the South. The temper of

the North and political necessity mandated Democratic sup-

port of a war for the Union. Moreover, the Democrats

themselves had a deep and abiding love of the Union and
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were greatly offended by the firing on the flag. Another

interesting reversal was that the Democrats no longer

called for drastic changes of the Constitution. Now the

cry was for ”the Constitution as it is." With the South

out of the Union and fighting about to commence, Demo-

cratic papers realized that if the Constitution should be

changed, slavery would be weakened, not strengthened.
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CHAPTER X

CONCLUSIONS

In the years immediately preceding the Civil War a

fundamental difference existed between the two major par-

ties in Michigan regarding the nature and future of the

Union. Most Michigan Democrats viewed the Union nearly

perfect as then constituted. But they considered it en—

dangered by needless agitation over the slavery question.

They could not understand why the southern fire-eaters and

the northern Republicans were close to blows over the is—

sue. Their attitude toward slavery was basically amoral.

Most, if they had had the power, would not have introduced

the "peculiar" institution into the nation. A few saw

some virtue in it; but none considered it an issue which

should have led to division of the Union and war. Demo-

crats liked to think of themselves as moderates, the agents

for maintaining peace between North and South. Hence,

during the campaign of 1860, they argued that the adoption

of popular sovereignty would be a fair means of settling

the controversy over the extension of slavery into the

territories. During the secession crisis Democrats urged

territorial concessions to the South as a means for pre—

serving the Union.
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Republicans, on the other hand, viewed the Union

as corrupted by the aggressions of a decadent Slave Power.

Believing that the nation was committed to freedom at its

founding, Republicans argued that some time in the course

of the Union's history this commitment was betrayed by the

transgressions of slavery's offspring, the Slave Power.

They manifested their disgust with the Slave Power by

spewing out hatred for the southern masters whose society

they considered antithetical to the northern way of life.

As Eric Foner has pointed out, Republicans perceived sou—

thern society as decadent, the antithesis of the northern

free labor society where, they believed, anybody with am-

bition and a desire to work could raise himself out of the

laboring class to middle class status. They feared that if

the Slave Power were allowed to expand its institution

into the territories, the North would eventually be sur-

rounded and its free labor society crushed out.

An analysis of the Michigan Republican press indi—

cates that Republicans opposed and despised the Slave

Power for reasons in addition to the threat to free labor.

Many Republican editors displayed a genuine moral concern

over the plight of the Negro slave. They believed that

slavery was a moral evil, and for that reason alone it had

to be abolished, sooner or later. Republicans opposed the

Slave Power because it was a threat to the freedom of all

people. They saw freedom of Speech and press stifled in

the South and were convinced that the Slave Power would not
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be satisfied until these liberties were suppressed in the

North. They also noted that the unamendable amendments

proposed during the secession crisis yoked the democratic

process to the whims of a small elite. Republicans were

Spared the dilemma of choosing between conflicting idealis-

tic and selfish goals. In the ante-bellum period they

perfectly complemented each other, and in Michigan at least

Republican editors appealed to the idealistic as much as

to the selfish interests of their readers.

A marked difference existed between the parties in

their racial attitudes. During the 1860 campaign, Demo-

cratic papers continually emphasized racist themes,

attempting to portray Republicans as desiring Negro

equality. Most agreed that even if the slaves were freed,

it was improbable that they would rise above their servile

state. The alleged inferiority of the free northern Negro

was harped upon by the Democratic press. Democrats con-

ducted a scare campaign, raising the specter of Negro

equality if the Republicans won the election. But the

Democrats failed miserably in Michigan. The Republican

campaign was characterized by a marked scarcity of racist

appeals. Although not totally absent, they were negligible

compared to the Democratic output. Indeed, Republicans

frequently explained the degraded condition of the Negro

slave as a result of the "peculiar" institution. Michigan

Republican editors certainly never preached Negro equality;

a few announced that they were white supremacists. But
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they never expressed fear that the North would be overrun

by free Negroes in the event of emancipation. Although

Michigan was a racist state in 1860, as was the rest of

the North, there were degrees of racism; and the Democrats

were more extreme than the Republicans.

Republicans frequently claimed that their party

was the truly conservative one of the nation, and to a

large degree they were correct. Their conception of a

free labor society was essentially static. Satisfied with

northern society as they believed it then existed,jRepub-

lican editors took no account of the effects of America's

increasing industrialism on limiting social mobility.

They argued that their Jacksonian type of society (as

popularly conceived) could only be saved by containing

slavery. Their refusal to agree to constitutional amend-

ments during the secession crisis further highlighted

IRepublican conservatism. To change the Constitution in

favor of the Slave Power would have endangered free labor

and freedom. The Democrats, in this instance, were viewed

by Republicans as the real radicals of the North, willing

to alter substantially the political structure of the na-

tion. Democratic advocacy of popular sovereignty during

the campaign was also radical in that it would have abro-

gated the traditional Congressional right to regulate the

territories. In their attitude toward slavery, the Repub-

licans, in their own eyes at least, were conservative.

Believing that slavery was a dying institution at the
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nation's founding, they wished to fulfill the Founding

Fathers' goal of eliminating the institution. But Repub—

licans refused to transcend the Constitution and apply

radical measures to abolish it. They conceded that the

Constitution protected slavery where it already existed ‘

and, hence, could not be touched there. Arthur 1

Schlesinger, Jr., therefore, was correct in his contention ‘

that Republicans, while totally aware of the moral evil of

slavery, could only attack it by cutting off its growth in

the territories, compelling it to eventually wither away.1

But the Republicans could not totally escape the tension

between their commitment to the Constitution and their

hatred of slavery. This became quite apparent in the af—

termath of John Brown's raid. Republican editors realized

the unconstitutional nature of Brown's attempt to end

slavery and condemned his lawlessness. Yet, they praised

his idealism and nobility, because he had tried by one

quick blow to fulfill immediately their dream of the end

of slavery.

The Republican party in Michigan was anti-slavery,

both in a narrow and broad sense. Most Republicans not

only wished to curtail slavery expansion in the terri-

tories and preserve northern society for free labor, but

they also desired the abolition of slavery in the southern

states. Their commitment to the Constitution prevented

them from openly proclaiming their abolitionism. If there

were no Civil War, Lincoln almost certainly would have made
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made no overt move for abolition in the South. But most

Republicans did not believe direct action was necessary.

They accepted the common belief that slavery had to expand

to live. Southerners also accepted that belief and that

is why they did not settle for the uncertainties of popu-

lar sovereignty. They were determined to have slavery ex-

pansion guaranteed. As much as the desire to protect free

labor, many Republicans in.Michigan also opposed slavery

expansion from a moral opposition to the institution it-

self. William H. Seward perhaps best expressed the sen-

timents of Michigan Republicans in a campaign address that

he delivered in Detroit in September, 1860. He openly and

candidly presented both the selfish and idealistic ele-

ments of the Republican philosophy. He flatly asserted

that many Northerners opposed slavery expansion to benefit

the white man:

It cannot be denied that the African races among us

are abject, although their condition, and even their

presence here are due not to their will or fault, but

to our own, and that they have a direct interest in

the question of slavery. How natural has it been to

assume that the motive of those who have protested

against the extension of slavery, was an unnatural

sympathy with the negro instead of what it always has

been, concern for the welfare of the white man.

But at the same time, he articulated, the moral

repugnance that many Northerners held for slavery:

Slavery, however, it may be at any time or, in any

place be exercised, is at all time and everywhere un-

just and inhuman in its very nature; while freedom,

however it may at any time or in any place be ne-

glected, denied or abused, is in nature, right, just

and beneficent. It is never under any circumstances
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wise to persevere voluntarily in extending or forti-

fying an institution that is intrinsically wrong or

cruel.

Certainly, then, an analysis of Michigan Republi-

can editorial opinion indicates that the base of the

Republican outlook was anti-slavery. ‘Virtually no evi-

dence exists that Michigan Republicans desired to aliminate

the Slave Power primarily to gain passage of a homestead

act or to establish the rule of an industrial elite over

the nation. They definitely favored the Homestead Bill

and did not oppose industrial and commercial development

(they did occasionally condemn its abuses), but their

crusade against slavery transcended these narrow goals.

They wished to crush the Slave Power primarily because

they viewed it as a threat to the northern way of life and

because slavery itself was an intolerable moral evil. To

say that in Michigan, at least, the Republican program was

geared for the benefit of only a select few is to invoke a

conspiracy theory of the most awesome proportions. Indeed,

it would be more accurate to argue that northern Democrats

conspired with the southern leadership to assure the con-

tinued domination of a small planter elite.

Some historians have argued that because the effect

of the Civil War was to substitute the rule of an indus-

trial elite for a slave-holding elite, the industrial in-

terests must have somehow caused the war or been the bul- ‘

‘wark of the Republican party. But this writer concurs

‘with Eric Foner who argues that the Republican party



 

 

343

identified "with the aspirations of the farmers, small

entrepreneurs, and craftsmen of northern society."3

Republicans desired to preserve an upwardly mobile society

threatened by the Slave Power. Yet, the free—labor "ideo-

logy" was very adaptable to changed conditions and was

able to be used during the Gilded Age to justify a greatly

stratified society. After all, the root of the free-labor

argument was laissez-faire. Advocates stated that Ameri—

can society provided unlimited opportunities for upward

mobility as long as it remained free from unnatural fet-

ters, such as the Slave Power. This was a middle-class

notion which had little sympathy for the "mechanic" who

could not rise out of the working class. Indeed, one

Michigan Republican expressed contempt for the working

class, in a private autobiography written for his son.

Writing in 1862 C.B. Stebbins, who edited the Adrian

Daily Expositor and the Lansing State Republican in the

1840's and 1850's,observed:

The mechanics of our land, as a class, are the least

educated of the native population. With ignorance we

shall always find low aspirations. Not that the igno-

rant do not want a high place in society, but they

care not for a character calculated to secure it.

They desire influence; but not the intellectual

development that would secure it. They want to be

respected, but care little about being respectable.

They desire certain benefits, but strive not for the

ability which can alone secure them, or the character

to which only they are adapted. Outwardly their as—

pirations are high, inwardly low.

Thus, it was not difficult for the apologists of

the industrial ascendancy to transform the ante-bellum
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free labor argument, based on a society where many men be-

lieved they could rise to middle-class status, as most

Michigan.Republican editors actually did, to justify the

exploitation and degradation of a wageoearning proletar-

iat. By the Gilded Age, if not actually sometime before,

the existence of an impoverished working class could

simply be rationalized on the grounds that workers were

ignorant and did not have the character to aspire to rise

in a land of boundless opportunities.

*****

David Potter and Kenneth Stampp, two historians

who analyzed the secession crisis, differed on what Repub-

licans expected when they rejected compromise. Potter

argued that the rejection of compromise did not in.Repub-

lican eyes narrow their alternatives to separation or war,

which they also rejected. Rather, Potter continued,

Republicans suffered from ”the illusion of the Southern

Unionists." Believing secession to be a superficial

phenomenon, they expected that once Lincoln was inaugurated

and showed the South he meant it no harm a strong‘Unionist

reaction would develop there.5 Stampp contended that the

Republican view of the alternatives in 1860-61 was com-

promise, acquiescence in secession, or using force to

collect the revenue and maintain Federal property. The

latter course, from the perspective of 1861, did not

necessarily mean war. 'Republicans chose to enforce the

laws without knowing what it would lead to. Stampp
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believed the Republicans, although not really knowing what

the future held, concocted the notion of voluntary reunion

as a stratagem to convince Northerners that the rejection

6 My in-of compromise would not culminate in disaster.

'vestigation of Michigan Republican editorials has developed

a third explanation of Republican expectations during the

secession crisis. Most Republican editors hoped for a

Unionist reaction to grow out of a vigorous enforcement of

the laws. They thought that through the enforcement of

the laws, even if it entailed some use of force, southern

Unionists would see that they could depend on the Lincoln

Administration to maintain order. Assured of support,

they would overthrow the secessionists. An underlying

Republican assumption.was that the secessionist leaders

took power by some sort of gppp and that they were un-

pOpular with the southern people, except perhaps in South

Carolina. Some Republican editors did think war was

likely, but most accepted the possibility of war, while

believing that the enforcement of the laws would avert it.

*****

What role did the press play in the coming of war?

Certainly it did not neglect the issue of the sectional

conflict. Virtually every issue of every paper made some

reference to them. Moreover, there can be little doubt

that the ante-bellum newspapers could have had no other

effect than to increase emotionalism. Diatribes, vitri~

olics, and slanders were not unique to issues concerned
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with the sectional conflict. The difference, however, is

that in contrast to the election of 1840, for example,

where the emotionalism aroused was largely feigned and

manipulated by party leaders for partisan gain, the emo-

tionalism fostered during the period covered in this study

was based to a large degree on genuine, long-term concerns

and fears, as well as partisanship. Certain partisan

attacks such as Democratic accusations that Republicans

believed in Negro equality or Republican charges that

Floyd plotted Brown's raid or that Douglas was a Catholic

were essentially used for political purposes. Yet the

Republican fear of the Slave Power was real, as was the

Democratic desire to bury the slavery issue. The news-

papers served the function of leading and giving articula-

tion to the underlying pre-dispositions of the people.

They helped arouse public support for specific policies

that reflected inchaote public attitudes. Republican

papers specifically illustrated the danger to northern so-

ciety if slavery were allowed to expand into the terri-

tories while Democratic papers pointed out to their

readers the danger to the Union of a Republican victory.

There were times, however, when for partisan reasons,

newspapers did not reflect the opinion of the party faith-

ful. aRepublican newspapers could not hide their uneasiness

when they supported Lincoln's supposed peace policy in re-

gard to Sumter in the face of overwhelming Republican de-

mands for action. The reluctance of a few Democratic
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papers to get behind the war effort immediately reflected

their unawareness that the Democratic masses had repudiated

the party's pre—Sumter peace policy. But, on the whole,

the press of both parties did reflect the basic philo-

sophical differences of the concerned and informed public

in Michigan in regard to the greatest crisis in American

history.

A measure to gauge how well the press reflected

public opinion is to compare editorial opinion with the

resolutions of local political organizations. Obviously,

even if there were a similarity of views, it would tell

little about the opinions of the "average citizen." An-

other limitation is that virtually all the editors were

involved in local politics and helped shape the policies

they advocated in their newspapers. Actually there is no

sure way to judge mass opinion in an era before the advent

of the public opinion poll, but local political opinion is

better than nothing. And as expected, it did coincide

with editorial opinion. A random selection of county con-

ventions, for example, indicates that Seward had deep

grass-roots support. All the Republican county conventions

studied endorsed the New York senator. The Republican

state convention, which met on May 2, 1860, declared that

the Republican party "is strangling the twin serpents of

polygamy and slavery." It reaffirmed the principles of

the 1856 platform and called for a homestead law. It also

resolved that Congress had the power "to maintain the
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rights of freedom, free soil and free labor in the Terri-

tories of the Union,“ and only Republican doctrine could

"resist the power of the slaveocracy." Seward was pro-

claimed the first choice of Michigan Republicans.8 On the

Democratic side, it was a similar story. The best example

is the set of resolutions passed at the Democratic state

convention which met in Detroit on February 7, 1861.

While declaring that secession was not a constitutional

but a revolutionary right, the Union, the convention

stated, could not be held together by force, but only by

fraternal feelings. It announced that "coercion by arms

is civil war; that civil war is disunion, absolute and

forever; and we earnestly counsel against all menaces or

acts of coercion of States by arms.” The convention also

called for compromise, and repeal of the Personal Liberty

laws.9 Certainly, that convention adopted the peace

policy proposal. The resolutions of the Calhoun county

convention, meeting on February 5, further illustrates the

correspondence between local political sentiment and the

editorial opinion of the press. This convention, as did

the bulk of the Democratic press, reversed years of enmity

towards Seward and praised him as a conservative. It

called for repeal of the Personal Liberty laws, opposed

coercion, secession, and the use of force to conquer the

South, announced support of either the Douglas or Critten-

den compromises, and recommended leaving the morality of
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slavery to the theologians.

*****

If we are able to give any credence to the obser-

vations of those who lived in the period immediately pre-

ceding the outbreak of the Civil War, slavery, not econom-

ic issues, was the wedge that divided the Democratic and

Republican parties in Michigan. But slavery must be un-

derstood in its broadest sense. Republican editors viewed

the institution and its offSpring, the Slave Power, not

only as immoral but as a threat to the northern way of

life based on free speech and press, and free labor.

Democrats did not perceive any real danger from the Slave

Power and could not understand how the Republicans did.

Thus, Michigan Republicans were willing to go to war, if

necessary, to curb the aggressions of the Slave Power

which was defying the Constitution to spread its poison.

On the other hand, Democrats urged the cessation of

slavery agitation so that the nation could continue to

prosper as the world's most nearly perfect state. But

after the issue of slavery was settled by battle and those

Republicans who fought to end the institution and uplift

the Negro faded from the political scene, once again the

differences between the parties became more shadow than

real.
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important questions of the time, it is no wonder that the

politics of the era appear so remarkably vacuous and

fruitless.” He further states that ”the closest thing to

a subject that really separated.Republican from Democrat

was also the most meaningless, i.e., whether the Democrats

were fit to govern the nation.
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The Michi an State News, Ann Arbor Journal and

Michigan Argus are available on microfilm at the office of

the Ann Arbor prg, Ann Arbor, Michigan. All other news-

papers are available on microfilm at the Michigan State

Library, Lansing, Michigan.

Several manuscript collections in the Michigan

Historical Collections, University of Michigan were of

limited value in this study. The DeLand family papers has

some of the correspondence of Charles V. DeLand, editor of

the Jackson.éperican Citizen. The Irving K. Pond papers

contain some letters from Elihu B. Pond, editor of the

Michiggn Argus to his son Irving. A few of Pond's diaries

exist, but they do not cover the period of this study.

Most of the entries are limited to weather reports, The

Francis W. Shearman collection contains a few speeches

Shearman delivered in the months after the firing on.Sum-

ter. Shearman, editor of the Marshall Democratic Ex-

pgunder, re-stated the Democratic position that the war

was for the Union, not against the institutions of the

South.

The typescript of C. B. Stebbins' Sketch of My

pigg (1862) at the Clarke Historical Library, Central

Michigan University, sheds some light on the Republican

attitude towards the working man. The Jacob M. Howard

papers in the Burton Historical Collections, Detroit Pub-

lic Library, has a letter from Howard to Rufus Hosmer,
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to use his influence to get Howard a Cabinet position in

the Lincoln administration. The Austin Blair papers in

the Burton Historical Collections contain a few letters

from Michigan editors to Blair, but they contributed

little to this study.

Other Sources:

William Livingstone's Histopy of the Republican

Part , 2'v. (Detroit, 1900) provides details as to the

formation of the Republican party in.Michigan. William

Stocking's Under the Oaks (Detroit, 1904) also provides

background on the party's formation. The only book length

study of ante-bellum.Michigan politics is Floyd B.

Streeter, Political Parties in.Michigan, 1837-1860

(Lansing, 1918). For background on the editors of ante-

bellum.Michigan newspapers, see: Aug. C. Baldwin, ”Bench

and Bar of Oakland County,” Michigan Pioneer and Historical

Collections, XXXI (1902), pp. 152-72; George B. Catlin,

”Little Journeys in.Journalism: Wilbur F. Storey,”

Michigan Histopy Magazine, X (1926), pp. 515-33; ”DeWitt

C. Leach,” Michigan Pioneer and Histgrical Collections,

XXXVII (1909-10), pp. 698-99; John W. Fitzgerald, ”Early

 

County Newspaper Publishers in Michigan,” Michigan Histogy

Magazine, IX (1925), pp. 58-71; William Stocking, ”Little

Journeys in Journalism: Joseph Warren,” Michigan Histogy

Magazine, XXII (1938), pp. 403-08; William.Stocking,

”Little Journeys in Journalism: Michigan Press Influence
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on Party Formation," Michigan History Magazine, XI (1927),

pp. 208-13; William Stocking, "Prominent Newspaper Men in

Michigan," Michi an Pioneer and Historical Collections,

XXXIX (1915), pp. 155-69; George Torrey, "The Press of

Kalamazoo," Michi an Pioneer and Historical Collections,

XVII (1890), pp. 369-90; A. D. P. Van Buren, "Memoir of

Judge Isaac P. Christiancy," Michigan Pioneer and His- 

torical Collections, XVIII (1891), pp. 333—38; and A. D.

 

P. Van Buren, "Michigan in Her Pioneer Politics,"

Michigan Pioneer and Historicgl Collections, XVII (1890),

 

pp. 238‘95. These articles are essentially reminiscences

rather than scholarly monographs. The only full-length

biography of a Michigan editor is Justin E. Walsh, 32

Print the News and Raise Hell: A Biography of Wilbur P.

Storey (Chapel Hill, 1968).

Michigan Biographies, 2 v. (Lansing, 1924) offergi

short sketches of many Michigan editors who held public

office. They include: Morgan Bates, Henry Barns, Wallace

R. Bartlett, James W. Belknap, Isaac P. Christiancy, Henry

S. Clubb, Isaac M. Cravath, Charles V. DeLand, George M.

Dewey, Volney Hascall, John N. Ingersoll, DeWitt C. Leach,

James O'Donnell, George W. Peck, Elihu B. Pond, Francis H.

Rankin, Harvey B. Rowlson, Francis W. Shearman, Henry N.

Walker, Edwin Willits, and Walter Woolnough. The American

Biographiggl History of Eminent and SelfeMade Men [3150

known as Representative Mgp of Michigan? (Cincinnati,

1878) contains some good biographical sketches of leading
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editors. It includes: Morgan Bates, Albert Baxter, Isaac

P. Christiancy, Donald C. Henderson, John N. Ingersoll,

Seth.Lewis, James O'Donnell, Francis H. Rankin, Harvey B.

Rowlson, Ezra C. Seaman, C. B. Stebbins, Aaron B. Turner,

vEdwin‘Willits, and Walter Woolnough. A few county his-

torians are useful for background on the editors. Aaron

B. Turner and Albert Baxter, both of the»Grananapids

‘Egglg are discussed in the History of Kent County (Chicago,

1881), pp. 418-22. Joseph Saunders of the Charlotte

‘Republicgp is briefly mentioned in the Portrait and Bio—

graphical Album of Barry and Eaton Counties (Chicago,

1891), p. 241.

For an interesting collection of essays on the

rhetoric of the disunion controversy, see J. Jeffery Auer,

ed., Anti-slavery and_2§sgnign,yl§58:1861: Studies in the

Rhetoric of Compromise and Conflict (New York, 1962). The

best biography of John Brown is Stephen B. Oates, To Purge

this Land with Blood: A Biography of John Brown (New

York, 1970). Roy F. Nichols, The Disruption of Ameyiggp

Democracy (New York, 1948) is a richly detailed account of

the division of the Democratic party. Nichols argues that

the break-up of the party in 1860 made secession inevitable

because a truly national political party no longer existed.

The best narrative of the political history of the nation

in the years before the war is Allan Nevins, The Emergence

of Lincoln, 2 v. (New York, 1950). For a pioneering ac-

count of the election of 1860, see Emerson D. Fite, The
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Presidential Cgppaign of 1860 (New York, 1911). Richard

H. Luthin's Eggst Lincgln Campaign (Cambridge, 1944)

stresses the economic planks in the Republican platform.

For on the spot observations of the 1860 party conventions

by Murat Halstead of the Cincinnati Commercial, see

William B. Hesseltine, ed., Three Agginst pincoln: Murat

figlstead Reports the Caucuses of 1860 (Baton Rouge, 1960).

Don E. Fehrenbacher in Prelude to Greatness: Lincoln in

the 1850's (Stanford, 1962) argues that the Republican

party was as radical on the slavery issue in 1860 as in

1856. For a series of thoughtful essays by William E.

Baringer, Avery Craven, Don E. Fehrenbacher, Norman.A.

Grebner, and Robert W. Johannsen on the political state of

the nation in years immediately before the Civil War, see

Norman E. Graebner, ed., Politics and the Crisis of 1860

(Urbana, 1961). The Speakership battle of 1859-1860 is

analyzed by Ollinger Crenshaw in "The Speakership Contest

of 1859-1860," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXIX

(1942), pp. 323—37.

Robert S. Starobin's Industrial Slavery in the Old

§pppp (New York, 1970) discusses the adaption of slavery to

non-agricultural pursuits. It challenges the view ex-

pounded by Charles W. Ramsdell in "The Natural Limits of

Slavery Expansion," Mississippi Valley Historical Revigy,

XVI (1929), pp. 151-71, that by 1860 slavery had nowhere to

expand and hence the whole territorial controversy was

based on a false issue. Eugene D. Genovese argues in The
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Political Economy of Slavery (New York, 1965) that the

South needed additional territory as a buffer zone to pro-

tect slavery. Arthur Bestor has written two illuminating

articles about the constitutional arguments revolving

around slavery expansion: "State Sovereignty and Slavery:

A.Reinterpretation of proslavery Constitutional Doctrine,

1846-1860,” Illinois State Historical Society, LIV (1961),

pp. 117-80, and "The Civil War as a Constitutional

Crisis," gpgyican Historical Review, LXIX (1964), pp. 327-

52. For an earlier discussion of constitutional arguments,

see Milo Milton Quaife, The Doctrine of Non;;nterventigp

with.Slavepy in the Territories (Chicago, 1910). Two

articles by.Robert R. Russel also shed light on the con-

stitutional and territorial questions: "Constitutional

Doctrines with Regard to Slavery in the Territories,"

Journal of Southern History, XXXII (1966), pp. 466-86, and

"The Issues in the Congressional Struggle over the Kansas—

Nebraska Bill in 1854," Journal of Southern History, XXIX

(1963), pp. 187—210. For Douglas' view of the territorial

question, see Robert W. Johannsen, "Stephen A. Douglas,

'Harper's Magazine,' and Popular Sovereignty," Mississippi

Valley Historical Review, XLV (1959), pp. 606-31.

Johannsen in "Stephen A. Douglas, Popular Sovereignty, and

the Territories," The Historian, XXII (1960), pp. 378-90

notes that the main difference between Lincoln and Douglas

was that the former viewed slavery in moral terms while

the latter did not.
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The details of the homestead controversy is dis-

cussed by George M. Stephenson in The Political History of

 

the Public Lands from 1840 to 1862 (Boston, 1917) and Roy

M. Robbins in Our Landed Heritage: The Public Domain

(Princeton, 1942). For a discussion of the tariff issue

see Thomas M. Pitkin, "Western Republicans and the Tariff

in 1860," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXVII

(1940), pp. 401-20, and Richard Hofstadter, "The Tariff

Issue on the Eve of the Civil War," American Historical

 

Review, XLIV (1938), pp. 50-55. Thomas D. Odle in “The

Commercial Interests of the Great Lakes and the Campaign

Issues of 1860," Mjchigan History, XL (1956), pp. 1-23,

overemphasizes commercial issues in 1860. Many scholars

have debated the role of the foreign vote in 1860. See

Donnel V. Smith, "The Influence of the Foreign-Born of the

Northwest in the Election of 1860," Mississippi Valley His-

torical Review, XIX (1932), pp. 192-204; Joseph Schafer, i

"Who Elected Lincoln?," American Historical Review, XLVII

 

(1941), pp. 51-63; George H. Daniels, "Immigrant Vote in

the 1860 Election; The Case of Iowa," Mid-America, XLIV

(1962), pp. 146-62; Robert P. Swierenga, "The Ethnic Voter

and the First Lincoln Election," Civil War History, XI

(1965), pp. 27-43; and Paul J. Kleppner, "Lincoln and the

Immigrant Vote: A Case of Religious Polarization,” pig;

America, XLVIII (1966), pp. 176-95.

For the best overview of the various interpreta-

tions of the causes of the Civil War, see Thomas J.
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Pressly, Americans Interpret Their Civil War (New York,

1962). Writings on the coming of the Civil War that have

been published since the end of World War II have tended

to emphasize that in some way slavery was crucial as a

factor in the outbreak of hostilities. For example, see

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., "The Causes of the American

Civil War: A Note on Historical Sentimentalism," Partisan

Review, XVI (1949), pp. 968-81; Peter Geyl, "The American

Civil War and the Problem of Inevitability," New England

Quarterly, XXIV (1951), pp. 147-68; Allan Nevins, Ordeal

pf the Upipp, 4'v. (New York, 1947-1951); Eugene Genovese,

The Political Economy of Slavepy (New York, 1965) and Eric

Foner, Free Soil, Freewpgbgy, Free Men (New York, 1970).

For a discussion of northern racism prior to 1865,

see Leon F. Litwack, North of Slavery: The Negro in the

Free StatesI 1790-1860 (Chicago, 1961); Eugene Berwanger,

.The Frontier Against Slavery: Western Anti-Negro Preju-

dice and the Slavegy Extension Controversy (Urbana, 1967);

V. Jacque Voegeli, Free but not Equal: The Midwest and the

 

Negro during the Civil War (Chicago, 1967); and Forrest G.

Wood, Black Scare: The Racist Response to Emgncipation

and Reconstruction (Berkeley, 1968). William Stanton in

The Leopard's Spots: Scientific Attitudes TowapdpRace in

America, 1815-59 (Chicago, 1960) shows how science was used

by those who argued for Negro inferiority.

Russel B. Nye's Fettered Freedom: Civil Liberties

and the Slavepy Controversy, 1830-1860 and Larry Gara's
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"Slavery and the Slave Power: A Crucial Distinction,”

Civil War History, XV (1969), pp. 5-17 analyze northern

opposition to the aggressions of the Slave Power. See

Major L. Wilson, "The Free Soil Concept of Progress and

the Irrepressible Conflict," American Quarterly, XXII

(1970), pp. 769-90 for a perceptive discussion of the

“free-soiler's“ desire to return the nation to a state of

purity, unfortunately corrupted by the Slave Power. Some

Northerners defended slavery. See Howard C. Perkins, ”The

Defense of Slavery in the Northern Press on the Eve of the

Civil War," Journal of Southern History, IX (1943), pp.

501-31. ’

Much has been written about the secession crisis.

For a survey of northern press reaction to secession and

related issues, see Howard Perkins, Northern Editorials on

Secession, 2v. (New York, 1942). Dwight L. Dumond, Tpg

Secession Movement, 1860-1861 (New York, 1931) analyzes

events in the South. For events in the North, see Kenneth

M. Stampp,.And the War Came: The Ngyth and the Secession

ggisis, 1860-lgpl (Baton Rouge, 1950). For the most per-

suasive argument that Lincoln pursued a peace policy, see

David M. Potter, Lincoln and his Party in the Secession

Crisis (New Haven, 1942). For a series of essays on the

secession crisis by Glyndon G. Van Deusen, Roy F. Nichols,

Avery O. Craven, and David M. Potter, see George Harmon

Knoles, ed. The Crisis of the Unigpy 1860-1861 (Baton

Rouge, 1965). Roy F. Nichols, Disruption of American
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Democracy (New York, 1948), and Allan Nevins, Emergence of

Lincoln, vol. 2 (New York, 1950) provide useful surveys of

the secession crisis. For a discussion of Buchanan's role,

see Philip G. Auchampaugh, ggmes Buchanan and His Cabinet

on the Eve of Secessipp (Boston, 1926) and Frank.W. Kling-

berg, "James Buchanan and the Crisis of the Union,"

Journal of Southern History, IX (1943), pp. 455-74.

The failure of the Washington Peace Conference is

described by Robert Gray Gunderson in Old Gentlemen's Con-

'vention: The Washington Peace Conference of 1861

(Madison, 1961). For an argument praising the Republican's

rejection of compromise, see Harold M. Hyman, "The Narrow

Escape from a 'Compromise of 1860': Secession and the Con-

stitution," in Harold M. Hyman and Leonard W. Levy, eds,

Freedom and Reform: Esppys in Honor of Hepiy Steele

Commager (New York, 1967). The movement to repeal the

personal liberty laws is analyzed by Norman L. Rosenberg

in "Personal Liberty Laws and the Sectional Crisis," giyii

War Histor , XVII (1971), pp. 25-44. The most balanced ac-

count of Lincoln's thinking in regard to his Sumter policy

is Richard N. Current's Lincoln and the First Shot

(Philadelphia, 1963). For Douglas' role in the secession

crisis, see‘Robert W. Johannsen, "The Douglas Democracy

and the Crisis of Disunion,” Civil War History, IX (1963),

pp 0 229‘47 o
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