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Political Culture and the

Origins of a Part {/ ifstem in
the Southern Ohio Val

The Case of Early National Tennessee, 1796-1812

KrisTOFER RAY

ennessee’s antebellum political leaders unquestionably stood at the
forefront of the second American party system. Men such as Andrew
Jackson, Hugh Lawson White, and James Knox Polk all played promi-

nent roles either in the birth or the expansion of the
national Whig and Democratic parties. Moreover,
these men drew directly from their experiences in
Tennessee to form their political opinions and develop
their election strategies. Scholars, for example, have
noted that both pro-Andrew Jackson and anti-Jackson
elements easily folded into the Whig/Democrat party
divisions that came to dominate the political interests
of both the state and the nation during the antebellum
ra.' Yet for all the literature on Tennessee’s antebel-
lum politics, very little has been written about its
foundations in the early national era. Modern scholars
usually have discussed Tennessee politics from 1796 to
1812 in a cursory manner, as a preamble to the time
during which Andrew Jackson and his cohorts formed
a potent national political force.> Moreover, historians
have tended to ignore Tennessee’s place within the
larger historical context of the Ohio Valley. This is
a mistake. Tennessee’s early political and economic
development turned on key issues common to all of
the Old Southwest, a region organized out of the Old
Northwest Ordinance and connected by the Tennessee
River directly to the Ohio River. Andrew Jackson. Jobnson,

Historian Simon Newman has argued that, over the course of the 1790s, 7y & Co., New York,
1861. Cincinnati Museum

Center, Cincinnati

ordinary people in America used nascent democratic understandings both to
join the political process and to establish links between local events and a

Historical Society Library
new national political culture.?> Tennesseans would have agreed only partially.

Public political displays and newspaper debates after 1796 fully demonstrate
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POLITICAL CULTURE AND THE ORIGINS OF A PARTY SYSTEM

Thomas Jefferson. The
Filson Historical Society

that power in Tennessee no longer resided exclusively in a single individual
or even one or two groups. But, unlike other regions of the early republic,
Tennessee could be considered almost universally Jeffersonian in its political
opinions and practices. And this meant that, for a time after the Revolution,
no meaningful opposition could emerge out of which a viable party system
might emerge. This absence of parties meant that civic occasions like July
fourth celebrations would be rituals of unity, not division. Tennesseans thus
had to establish a political opposition through non-party means if they were
to have a party system at all. In short, although initially their efforts resulted
in personality-driven factions, non-partisan politics ultimately led to popular
divisions over specific economic policy issues, especially judicial reform related
to land distribution, and debtors’ rights connected with a lack of specie and
with President Thomas Jefferson’s embargo against trade with Europe. This
essay follows Tennessee’s political development from elite control to popular
democracy, the latter of which revolved around increasingly contentious eco-
nomic divisions. Examination of this story will contextualize how Andrew
Jackson, his allies, and his opponents all embraced the competing perspec-
tives—now called the Second Party System by histo-
rians—on political power and economic development
that dominated American politics between 1828 and
1846. It will also serve as a case study of the forma-
tion of a party system in the Ohio Valley.

opular democracy and partisan division in
Tennessee had its origins in the frontier ex-
perience. Historians Elizabeth Perkins and
Ellen Eslinger have argued that life in the Ohio Val-
ley during the late eighteenth century provided for a
relatively democratic leveling of power. Specifically,

3. ¢

aman’s “gentry” status meant little when confronted
with the brutal reality of daily life on the frontier.
Common people conferred power, they argue, upon
male leaders known for their physical courage and
military prowess, as well as for their ability to create
and enhance capital.* Tennessee’s experience certainly
fits this mold. The state’s earliest leaders were uniformly speculators and sur-
veyors, to be sure, but they became politically powerful only because settlers
chose them as leaders when faced with attacks from the Cherokees, Creeks and
Chickamaugas. Because of their importance in sanctioning political leadership,
ordinary Tennesseans, particularly in the eastern part of the territory, succeeded
in engaging in periodic outbursts of direct democratic activity.

The Watauga Association of 1772 will serve as an early example. In 1772,
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settlers led by James Robertson, a land surveyor, established the Association
as a means of providing some legal structure in an isolated frontier region.
Using Virginia law as its foundation, the Association created a court of five
elected magistrates to conduct executive, legislative, diplomatic, militia and
judicial business.® Perhaps a better-known foray into local government was
the state of Franklin. Having grown increasingly concerned that both the
North Carolina legislature and the U.S. Confederation Congress had aban-
doned them to the Cherokees, Watauga-area settlers used North Carolina’s
proposed 1784 cession of its western lands (the current state of Tennessee)
to create the state of Franklin. The mother state, of course, immediately op-
posed the move because the potential new state would have the power to issue
land grants in its own right, and that would interfere with the prerogatives of
North Carolina land speculators who had already laid claim to much of the
area. Therefore, the Confederation Congress rejected all pleas to recognize
the nascent state of Franklin, which was in any case by then being assaulted by
North Carolina and her “Loyalists” in Tennessee. Franklin ceased to operate
after 1788.% Finally, in the early 1790s East Tennesseeans sent numerous peti-
tions to Congress and engaged in a lively print culture after the establishment
of the Knoxville Gazette. And they rebuked the territorial government when
they believed it necessary, for example, when they chastised the Washington
administration for failing to alleviate their problems with the Cherokees and
Chickamaugas.”

These experiences mandated that territorial leaders in Tennessee take public
opinion into consideration to at least some degree. Yet despite periodic out-
bursts of democracy, the development of widespread and sustained political
participation proved to be a slow and complicated process. This was so in
part because the territorial government prescribed by the Northwest Ordinance
of 1787, under which the Territory South of the River Ohio was organized in
1790, placed power firmly in the hands of a federally-appointed governor and
three superior court justices.® And this tiny power structure meant that the
territory’s widely dispersed population of average white settlers would have
little say about territorial administration, particularly when placed next to the
demands of wealthy and well-connected land speculators.’

ndeed, political leadership in early Tennessee was comprised entirely of
either eastern gentlemen with enormous sums of money tied up in specu-
lation, or men who had been employed for years by such speculators to
procure land in the new territory. This latter group formed the backbone of
the territory’s leadership in the 1780s, and over the course of that decade these
men came to own tens of thousands of acres in their own right. Men such
as James Robertson, John Sevier, Isaac Bledsoe, John Donelson and Kaspar
Mansker—all prominent frontier surveyors and speculators—helped set up
stations to assess contested lands, gather claims of their own, and pad surveys
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to increase their client’s acreage.’® Recent archeological evidence, including fine
china and other dining accoutrements available only to wealthy individuals,
from Bledsoe’s Station confirms the elite social status of these land surveyors.!
By 1790, surveyors and speculators had become accepted members of a frontier
gentry with coteries of loyal, lesser men aiding them in newly formed networks
of patronage based on access to land.

William Blount became perhaps the most conspicuous example of a land
speculator who proved adept in taking advantage of territorial governing
institutions. One of a trio of powerful North Carolina brothers, Blount had
served in the North Carolina legislature, the Confederation Congress, and
the Federal Convention of 1787. By the 1790s, his political experience and
connections, combined with his vast land holdings in Tennessee, made him a
strong candidate for the post of territorial governor, a post that he hoped would
work to his personal benefit. “The appointment is truly important to me,”
he wrote to John Steele, “more so in my opinion than any other in the Gift of
the President could have been, the Salary is handsome, and my Western lands
had become so great an object to me that I should go to the Western Country
to secure them and perhaps my presence might have enhanced their value.”*?
Also, given his personal inclination “never to . . . stand between'a friend and
a benefit,” Blount’s formal appointment meant that the region’s already for-
midable group of surveyor-speculators soon would become an overwhelming
majority in the new territorial government.'?

lount’s first acts as governor helped him establish a political network

of strong supporters. Upon his arrival in the territory he visited all of

the major settlements and legitimized the power of most local authori-
ties. He also accepted nominations by militia companies for the positions he
was soon to appoint. All this seemingly routine activity created a group of
loyal lower-level speculators that remained part of his “machine” throughout
the territorial period. When Governor Blount called a legislature in 1794,
for example, twelve of the thirteen members were known to have close ties to
him." Loyalty to Blount also helped place several young men—including John
McNairy, Archibald Roane, Andrew Jackson and John Overton—in positions
of political power in their local communities years before they might have
gained such important posts on their own.

Thereafter, speculator influence encompassed all levels of government in
Tennessee. At the local level, the nineteen justices of the peace appointed in
Davidson County between 1790 and 1795 provide a good example. These
men owned an average of 7,170 acres, with four holding more than 20,000
acres each.'® And at the territorial level the biggest speculators during this
period held even more powerful positions. Stockley Donelson, who claimed
hundreds of thousands of acres, became a member of the legislative council;
Daniel Smith, who owned several thousand acres, became territorial secretary;
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surveyors/speculators James Robertson and John Sevier were appointed militia
generals, and Sevier also served as a legislative counselor; James Winchester
and James Ford, both of whom held title to thousands of acres, became militia
colonels, and Winchester also was appointed a legislative counselor; and David
Campbell, whose family included several prolific speculators throughout the
southwest, became a territorial judge.’®

Ithough by 1796 Blount and his fellow land speculators had maneu-
vered the territory into the Jeffersonian coalition, they did not propose
to rule Tennessee by Jeffersonian notions of
popular democracy. Instead, they relied on older
Whig ideas and practices that valued “the rule of the
people” in which “the people” were formed from a
very select group. They, for example, endorsed the
principle that freemen had the right to political par-
ticipation. Nevertheless, they also firmly believed in
the importance of honor, deference, paternalism and
personal networks, all key features of colonial and
revolutionary southern political culture. In particu-
lar, this Tennessee elite believed that “the people”
needed only to provide their votes for the appropriate
disinterested gentleman. Afterwards, those gentle-
men ought to be left to maintain a virtuous form of
government on their own.
Tennessee land speculator Arthur Campbell ar-

: Qbslivt*'to‘.ﬁ- b, Fren

ticulated this form of paternalism when he wrote: i Foanderiof Mash

“Under the Constitution of the United States every
honest station of life is honorable, since they are
all part of the great social body. Between the Chief
Magistrate and the People, the great and the mean,
the rich and the poor, the acute and the dull, the learned and the ignorant
there is no difference as to the rights of citizenship, but in possession of differ-
ent powers, and in the discharge of different offices peculiar to each capacity
and useful to all; and if one of them have a just demand for submission and
obedience, for honor and respect, for convenience and ease; the other have as
just a claim for protection and defence, for the administration of justice and
the preservation of equal liberty, for the supply of their wants and the relief
of their distresses, for instruction and good example.”’ Perhaps an early July
fourth toast—a ritual which helped reinforce notions of status and power
within the community—best illuminates this paternalistic understanding of
“the people”: “To the freemen of Tennessee—may they exercise the right of
suffrage with judgment, and remember that the welfare of themselves and
posterity, requires that men of patriotism, talents and integrity should alone
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POLITICAL CULTURE AND THE ORIGINS OF A PARTY SYSTEM

be preferred to office.”*®

In short, the combination of elite paternalism, a small dispersed population,
and centralized government mandated by the Northwest Ordinance ensured
that ordinary Tennesseans had only limited opportunities to bring consistent
pressure to bear on Governor William Blount and his regime in the years prior
to statehood. By choosing a frontier leadership from amongst surveyors and
speculators based on attributes of physical courage, common people on the
Tennessee frontier democratically chose an undemocratic leadership. These
“big men” maintained coteries of loyal, lesser men formed into traditional
networks of patronage, and only responded to the loudest outcries of an un-
happy population. As such, they generally remained unchallenged throughout
Tennessee’s territorial period.

ennessee’s political culture changed dramatically in 1796, when settlers

achieved both statehood and peace after concluding twenty years of

war with the Cherokees, Creeks and Chickamaugas.’” Afterwards, the
population exploded, and it was clear that this larger public would demand
commitments from the new state’s elite to concrete notions of popular sover-
eignty, though at first not necessarily in elections for political office. Indeed,
the state’s most important early leaders noticed a curious political happenstance
after Tennessee became a state—more Tennesseans showed up to vote for militia
officers than had taken part in recent civil elections. In Davidson County alone
as many as 725 men had voted in the militia elections of 1796—112 votes
more than had been tallied in the county during the 1795 statehood vote.?
Tennessee’s democratic development then should be traced to the introduction
of competitive militia elections at the onset of statehood. Having served as
an outlet for political activity since earliest settlement, by 1796 virtually all of
the state’s electorate belonged to various companies. Many in the territorial
elite believed that, using the officer corps to control this group of potential
voters, militias could be used to maintain traditional networks of personal
and political influence. Thus they electioneered to place themselves and their
allies in key positions of martial leadership.

As the number of eligible voters in Tennessee grew, however, it became
clear that easy control of the militia might be unobtainable. An eruption of
contested militia elections between 1796 and 1803 helped expand a nascent
public sphere, and gave longstanding middling and lower sorts, as well as politi-
cal newcomers, a firm precedent for raising a legitimate opposition. Far from
maintaining a political system imposed from above, as had been the case before
statehood, militia elections created a new political world wherein attempts
to establish and maintain lines of patronage gave way to the construction of
broad popular constituencies in an increasingly contested, popular democratic

culture.® Upon reflection, Tennessee’s elite probably should not have been
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surprised at this new development. As in other areas around the Ohio River
Valley, the organizing and mustering of militia companies in Tennessee long
had served as an avenue for advancing ordinary peoples
national and international issues,” most visibly through legislative petitions
written and approved at militia musters. Militias also proved crucial in census
enumerations, which were key to deciding the apportionment of legislative

3«

views on local, state,

and congressional seats in the state.”? Militia musters, in short, gave ordinary
folk a tangible link to frontier authority.”®

Not surprisingly then when Tennessee’s land speculators and their allies
attempted to control the state by dominating militia elections, they sparked an
unanticipated side effect, what Davidson County political up-and-comer Isaac
Roberts called “a significant rise in partyism.”?* Indeed, it quickly became
clear that militia campaigning, in conjunction with rapid population growth,
had released the democratic genie from its bottle. Consider, for example, the
Cumberland district that had barely more than 11,500 residents when John Ad-
ams was elected president, but during the next twenty-five years mushroomed
to a total population of 287,501, including slaves.** In January of 1796 there
were four Cumberland regiments under the control of government appointed
officers. Less than fifteen years later, however, there were thirty-four, all of
them under a popularly elected leadership.?¢ As with other areas in the Ohio
Valley, Tennesseans who previously might have held little political clout and
who certainly would not have stood for public office suddenly found militia
command well within their grasp.

rdinary men thereafter asserted their political presence at all levels
of Tennessee government. Upon losing the 1796 Davidson County
race for second major, for example, a disgruntled William Nash
complained that “one William Walker a Resident of the County of Sumner
and therefore not authorized or entitled to Vote in the County of Davidson,
voted at the said Election in behalf of [my opponent] which [otherwise]
would have [left] a Majority of Legal votes in favor of your Memorialist.”?’
So questionable was the outcome that Sevier associate William Lewis soon
wrote to the governor of a high level of “dissatisfaction among the Citizens.”
Continuing, he made clear “that the Officer fairly elected was Mr. William
Nash, and that very unlawful means were made use of to carry the Officer
that it is Pretended is Elected.”*® Only a few months after Nash’s complaint,
candidate George Blackmore called for the nullification of a Sumner County
election that had been “held by three private Citizens unqualified” to hand
out commissions, rather than by the sheriff as county law had mandated.
His ally Leeroy Taylor even provided a list of illegal voters, along with their
respective places of residence.?
This democratic upwelling continued into 1797. In January of that year,
a John Sevier supporter named Thomas Johnson wrote to the governor in
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reference to a Mero District cavalry vote: “I have been informed that some
of the Counties do not like the [results of the] Election & intend to send to
you their protest against it.”3* The following September James McQuestion
of Davidson County complained of still more corruption in Cumberland vot-
ing procedures: “After [our] Company was laid off,” he wrote to Sevier, “an
election was advertised by the Col and on the day of the said election I was
elected by a respectable majority. Upon which the Col being opposed to my
election, told the managers they could not give a certificate as the election was
disputed. Upon which a new election was ordered to be held in much less
than the legal time.”?!

s the state’s population grew, militias became a means for ordinary

men broadly to participate in Tennessee’s burgeoning political sphere.

Sometimes entire militia companies met to discuss issues and present
petitions to the government. In 1809, for example, a Dickson County company
demanded an emergency legislative session to address the question of debtor
relief. That same year Davidson and Smith County militias called meetings at
their courthouses to debate the effect on local residents of President Jefferson’s
embargo on trade. They also suggested the propriety of circulating collective
petitions at militia parades to gain the maximum number of signatures.> But
just as often, political action took the form of individual petitions such as one
from a man named John Hanes. In 1798, Hanes relinquished his militia com-
mand and asked the governor both for a new election and a new company,
arguing that “the people wish a division, as it will be much more convenient”
given the growing population.** Only a few years later, a similar petition from
Montgomery County argued, “The limits of this County are much greater at
present than by the law they ought to be and the inconvenience of attending
Genl. Musters and Elections to the Inhabitants [is] considerable.” Other peti-
tions from individuals and communities to the governor or legislature covered
issues as diverse as religious favoritism in the militias, requests for changes in
militia laws, and the need for changes in civil election procedures. All told,
more than three hundred petitions with at least 18,000 separate signatures
went to the legislature between 1799 and 1810, to say nothing of the dozens
that passed across the governors’ desks.?*

Ordinary Tennesseeans during this period engaged in an increasing number
of public political rituals as well, such as forming patriotic societies, proposing
public toasts, attending “town hall” meetings, stumping for political candidates,
organizing political parades, and burning effigies of their opponents.’* One
of the most prominent early examples of such a public political ritual came
in the form of a “procession in condolence of the death of General Washing-
ton” which included cannon fire and both a civil and military parade.’® And
throughout the first decade of the nineteenth century, public toasting and their
textual reproductions served as centerpieces for July fourth celebrations.’
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Given that democratic political culture at the turn of the century “was
very much the product of negotiation between those who constructed and
participated in it, and those who benefited from it,” the Tennessee elite found
they would have to adjust their politics to reflect the realities of this new civic
world.?® Yet the transition to modern, partisan divisions was far from com-
plete. In 1800, Tennessee had nothing resembling a lasting party structure,
and on this point it differed from other regions of the Republic. Historians
Alan Taylor and Patricia Watlington, for example, have described a Federal-
ist/Republican split on the New York and Kentucky frontiers, respectively,
that was firmly in place by the early 1790s. And Donald Ratcliffe has argued
that in Ohio statehood marked an essential step on the road to a lasting party
structure there.** Finally, David Waldstreicher has shown that in the eastern
states militias served as a foundation for celebratory partisan activity that
connected local issues to emerging national party interests.*’ Tennessee’s
universal Jeffersonian Republicanism, by contrast, allowed for no meaningful
opposition through which a party system could come into existence, either
before or after statehood. Thus public contests for office between members
of the elite created short-term, transient factions among voters.

erhaps the most prominent example of personal factionalism in Tennes-
see grew out of the 1801 gubernatorial race, an innocuous campaign
in which John Sevier, now governor of Tennessee, was constitutionally
obligated to retire because he had served three consecutive terms. His removal
from political affairs lit a spark under Andrew Jackson, who believed he could
strengthen his own popularity by consolidating his eastern and western sup-
porters behind a replacement. Thus Jackson pulled together disparate former
protégés of William Blount—including John Overton in the west, and in the
east William Blount’s half brother Willie, Joseph McMinn and Hugh Lawson
White. As a block they threw their political capital behind Archibald Roane,
an eastern figure with strong ties to the western district. Roane also received
Sevier’s blessing, ran unopposed, and received the entire 8,438 votes cast.*!
But Jackson soon drove a wedge through this seeming political unity. In 1802,
he felt that his service to Blount and Sevier, combined with his commitment
to Roane, had firmly established him as a substantial leader in Tennessee. He
therefore made himself available for the prestigious and recently-vacated posi-
tion of major general of the state’s militia.** This move pitted Jackson against
Sevier, who fancied himself the natural military leader of Tennessee by virtue
of his revolutionary and territorial service, and who by 1802 had become so
popular that his election seemed like a fait accompli. Surprisingly, however,
the race ended in a tie, which meant that Governor Roane was constitutionally
bound to cast the deciding vote. With little hesitation he gave the post to his
friend and ally, Judge Jackson.
To Sevier and his supporters such an outcome smacked of corruption, and
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they immediately began to lay the groundwork for the “Nolichucky Warrior”
to restore the integrity of Tennessee’s political institutions by running him once
again for the governorship. What they did not realize was that Jackson and
Roane had anticipated this move and had dredged up incriminating letters, falsi-
fied land books, and suspect North Carolina land grants that connected Sevier
to long standing allegations of fraud.** Just as Sevier’s coalition began to work
towards the 1803 gubernatorial race, the new major general “presented” these
materials to Governor Roane. Then he publicly proclaimed his incredulity at
such scandalous behavior. “Is it possible,” Jackson wrote to the editor of the
Tennessee Gazette, “that any man can believe John Sevier so ignorant as not
to know that altering a grant agreeably to his request, so as to make it speak
a lye, was a crime of the highest nature? No honest man, attached to private
character and honest to the interest and respectability of this country, who
is informed of the charges against Gen. Sevier will vote for him.”* Shocked
that their opponents had sunk to such depths, Sevier’s supporters responded
by labeling the disclosure the quintessential example of political dishonesty.
“Mr. Roane,” it was declared, “published the falsehoods against General Sevier,
with an intention to destroy his character, prevent his election, and to build

his own greatness on the ruin and downfall of his rival.”*

hat becomes clear from this exchange is that evidence either of a
tainted militia election or of land fraud did not much matter in
Tennessee politics. But the public’s perception that one’s opposi-
tion lacked integrity did matter because it constituted a potentially damning
charge in a transitional culture where factional support could make or break
political careers.* In this case, as a Jackson ally noted, the “exertions of the
opposition party” to circulate public charges of dishonesty against Jackson and
Roane proved to be extensive and successful. In the first hotly contested elec-
tion in Tennessee’s history, the number of votes spiked and the more populous
eastern district banded together to elect Sevier by a count of 7,733 to 5,219.47
Simply put, voters identified in this election with the man who claimed to be
the more honest of the two candidates—they voted for the personality, not his
policies. As an anonymous writer to the Knoxville Gazette put it of Jackson’s
predicament, “The citizens of Tennessee . . . by their free suffrage have chosen
to invest power in hands they like much better; and such is the reason for all this
great noise and bussle, and is the only cause the public tranquility is so much
agitated and disturbed.”*® Sevier’s victory proved so politically overwhelming
that the public hardly noticed when the Sevier-dominated legislature brought
an impeachment charge against Jackson associate Judge David Campbell—a
vehicle through which to keep Jackson’s and his allies” “questionable” charac-
ter in the public realm and to deliver a warning to Jackson’s men to end their
anti-Sevier crusade.
But if Sevier won this battle, it soon became clear that a combination of
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demographic growth, civic assertion, and economic expansion had begun
to lead Tennesseans away from personality-driven factions. In 1807, “A
Farmer” urged Tennesseans “not to circumscribe the field of choice by illib-
eral attachments to your town, or to your local or professional interests or
opinions; you will, with true republican ingeniousness, cast your eyes over
our widely extended district, and honor that candidate who [possesses] most
of the essential qualities.”® Only two years later “A Friend of the People”
went even further. Concerned with the consequences for the debtor class in
Tennessee of Jefferson’s embargo, he wrote, “People of Tennessee! now is the
trying time to look to your candidates for future elections; now is the time to
probe their principles to the bottom; if you see them stemming the torrent of
overbearing aristocracy and foul avarice, if you see them boldly defending your
rights in public meetings, if you see them animating the weak and resisting the
strong—then my friends remember them on the day of the election.”°

“A Friend of the People’s” remonstrance raised two critical issues new to
Tennessee politics. First, meaningful and consistent public debate demonstrated
that power in the state no longer resided exclusively in a single individual or
group. Although they remained at the top of the political culture, the members
of the speculator/surveyor elite now had to negotiate their authority publicly.*!
Second, the remonstrance showed the extent to which economic issues had
entered the political sphere by the early years of the nineteenth century. Divi-
sions over land, taxes and trade brought the interests of planters, speculators
and merchants into conflict with the needs of a growing population of small
farmers who wanted greater control over the shape and pace of economic de-
velopment. Few farmers wished to return to a subsistence-oriented economy,
of course, but pressure for land, farm start-up costs, specie to pay for land
and taxes, and credit difficulties left many people far enough in debt to help
create a legitimate movement in favor of regulation or reform of the economy
by the state government.*?

n these new issues, Tennesseans found an avenue through which perma-

nently to establish clear, long-standing partisan positions. Specifically, by

about 1810, public debate in Tennessee revolved around two issues—ju-
dicial reform related to land distribution, and debtors’ rights connected with
a lack of regional specie and President Jefferson’s embargo. On the one hand,
Tennesseans joined their frontier counterparts in Kentucky and elsewhere by
challenging wealthy interests that used contested claims and a confusing legal
system to dispossess people from their land. On the other hand, Tennesseans
complained that a lack of specie threatened permanently to divide the region
into a small class of wealthy creditors and a larger group of debtors. Although
the state remained universally Jeffersonian until the 1830s, political relation-
ships by 1810 had become so complicated that the Democratic Republican
party had begun to bifurcate into opposing factions.
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t the beginning of the nineteenth century Tennesseans faced an over-
whelming number of problems with their claims to land, mostly
resulting from twenty-plus years of turmoil that included fraudulent
purchases, vague and conflicting military claims, and speculation. As early as
1780, surveyors had blurred boundaries, overlapped claims, and “padded”
legitimate ones so that landowners often thought they had more land than the
official records indicated. By the early nineteenth century, as a writer styling
himself “Manlius” pointed out, speculators had become
particularly adept at throwing obstacles in the path of

b

“honest people,” and endeavored “to make as many
dependent on their favor as possible.”*3 By the antebel-
lum period the situation had improved, to be sure. Asin
other areas of the southwest, land ownership figures in
Tennessee eventually rose to include almost fifty percent
of the adult population.** But obtaining clear title to land
remained difficult, and those who managed to establish
their claim to a tract of land were acutely aware of how
easily they could lose it through writs of Fieri Facias and
Venditioni Exponas.’® Published by the hundreds in lo-
cal newspapers, these writs acted as judicial notices of
expulsion for people who could not pay for lands or the
taxes on those lands.%

Those without clear title to land had even larger con-
cerns. Squatters, for example, found that speculators and
planters consistently attempted to remove them, regardless
of preemption laws that favored squatters or of any im-
provements they may have made in the land. More often
than not, these people had to purchase or rent their farms

from speculators, or face removal by local government
Thomas H. Benton. The authorities.’” Faced with such bleak choices, many Tennesseans became tenants,
Filson Historical Society moved into Indian territory, or went further west. Although the destruction
of early census records makes it difficult to arrive at firm numbers, historian
Anita Goodstein has argued that out-migration in Davidson County alone may

have been as high as seventy percent during this early period.’

Naturally, those burned by contested titles and those who faced removal
from improved lands looked to the courts for relief. Yet Tennessee’s legal
system in the early years of the nineteenth century only exacerbated tensions
between landowners and the landless. In 1807, the state’s court system,
largely unchanged during the previous twenty-seven years, centered on county
courts. Comprised of a minimum of three justices of the peace, the courts
met in quarterly sessions to hear most criminal cases, as well as all civil cases
involving sums over twenty dollars,”” Such a modest judicial structure had
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its limitations, as a writer who called himself “Pericles” pointed out in 1808.
“In the midst of dangers the most terrific,” he noted, “justice could not be
administered securely but in [Knoxville and Nashville] where the strength of
the state was principally concentrated.”

Moreover, by the early 1800s, the intertwined issues of legal costs and dis-
tance from courthouses had come to dominate complaints about Tennessee’s
judiciary. In an 1806 petition fifty-four men argued that they could not pro-
tect “their just rights against oppressors” because of the expense of pursuing
appeals and the amount of time it took for “poor men” to reach the Superior
Courts.! Young Thomas Hart Benton elaborated on this protest by adding
that inevitable delays only ruined the people that a judicial system had been
created to help. Writing under the nom de plume “Oldcastle”, and using
arguments similar to those “radical reformers” described by Richard Ellis as
having played a prominent role in Kentucky, Benton pointed out that “the
enormous expense that attends the prosecution of a suit at law and the ruin-
ous delays that are experienced at every stage betray the defects of a system
radically wrong.”®* Another writer made it clear that something as simple
as the distance between farmers and the major judicial centers skewed the
operations of the courts: “Rich folks may not feel this oppression but to
farming men it is a serious calamity. Besides the loss of time it takes money
out of their pockets for their personal expenses which they can but ill afford.
When he attends the district court he has to put up at a tavern and there his
personal expenses often exceed those which his law suit brings upon him in
the court. When it is continued over four or five or six years in succession
it amounts to an unjustifiable suppression and demands the reforming hand
of the legislature.”®® In a separate series of essays “Agricola” and “Farmer”
pointed to another way in which wealthy interests held a significant advan-
tage in the courts. The technical and abstruse nature of legal procedure and
jargon made it impossible for average Tennesseans to understand what was
going on. Specifically, “Agricola” and “Farmer” argued that wealthy interests
would ensure that suits became “as complicated as possible and carried to the
highest and most remote courts, and kept off as long as possible, to render the
decision intricate and expensive.”*

oreover, because of their help in “enveloping [the temple of justice]
in an atmosphere of awe, mystery, and repulsion, which forbids any
who are unacquainted with the mysterious rites and ceremonies,”
Tennessee’s lawyers were labeled as unrepublican tools of aristocracy.®® At-
torneys drew fire for attempting to win cases on technicalities, delaying pro-
cedures until less wealthy litigants had to capitulate, and tricking people into
error through obscure jargon and legal phrases that distorted logic.5¢ Disdain
for the legal profession seemed so strong that as the 1809 legislative election
drew closer, “Detector” warned Smith County residents not to “elect lawyers
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to mend your judiciary, [otherwise] you will jump out of the frying pan and
into the fire. [Rather] be careful to elect farmers or mechanics, they will make
plain laws.”®” Two years later Congressman Felix Grundy’s mouthpiece the
Nashville Clarion pointed out that “the only evidence that the people at large
have that he will act from corrupt motives is his being a lawyer.”%® Even John
Overton, arguably the most politically and economically powerful figure in
early nineteenth century Tennessee, had to have his friends defend him in his
1811 candidacy for a seat in the House of Representatives against charges of
being a corrupt lawyer.*’

In short, many Tennesseans felt that the judicial system and its “temple
priests” unfairly protected wealthy interests.”” A “Friend of the People” ob-
served, “I will venture to affirm that 19 out of 20 of those Citizens of West
Tennessee, whose living does not in some way or other grow out of the pres-
ent system, are decidedly convinced that the present system is inadequate and
oppressive.””! But how to solve the problem? As early as
February 1808, Thomas Hart Benton argued that a solution
lay in a new popular democratic political culture. Reform,
he noted, was “the easiest thing in the world. The people
have nothing to do but to say ‘we are tired of the present
system and we want a new one.” If they will agree among
themselves to utter this short sentence the whole work is
accomplished and the power is in their own hands.””?

flurry of public events, reproductions in the news-
papers of key regional petitions, and editorials
soon made reform a hot topic across the region.
A Davidson County July fourth toast in 1808, for example,
declared “The Legislature of Tennessee—may they at their
next session see the necessity of an alteration in the judiciary
system.””® Two weeks later four of the most populated
counties in Middle Tennessee—Williamson, Rutherford,
Maury and Bedford—published grand jury reports that
demanded legislative candidates take judicial reform into
consideration.” By early 1809, as a writer styled “Simm” made clear, ongoing
protests had made the judiciary “the touchstone at the approaching elections.””*
The time was ripe to effect change, agreed “Detector,” and urged Tennesseans
carefully to “inspect the candidates as soon as they declare themselves.””¢
Tennessee politicians increasingly yielded to this public pressure. During
his 1809 legislative race, Smith County candidate Thomas Harris published a
platform that announced his support for reforming the judiciary in order to
make it less oppressive for ordinary folk. Opponent Sampson Williams did
likewise, making clear in the Carthage Gazette that he supported the creation
of several new circuit courts that would feed into a Supreme Court rather
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than into bi-annual Superior Court sessions. And a third candidate, Joel Dyer,
came out in favor of an arbitration law and an abolition of Courts of Errors
and Appeals.”

ut powerful landed interests quickly countered the reformers’ main

arguments. Led by heavyweights John Sevier and Robert Foster, the op-

position denied that more courts would reduce costs or administer equal
justice. Specifically, they argued that a new judiciary would create a greater
burden on “the people” by raising taxes to exorbitant levels.”® An expansion
of courts and court sessions, they declared, required new judges, increased sala-
ries, and never-ending construction costs, to say nothing of the fact that there
simply were not enough capable legal minds to handle the business of such an
extensive judicial system. They feared that “the law might become unhinged
and that incompetent courts would ensure never

'y

by looseness and disorder,’
ending appeals.”” In addition, an anonymous author in the Carthage Gazette
warned ominously that “lawyers are a very numerous and respectable part
of the community; and you will be certain of incurring the displeasure of the
whole profession.”*

Ultimately, however, Tennesseans elected statesmen with a strong mandate
to approve laws that might alleviate inequities in the courts. Thereafter, newly
elected Representative Thomas Hart Benton submitted a bill remarkably similar
to one that had been proposed by Felix Grundy in 1802 when Kentucky debated
the same issue. Benton’s proposed law would replace the extant Superior Court
with an appointed Supreme Court of Errors and Appeals, maintained by two
“Judges in Error” and a circuit court judge. Although the county courts would
remain intact, the new Supreme Court would meet in five judicial circuits, with
the provision that each county in the circuit receive two court sessions per an-
num.?! The point of this legislation was simple. Now small farmers could have
their appeals heard at their county seat, not in courts held dozens or hundreds of
miles away. Although debate at times was heated, the bill passed the Tennessee
legislature by two votes in each house.

By 1810, a boisterous public sphere had changed the course of politics in
Tennessee, in the process helping to establish two political forces in opposition.
Calls for reform revolved around questions of land and economic stability. Pur-
chasing real estate in a region with little specie meant that ordinary Tennesseans
inevitably fell into debt. And having to go to court to protect land claims and
fight insolvency proceedings frustrated their efforts at making enough money
to discharge their obligations. Thus judicial reform was a way for poorer
sorts to establish themselves in opposition to the seemingly unfair practices of
speculators, planters and their lawyers, who in turn vociferously protected their
interests. In the new political culture, the political consequences of the battle for
judicial reform would pave the way for subtle but growing distinctions between
entrepreneurial and more economically hesitant elements in Tennessee.
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idespread debt among small farmers further rearranged the politi-

cal sphere. Indeed, commercial expansion in the first decade of the

nineteenth century throughout the Ohio Valley relied heavily upon
extensive lines of credit. This had not been so in the late eighteenth century,
when specie had been too rare and expensive for daily use in what later became
Tennessee. As a consequence, during the territorial period Tennessee’s economy
was more or less self-contained, and maintaining a debt at the local general store
mattered little for most farmers. As often as not, bartered products would remove
financial obligations, and what debt remained would carry over into other years.
But by the early nineteenth century the cotton and tobacco economy had grown
to global proportions, and Tennessee hogs and horses were in great demand in
Cincinnati and New Orleans. Many local farmers thus found themselves depen-
dent on extensive lines of credit to get the land, tools, seed and animals needed to
produce a cash crop for distant markets. Moreover, regular recessions after the
turn of the century produced severe contractions that could threaten property,
future credit, and ultimately the entire economic system in which these people
had come to participate. Perhaps historian George Dangerfield put it best when
he pointed out that although speculators and investors got into trouble during
economic contractions, “it is not unsafe to assume that the chief burden was
borne by those farmers” whose loans were called in and seldom renewed.?

Early nineteenth century Tennesseans had particular reasons to be concerned
about the possibility of a major contraction. By 1808, Napoleon’s conquests
had engulfed Europe in war, and President Jefferson’s reaction to the European
conflict threatened to wreak havoc on debtors in the United States. Specifically,
Americans had benefited greatly by their trade with the major belligerents in
the early years of the wars. But after the naval battle of Trafalgar left Britain in
control of the Atlantic, Napoleon embarked on a plan—known as the Conti-
nental System—meant to cut off British trade with Europe, including the trade
of American merchants and farmers.®> The situation worsened for American
commerce when in November of 1807 the British responded with Orders in
Council that barred any vessel from any country, including the United States,
from trading with Europe without first going through a British port. President
Jetferson responded with what he called peaceable coercion. His policy was
popular with progressive Republicans who believed that the world relied upon
American shipping for vital goods, and who felt that taking it away would force
Britain and France to accommodate American shipping. Thus Congress passed
the Embargo Act of 1807, which dictated that American vessels could no longer
trade with either Britain or with any of the Continental powers.

Jefferson’s trade embargo had significant repercussions in the Ohio Valley,
and particularly in Tennessee. Perhaps most importantly a large international
market for its cotton and tobacco disappeared, rendering valueless commodities
that heretofore had served in place of specie as a circulating medium for pay-
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ing debts. As petitioners from Middle Tennessee put it, “The Embargo has
entirely precluded us from the means of disposing of our produce at a foreign
market, [meaning that] a scarcity of specie ensues, and an inability to meet
our demands.”® This meant in practice that all too often people’s property
was taken by execution and sold for less than its value. A March 1809 peti-
tion published in the Carthage Gazeite, for example, argued that specie had
become so scarce that “in many instances good horses valued at from 40 to
50 dollars have been sold by virtue of executions for less than a dollar a piece,
cows for half a dollar, and other property in proportion.”35 Yet another peti-
tion noted that there “have been an almost total stagnation or disappearance
of that circulating medium which is
considered as the index of property, this
amongst a people who were acquiring
strong commercial habits has produced
resulting scenes of distress that could
scarcely have been predictively imag-
ined.”® Debt produced by the embargo,
in other words, threatened to undermine
ordinary Tennesseans at a time when
market activity had become a necessity
to many farmers.

fter 1807, the question of debt
therefore came to dominate
public political discourse in
Tennessee, specifically through petition-
ing and debates.®” Public declarations soon characterized the embargo in a
“rich versus poor” rhetoric that masked a more fundamental political division
between progressive Jeffersonians on the one side and proponents of a more
restrained economy on the other. “A Friend of the People,” for example, lam-
basted “aristocratic Lawyers and Merchants” for taking over a public debate
in Nashville and rejecting debtor relief, calling them “rabble” and arguing
that they had “run away with the People’s rights.”®® Rural folk in Davidson
County agreed, and countered the Nashville resolutions by reconvening and
passing pro-relief resolutions of their own.** Another petition to Governor
Sevier, meanwhile, implored him to reject “any oppressive system which is
calculated to add misery to the distressed—to distress the weak and elevate
the strong, to make the poor poorer and the rich richer.”*°
The increasing public outcry built upon a belief that Tennesseans had a
“Constitutional right” to represent to the government “the peculiar inconve-
niences and difficulties under which we labour, and to beg leave that we be
furnished with some mode, by which a redress of our grievances may be at-
tained.””" Even if, as a group of Smith County petitioners affirmed, “the act
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of the General Government [was] calculated for the good of the nation,” it was
clear that the local population had “a right to expect relief from constituted
authorities.”%* Most requests for relief asked for a law “which authorizes our
Magistrates to suspend the issuing of executions a certain number of days after
giving judgment.” Formally known as a stay law, pro-debtor writers called for
such a law to remain in effect during the continuance of the embargo. If they
were not offered such relief, feared a group of petitioners to the Legislature,
“general desolation must ensue. Men with their families must probably be
stripped of all of their personal property and left des-
titute of subsistence on a naked piece of land without
the means of cultivating it!”?* Tennessee petitioners
were also quick to point to regional precedents for
government intervention. As one group put it, in
“many of the adjacent states from whence the State of
Tennessee is chiefly populated, the usual course of Civil
Law has been suspended.” Another 1809 petition to
Governor Sevier pointed out that surrounding states
“are protected from ruin by the just and benevolent

interference of public authority.”*

arge landowners and merchants in Tennes-

see, however, vociferously rejected stay laws

as temporary expedients that denied creditors
like themselves due process and abrogated binding
financial obligations. In 1808, Thomas Allen wrote
to the Impartial Review expressing his hope that the
state constitution not “be broken, so as to suspend the
collection of honest debt.”®* Similarly, an anonymous
author argued that stay laws would arbitrarily abrogate
the sanctity of contracts, and added that stay laws only
protected those who lost money due to “neglect or intention” and who intended
to “defraud honest creditors.” “A Citizen” put it more forcefully when he wrote
that stay laws “legalize knavery.”* These anti-relief advocates overwhelm-
ingly placed their faith in national economic innovations and improvements
that would replace dependence by Tennesseans on foreign markets.”” For
some, the answer to the region’s financial travails lay in expanded agricultural
output. “An Observer,” for example, argued, “raising hemp will be found of
real advantage to [Tennessee farmers], in times of peace, embargo or war, and
will always find a market.”*® Others pointed to a program of manufactures,
reflecting a national trend amongst Democratic Republican party members
committed to economic development.” To that end a petition signed by fifty-
seven men asked for state support because “our country depends greatly on
the promotion of its own manufactures, which alone gives life and vigor to
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commercial business, by which alone money is brought into our country.”'* A
year later former legislator John Rhea argued, “At this time, when the commerce
of the world is suspended, it behooves the people of the United States to attend
to manufactures. Industry will supply the raw materials and the hand of the
manufacturer will, if diligently exercised, prepare them for use, and diminish

the importation of foreign merchandise.”'"!

ut this interest in economic development sparked noticeable public dis-

approbation. To the critics, expansion and new markets only indirectly

addressed the immediate shortage of specie faced by indebted farmers.
Moreover, it avoided the issue of government involvement in the economy. If
Congress could intervene to impose an embargo, then why could not the leg-
islature help debtors out of their fix? As one author to the Carthage Gazette
put it, “If Government have a right to say ‘you shall not carry your produce
to such or such a market,” and no one disputes that right, they have certainly a
right to say to the same citizens, ‘you shall not have the use of the law, which
is an instrument of our making and under our control, to enforce the payment
of money from your neighbour, till the time arrives when we will suffer him

bR

to carry his produce to the market.”” Addressing the region’s creditors, this
anonymous writer pointed out that the loss of markets was a sacrifice required
by patriotic duty. As such, “the inconvenience of [not receiving payment was]|
a sacrifice required of [creditors] by their country.”*?

But were stay laws even possible? Creditors and their allies, after all, pointed
out that they violated article one, section ten of the United States Constitution,
which made clear that “No State shall . . . pass any law . . . impairing the ob-
ligation of contracts.” Pro-debtor proponents responded by arguing that stay
laws did not actually abrogate contracts because, even with a stay of execution
of a debt in force, debtors would maintain their financial obligation; they just
received more time to come up with the necessary specie. Besides, the state
legislature already had authorized “every magistrate to suspend the operation
of executions, commonly called staying of judgment, for 30, 60 and 120 days
according to the magnitude of the sum.” Was this not a firm precedent?'® An
anonymous writer in March 1809 thought so, and pointedly asked, “Is Tennes-
see to become the strong hold of avarice and barbarous cupidity? Is a monied
aristocracy to be elevated by the effects of the embargo, while the poor people
are to be sunk into the dust?”1%

In short, by 1810 Tennessee’s public sphere had become home to robust de-
bate over the nature and future of the state’s political economy. As with judicial
reform, immense public pressure on the subject of credit and debt ultimately
forced politicians into action. Building upon a long-standing principle that al-
lowed for “staying executions after judgment of the Magistrate for a number of
days, weeks, or months,” in 1809 the legislature enacted laws that postponed
payments and stayed legal executions.'® Perhaps more importantly, when com-
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bined with land and judicial issues, questions of debtor relief shifted Tennessee
away from factions, and towards systematic partisan divisions which would
characterize the second party system as a whole in America.

y the outbreak of war in 1812 Tennessee had undergone a significant

political transformation. Between 1780 and 1796 a violent and unpre-

dictable settlement process, combined with a small population—and
after 1790, the governing features of the Northwest Ordinance—ensured that
a small clique of surveyors and speculators would control political institu-
tions in what later became Tennessee. These men were
frontier gentlemen who used their accumulation of
vast land holdings to establish themselves as a political
power, and who came to associate with the Jeffersonian
coalition despite their political conservatism. They
ruled without challenge because no mechanism existed
through which settlers of a middling or lower class
could contest their authority. Tennessee’s elite hoped
to maintain their powerful position after statehood by
gaining control of the most important political institu-
tion on the frontier—the militia. In so doing, however,
these powerful men established a means of destroying
traditional political understandings in Tennessee. At
the turn of the nineteenth century, a burst of contested
militia elections suddenly gave middling and lower men
an opportunity quickly to obtain offices and positions
of community importance. And these contests fed into
a nascent public sphere that gave ordinary men a clear
model and firm precedent for raising a political oppo-
sition. Rather than establishing lines of patronage, it
soon became clear that the elite would have to emphasize the construction of
broad constituencies in an increasingly contested popular democracy.

This argument is not meant to imply that personalities no longer mattered in
Tennessee. They did. Yet if personalities did not fade, political divisions based
on more than individuals certainly emerged in the early years of the nineteenth
century and eventually came to dominate the state’s politics. And the emergence
of such divisions reinforces Donald Ratcliffe’s assertion that, as society became
more refined its political relationships became more complicated, therefore the
Jeffersonian party began to bifurcate in the early Republic.'% This was so in
Tennessee because a dynamic economic and demographic flux altered society
and culture, particularly in the middle district. Between 1796 and 1801 the
number of inhabitants there grew from 11,000 to 32,183, and by 1815 the
region had a white and slave population of 292,590 who were committed to
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cotton and tobacco planting, and to land speculation. As a result of this growth
the Cumberland River became a highway for trade goods, which in turn cre-
ated a mercantile class whose national and international connections integrated
Middle Tennessee into a global economy. By 1812, commerce and planting had
combined to become notable engines for economic expansion, and had become
so profitable that entrepreneurially inclined residents stood at the forefront
of the subsequent Southern internal improvement efforts during the antebel-
lum era. The resulting unavoidable competition associated with an expansive
economy led to new and unforeseen popular divisions. Even as planters and
merchants looked to the government to expedite commercial growth, ordinary
farmers came to believe thar a scarcity of land combined with debt stemming
from unabated development threatened their interests. They therefore used their
newfound political voice to contest more expansive definitions of progress. This
conjunction of political culture and economy became even more visible after
1815, and in the wake of the Panic of 1819.1%7 A decade later it would serve as
the foundation for the Second Party System in Tennessee. ®
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