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PREFACE 

The essays in this volume were presented in March, 1996, for the Thirtieth 
Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures, held annually at the University of 

Texas at Arlington. These lectures, all devoted to the theme of early U.S. 
expansionism, seek to bring into sharper focus the territorial ambitions of 
Americans-both policy makers and private citizens-in the decades prior 

to the Civil War. While approaching this subject from different perspectives 
and lines of inquiry, these essays underscore a peculiarly American paradox, 
for it was during the nineteenth century that the United States emerged as 

a hemispheric power, even as it grew increasingly unsure of its very identity 
as a nation. 

This year's Webb Lecturers have written and researched widely on the 

subject of Manifest Destiny and American empire. Robert W. Johannsen is 
J. G. Randall Distinguished Professor of History at the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign. His many books include Stephen A. Douglas (1973) and 
To The Halls of the Montezumas: The Mexican War in the American Imagina

tion (1985). Thomas R. Hietala is an associate professor at Grinnell College 

and the author of Manifest Design: Anxious Aggrandizement in Late Jackso

nian America (1985). Sam W. Haynes is an associate professor at the Univer
sity of Texas at Arlington. He is the author of Soldiers of Misfortune: The 

Somervell and Mier Expeditions (1990 ), and James K. Polk and the Expansion

ist Impulse (1996) . John M. Belohlavek is a professor at the University of 
South Florida. He has written George Mifflin Dallas: Jacksonian Patrician 

(1977) and Let the Eagle Soar! The Foreign Policy of Andrew Jackson (1985). 

Samuel J. Watson received his Ph.D. from Rice University in 1996 and is an 
adjunct professor at the University of St. Thomas, Houston. His contribu
tion to this volume won the 1996 Webb-Smith Essay Competition. Robert 
E. May is a professor at Purdue University. His books include The Southern 



Dream of a Caribbean Empire, 1854-1861, and John A. Quitman, Old South 

Crusader (1985) . 

On behalf of the UTA department of history, we would like to acknowl
edge several benefactors and friends of the Webb Lectures. C. B. Smith, Sr., 
an Austin businessman and former student of Walter Prescott Webb, gener

ously provided the endowment that makes possible the annual presentation 
and publication of the lectures. Additional support came from the Rudolf 
Hermanns Endowment for the Liberal Arts. The loyal support of Jenkins 
and Virginia Garrett of Fort Worth is long and ongoing. Once again, we 

thank them. President Robert Witt supported our efforts by generously 
providing a reception in honor of the lecturers. Thanks also go to Stanley 
Palmer, interim department chair, for his many helpful suggestions as we 
planned this year's lectures, and to Steven Reinhardt, tireless chair of the 
Webb Lectures. 

We dedicate this volume to Virginia Garrett. Her interest in the history 
of U.S. expansion into the Southwest led her to collect hundreds of items 

that document it. Her generosity led her to place those documents among 
the UTA Special Collections, where they may be used by others who share 
her interests. 
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Introduction 
Robert W. Johannsen 

Although destiny and mission have a pedigree that predates the nation itself, 
it was not until the early nineteenth century that profound changes in Amer

ican life were combined with the idealism of the nation's revolutionary be
ginnings and with currents of European Romanticism to produce a popular 

romantic nationalism that gave new meaning to the idea of progress. Funda
mental to the feelings of national superiority generated by romantic nation
alism was the conviction that American territorial expansion was inevitable, 
that the nation's providential destiny-its Manifest Destiny-decreed an ex
tension of the ideals of its founding charter throughout the entire continent. 

The notion was all the more credible because American settlers, traders, and 
missionaries were already on the move to far distant areas of North America. 
John L. O'Sullivan's first uses of the phrase Manifest Destiny were in response 
to population movements that were already underway in Texas and in the 
Oregon Country. Thus, Manifest Destiny became and has remained virtually 
synonymous with territorial expansion. 

American territorial expansion before the Civil War is the theme of the 
essays which follow, comprising (with two exceptions) the Thirty-First An

nual Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures, sponsored by the University 
of Texas at Arlington. Five scholars whose work has been devoted to the 
study of national expansion, have each examined Manifest Destiny from a 

different perspective. The result is a perceptive and authoritative portrayal 
of the uses to which Manifest Destiny has been put and of the meanings 
the concept has had to past and present generations since O'Sullivan first 
penned the words. O'Sullivan's own meaning, however, is too often forgot-



ten, a problem that my opening chapter seeks to redress. It seems a fitting 

place to begin. 
John M. Belohlavek, biographer of Polk's vice president, George Mifflin 

Dallas, and author of a long-needed study of Jacksonian foreign policy, fo
cuses on Caleb Cushing, New England intellectual, politician, diplomat, and 
soldier, as a prominent figure in what he calls the "new historiography of 
American empire;' that is, the study of Manifest Destiny's racial motiva
tions. Based on a careful examination of Cushing's diary and letters, his 

many public lectures, and his published articles, Belohlavek's study reveals 
an individual whose arguments for American superiority carried a strong 
and caustic element of Anglo-Saxon racialism, mixed with a Whiggish con
cern for ordered progress. Convinced that America's destiny demanded that 
the United States "people, cultivate, and civilize" the continent, Cushing 
challenged Britain's rival pretentions in the Maine and Oregon controver
sies, advocated Texas annexation, and was an ardent supporter of the Mexi
can War for which he raised a New England regiment of volunteers. He was 
probably best known, however, for his diplomatic service as envoy to China 
and for his negotiation of the first U.S. commercial treaty with the Chinese 

Empire in 1844. Cushing's vision for America was consistent, Belohlavek 
concludes, although his arguments for racial and cultural superiority, his 
militarism, and his failure to express outrage at slavery have overshadowed 
his virtues and dimmed his reputation in our time. 

Thomas R. Hietala emphasizes the inadequacy of the phrase Manifest 

Destiny to convey the "actual dynamics" of territorial expansion, for it "ob
scures more than it clarifies." Expressions of democratic ideals, he insists, 
merely cloaked "rank prejudice"; while behind the notions of providential 

destiny were the "grasping fingers" of mortals like James K Polk, Stephen A. 
Douglas, and John L. O'Sullivan. (Hietala prefers manifest design to Mani

fest Destiny, a phrase also first used by O'Sullivan, when he wrote of the 
"manifest design of Providence in regard to the occupation of the conti
nent.") Hietala continues the indictment of the expansionists set forth in his 
earlier study. Racial prejudice and ethnocentrism were principal motivating 
factors behind the removal of Native Americans and the war upon the Mexi
cans, but they were not the only ones. Ambitions for economic advantage, 
new markets, and seaports, a fear of manufacturing and urbanization, and 
the need to "quell dissent" by dispersing America's poor over large areas 

also drove territorial expansion. Hietala, however, points out that not all of 
America's voices were raised in support of expansion. Among its critics were 
Henry David Thoreau, New York banker Philip Hone, and especially George 

4 INTRODUCTION 



Catlin, the painter of Native Americans in the 1830s. Catlin wrote of the 
"grand and irresistible march of civilization;' but he also was disturbed by 
the desolation it left behind. 

Studies of territorial expansion have emphasized the contributions of ex
plorers, traders, missionaries, miners, town builders, and farmers but have 

paid little attention to one of the more important groups in the westward
moving procession, the soldiers who served in the United States Army. Sam
uel J. Watson's essay, winner of the annual Webb-Smith Essay Contest, seeks 
to fill this gap by exploring the role of the army's officer corps as "agents of 
empire," from the end of the War of 1812 to the opening of the Mexican War. 

In his discussion of the attitudes held by the officers toward U.S. foreign 

policy, Watson finds a declining enthusiasm for territorial expansion. His 
search of the diaries and letters of the officers revealed a surprising lack 
of comment on the expansionist issues of the 1840s. The officers generally 
seemed indifferent to the political debates generated by expansion and rarely 
expressed any of the "republican or other ideological sentiments" usually 

identified with Manifest Destiny. Until the outbreak of the Mexican War (a 
war many of them had not expected to fight), they appeared to be more 
concerned with the boredom of camp life, their health, and their separation 
from wives and families. Watson concludes that while the officers had a stake 

in "orderly national expansion;' they were unwilling to take the risks of 
"urging or precipitating it." 

The complexity of the Texas annexation issue, Sam W. Haynes correctly 
observes, has been generally ignored by historians who have studied annex

ation from the perspective of the sectional conflict over slavery. Haynes 
offers, as a significant dimension of the "tangled dynamics of the annexation 
debate;' the widespread and very real fear that Great Britain intended to 

block annexation, turn Texas into a British protectorate, and thus effectively 
counter U.S. expansion. Anglophobia, to be sure, has been a missing ingredi
ent in most discussions of Manifest Destiny. One need only recall that it was 

the interference of Europe's monarchies that first inspired O'Sullivan to use 
the term Manifest Destiny. Haynes's essay is a convincing response to those 

historians of American expansion, like Frederick Merk, who have routinely 
dismissed the fear of British designs in North America as a shibboleth or 
as mere propaganda in support of the expansionists' goals. The danger of 

the British threat to American national interests gained credibility from 
the schemes, presumably with the sanction of the British foreign office, 
of Charles Elliot, Britain's diplomatic respresentative in Texas. Haynes has 
skillfully presented what he calls the "vectors of Anglophobia": the fear of a 
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British plot to abolish slavery in Texas, a concern for Britain's commercial 
rivalry with the United States, the anxiety of republicanism's defenders that 
a monarchical system might appear on the southern borders, and a fear of 
British encirclement that linked the Texas question with American interests 

in Oregon and California. 
What of Manifest Destiny in the period between the Mexican War and 

the Civil War? In the final essay, Robert E. May offers a spirited yet dis
cerning review of filibustering activities from the late eighteenth to the 
mid-nineteenth centuries. Building upon his impressive record of scholarly 
publications, he probes the contributions which filibustering made to Amer
ican expansion and explores the relationship between filibustering and Man
ifest Destiny. Filibustering, that is, "private expeditions to foreign domains;' 
reached epidemic proportions during the decade following the Mexican 
War, capturing the country's imagination and influencing virtually every 
medium of popular expression. How, May asks, can this "filibustering addic
tion" be explained? Supported by an exhaustive research in a wide range of 
manuscript and published sources, May finds answers in the dislocations of 
social and economic change, the thirst for romance and high adventure, the 

lure of monetary gain, and (for Southerners) an effort to strengthen slavery 
at a time when slavery was under mounting attack. But more significantly, 
he suggests, the ideology of Manifest Destiny, the fusion of expansion with 
the democratic mission, inspired the filibusters. Furthermore, Manifest Des
tiny provided a racial justification for their expeditions, extending the insti
tutions of republican government while also regenerating less fortunate 
peoples. In the end, however, May concludes in this original and provocative 
study, Manifest Destiny not only failed to enhance expansion but actually 

inhibited it. 
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The Meaning 
of Manifest Destiny 

Robert W. Johannsen 

Any discussion of Manifest Destiny must inevitably begin with the obliga
tory bow to John Louis O'Sullivan.1 A New York journalist of Irish descent, 
confident and optimistic in temperament, O'Sullivan was an outspoken 
champion of Andrew Jackson's Romantic democracy; like so many others of 

his generation, he saw the "hand of Providence in the workings and will of 
the majority." In 1837, the year Jackson left the presidential office, O'Sullivan 
founded with the help of his brother-in-law the United States Magazine and 

Democratic Review (commonly called simply the Democratic Review). The 
journal's purpose, he wrote, was "to strike the hitherto silent string of the 

democratic genius of the age and the country." Under his able editorial tute
lage, the Review quickly became what one historian of the period has termed 
the "liveliest journal of the day." As the spokesman for both small-d democ
racy and the large-D Democracy, O'Sullivan published a remarkably eclectic 
array of articles, reflecting his own interest in the creation of a uniquely 
American national literature. As the publicist of American Romanticism, he 

was the first to recognize and publish the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(with whom he maintained a lifelong friendship) and Walt Whitman and 
numbered among his authors William Cullen Bryant, Henry David Tho

reau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Edgar Allan Poe, George Bancroft, John Green
leaf Whittier, and others-a veritable roster of American Romanticism.2 

It was in the columns of the Democratic Review, during the summer of 

1845, that O'Sullivan first penned the words Manifest Destiny. They were em
bedded in an article justifying the annexation of Texas, calling little attention 



to themselves, and easily missed in the reading. The article, simply titled 
''Annexation;' appeared at a critical moment in the Texas story. Four months 
before, Congress had set the annexation process in motion with the passage 

of a joint resolution inviting the independent republic to join the American 
Union. At the same time, James K. Polk assumed the presidency, pledging 
to bring the congressional action to its successful conclusion. Although there 

was little doubt that Texans would accept the invitation, critics in the United 
States (principally abolitionists who feared the admission of another slave 
state) continued to oppose annexation. Of greater concern to annexation's 

supporters were the desperate maneuvers undertaken by British and French 
emissaries in Texas, presumably with the sanction of their home govern
ments, to frustrate annexation; it was against this unwarranted interference 
by Europe's monarchies that O'Sullivan expressed indignation. These na
tions, he charged, have intruded 

in a spirit of hostile interference against us, for the avowed object of 

thwarting our policy and hampering our power, limiting our greatness 
and checking the fulfilment of our manifest destiny to overspread the 
continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our 

yearly multiplying millions.3 

The appearance of the phrase Manifest Destiny at this time caused hardly a 

ripple, perhaps because voters in Texas approved annexation and elected a 
constitutional convention at the same time the article appeared. Texas was 
admitted to the Union as a state the following December. 

O'Sullivan's second use of the phrase in the New York Morning News on 

February 27, 1845, in what David Pletcher has called "the most famous edito
rial of the decade;' elicited a quite different response. The Morning News 

had been established during the 1844 presidential campaign by Samuel J. 
Tilden, a young New York Democrat, and O'Sullivan to promote the for
tunes of the party in the election. Following Polk's narrow victory, Tilden 

withdrew from the paper, leaving O'Sullivan in sole charge. 
Public attention in the meantime had shifted to the Oregon boundary 

dispute with Great Britain, an issue fraught with a good deal more anxiety 
than the Texas question, for it posed a very real threat of war with one of 

the world's major powers. The dispute had been simmering for years, kept 

from boiling over only by an unsatisfactory joint occupation agreement. 
When President Polk, in his December, 1845, message to Congress, recom
mended that the joint occupation agreement be terminated, thereby forcing 
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a negotiated settlement, the lines were drawn between the opposing claims 
of the two countries. O'Sullivan stood with the expansionists who insisted 

that all of Oregon, from the forty-second parallel to 54 degrees 40 minutes 
north latitude, was rightfully American. Once again he framed his argument 
in providential and moral terms, albeit in a more belligerent tone than he 

had used just six months before: 

Away, away with all these cobweb tissues of rights of discovery, explo
ration, settlement, continuity, etc. To state the truth at once in its ne

glected simplicity, we are free to say that were the respective cases and 
arguments of the two parties, as to all these points of history and law, 
reversed-had England all ours, and we nothing but hers-our claim 

to Oregon would still be best and strongest. And that claim is by the 
right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole 
of the continent which Providence has given us for the development 
of the great experiment of liberty and federated self-government en

trusted to us. 

To O'Sullivan, America's providentially sanctioned right of destiny super
seded all claims that looked to history and law, providing a "higher law" 

which would govern U.S. behavior.4 

The response was immediate, as Manifest Destiny found its way into the 
congressional debates, where it gave added fervor to the spread-eagle ora
tory of the expansionists and new intensity to the nation's territorial aspira
tions. It is not possible to measure its impact on the final resolution of the 
boundary crisis. Shortly after O'Sullivan's editorial appeared, there were un

mistakable signs that Britain's hard-liners were softening their stand. Negoti
ations were soon underway, and in June, 1846, a new agreement was drawn 
between the two countries, extending the boundary along the forty-ninth 
parallel, which after all had been the traditional American position. 

The editorial was to be O'Sullivan's valedictory statement. In mid-May, 

1846, he was ousted from the Morning News, and a few weeks later he sold 
his interest in the Democratic Review. His legacy, however, was unmistakable. 
He had provided a catchphrase for a concept that was as old as the nation 
itself, even older. In that sense, the hapless New York journalist exerted an 
influence beyond measure on generations of historians, politicians, polemi
cists, and writers of all sorts who have used, misused, even abused the phrase 
he unwittingly contributed to the American idiom. Indeed, it has been taken 

for granted to such an extent, twisted and turned to fit so many circum-
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stances, that it has assumed a life of its own. Much of its original meaning 
and intent has hence been lost. 

What has not been generally recognized, if it is known at all, is that there 
was nothing in O'Sullivan's statements to suggest territorial expansion by 
force, as some latter-day historians have insisted. His Manifest Destiny was 
nonviolent. As a New York legislator in 1841, he had proposed the creation 

of a Congress of Nations that could resolve international disputes peaceably, 
a proposal that placed him near, if not within the ranks of, the American 
peace movement. His last words for the Morning News deplored the out
break of the Mexican War (as befit a supporter of Martin Van Buren), but 
like many of those who were disturbed by the war, he soon came to terms 
with it because he felt it would benefit both.nations in the long run. 5 

Because O'Sullivan employed Manifest Destiny with reference to the an
nexation of Texas and the adjustment of the Oregon boundary dispute, the 
phrase has been narrowly applied to territorial expansion alone. The opera
tive word, however, was Destiny. By adding the adjective, O'Sullivan was sim
ply saying that the nation's destiny was "obvious to the understanding." 6 The 

belief that the United States was guided by a providential destiny, in other 
words, that the nation had a preordained, God-sanctioned mission to fulfill, 
formed a significant element in American Romantic thought. O'Sullivan's 
words reflected the boundlessness, the rejection of limits on national as well 
as individual development, and an impatience with anything that restrained 

or inhibited progress that characterized what the Romantics called the 
"spirit of the age." In both his statements of Manifest Destiny, he used the 
language of Romanticism, objecting in the first instance to the "thwarting 
... hampering ... limiting ... checking" efforts of the European monarch
ies, and in the second instance rejecting the limitations of history and law 
that blocked the nation's mission to possess the continent God had provided 
for the development of "the great experiment of liberty and federated self
government" he had "entrusted to us." It was destiny, moreover, that tied 
territorial expansion to the American mission. Mission and expansion were 

inseparably linked by Manifest Destiny.7 
O'Sullivan's paean to destiny and mission, without which his Manifest 

Destiny can be only imperfectly understood, appeared in one of his most 

revealing tributes to the promise of Romantic America, the often overlooked 
article "The Great Nation of Futurity;' published in the Democratic Review 

in 1839, six years before he coined his famous phrase.8 

"Our national birth;' he announced at the outset, "was the beginning of 

a new history." Separated from the past by their adoption of an "untried 
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political system," Americans connected only with the future. "The far
reaching, the boundless future;' he declared, "will be the era of American 

greatness." To O'Sullivan, the "everlasting truth" of the Declaration of Inde
pendence, the founding charter of the United States, was in its articulation 
of "God's natural and moral law of equality." America, he asserted, "is des

tined to manifest [note the juxtaposition of words] to mankind the excel
lence of divine principles!' That was the nation's mission. "We are the nation 
of human progress, and who will, what can, set limits to our onward 
march?" The answer was indisputable: "No earthly power can," for "Provi

dence is with us." There were no limits. 
Although the truth upon which the nation's political and social system 

was founded would "work out [America's] glorious destiny;' O'Sullivan 

warned that there were still some circumstances that threatened to inhibit 
progress. It was the "tendency to imitativeness" among the country's intel

lectual and literary spokesmen that was "subversive of originality of thought, 
and wholly unfavorable to progress." Too many Americans were behind "the 
mind and movement of the age in which they live." In keeping with his 

purpose in the Democratic Review, he issued a vigorous call for an American 
national literature, one that would "breathe the spirit of our republican in
stitutions" and be imbued with the "elevating principle of equality." When, 
he asked, would the country's literature "assert its independence, and speak 

the soul-the heart of the American people ... inspired by the magnificent 
scenery of our own world, imbibe the fresh enthusiasm of a new heaven and 
a new earth, and soar upon the expanded wings of truth and liberty?" In his 
own soaring rhetoric, O'Sullivan struck a refrain that had been voiced at 

least since Noah Webster had admonished Americans to be as independent 
in their literature as they were in their politics. 

The mission of democracy was also the mission of The Democracy. The 
future of the nation, O'Sullivan contended, lay with the "mechanical and 

agricultural population," wherein beats the national heart. His Jacksonian 
persuasion permeated his language. He inveighed against the power and 
privilege of moneyed interests that "shrink to nothing when brought in con
flict against the rights of individuals." O'Sullivan's faith was in the "virtue, 
intelligence and capability of the people." 

O'Sullivan concluded his peroration with an effusion of Romantic senti

ment as he summoned his fellow Americans to heed the responsibilities that 
the nation's mission and destiny imposed upon them. "We must onward to 
the fulfilment of our mission- to the entire development of the principle 

of our organization- freedom of conscience, freedom of person, freedom 
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of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality. This is 
our high destiny .... All this will be our future history, to establish on earth 
the moral dignity and salvation of man- the immutable truth and benefi
cence of God." 

There is an Emersonian ring to O'Sullivan's statements that not only be
speaks a familiarity with the sentiments of the Concord sage but also ac

knowledges a substantive influence. Just a month before Manifest Destiny 
was first introduced to its readers, the Democratic Review published an en

thusiastic review of Emerson's volume of essays, its authorship attributed 
simply to "A Disciple:' "No man is better adapted than Emerson;' the re

viewer concluded, "to comprehend the spirit of the age and to interpret its 
mission:' It was a time when the "range of observation both in space and 
time is infinitely expanded;' when men aspire "to a future that shall confirm 

the great idea of unlimited progress"; Emerson was its spokesman, prophet, 
and philosopher. One recent scholar has concluded that Transcendental 
thought, of which Emerson was the principal representative, gave Manifest 
Destiny its ideological base, by popularizing geographical determinism, the 
active role of Divine Providence in the nation's destiny, the natural progress 
of the human race, and the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race in promot

ing that progress.9 

Early in 1844, Emerson sharpened his Romantic appeal when he ad
dressed the Boston Mercantile Library Association with a lecture he titled 
"The Young American;' in which he called upon the country's young men 

to assume the leadership in fulfilling the national mission. "In every age of 
the world;' he pointed out, "there has been a leading nation;' one whose 
citizens were dedicated to just and humanitarian goals. "Which should be 
that nation;' he asked, "but these States?" And "who should be the leaders, 
but the Young American?" The United States, "new-born, free, healthful, 

strong ... should speak for the human race." He urged Young America to 
take advantage of the unifying power of America's remarkable technological 
development- "Railroad iron is a magician's rod, in its power to evoke the 
sleeping energies of land and water" - and its expanding trade and com
merce to build "a new and more excellent social state than history has 
recorded" and to create a "high national feeling" and "lofty counsels that 
rightfully stir the blood." Guided by a "sublime and friendly Destiny;' the 
United States, he said, is the "country of the Future ... a country of begin
nings, of projects, of vast designs, and expectations. It has no past: all has 
an onward and prospective look." Emerson reminded his audience that "the 
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bountiful continent is ours, state on state, and territory on territory, to the 
waves of the Pacific sea." 10 

Although the concept of Manifest Destiny was not new to mid-nineteenth
century America, its impact on popular thought during those midcentury 
years was. It drew sustenance from the pervasive currents of a popular Ro

manticism, and credibility from the dynamic political, social, and economic 
changes in American life that were spawned by a new spirit of optimism 
and self-confidence. Manifest Destiny combined a fervent, idealistic, even 
mystical expression of Romantic nationalism with the realistic, practical 

consequences of extraordinary technological and economic developments 
as well as an unprecedented movement of Americans to distant parts of the 
continent. Indeed, it was the latter that gave the former its credibility. The 

dramatic expansion of the United States in the i84os, the realization of the 
long-sought-for "ocean-bound republic," marked the apogee of American 

Romanticism; and it was the war with Mexico that seemed to win a place 
for the United States in the sweep of world history. 

Manifest Destiny must ultimately derive its meaning and significance 

from the cultural environment of which it was a primary ingredient. To 
ignore the historical and cultural context is to court oversimplification, if 
not downright distortion. It has not been an easy prescription. "A vast com
plex of ideas, policies, and actions is comprehended under the phrase 'Mani
fest Destiny,"' Ernest Lee Tuveson has written. "They are not, as we should 

expect, all compatible, nor do they come from one source." 11 

Not only were the lives of Americans changing rapidly and dramatically 
in a myriad of economic and social ways-the rise of an industrial establish
ment and the mass production of consumer goods, technological improve
ments in transportation and communication, the growth of cities, and an 

increasing flow of immigrants from Europe-but midcentury Americans 
were also reaching out beyond their borders to learn more of other lands 
and peoples, all of which gave impetus to expressions of Manifest Destiny. 
The expansion of commerce, an increase in travel made possible by steam 
power on sea and land, and a heightened interest in exploration were car
rying Americans to the far corners of the globe. Clipper ships shortened the 
time between the East Coast and China, while large bulky wagons lumbering 
to northern Mexico turned the Santa Fe trail into a busy highway. Fur trad

ers and mountain men roamed the northern and central Rockies, gradually 
penetrating the Pacific Northwest and California, while a flourishing coastal 
trade brought New England merchants to California's shores. Whaling ves-
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sels from New England's ports carried the American flag into the Pacific and 

Indian oceans. 
The government followed with an active promotion of global exploration 

to expand knowledge of some of the world's remote areas, to strengthen 

American commercial activity, and, perhaps most important, to demon

strate the ability of a republic to pursue peaceful expansion with vigor and 

energy. The most ambitious effort was the United States Exploring Expedi

tion, or Wilkes Expedition, comprising six naval vessels on a four-year voy

age around the world, surveying and charting the west coast of South 

America, California, and the Oregon Country, the islands of the Southwest 

Pacific, and the waters of Antarctica, making contact with native peoples 

wherever possible. The expedition returned in 1842, loaded with an extensive 

collection of geological and botanical specimens. Naval expeditions to the 

Pacific Northwest, the Amazon Basin, Paraguay, and the west coast of Africa 

and the overland expeditions of John C. Fremont, beginning in 1842, ex

panded the horizons of Americans while stirring their romantic interest in 

nature, landscape, and native peoples. 

At the moment O'Sullivan first employed the phrase Manifest Destiny, in 

the summer of 1845, three thousand Americans, drawn principally from the 

states of the Mississippi valley, were on the Oregon Trail moving to new 

homes in the lush western valleys of Oregon. Their arrival in Oregon would 

more than double the American population; by the following year, the num

ber of emigrants from the United States had risen to seven thousand, and 

would continue to increase. A provisional government had been organized 

along the lines of an American state, replacing an earlier make-shift appara -

tus, in anticipation of a speedy admission to the American Union. At the 

same time, the number of Americans who had arrived in California by the 

overland trail reached four hundred, swelling the American population in 

that area. The numbers showed no signs of diminishing in subsequent years. 

In the United States, a publication explosion made possible by steam

powered rotary presses and other technological advances, the development 

of a common public school system, and one of the highest literacy rates in 

the world brought all this activity within the reach of most Americans, add

ing credibility to even the most extravagant claims of Manifest Destiny's 

spokesmen. Countless travel narratives, one of the most popular literary 

forms of the time, enabled Americans to experience the world vicariously 

and to draw their own conclusions concerning their national identity and 

destiny. 
The conjunction of Romanticism's emphasis on boundlessness, the re-
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public's expanding role in the world, the movement of Americans to new 

and permanent homes in the far reaches of the continent, the advances in 
the economic and political environment that seemed to add up to progress, 
the humanitarian reform efforts to sweep away the obstacles to perfection, 

and the democratization of religious belief and salvation all gave impetus to 
the many and varied voices of Manifest Destiny. "The spirit of the time;' 
wrote Emerson, "is felt by every individual with some differences-to each 

one casting its light upon the objects nearest to his temper and habits of 
thought." 12 

A belief in Manifest Destiny cut across partisan and sectional lines; Whigs 

as well as Democrats, Southerners as well as Northerners expressed it. 
Narrowly perceived as territorial expansion or viewed more broadly to en
compass virtually every area of human behavior, Manifest Destiny moved 
Americans to aggressive action against their neighbors, or confirmed their 

passivity. Some were willing to risk war in order to achieve destiny's ends, 
others (like O'Sullivan himself) looked to peaceable negotiation and agree
ment. Still others advocated a do-nothing policy, like John C. Calhoun's 
famous gloss on Manifest Destiny as a policy of "wise and masterly inactiv

ity;' leaving the fulfillment of the American mission to the nation's "hardy 
pioneer stock;' the thousands of settlers who were carrying American civili

zation to the shores of the Pacific. As one alarmed Briton warned, the real 
danger from the United States was "in the Settler ... not in their Armies 
and Navies." 13 

For many reformers and Utopian visionaries, Manifest Destiny was ra
cially motivated. Abolitionists, for example, rejected territorial expansion in 

the interest of slavery as Manifest Destiny gone wrong, while they found its 
justification in what they regarded as nobler ends, like the triumph of the 
Anglo-Saxon racial mission. Theodore Parker, the influential clergyman
abolitionist and co-editor with Emerson of the Massachusetts Quarterly Re

view, lauded the Anglo-Saxon race as the "most formidable and powerful" 

the world had ever seen before which all inferior races (he had Mexicans 
and Indians in mind) would inevitably be swept aside. The day was not far 
distant, he predicted, when the continent would fall to the "superior race, 
with [its] superior ideas and a better civilization." Parker's view was echoed 
later by James Russell Lowell when he declared that "it is the manifest des

tiny of the English race to occupy this whole continent." 14 

Of the many spokesmen for Manifest Destiny, none stands out like Ste
phen A. Douglas. The personification of Young America, Douglas made des
tiny and mission an everyday creed, combining the idealistic currents of 
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American Romanticism with a hardheaded political realism. He was not a 

systematic thinker in an abstract sense, and he rather distrusted ideologues 
whose commitments were usually focused on narrow goals. But he had a 
feeling for what he called the "spirit of the age" or the "genius of progress:' 
"From early youth;' he once recalled, "I have indulged an enthusiasm, which 

seemed to others wild and romantic, in regard to the growth, expansion, 
and destiny of the republic." He never lost that enthusiasm, although it was 
severely tested during the dark days of the secession crisis. 15 

As a member of the House of Representatives and as a U.S. senator from 
Illinois, Douglas bent his efforts toward converting that enthusiasm into 
positive legislative achievement. During his eighteen years in the national 
legislature, he dedicated himself to the fulfillment of the nation's democratic 

mission. The American Revolution, which severed the ties with a declining 
and decadent monarchical Europe and established a new, as yet untried re
publican government, made manifest a new and unique role in the world 
for the United States. Democracy, he declared, had a "mission to perform 

... of progress in the arts and sciences-in the science of politics and gov
ernment-in the development and advancement of human rights through
out the world:' It was an awesome charge, one that required vigilance and 
exertion, perpetual action and undying energy, for the democratic process 

was not only fragile but also constant prey to the reactionary forces of Euro
pean monarchism. 16 

To Douglas, the prospects for national growth were limitless. "You cannot 
fix bounds to the onward march of this great and growing country. You 

cannot fetter the limbs of the young giant. He will burst all your chains. He 
will expand, and grow, and increase, and extend civilization, Christianity, 

and liberal principles." 17 Taking stock of the nation's condition at the centu
ry's midpoint, he concluded that the United States had progressed faster and 
farther than any other country in the world, a sure sign that it was guided 
by a friendly providential destiny. 

When Douglas first entered Congress in 1843, he carried with him a legis

lative program that called for the encouragement of migration to the far 
West, the planting of colonies along the trails, a free land policy for the 
settlers, the creation of territorial governments, and the construction of 

a Pacific railroad. He advocated the immediate annexation of Texas, de

manded "all of Oregon" to 54° 40' north latitude, supported the Mexican 
War (at one point considering volunteering as a soldier), and was disap
pointed that more territory had not been taken from Mexico in the treaty 
of peace. Territorial expansion carried out God's plan for the United States, 
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in keeping with his intention to set aside the continent for the culture of 

republican principles. 
There was more to Douglas's Manifest Destiny, however, than the exten

sion of the nation's boundaries to the Pacific. The American mission de

manded that the United States become the first nation in the world in the 
cultivation of the arts and sciences, in agricultural development, in maritime 

commerce, and in manufacturing. He sang the praises of the nation's inven
tive genius (which he attributed in part to a policy of unrestricted immigra

tion) and recognized in technology-the "power of great conceptions, the 
aspiration and the will, the mental faculty and the manual skill" -a key 

element in the national destiny. Douglas was one of the first to support a 
system of national industrial universities that would enhance the United 

States's role as the center of the world's agricultural production and as the 
world's leading industrial nation. He was an active promoter of the magnetic 

telegraph and of railroad construction. To the amusement of his congres
sional colleagues, he sought appropriations for "aerial navigation;' the con

struction of immense steam-powered balloons that could speed people and 
goods across the country. His concern for the promotion and dissemination 
of practical scientific knowledge was reflected in his long tenure as a regent 
of the Smithsonian Institution. 

For all of Douglas's efforts, his vision of an expanding United States and 

his many attempts to translate that vision into programs and policies ulti
mately fell short of realization. After its peak at midcentury, Romanticism 
wavered and gradually lost much of its appeal. Boundlessness gave way to a 
new sense of limits, as sectional controversy tightened its grip on the 

thought and emotions of a nation that appeared to be drifting. Douglas died 
in 1861, a saddened and disappointed man; America's mission was unful
filled, and the Union, the agent of progress, was itself in jeopardy. It is ironic 
that Douglas died just as the Civil War was getting underway, for it was the 
war between the sections that provided a new and vital forum for questions 

of Manifest Destiny and mission. 18 

A final irony, by way of a postscript: In February, 1859, a little over a 
month after he was defeated in his bid for Douglas's U.S. Senate seat, Abra
ham Lincoln addressed an academic audience at Illinois College in Jackson
ville on the subject of "Discoveries, Inventions, and Improvements." The 
lecture apparently revealed his irritation at having been beaten by Douglas, 

for it began with an uncharacteristic outburst of sarcasm and mockery 
against Young America and Manifest Destiny. 

"We have all heard of Young America," Lincoln began. "He is the most 
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current youth of the age. Some think him conceited, and arrogant; but has 
he no reason to entertain a rather extensive opinion of himself? Is he not 
the inventor and owner of the present, and sole hope of the future?" A far
reaching commerce, Lincoln continued, provided Young America with the 

world's products. The latest technology was at his beck and call: steam power 
was "panting, and impatient" to carry him everywhere "in no time;' and the 

"lightening" stood "ready harnessed to take and bring his tidings in a trifle 
less than no time." 

Young America, Lincoln went on, 

owns a large part of the world, by right of possessing it; and all the 

rest by right of wanting it, and intending to have it .... Young America 
has "a pleasing hope- a fond desire- a longing after" teritory [sic]. 
He has a great passion- a perfect rage- for the "new." ... He is a 
great friend of humanity; and his desire for land is not selfish, but 

merely an impulse to extend the area of freedom .... He knows all that 
can possibly be known; inclines to believe in spiritual rappings, and is 
the unquestioned inventor of "Manifest Destiny." His horror is for all 
that is old, particularly "Old Fogy"; and if there be any thing old which 

he can endure, it is only old whiskey and old tobacco.19 

There was more, but these excerpts capture the lecture's tone. What is 
interesting is that while Lincoln ridiculed Young America's concept of Mani
fest Destiny, he was at that very moment embracing notions of destiny and 
mission that bore a striking resemblance to those of Manifest Destiny's 
spokesmen. Convinced that the United States was in danger of being con
verted into a slave empire, Lincoln issued an urgent call to heed the nation's 

destiny as a bastion of freedom and its mission to extend the promise of the 
Declaration of Independence, elevating Manifest Destiny to a lofty plane of 
republican virtue and morality. Every people, he declared in the language 
of the Romantic, expresses some "central idea," some basic principle from 

which all thoughts radiate. "The theory of our government;' he contended, 
"is Universal Freedom." America's "genius" was embodied in its founding 
document, linking the hearts ofliberty-loving men everywhere.20 

Lincoln's embrace of Manifest Destiny and mission sustained his efforts 

to preserve the Union through the darkest days of the Civil War and offered 

hope to both a beleaguered people and those beyond our borders who saw 
in the Union's cause the promise of freedom for all mankind. It takes no 
great leap of the imagination to recognize that the most enduring statement 
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of America's Manifest Destiny and mission was contained in those 272 words 

Lincoln uttered on the battlefield at Gettysburg on November 19, 1863. 
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Race, Progress, 
and Destiny 

CALEB CUSHING AND THE 

QUEST FOR AMERICAN EMPIRE 

John Belohlavek 

It happens that men, nations, races, may, must, will perish 

before us. That is inevitable. There can be no change 

for the better save at the expense of that which is. 

Out of decay springs fresh life. 

Caleb Cushing 
Newburyport, April 23, i857 

This harsh, even brutal, vision of American expansion is not the view of a 
turn-of-the-century social Darwinian, but that of an antebellum Massachu

setts politician, diplomat, reformer, and intellectual, Caleb Cushing. In a 
nation that prides itself on its domestic social liberalism-including pro
gressive attitudes toward race, class, and gender-and its international dem
ocratic mission, Cushing's words rub raw our historical consciences. We 
have long exulted and agonized over the impact of "manifest destiny;' the 
divinely ordained imprimatur that empowered the United States to expand 
across the continent. More recently, scholars such as Thomas Hietala and 
Reginald Horsman have sought to redefine America's destiny. Hietala con-



tends that spread-eagle Americanism resulted from a calculated and rational 
"design," rather than a more ephemeral "destiny;' while Horsman links the 
Anglo-Saxon roots of U.S. racism to expansion. 1 

Caleb Cushing figures prominently in this new historiography of Ameri

can empire. No public figure argued the case for America's role in the world 
with more intellectual prowess, with more rhetorical skill, and-unfortu
nately- with a more caustic racial edge. Cushing's lengthy and controversial 
career serves as a mirror of both the man and a young republic struggling 
to define an identity as it sailed the treacherous waters from "union" to 
"nation." 

Caleb Cushing, the scion of a prominent Massachusetts shipping family, 
was born in 1800 and graduated from Harvard at the age of seventeen. Pos
sessing an eclectic mind that ranged widely from the sciences to the arts, he 
was a master botanist and a brilliant linguist. Certainly, he could have re
mained in Cambridge and commenced a teaching career. Instead, he entered 
the law, establishing a thriving practice in his hometown of Newburyport. 

A well-advised marriage to Caroline Wilde, the daughter of a state supreme 
court justice, solidified Cushing's career. A successful run for the state legis
lature at the age of twenty-four only whetted the young barrister's appetite 

for politics. He began his national career with a failed bid for Congress in 
1826, but perseverance paid off in an eventual triumph as an anti-Jacksonian 

in 1834. 

Cushing brought with him to the House of Representatives a reputation 
that had already made him a boy wonder in New England. Observers often 
described him as a handsome man of presence- standing almost six feet tall 
with strong manly features, dark brown hair, and hazel eyes. Two decades of 
public service as a legislator, diplomat, soldier, and cabinet member only 
enhanced that reputation. His contemporaries stood in awe of his intellect. 
Essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson, who did not suffer fools lightly, considered 
him the most eminent scholar of the era, while abolitionist cleric Wendell 

Phillips commented, "I consider Mr. Cushing the most learned man now 
living." House member Robert Winthrop wrote of his compatriot's "won
derful versatility ... and prodigious intellectual and physical energy:' Em
bodying the essence of the stereotypical Puritan, the indefatigable Cushing 

apparently needed only four hours of sleep a night.2 

While Cushing impressed many of his contemporaries with his mental 

agility and rapier tongue in argument and debate, he often alienated those 
same individuals, who also perceived him as arrogant and self-serving. Polit
ically unpredictable, he moved from one party to another, seemingly in 

22 RACE, PROGRESS, DESTINY 



response to a higher call that only he heard. Many depicted him as un
principled. Washington observer Benjamin B. French viewed Cushing as 
Machiavellian-"brilliant and cold as an icicle. A man of splendid intellect 

and of the best possible education, but of unbounded ambition." Senator 
Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, a grizzled Democratic veteran, dubbed 
the New Englander as "unscrupulous, double-sexed, doubled-gendered, and 

hermaphrodite in politics with a hinge in his knee, which often crooks, that 
thrift may follow fawning." Poet James Russell Lowell satirized Cushing, who 
served as an officer in the Mexican war, in the Biglow Papers: "Gineral C. is 
a dreffle smart man; He's ben on all sides thet give places or pelf; But consis

tency still wuz a part of his plan,-He's ben true to one art and thet is to 
himself." John Quincy Adams, a fellow Harvard graduate and Whig member 
of the House of Representatives, lacerated his colleague with the simple ob
servation, "Cushing has no moral principle." 3 

Historians have presented the same mixed image. Johanna Shields, who 
has examined Cushing as congressman, portrays him as a maverick, "mildly 
romantic" in politics, immodest, highly ambitious, and very intellectual. 

Roy F. Nichols, who has written widely on the mid-nineteenth-century 
Democratic Party, admits that the energetic Cushing possessed "vast learn
ing on all subjects ... and fairly dripped with erudition." He also exhibited 
"no stable principles, with a perverted instinct for seeking the winning side, 
who could change horses at will." In his history of the presidency of Franklin 
Pierce, Larry Gara describes Attorney General Cushing as the "Richelieu" of 

the administration, praising him for his hard work and the prestige and 
influence he added to the office. Diplomatic historian Paul Varg calls Cush
ing "an extremely able man" with a penchant for taking provocative posi

tions. His talent and independent spirit, however, could not overcome his 
abrasiveness. 4 

Cushing emerges from the pages of nineteenth-century documents and 
twentieth-century texts as brilliant, complex, and unpredictable. Unfettered 
by party loyalty or long-term devotion to domestic issues such as national 

banks or protective tariffs, he did maintain one intense commitment
to the Union and its unlimited expansion. In 1821, the youthful Cushing 
delivered a July 4 oration in Newburyport in which he extolled "the con
stitutional and republican principles of the Federal Union universally dis
seminated, as the only method of giving a stable foundation to freedom, 
and delivering the world from the horrors of war." A decade later, as the sha
dow of nullification loomed large, Cushing told a hometown audience, "This 
Union is a vast fabric of political forethought, sagacity, and comprehension." 
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The Founding Fathers, through the letter and spirit of the Constitution, rep
resented "the master minds of the new world." 5 

Cushing believed that the unity of the United States ensured mankind's 
hope for free institutions and free government. If the Union failed, the 
impact had global dimensions. His "union" blended conveniently into na

tionhood. Nationhood was engendered by birth, but fostered by the ties of 
domestic life, community, and mutually protected and promoted interests. 
Cushing attributed Greek and Roman greatness to this "fiery, intense, all
pervading spirit of nationality, of patriotism, of zeal for country." "In the 
New World;' he emphasized, "nationalism belongs to the very condition of 

man." Society logically improved by beginning with individuals, progressing 
to nations, and thence to mankind. 

For Cushing, the United States's rise to national greatness, prosperity, 
freedom, and stability could be explained in one word: land. While other 
factors (race and religion among them) may have influenced American 
growth, Cushing stressed, "land is the footstool of our power; land is the 

throne of our empire." He saw the vastness of the continent as the generator 
of successful manufacture and commerce, but also as "the safety-valve for all 

the pentup passions and explosive or subversive tendencies of an advanced 
society." Although he refused to predict in 1850 where American empire 
might end, he warned that to "check it, stop it, shut it up, force it back upon 
itself" would jeopardize the Union.6 

An integral link existed between religion and the true progress of nations. 
In an 1838 address, Cushing conceded that although the Egyptians, Greeks, 
and Romans achieved advancements in the arts, knowledge, and govern
ment, they lacked the "elementary ingredient" of Christianity, which "has 

done and is doing so much more than any other single agent for the refine
ment and cultivation of the human race:' He contrasted the "barbarism and 
social debasement" of Africa and Asia with the justice, humanity, and rule 
of law making itself felt in the courts of western Europe. Praising the status 

of women under Christianity, he noted that Western women were invested 
"with a sort of halo of immunity and respect" not found in Turkey or India. 
Christianity elevated the soul, promoted moral growth, and advanced mo
dernity. 

The United States emerged, not surprisingly, as "the highest civilization 

of Christendom." Americans demonstrated their superiority to Europeans 
in political institutions, scientific knowledge, and moral cultivation. Protes

tantism combined with constitutional liberty to create an American culture 
that encouraged both material and moral greatness. Cushing proudly com-
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pared the United States to those "nations, distanced by us in the race for 
wealth and power, who gaze on our marvelous progress with admiration 
and awe:' In 1858, he boasted that the Europeans must now contend with 
the "colossal power" of the United States and taunted, "who may pretend 

that we have reached the zenith of our power? ... The world is witness of 
our onward and upward progress thus far. But have we culminated? Is the 

age of our glory gone? Was that light of our power which rose so brightly, 
to blaze with a superlative splendor for a brief time only on high, and then 

to go down, leaving but a memorial ray behind it to make its disappearance 
beyond the mountain tops of death? It must and cannot be!"7 Divine provi

dence had intervened to place Americans on a fertile continent-a tabula 
rasa in which the wrongs of the old World might be righted, providing them 
their Christian faith and a strong Constitution as moral and governmental 

compasses for the long voyage ahead. The journey across North America 
could not have been completed, however, without the presence of a superior 

race of Anglo-Saxon peoples. At the age of eighteen Cushing confided to his 
diary that the Lockean notion of equality was simply word play: Nature, 

in fact, had given some people higher abilities and therefore higher rights. 
Thus, equality could never exist in practice. Cushing contended that a strong 
relationship existed between order and progress in a society. He disdained 

an unlimited democracy in which less cultivated and educated peoples could 
participate freely in the political process. To do so would destroy the liberties 

of the United States and the nation as a model for the rest of the world. 
Cushing's doctrine of racial superiority manifested itself in numerous 

public speeches. In 1859, he angrily attacked the concept of racial equality 
before the Massachusetts House of Representatives: 

We belong to that excellent white race, the consummate imperson
ation of intellect in man, and of loveliness in woman, whose power 
and privilege it is, wherever they may go, and wherever they may be, 

to Christianize and to civilize, to command to be obeyed, to conquer 
and to reign. I admit to an equality with me, sir, the white man, my 
blood and race, whether he be the Saxon of England or the Celt of 
Ireland. But I do not admit as my equals the red men of America, the 
yellow men of Asia, or the black men of Africa. 8 

His remarks were met with tumultuous applause from the galleries. 
Cushing's racism was, however, inconsistent and calculated. He alter

nately scorned and praised "inferior races." In 1838, during the midst of the 
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Cherokee removal crisis, he noted that Native Americans formed "the lowest 
stage of human condition." A decade before, Cushing had sentimentalized 
before a local audience, "the red races have melted away before you, as the 
dew vanished from the hillside beneath the rays of morning." They pos

sessed no redeeming customs or characteristics save the ability to endure 
pain and suffering with stoic impassion. Some optimists, Cushing noted, 

applauded the Cherokees' development of a written language. He was not 
impressed, however, with this modest achievement after three hundred years 
of red-white contact. Returning to a favorite theme, Cushing attacked Indi
ans for the debasement of women. The Indian could not rise above his pres

ent degraded state until "you teach him, until you compel him, if he will not 
be taught, to love, to cherish, and to respect woman, alike in peace and war." 9 

In 1832, buffeted by pressures from the administration of Andrew Jackson 
and the state of Georgia, Cushing adopted a new tack in his attitude toward 
removal. He transformed the Cherokees from "brutal and sottish barbar

ians" into "persecuted Indians" whose inhumane treatment defiled the 
national honor. They had established fixed communities and modeled 

themselves after Anglo society. Cushing consequently endorsed their pleas 
against the legal onslaught of Georgia in the United States Supreme Court. 
He lauded the bravery of the Seminoles of Florida and chided the Democrats 
for waging war against these "poor wretches." "Go, if ye dare, and ask of 

Oseola [sic], whether the red man wants courage or physical force to defend 
his native land." Nevertheless, he prophesied that Indians would inexorably 
be overwhelmed by more civilized whites. An absence oflaws, inferior politi

cal organization, and the holding of common property doomed the Native 
American. 

By the 1850s Cushing conceded that New Englanders may have been 
"needlessly severe" in their treatment of the native population, but he de
cried those who were mawkish about the Indians. Finding no real Hiawathas 
or Minnehahas among Massachusetts Indians, Cushing reaffirmed the "de

crees of destiny" and the role of Anglo-Saxons "to cheer the hopes of man

kind and spur on the system of progress." 10 

Cushing vacillated much less about African Americans. After a youthful 
flirtation with the Haitian slave revolt of the 1790s during which he praised 
the intellectual capacities of the black rebels, he settled onto a more politi

cally viable path of denouncing slavery without advocating black equality or 
rights. The institution contradicted both Christian morality and democratic 
principle, creating a "plague-spot" that oppressed the liberties of blacks and 
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dampened the spirit of enterprise of whites. "Slavery consigns the southern 

states to perpetual weakness and to perpetual discontent," Cushing declared 
in 1839, while liberty strengthened and enriched the North. Legendary black 
abolitionist Frederick Douglass told an audience, "Caleb Cushing was my 

first abolition preacher and teacher .... It was glorious to hear him, but he 
was only with us for a while." Cushing condemned slavery as a moral and 

political evil but argued that fealty to the Constitution prohibited direct in
terference with the institution in the South. 

By the 1830s Cushing firmly embraced African American colonization as a 
solution beneficial to both races, contending that Christian expatriate slaves 

formed the greatest hope for the eventual civilization of Africa. His Jeffer
sonian vision of a republic of white yeoman farmers fell victim to the rise 
of the cotton kingdom. He doubted whether the nation could afford the 
huge sums for compensated emancipation and colonization, whether blacks 
would prosper in freedom, and if the Southern economy would be crippled 

by the loss of slave labor. Perhaps most important, his service in Congress 
and accompanying contact with Southern representatives convinced him 
that abolition tested the stability of the Union. In 1857, amidst the furor over 
the Dred Scott decision, Cushing denounced the "zealots" who promoted 

emancipation in spite of the bloody consequences in Haiti, Jamaica, and 

South America. Arguing that black freedom posed a curse for both races, 
Cushing warned that anarchy, barbarism, and misery would follow such so
cial experimentation. The preeminence of the Union obliged Cushing and 
other Yankee contemporaries to swallow the bitter pill of bondage. 11 

In spite of his claim in 1859 that "yellow men" were inferior to whites, 
Cushing held a more sympathetic view of Asians than of Native Americans 

or African Americans. His journey to formally open United States relations 
with China in 1843 carried him across the Asian subcontinent. Cushing per
ceived Punjab males as "brave, intelligent, high-spirited, and patriotic;' and 
"the women were models of Asiatic beauty and symmetry, of soft manners, 

and clear, though not dark olive complexion." He wondered, however, how 

150 million people could be controlled by 60,000 Englishmen. The answer 
rested with a combination of forces. The "superior courage and intellect" 
of the Anglo-Saxons manifested itself in the British masters who militarily 
weakened the Indians by dividing the country into small principalities. The 

Indians contributed to their own subservience by perceiving Crown rule as 
providential destiny and perpetuating the divisive caste system. Cushing 
gave the English his grudging respect as a ruling race but speculated that the 
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rise of the United States or France as a naval power could one day dislodge 

Britain from her control of key geopolitical possessions such as Egypt and 
India. 

Although Cushing knew little about Hinduism before his voyage to the 
Far East, he had developed a deep affection for Chinese language and cul
ture. An accomplished linguist, he taught himself Manchu to facilitate direct 
communication with the emperor's representatives. As an amateur historian 
and anthropologist, he observed that Americans tended to focus singularly 
upon their Greco-Roman roots and forget the existence of an "Asian antiq
uity." Yet as he traveled through the Middle East, India, and Malaysia, Cush
ing came to recognize that "the color line" defined other parts of the world 
as well as America. For the British, the combination of three white races 
(Celtic, Norman, and Saxon), languages, and laws produced an easy fusion 
into one people. In Asia (as in America) the races co-existed but were in
compatible. Caste, religion, dress, food, legal, and moral codes kept them 
apart. Islamic conquerors of the subcontinent harbored no hope of melting 
the races. The European who followed them believed neither in the elevation 
of these "conquered inhabitants" to a position of equality nor in abdicating 
their own position of moral and intellectual superiority. Thus, European 
racism supplanted Islamic racism as a dominant force in the Near and Far 

East. 
Cushing, observant and thoughtful, readily comprehended Chinese sur

render to a superior military, not cultural, power. His six months in the 

Celestial Empire confirmed and expanded his preconceived notions. In Oc
tober, i845, Cushing spoke to an attentive lyceum gathering, where he lauded 
Chinese education, intelligence, and industry. Perceptively noting that the 
fundamental Chinese moral principle was the relation of authority and obe
dience between parent and child, Cushing faulted the Chinese for being "too 

epicurean" in their habits and government. If they could apply stronger dis
cipline to the bureaucracy and develop their military skills, greatness was in
evitable. 

A quarter-century later, Cushing echoed almost identical sentiments of 
admiration and respect before a gathering of Chinese and U.S. dignitaries 
in Boston. He lavished praise upon the visitors, noting that they were a civi

lized power when "our forefathers were but half naked savages in the wilds 
of Britain or Germany." Cushing recognized Chinese contributions in liter
ary, intellectual, and scientific pursuits- specifically mentioning printing 
and gunpowder. He praised the language and the stability of the empire over 
centuries- while never mentioning, of course, that the Europeans had been 
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nibbling away at the country's periphery. Cushing admired the awesome 
legacy and power of Chinese culture, although he continued to disregard 
China's military prowess. Clearly, he envisioned an American empire that 
would reach across the Pacific ocean and might include in its grasp posses

sions such as the Sandwich (Hawaiian) Islands. While lacking the civilizing 
effects of democracy and Christianity, the Chinese demanded and received 

Cushing's respect and never became candidates for absorption. 12 

Cushing's views on progress, race, and empire formed early and juxta

posed nicely with his political ambitions and his family's involvement in 
shipping. Entering Congress in 1835, the novice representative from North 

Essex district quickly impressed his peers as a skilled and erudite, if long
winded, debater. He constantly pummeled the Jackson and Van Buren ad
ministrations for their maladroit handling of the economy before and after 

the disastrous Panic of 1837. Cushing made his mark, however, in foreign, 
not domestic affairs. During his first term, he was named to the Committee 

on Foreign Affairs, which he used as a soapbox to advocate United States 
expansion and simultaneously bash Great Britain. 

Slashing at the many-tentacled hydra of the British Empire had become 
good politics in the United States by the 1830s. The Crown's military but 
especially economic might could be felt as close as Texas, Mexico, and Latin 

America and as distant as the Middle East, India, and China. Congressmen 
with an imperial bent could whip their constituencies into a frenzy with the 
vision (real or imagined) of Her Majesty's agents clipping the wings of the 
soaring American eagle. Addressing a Springfield audience in 1839, Cushing 
reproached the Democratic administration for its "gross and monstrous ne

glect" in not protecting United States interests on the West Coast. He called 
on Washington to move aggressively so the nation might attain its "natural 
boundary" on the Pacific ocean and give American merchants access to the 
enormous Asian markets. 

In addition, the United States must guard the area from Great Britain, 

which was "ready enough at all times to lay her grasping hand upon every 
spot on the face of the globe which by fraud or force she can wrest from its 
true proprietors." Cushing denounced the methods of English imperialism, 
which forced people of alien religion, race, and language into a global em
pire in which they had no ties or interests. He contrasted Britain with Russia, 
endorsing the Czars' plan of annexing adjoining territory and drawing the 

predictable comparison with the United States in North America. Praising 
the various branches of the so-called Teutonic race (Dutch, German, Swed
ish, Saxon, and Norman) for their hardiness, resolution, perseverance, en-
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terprise, and love of liberty, Cushing concluded: "I consider it the destiny 

of the United States to people, cultivate, and civilize this Continent; and I 
anticipate no end of her power until the appointed work be done." 13 

Cushing viewed Great Britain as the hoary, yet powerful, master, desper
ately seeking to contain its former charge within predefined geographic 
boundaries. Each time the fledgling republic attempted to expand, it en
countered English resistance. Whitehall formed the root of U.S. problems, 
from meddling in the turn of the century Barbary Wars to intriguing in 
California and Central America. Fertile ground existed for conflict between 
the United States and Britain over the U.S. role in the Canadian rebellion, 
a half-century-old Maine boundary dispute, and the joint occupation of 
Oregon.14 

Cushing's prediction of U.S. continental destiny no doubt did little to 
ease tensions. The abrasive congressman, who, Daniel Webster noted, "al
ways liked to ride a charger;' quickly emerged as a champion of the Upper 

Canada rebellion in 1837 against British rule. Referring to the provinces 
as "a conquered country," he drew frequent parallels between the U.S. 
and Canadian revolutions in their quest for self-determination. He derided 
British rule as "monarchy in its worst form" that had "grossly, wickedly, 
misgoverned" Canada. Cushing wistfully spoke of the provinces dropping 
"like a ripe fruit" from the colonial tree. Soon thereafter, a sister republic 
would evolve, representing an imperial blow to Britain and a boon to the 

United States. He told a correspondent in 1837 that a Canada free from En
glish control would make the United States "absolutely impregnable to all 
the powers of Europe." From a strategic vantage point, the independence of 
Canada was "a thing whose importance it is impossible to exaggerate." 
Would Canada then become part of the United States? Cushing would not 

rule out the possibility. He advised that should the United States be drawn 
into a war with Great Britain over Canada, its government should be ready 
to act in the spirit of Article n of the Articles of Confederation, which pro

vided for the equal admission of the provinces into the Union. Recognizing 
the explosiveness of Canadian annexation, Cushing quickly advanced the 
concept of a "Congress of Nations" in North America. The two republics, 
bonded by race, language, institutions, and ideas, would work together for 
the common good. "What a noble anticipation!" Cushing exulted, "What a 
glorious prospect!" 15 

Cushing penned letters to newspapers, wrote articles for journals, spoke 
in public and in Congress, and corresponded with Canadian rebels in advo

cacy of the revolution. In an oft-quoted speech, he theatrically implored, 
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"God of justice, where sleeps thy thunder?" His act1v1t1es irritated the 
loyal press in Canada; it labeled his rhetoric as "clap-trap," the product of 
less than a "polished and shining mind;' and dismissed his views as "narrow
minded" and "ignorant." Cushing maintained a regular correspondence 

with several of the rebellion's chieftains, including William Mackenzie, pro

viding them with inspiration and encouragement, but never suggesting that 
the Americans would take an active military role. When the insurrection 
collapsed in 1837, Mackenzie felt betrayed and abandoned. He continued to 
write to Cushing into the early 1840s in a futile attempt to get the congress

man to keep the pot of revolution boiling in Washington. Other issues, how
ever, had displaced the failed rebellion at the fulcrum of Anglo-American 

relations.16 

Cushing also emerged in the forefront of the long-standing boundary 
dispute between Maine and New Brunswick. As tension mounted in 1839, 

with border incursions fanning the flames of conflict, the congressman from 
Massachusetts delighted in twisting the lion's tail. He demanded of the Brit

ish, "no more delays, no more procrastinations, no more diplomatic chica
nery" in attempting to secure the Aroostook territory. Cushing strongly 
endorsed the legal merits of the United States claim, laying out his argu

ments in the Democratic Review in 1838. 
He laid blame for the most recent border crisis at the feet of the Crown 

and its agent, the New Brunswick governor, Sir John Harvey. Again reprov
ing Britain for its "all-grasping spirit of universal encroachment;' Cushing 
warned that the day may soon arrive when the power of the two nations 

could not coexist on the same continent. He did not believe war would come 
at this time, but he added with bravado, if it does, "I will be found in the 
tented field, where death is to be met, or honor won, at the cannon's mouth." 

Such talk prompted Democratic Review editor John L. O'Sullivan to hearken 
back to the War of 1812 with the half-joking remark, "I hope you Federalists 

don't intend to kick the country into war again and then abandon it." 17 

Many of Cushing's colleagues viewed his Anglophobia somewhat suspi

ciously. Fellow Bay State nabob John Quincy Adams remarked, "Cushing 
thought that inflammatory declamation against England upon all possible 
topics was the short cut to popularity, and he speechified accordingly." 

Cushing recognized the resentment, but stood firm. He acknowledged his 
anti-English reputation to the House in 1839, agreeing that he had spoken 
on numerous occasions against Great Britain. He had done so, however, not 

out of hostility to the Crown, but rather because he perceived the United 
States as the object of its aggression. "Must I conceal it?" he pleaded, "May 
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I not speak out?" By 1840, the situation intensified and a concerned Cushing 

opined that war with Britain appeared imminent, but feared the American 
people were not "greatly stirred." 

Fortunately for both powers, the Maine controversy did not escalate into 
war. Cushing's mentor, Daniel Webster, finally negotiated a settlement on 

terms favorable to the United States in 1842. Cushing, who blamed the de
cade-long delay on the diplomatic ineptitude of the Jackson-Van Buren 
dynasty, doubtless took both patriotic and partisan pleasure in its final reso
lution.18 

Cushing further challenged the British on the Oregon issue. Although the 
two nations had explored the Pacific Northwest in the 1790s, little activity 

had initially occurred in the region beyond the competition of their respec
tive fur companies. Following the War of 1812, as U.S. interest heightened in 
the area, diplomats concluded an Anglo-American compromise providing 

for joint occupancy. This accord became increasingly unsatisfactory, how
ever, with the blazing of the Oregon Trail and accompanying settlement 

in the Willamette Valley. Cushing viewed the intrigues of the Hudson's Bay 
and Northwest Fur Companies with the Indians in the region as a Trojan 

horse for stifling U.S. advancement. He argued vociferously that continued 
American emigration westward would foster the progress of the Union and 

provide a safety valve that "frees us from all the dangers of poverty, and 
discontent, and consequent disorders, which always spring up in a commu

nity when the number of its inhabitants has outrun its capacity to afford 
due recompense to honest industry and ambition." 19 

In an hour-long speech in Congress in May, 1838, Cushing urged the es

tablishment of a military post on the Columbia River to monitor the Indians 
and protect American commerce and agriculture in the region. Accusing the 
British of encroachment, he thundered, "Oregon is a country ours by right, 
ours by necessity of geographical position; ours by every consideration of 
national safety." Congress dawdled, but Cushing rapidly earned a reputation 

as a friend of northwestern expansion. The acerbic John Quincy Adams de
nounced his colleague's "ravenous appetite for the occupation of Oregon;' 
but many Americans shared his hunger. Letters poured in praising the repre
sentative's courageous stance and denouncing the "lawless cupidity" of the 

Hudson Bay Company. Cushing did not falter. In January, 1840, he wrote a 
lengthy piece for the North American Review in which he trumpeted the 

strategic and commercial value of the territory and argued the possibility of 
its peaceful takeover.20 

A more cynical observer might note that Cushing received constant prod-
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ding on the Oregon question from his father, who waxed optimistic about 
the commercial benefits to be gained from taking possession of Oregon and 
the entire West Coast. The family actively traded in the region. John N. 
Cushing divined the local possibilities for fishing, commerce, and agricul

ture, noting coyly its "nearness to China, Manilla [sic], and all the islands in 
the Pacific." The dutiful son promptly wrote Secretary of State John Forsyth 

in January, 1840, urging the formal opening of the China Trade.21 

Unfortunately for the expansionists, joint occupation of Oregon contin

ued through the mid-184os. After his diplomatic triumph on the northeast
ern boundary, Daniel Webster appeared briefly optimistic about an Oregon 

settlement in February, 1843. He sought Cushing's advice on proposed nego
tiations, but the matter remained stalemated. Webster's resignation and the 
rapid refocusing of the administration on the Texas question placed the Pa

cific coast on the back burner. 22 

Cushing's eight years of service in Congress ended in the spring of 1843. 

While he had distinguished himself on the House Foreign Relations Com
mittee and loyally supported nationalistic Whig economic measures, the 
political climate had changed dramatically. He endorsed the right of his con
stituents to petition Congress but had increasing reservations about the 

wisdom and constitutional validity of the abolitionist cause. Many of his 
constituents rejected this rather conservative mindset. Cushing also became 

thoroughly embroiled in the war between embattled President John Tyler 
and venerable Whig party leader, Senator Henry Clay. Cushing sided with 
the chief executive. This choice also proved unpopular in northeastern Mas

sachusetts, where voters perceived Tyler as a states-rights turncoat and the 
wily Kentuckian as the likely choice for the 1844 Whig nomination. Pilloried 

by the press and under attack in local conventions, Cushing decided not to 
run for reelection in 1842. 

As part of Tyler's inner circle, the so-called "Corporal's Guard;' Cushing 

desired and deserved presidential favor. The Virginian attempted to reward 
his loyalty with a cabinet seat. In March, 1843, the president submitted Cush
ing's nomination as secretary of the treasury to the Senate three times-and 

each time it was soundly defeated. Clay's spear-carriers would have their 
revenge. Frustrated in his efforts to provide Cushing with a domestic ap
pointment, Tyler considered the foreign options. Certainly, the merchant 

from Newburyport had long advocated a Chinese mission. In fact, the ad
ministration had already planned to dispatch Edward Everett, presently 
minister to England, on this delicate assignment. Everett's refusal permitted 
Tyler to select Cushing in his stead. The president slyly waited until the Sen-
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ate adjourned for the spring session before announcing the controversial 

appointment. 23 

On May 8, 1843, Secretary of State Daniel Webster sent Cushing his in

structions as the new envoy to China. The anti-Tyler press promptly labeled 
the choice "in opposition to the public will (and) in violation of the law of 

the land." John Quincy Adams dourly noted that it was Cushing's reward 
for his obsequiousness, while Henry Clay urged Senate rejection of the nom
ination. Some New York merchants believed that the blood tie between 
wealthy and powerful China trader John Perkins Cushing and the new min

ister provided an immediate advantage to the New England coterie. They 
sought to discredit Cushing by hinting that he and his family engaged in the 

illicit opium trade.24 

Cushing, out of Congress and with no immediate prospects, eagerly 

grasped the offer. The opportunity presented itself to rebuild his somewhat 
tattered reputation and simultaneously ensure that the evil British would 

not monopolize the markets of the orient. U.S. trade with China had been 
an ongoing concern since the 1180s. The exchange-cotton, lead, ginseng, 
and opium for tea-had never been formalized. Mutual mistrust and mis
understanding, founded largely on cultural differences, clouded Sino-Amer
ican relations during this half-century. Treaty protection of American ships, 

sailors, and goods hardly seemed necessary, however, until the outbreak of 
the Opium War between China and Great Britain in 1839. The successful 
prosecution of the war by Her Majesty's forces allowed the Crown access to 
four new ports. U.S. merchants, already troubled by English dominance in 
the opium trade, energetically lobbied the Tyler administration for a more 

vigorous Pacific policy. 25 

Conveniently for the merchants, the president banked his reelection 

hopes for 1844 on a successful foreign policy. Part of his strategy involved 
the "Tyler Doctrine;' presented in his December, 1842, message to Congress, 
articulating U.S. commercial expansion into the Pacific. Demands for an 

independent Sandwich Islands and formalization of the China trade high
lighted the doctrine. Webster considered the mission to be more significant 
than any that had "ever proceeded from this Country & more important 
than any other, likely to succeed it, in our days." Not everyone agreed. Dem

ocratic Senator Thomas Hart Benton ridiculed the venture, asking why Con
gress should appropriate $40,000 to give a U.S. diplomat the opportunity to 
"bump his head upon the ground nineteen times." Given specific instruc

tions to avoid the "kowtow" ritual, Cushing clearly hoped to obtain guaran
tees to place U.S. merchants on an equal footing with those of other nations. 
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Unfortunately for some of the Yankee traders, the State Department also 
took an unequivocal position on the drug traffic, warning them not to par
ticipate. Many obligingly took the high road of moral indignation and os

tensibly denounced the trade but ultimately could not resist the narcotic 
profits.26 

Cushing departed the United States on the steam frigate Missouri, the 
most impressive vessel in the Navy, in late July, 1843. The voyage took him 

through the Middle East and India until he finally arrived in Macao in Feb
ruary, 1844. A war of nerves promptly commenced, a waiting game in which 
the minister attempted to bring the reluctant Chinese to the bargaining ta
ble. Still smarting from the recent humiliation at the hands of the British in 

the Treaty of Nanking (1842), the emperor understandably hesitated before 
granting further concessions to a Western power. Cushing exercised tact and 
patience. By mid-June negotiations began and took only two weeks to com
plete. Aided by the able medical missionary, Dr. Peter Parker, Cushing 

achieved his goals: the opening of five Chinese ports, the establishment of 
satisfactory trade regulations, and the promise of "extraterritoriality" for 
U.S. citizens living in China. The opium traffic, curiously, remained unre

solved. However, reflections of the positive relationship that had quickly de
veloped between Cushing and his Chinese counterpart, Keying, were clear. 
Keying wrote Cushing, "It is very seldom that persons are found like us two 
men, the same in heart and united in sentiments." He sent a Tartar cheese

cake and a portrait of himself to the American as parting gifts; Cushing 
responded with a painting of John Tyler. Once back in Newburyport, Cush
ing christened a new brig the Keying and received a letter from the diplomat 
urging an ongoing correspondence between the two men. 27 

The Treaty of Wang-Hiya, signed on July 3, 1844, opened a new era in 
Sino-American relations. The jubilant Tyler approached ecstasy at the tri
umph. Both the president and Secretary of State John C. Calhoun agreed 
that Cushing should push on and negotiate with Japan. Although somewhat 
skeptical of the minister's success, both men were well aware that Cushing 
had earlier warned of English imperial designs to incorporate Nippon in its 
sphere of influence. Calhoun gave Cushing carte blanche to deal with Japan 
as he saw fit . Approval of the new mission, however, came too late-the 

diplomat had embarked on the voyage home in August, 1844. 

Caleb Cushing had accomplished his goal. Within the decade Yankee clip
pers plied the China trade and Matthew Perry opened Japan to United States 
commerce. Observing in 1845 that no great power dominated the Pacific 
Ocean, Cushing correctly predicted that the United States would soon fill 
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that void. Thomas Hietala notes that Cushing outlined the essential features 

of the Open Door policy fifty years before John Hay's celebrated notes ap
peared. For the shipper from Newburyport, American empire did not stop 
at the waterline.28 

Returning home to encounter rising tensions with England, Cushing re
sumed his place as a leading Anglophobe. In a speech to a Boston Lyceum 
audience in October, 1845, he denied any harsh personal feelings toward 
Great Britain and then proceeded to blister the brutality of the British em
pire. The editors of the Boston Journal, who had come to hear the talk, noted 
Cushing's "fearless and independent tone;' which was "somewhat character
istic of the speaker." They praised the "boldness and eloquence" of his words, 
noting that "he scored England without mercy." Cushing refused to place a 
definitive limit on American territorial empire, suggesting that it would ad
vance no faster than could be done constitutionally and peacefully after 
other peoples were prepared to receive U.S. institutions. Recently renowned 

poet Edgar Allan Poe followed Cushing to the lectern, but the editors, put off 
by his "somewhat fanciful preface;' departed before Poe began his recitation. 

After his fall triumph, the Lyceum invited Cushing to return to deliver a 
lecture specifically on the Oregon crisis. He praised the vigorous, yet con

ciliatory nature of the James K. Polk administration while attacking the 
"pretensions" of Great Britain in the Northwest. Cushing urged a bold U.S. 
policy, confident that England, dependent on Yankee corn and Southern 

cotton, would be reluctant to fight over so remote an outpost. He defiantly 
told his audience, "it is not to be tolerated any longer that England should 
consider this continent the field for indulgence of her insatiable thirst of 
conquest and colonization." If war came, however, Cushing evinced no fear 
of Britain's might, suggesting that "there would be found many a gallant 
captain in the American navy to eclipse the fame of John Paul Jones, and, it 
may be, to sweep the British channel with a broom at the mast-head." Cush
ing's remarks received widespread attention in the U.S. and British press. 
Fortunately, rationality and good sense prevailed on both sides of the Atlan

tic. By June, 1846, the parties reached a compromise that allowed for a logical 
extension of the 49-degree boundary from the Rocky Mountains to the Pa
cific Ocean. This sound settlement enabled officials in Washington to turn 
their attention to the newly declared war in Mexico.29 

Mexican-American tensions had increased in the decade since the Repub
lic of Texas had won its independence in 1836. Although the Jackson admin
istration had adopted a hands-off policy regarding the Texan Revolution, 
U.S. emigrants had led the rebellion against Mexican authority, and the 
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United States had recognized the independence of the Lone Star Republic in 

1837. As a novice congressman from a region with a strong antislavery ele
ment, Cushing cautiously approached the Texas question. In May, 1836, he 
warned against the violation of U.S. neutrality and premature talk of recog

nition or annexation. But by summer he had joined a minority of New En
gland congressmen who voted to recognize the new republic. The realization 

that many of his constituents saw Texas as a plot to extend the institution of 
slavery tempered his enthusiasm. Deluged by correspondence from con
cerned citizens and wary of voter reaction, he told a correspondent in mid-

1837, "My present convictions are adverse to the admission of Texas into 
the Union."30 

Torn between loyalty to his anti-Texas constituents and his fear of in
creased British and French presence in the region, Cushing's "present con
victions" began to melt away. By 1839, he advised a Massachusetts audience 
that U.S. expansion into Mexican territory was inevitable and irresistible. 

Whether in the form of a separate republic or as part of the United 
States, lightly inhabited Mexican lands would lure "the daring and hearty 
pioneer." Sooner or later, that land would become the possession of the 
Anglo American. 

When Cushing vacated his congressional seat in 1843, his departure 

proved a loss to both the chief executive and the pro-Texas forces. As one 
Lone Star diplomat noted in his correspondence about Cushing, "Though 
from the North, he was with us." John Quincy Adams, who opposed annex
ation, agreed, but from a differing vantage point, labeling his compatriot as 
"servile or dough-face" on the issue. Tyler finally managed to obtain the 

absorption of Texas into the Union-in March, 1845, at the conclusion of his 
administration and too late to have an impact on his presidential fortunes. 3 1 

While the annexation of the Lone Star Republic doubtless brought Cush
ing much satisfaction, his imperial mind could not rest with so much Mexi
can territory at risk. In November, 1845, he penned an oft-reprinted article 

for the New York Courier in which he responded to heightened fears about 
British and French penetration of California. Particular concerns had arisen 
over a supposed scheme by which English bankers would redeem their loans 
to the Mexican government by cashing in a mortgage on California. In 
words guaranteed to raise the anxieties of U.S. expansionists, Cushing ar
gued that it would be advantageous to the Mexicans to rid themselves of 
such an unprofitable and disjointed part of the republic for relief of their 

massive debt. It would also benefit the creditors, who could then control the 
territory in an "East India Company" arrangement.32 
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Tensions along the Rio Grande River erupted into conflict in April, 1846. 

Cushing, now a Massachusetts Democratic state legislator, defended the 
righteousness of the American cause in a war "forced upon us by the vio
lence and folly of the Mexican Republic." With an eye upon the West, rather 
than the Texas border, he declared, "the occupation of California is, itself 
alone, an event of the highest importance to the United States." In October, 
as the war expanded, the representative ominously warned that continued 
resistance on the part of the Hispanics might mean their victory "or else the 

end of the Mexican republic:' Cushing rapidly emerged as the champion of 
an unpopular war. Not content with mere words, he urged the appropria
tion of $20,000 from the legislature for a volunteer regiment. Fellow politi

cos balked at the cause and the cost, prompting Cushing to lecture them 
about their duty to country and constitutional obligations. The Boston 
Times called the speech a "most eloquent and logical effort" to incite Bay 
State patriotism. 

Whig legislators remained unimpressed, however, and Cushing angrily 
resigned his seat and spent $12,000 of his own money to help fund and 
organize a thousand-man unit. Naturally, he became the colonel. The regi
ment served in Mexico but never saw combat. Cushing, frustrated by his 

failure to win laurels on the field, took some solace in his promotion by the 
president to brigadier-general. Sneering Whigs mocked him, noting that the 
extent of his wounds was a broken ankle from falling in a ditch and that his 
greatest gallantry occurred in the pursuit of "the dark eyed Senoritas." Eager 
Democrats, however, welcomed his political rebirth and twice nominated 
him (1847 and 1848) for governor. Not surprisingly, he lost both times to 
Whig George Nixon Briggs. 33 

While Cushing took delight in the confidence of his new party, he reveled 
even more so in the success of the nation at war. The Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848 ceded millions of acres of the Southwest and California to 
the United States. Some Americans had boldly advocated the absorption of 
all of Mexico into the Union. Cushing's views on annexation of Mexican 
territory rested on racial destiny. In 1845, he had crossed Mexico en route 
from his diplomatic mission to China. When he reached Washington, Cush
ing drafted a lengthy dispatch to Secretary of State James Buchanan in which 
he detailed his impressions of the Mexican character and climate. A gener
ally flattering portrait of the resources of the nation emerged, but the nature 
of the people received sharp criticism. Cushing especially noted "the intoler
ant spirit of the Mexicans, and their ignorance, passion, or indiscretion in 

dealing with foreigners and foreign governments." Perhaps an attack and 
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robbery by banditti, who stole his papers and personal possessions in the 
hinterland of Mexico City, negatively affected his views. Two years later, in 

accepting the Democratic nomination for governor, he remarked that the 
Mexicans were mired "in that stupid infatuation that characterizes her coun
sels and which has made of her government a marvel of crazy anarchy, [and] 
merited the contempt, the scorn of all other nations." 34 

Various correspondents, including historian William Prescott, champi
oned the higher civilization of the Americans in advocating conquest. One 
writer wondered, "if the sword is drawn the Saxons of the west must ulti

mately find sleep in the Mexican capital. But what will England say?" Cush
ing himself pondered the question of the extent of American empire and its 
impact upon foreign relations and the Union. In 1850, as the nation strug
gled to resolve the issue of slavery in the new territories and the balance of 

political power between North and South, he editorialized against the Wil
mot Proviso. The debate over slavery in the Southwest seemed a moot point. 
The institution and the arid climate were incompatible in the Mexican Ces

sion, while beyond the Rio Grande inexpensive peasant labor made slavery 
unnecessary. "All Mexico needs in order to make her powerful and prosper
ous," he contended, "is not any importation of inferior races- whether Ne

gro or other-but the organizing and developing energies of the Teutonic 
mind as we now see it exhibited in all its grand proportion in California, 
Deseret, and New Mexico." At this point, Cushing clearly weighed the advan
tages of U.S. annexation of Mexico yet realized that the addition of eight 
million free, dark-skinned, Catholic, Spanish-speaking people to the coun

try would drastically upset the sectional and cultural balance.35 

Eight years later, Cushing reevaluated his position, as the United States 
faced disunion following the debacle of "Bleeding Kansas" and Mexico be
came embroiled in civil war, inviting intervention from Spain, England, and 
France. In April, 1858, he told former President Franklin Pierce that an in

cursion into Mexico might be necessary to unite disputing political factions 
in the United States and preserve the nation. Six months later Cushing in
voked the Monroe Doctrine before a Richmond gathering, telling the crowd 
that the government had a duty to intervene in Mexico rather than permit 
any European power to gain sway there. "Unhappy Mexico! ... Miserable 
Mexico ... it is not a question of conquest of a neighboring people, but of 
their salvation." Cushing did not rule out annexation, but the intense parti

san climate of the prewar years doomed such extreme measures to failure. 36 

As Cushing began to see American empire extending beyond the Atlantic 
and Pacific coastlines in the 1850s, he naturally envisioned the Caribbean-
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------------------- - -

and especially Cuba- within that redefined perspective. James K. Polk had 
attempted to purchase the island in 1848 but found Spain reluctant to sell. 
Filibusters, soldiers of fortune who hoped to profit politically and economi

cally from the capture of Cuba, began periodic invasions from U.S. bases 
with the tacit approval of many Southerners. The island already possessed a 
sizable slave population and grew labor-intensive crops. Cushing envisioned 

the addition of Cuba to the United States as the logical extension of Anglo
Saxon empire. It would also function to help preserve the Union by allowing 
for Southern expansion. Cushing flirted with the Cuban exile community 
in the United States- many of whom supported the filibusters and desired 

U.S. annexation. He became increasingly skeptical of this extralegal and un
predictable method of obtaining the island, however, and soon severed any 
ties. Instead, he told Edward Everett in 1852 that the Pierce administration 
would offer to purchase Cuba, and, failing in that effort, would pick a quar
rel with Spain and invade the island. 37 

Cushing became the attorney general in the Pierce cabinet in 1853, and 
his prediction seemed not far off the mark. The president offered $130 mil
lion for Cuba, but Spain rejected the proposal. In March, 1854, when Spanish 
officials seized an Anlerican vessel, the Black Warrior, in Havana harbor 

for shipping violations, Cushing and Secretary of War Jefferson Davis 
began beating the drums for war. A combination of Spanish compromise 
and northern resistance, however, eliminated any hope that the expansion
ists might utilize this minor incident to catapult the nation into a conflict. 
Several months later an editorial appeared in the Washington Daily Union, 

the administration organ, presumably written by the attorney general. Ar
guing from the premise of self-preservation, the author contended that the 
United States had the ultimate right to seize the island if purchase failed. In 
October, 1854, U.S. ministers in Europe, perhaps not coincidentally, offered 
similar views in the "Ostend Manifesto." Yankees now conjured a "slave 
power conspiracy" to extend the dark empire into Mexico, Haiti, "and the 
valley of the Anlazon;' as well as Cuba. Such fears, combined with the sec

tional bitterness aroused by the Kansas question, destroyed any efforts to 

acquire the island. With the prospects of Southern expansion limited by the 
inability to add lands in Mexico or the Caribbean, the possibility of secession 

now seemed very real.38 

Caleb Cushing clearly comprehended the disintegration of his beloved 

Union- and with it all hope for mankind. As he spoke to a Newburyport 
crowd in 1857, his voice mirrored a defiant desperation: "men, nations, races, 
may, must, will, perish before us." Cushing's vision of a lifetime- the United 
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States as the beacon of liberty and progress reaching across a continent and 
then seas, subsuming weaker cultures with the benefits of an enlightened 

Anglo-Saxonism to fulfill a grand global destiny-now seemed in peril. 
With the exception of an imperfect arrangement with Great Britain that 
created a stumbling block for American progress in the Isthmus, the United 

States had moved according to providential design. Now narrow-minded 
abolitionists placed a sentimental goal of black freedom in the path of that 
destiny by threatening the nation. Cushing believed that slavery could not 
be eradicated without war, a war that would destroy the Union. 

In 1858, Cushing implored a New York crowd for a revitalized spirit of 
nationality: "We need only cast our thoughts to a few years forward in the 
march of events to the time when we shall be a hundred million and forty 

or fifty confederate states, to see how contemptibly insignificant are the con
troversies of the hour, how unworthy of the great destinies of the United 
States." A quarter-century of American politics and diplomacy had not es
sentially changed Caleb Cushing. He understood the immorality of slavery 
and its corrosive impact on the nation and its people- black and white

in the 1830s. While never an abolitionist, he vilified the institution and tried 
to represent his constituents' views fairly in Congress. Cushing withdrew 
from the antislavery fight when he realized that the crusade threatened a far 
more important goal- the expansion of the Union. Frederick Douglass felt 

bitterly deceived by his former hero and lamented in the late 1850s: "Mr. 
Cushing was then, as now, the same gifted, learned crafty, unscrupulous 
corrupter of the public heart .... (He) loves the Union, but not the objects 
for which the Union was formed .... quotes the great words of the fathers 
but only to excuse the sins of their children .. . . preserves the form, but 
murders the spirit of liberty." Initially for Cushing, the evolution of Ameri

can empire seemed a natural, inevitable phenomenon. It helped him define 
his own and, more importantly, the nation's identity. After the Mexican War, 
Manifest Destiny took on additional meaning: it became a vehicle for preser
vation of the Union. Expansion became the glue that held the nation to

gether. 
Cushing fell victim to what historian Hietala calls "anxious aggrandize

ment." He altered his politics and his party. He abandoned the economic 

nationalism of Whiggery for the expansionist nationalism of the Democracy. 
This philosophical metamorphosis won him the sobriquet "opportunist" 
and the derision of many in the Bay State. Roy F. Nichols suggests that Cush
ing "was an active candidate for the distinction of becoming Massachusetts' 
most unpopular citizen!' 
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There is considerable truth in this contention, but such attacks seemed 
not to scar him. He told a contemporary that without the Union there was 
nothing: "I have no desire to survive the overthrow of the United States 
government." Thus he continued undaunted in his pursuit of a higher call

ing for the United States. Cushing did not stand alone. He represented, per
haps better than anyone else of his generation, spread-eagle Americanism 
in all of its arrogance and aggressiveness. Cushing's vices- racism, cultural 
superiority, and militarism- have superseded his virtues- a passion for 

learning, reform, and the Union in our historical consciousness. His cool, 
tough demeanor, party shifts, and failure to express-or seemingly feel
the outrage of many Americans over slavery has lowered our estimation of 

one of the most intelligent and articulate men of his age. 39 
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"This Splendid 
Juggernaut" 

WESTWARD A NATION 

AND ITS PEOPLE 

Thomas R. Hietala 

Many prominent politicians in the United States during the 1840s envisioned 
a magnificent destiny for their country and its people. They viewed the 

unprecedented territorial acquisitions of that time as a clear manifestation 
of both national and racial superiority. Though they stressed noble demo
cratic ideals in their quest for more land, markets, and ports while urging 
the annexation of Texas, the acquisition of Oregon, the conquest of Mexico, 

and the ongoing removal of Native Americans, their pleas contained rank 
prejudice as well as lofty principle. Fiercely self-righteous and nationalistic, 
they seldom doubted the purity of their motives or methods. 

Not all voices, however, sang in unison or harmony. Some who observed 
the dramatic events of the Jacksonian era offered a more nuanced interpreta
tion of westward expansion and its consequences. Among them was George 
Catlin, a painter who traveled and dwelled extensively among Native Ameri
cans during the decade preceding the expansionist surge of the mid-184os. 
Like many contemporaries who served in Congress or penned editori
als, Catlin believed that the rise and fall of nations and peoples in North 

America was unfolding in accordance with a divine plan, a destiny made 
manifest in the relentless dispersion of restless pioneers and the cumulative 
record of expansionist leaders. Yet Catlin realized that this process looked 



radically different from opposite sides of the frontier. He condemned Indian 
removal and rejected the expansionists' smug assumption of Anglo-Saxon 
superiority and Native American inferiority. 

To Catlin the clash of cultures and peoples was complicated and ambigu

ous, hardly reducible to a catchphrase like Manifest Destiny. He lamented 
the onslaught that had confined the Native American to a rapidly diminish
ing refuge between the expanding Anglo American frontier and the Pacific 
coast. "I have seen him shrinking from civilized approach, which came with 

all its vices, like the dead of night, upon him;' Catlin observed in 1842. "I 
have seen him raised, too, in that darkness, religion's torch, and seen him 
gaze and then retreat like the frightened deer that are blinded by the light." 
Aware of many virtues in the whites' way of life, Catlin nevertheless stressed 
how "all its vices" had nearly destroyed the Native. "I have seen him set fire 

to his wigwam, and smooth over the graves of his fathers;' the artist recalled. 
"I have seen him ... with tears of grief sliding over his cheeks, clap his hand 
in silence over his mouth, and take the last look over his fair hunting 
grounds, and turn his face in sadness to the setting sun:' 

Who, then, were these trappers, traders, soldiers, and settlers who drove 
the Natives toward "the setting sun" in their ambitions to tame and trans
form the West? Unlike the proponents of Manifest Destiny, Catlin saw an 

unsavory side in the politicians and pioneers who sought dominion over the 
land and its peoples. "I have seen as often, the approach of the bustling, 
busy, talking, whistling, hopping, elated and exulting white man, with the 
first dip of the ploughshare, making sacrilegious trespass on the bones of 
the valiant dead;' Catlin reflected. "I have seen the skull, the pipe, and the 

tomahawk rise from the ground together, in interrogations which the soph
istry of the world can never answer." He expected the onslaught to continue. 
Soon, he predicted, the red race would survive only on canvas and paper. 
"I have seen thus, in all its forms and features, the grand and irresistible 
march of civilization;' Catlin noted. "I have seen this splendid juggernaut 
rolling on, and beheld its sweeping desolation." 1 

Whatever his limitations as an artist and ethnographer, Catlin recognized 
that one nation's glorious destiny necessitated other people's decline and 
demise. Moreover, he realized that the harsh realities of cultural contact, 
violence, and removal of natives often belied the grand principles of those 
who excused the actions of the United States and its people. He doubted the 
Jacksonians' argument that removal best served the needs of tribes relocated 
to the West. "I believe the system one well calculated to benefit ... the vora
cious land-speculators and Indian traders; the first of whom are ready to 
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grasp at their lands, as soon as they are vacated-and the others, at the 
annuities of one hundred and twenty thousand extravagant customers;' Cat

lin objected. "I believe the system is calculated to aid these, and perhaps to 
facilitate the growth and the wealth of the civilized border; but I believe, like 
everything else that tends to white man's aggrandizement, and the increase 

of his wealth, it will have as rapid a tendency to the poverty and destruction 
of the poor red men; who, unfortunately, almost seem doomed, never in 
any way to be associated in interest with their pale-faced neighbours." While 

defenders of removal emphasized the government's desire to protect and 
improve the Natives, Catlin detected other, more sordid, motives at work. 
Traders and diseases had ravaged the Natives for two centuries. "And no one 
but God," Catlin lamented, "knows where the voracity of the one is to stop, 

short of the acquisition of everything that is desirable to money-making 
man in the Indian's country, or when the mortal destruction of the other is 
to be arrested, whilst there is untried flesh for it to act upon, either within 

or beyond the Rocky Mountains." Though powerless to stop the juggernaut 
with his pen and brush, Catlin at least reminded his readers that their coun
try had compiled "an unrequited account of sin and injustice" in dealing 

with Indians. U.S. citizens, "everywhere proud of their growing wealth and 
their luxuries," had, Catlin concluded, become "cruel dispossessors" who 
would ultimately have to atone for their manifold wrongs. A rare voice in the 
1840s, Catlin refused to join in the refrain of mindless racism and nation
alism.2 

If Catlin has not been heard by later generations, perhaps his cry has 
been drowned out by journalist John L. O'Sullivan, who coined the phrase 
Manifest Destiny in mid-1845. Historians often pay homage to O'Sullivan by 
referring to the 1840s as "the decade of manifest destiny." This label, how

ever, tells us little about the actual dynamics of expansion at the time. Nor 
does it capture the complexity of O'Sullivan's own arguments for new lands 
and markets. Like other antebellum Americans, O'Sullivan contended that 
God sanctioned the ambitions of politicians, publicists, merchants, and ad
venturers who hoped to secure the continent, exploit its resources, accrue 

wealth, and enhance national security. Where true believers saw the hand of 
the almighty, however, skeptics detected the grasping fingers of mere mortals 
such as James K. Polk, Robert J. Walker, Lewis Cass, Stephen Douglas, and 
O'Sullivan himself. 

That fate favors some nations and peoples over others might comfort the 
consciences of the winners, but leaders in the 1840s were too impatient to 

allow fate to run its course. O'Sullivan, for example, predicted in i845 that 
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the United States would soon acquire California in the same way it had just 
garnered Texas. American pioneers would venture to California, shed the 

yoke of Mexican rule, then seek annexation. "Texas has been absorbed into 
the Union in the inevitable fulfilment of the general law which is rolling our 
population westward," O'Sullivan wrote in July, "in . .. connexion ... with 

that ratio of growth in population which is destined within a hundred years 
to swell our numbers to the enormous population of two hundred and fifty 
millions (if not more), is too evident to leave us in doubt of the manifest 
design of Providence in regard to the occupation of this continent." O'Sulli
van offered a more sweeping vision of empire three months later. "We . . . 

prophecy the rebellion, revolution, and independence of New Mexico, Chi
huahua, California, and Yucatan, at no very distant period;' he predicted in 
October. "Such a result is certainly more probable than was the ascertained 
destiny of Texas ten years ago." 3 

O'Sullivan proved too impatient, however, to allow pioneers to wrest the 
borderlands from Mexico. When soldiers from the United States and Mexico 
clashed in the disputed territory north of the Rio Grande River in the spring 
of i846, he initially deplored the bloodshed. "We are," he warned on May 26, 

"in all probability, on the threshold of a long, troublesome, destructive, and 
expensive war." But O'Sullivan realized the potential advantages in this con
flict. He advised that U.S. strategy not be "confined to the defense of our 
own territory." The aim, he counseled, should be "the immediate acquisition 
of California." 4 

To attribute the unprecedented expansion of the United States to Mani
fest Destiny obscures more than it clarifies. It fails to convey the impatience 
and anxiety of U.S. leaders. Nor does it explain their willingness to resort to 
war to enlarge the union. Their concerns were commercial as well as territo
rial; their ambitions global, not just continental or hemispheric. The means 

became secondary to the ends; negotiation, bluster, intrigue, and conquest 
all served to extend the empire. With considerable haste the expansionists 
largely attained their goals. Yet they struggled to reconcile rapid aggrandize
ment with their belief in American innocence. In many ways they reflected 
the nation as a whole-optimistic yet anxious; brash but insecure; generous 
while also petty and vindictive; progressive but nostalgic for a romanticized 

past. These seemingly contradictory strains in American thought and life 
defined the i84os and helped precipitate the hasty acquisition of a continen
tal empire.5 

George Catlin recognized two of the principal factors that drove this jug
gernaut to the Rio Grande River and the Pacific Ocean. He emphasized ra-
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cial and economic considerations in his writings on the clash of cultures: 
white Americans regarded themselves as racially superior to Native Ameri
cans, and they believed that they could utilize the rich resources of the conti
nent better than the Indians did. Whites represented civilization, but Native 
Americans symbolized savagery. Catlin wrote mainly about the encounter 
between Native Americans and newcomers, but his insights also help explain 
the tension with Mexico, the conquest of the borderlands, the march to 
Mexico City, the occupation of the capital, and the extensive territorial de
mands included in the peace treaty. 

Two additional factors complemented the racial and economic elements 
stressed by Catlin. By the mid-184os, many politicians and publicists re
garded the U.S. system of distinct and diverse states joined together to form 
an effective but limited national government as the ideal blueprint for a vast 
empire. They went further, arguing that previous acquisitions had greatly 
strengthened the union and aided its people. New states and a diffuse pop
ulation protected rather than imperiled liberty. In addition, they hailed 
technological innovations in travel and communication as ideal servants of 
empire. The steamship, the rotary press, the railroad, and the telegraph 
would bind the disparate parts of the expansive republic into a greater Brit

ain destined to surpass and defy rival empires. Yankee ingenuity could make 
a continental empire more compact and cohesive than the original thirteen 
states had been at the time of George Washington's inauguration.6 

As Catlin knew, Americans of West European ancestry in the 1840s were 
an extremely race-conscious people. Anglo-Saxons stood at the top of the 
great chain of being; Africans, Native Americans, and any nation that had 
mixed the races-Mexico, for instance-were clustered at the bottom. From 

president to army private, from senator to settler, white Americans regarded 
peoples of African and Asian origin with distaste, even disdain. This ram

pant bias made Indian removal palatable to most Americans. It provided a 
sanction for the explosive growth of the slave population during this period. 

Such prejudice (along with an appetite for expanded markets) lay behind 
Cushing's "opening" of China in 1844. Last but not least, the repugnance 
toward Mexicans helped Americans justify the conquest of the borderlands 
and the campaign that brought Winfield Scott's army to Vera Cruz, then on 
to Chapultepec and Mexico City. 

Journalists and political leaders savaged the Mexicans during the war, at
tributing U.S. military successes to the corruption of the enemy's church 
and state, the cowardice of its soldiers, and the degeneracy of its people. A 
month after Congress declared war, editor James Gordon Bennett of the 
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New York Herald absolved the United States of blame for the bloodshed 
while also linking critics of President Polk's policies to the abolitionists. "It 
is absurd to refer the imbecility and degradation of the Mexican people to 

any other cause than the amalgamation of races, and there is no doubt that 
this same deterioration of national character would follow the success of 

abolition doctrines in this country;' Bennett contended. "The idea of amal
gamation has been always abhorrent to the Anglo-Saxon race on this conti
nent. Wherever they have spread themselves, they have kept aloof from the 
inferior races, and the result is ... that barbarism has receded before the 

face of civilization. It is the manifest destiny of the Anglo-Saxon race to 
people this vast continent:' 7 

Democrats who supported the war echoed Bennett's views on Mexico 

and its people. "The truth is;' Senator John Fairfield of Maine complained, 
"the Mexicans are a rascally, perfidious race. No reliance can be placed in 

their most solemn compacts. They are little better than a band of pirates and 
robbers." The halls of Congress echoed with such denunciations. "Rapine, 
plunder, and the spoils of conquest seem to be the only sentiment that ani

mates the bosom of her people," Orlando Ficklin of Illinois told the House 
when urging the annexation of Texas. "They are most emphatically a sordid 
and treacherous people." The passions of war inspired further attacks. "The 
masses are inert, idle, ignorant, degraded, and superstitious;' Ficklin de

clared in early 1848, "and have for centuries been the dupes and timid slaves 
of an army of cunning priests."8 

An article in the Democratic Review suggested that the Mexicans' future 

could be read in the history of Native Americans who had once occupied all 
of North America. "The Mexican race now see, in the fate of the aborigines 

of the north, their own inevitable destiny;' a writer noted in 1847. "They 
must amalgamate and be lost, in the superior vigor of the Anglo-Saxon race, 
or they must utterly perish. They may postpone the hour for a time, but it 
will come, when their nationality shall cease." Other expansionists repeated 

this refrain. "The aboriginal races, which occupy and overrun a portion of 
California and New Mexico;' Senator John Dix of New York predicted in 

early 1848, "must there, as everywhere else, give way before the advancing 
wave of civilization, either to be overwhelmed by it, or be driven upon per
petually contracting areas, where, from a diminution of their accustomed 

sources of subsistence, they must ultimately become extinct by force of an 
invincible law:' 9 

Congressman Thomas Turner of Indiana drew a parallel between Indian 
removal in the Ohio Valley and his country's acquisition of Mexican land. 
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"It is probably true that the Mexican people would prefer to keep their terri
tory," Turner conceded in 1848, "but is it not equally true that the Indian 
tribes would have preferred to keep their territory?" Turner recalled "with 
what reluctance" Native Americans had ceded their lands. "I witnessed my

self the removal of the Pottawatomies, the Winnebagoes, and the Sioux;' he 
explained, "and however it may wound the pride of Mexico to yield to us 
California and New Mexico, it will not wring their hearts as it did the hearts 
of those savages when they turned their eyes for the last time upon their 
council fires and the graves of their fathers." Like other expansionist Demo
crats, Turner demanded a vast territorial indemnity from Mexico.10 

Soldiers in Mexico serving under Generals Zachary Taylor and Winfield 

Scott expressed similar views. They at least could rely on personal observa
tion. But often they rushed to judgment, an indication that they carried 
preconceptions and racial prejudices with them to Mexico. George McClel
lan, an 1846 graduate of West Point and a second lieutenant in a company 
of engineers, arrived at the Rio Grande in November. Near Matamoros 

McClellan offered his first impressions of the land and its people. "Cotton 
appears to grow quite plentifully on the banks, but is not cultivated at all;' 
he recorded in his diary. "The Mexicans appear to cultivate nothing what

ever but a little Indian corn (maize). They are certainly the laziest people in 
existence- living in a rich and fertile country ... they are content to roll in 
the mud, eat their horrible beef and tortillas, and dance all night at fan
dangos." 11 

From Puebla, Lieutenant Ralph Kirkham, a New England native, con

veyed his impressions of the local inhabitants to his wife, Kate. "Nine-tenths 
of the people resemble the Cherokee Indians as much as possible;' he wrote 
in 1847. "The lower classes, which embrace at least nineteen-twentieths of 
the whole population, are poor, miserable beings who are as ignorant and 
superstitious as it is possible to be." Women worked hard, but their idle 
husbands quickly spent whatever money they had. "The majority of the 

Mexicans seem rather to vegetate than otherwise;' Kirkham concluded. "The 
rascally priests live well enough .... They are a grand set of rogues." Addi
tional time in Mexico merely hardened his opinions. "But I suppose there is 
no nation on earth where there is so much wickedness and vice of all kinds;' 
Kirkham wrote from Mexico City in November. "There is little incentive to 

virtue here. How little of that pure and holy religion which our blessed Sav

ior taught is to be found in this country. No one could believe how low and 
depraved these people are, and instances are common of men selling their 
wives and sisters, and often their mothers and daughters. The clergy, gener-
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ally, are very immoral and ready to stoop to the very lowest acts of villainy 
and wickedness." 12 

Often at odds with officers and recruits in the standing army, the volun
teers from around the country found little to dispute in the regulars' harsh 
views of Mexican race, character, and religion. Thomas Barclay, a volunteer 

from Western Pennsylvania, pondered the significance of his country's rapid 
advance through Mexico and the conquest of its capital. Mexico's "downfall 
is inevitable;' he predicted shortly after the sounds of "Yankee Doodle" her

alded that las norteamericanos had occupied the halls of Montezuma: 

It will not take place at present but the time is approaching and the 
young of the present generation may see the day when the "Stars and 
Stripes" which now float in triumph over the City will be the banner 

under whose folds the inhabitants of all Mexico will find shelter and 
protection. The Anglo Saxon race, that land-loving people, are on the 

move. In an incredible short time they have overrun an immense terri
tory in the north. Long since have wishful eyes been cast towards the 

fertile plains of Mexico. And the same people who have driven before 
them the various Indian tribes and have in Texas come in contact with 
the Spanish race will soon hang like a wave over the province of Mex

ico. No embankments, no treaties can prevent the inundation. A con
test between the races will follow and the Anglo Saxons have never 

been conquered. If they once obtain a footing, entire possession will 
be the result. 

Barclay hoped that the victory of the United States would hasten the demise 
of "the Church and the Army" in Mexico, two institutions that allowed "nei
ther commerce, manufactures, or agriculture [to] flourish." 13 

Franklin Smith, a captain of Mississippi volunteers, also predicted that 
enterprising pioneers from the north would transform the Rio Grande Val
ley. "The land from Matomoras [sic] to Camargo all along both sides lies 

high [and] is well adapted to cultivation, and when the Anglo Saxons get to 
work on it will lay the region of the lower Mississippi in the shade;' he wrote 
in August, i846, while sailing the river. "Let the government do as it may, 
the Americans will in a few years occupy both banks of this River along 
the whole levee. The darkness flies before the sun; Laziness, cowardice, and 

ignorance must give way before industry, courage, and intelligence!' Further 
exposure to the country and its people bred more contempt. "Everything 
proves that the Mexicans as a people are capable of any treachery, bribery, 
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corruption, fraud, and robbery;' Smith noted in October. "There is and 
must be in every country ... [a] civilized class that has pride of character
the men honourable-the women virtuous, but in Mexico this class must 
be smaller than in any other country called civilized." 14 

Many U.S. soldiers anticipated scant resistance from Mexican troops and 

predicted a quick victory once the war began. En route to join Taylor's forces 
near Matamoros, Lieutenant Napoleon Dana expressed this bravado to his 
wife, Sue. "If we come to the fight our men will fight well and no mistake, 

and when we commence we expect to see some tall walking on the other 
side," Dana wrote. "We will make them run to the tune of 'Yankee Doodle; 

the black rascals. The best of them are robbers and murderers, I believe." 
Four months into the war Dana longed to be with his wife again, but he 
advised her not to venture south of the Rio Grande. "Mexico is about the 
last place I want you to travel to;' he counseled. "It is a mean, miserable, 
dirty, good-for-nothing place, at least so much of it as we have seen." From 

Tampico in early 1847, Dana contradicted New Orleans Picayune reporters 
who had written of the beauty of Mexican women. "It is all a lie, or else 
these people have very strange tastes;' he assured his wife. "Indeed I believe 
I have seen mulatto girls in the United States as good looking ... as any I 

have seen in Mexico. And as for ugliness, I have never seen any old Negro 
half so hideous and disgusting in appearance as very many of the wretched 
hags of this ill-famed race .... [T]he brown order of Mexican women as a 

race . . . are without exception the most revolting, forbidding, disgusting 
creatures in the world, not even excepting our own Indians." 15 

Two weeks before the skirmish that sparked the war, Lieutenant William 
S. Henry heard rumors that Mexican troops had crossed the Rio Grande to 
attack Taylor's army. "That is all we ask of them;' Henry declared. "Cross 
and fight us, and we will exterminate them." After Taylor's outnumbered 
forces won stunning victories at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma, Henry 
predicted that his fellow Anlericans would inevitably occupy Northern Mex
ico. "It certainly never was intended this lovely land, rich in every produc

tion, with a climate that exceeds any thing the imagination can conceive 
of, should remain in the hands of an ignorant and degenerate race;' he ob
served. "The finger of Fate points, if not to their eventual extinction, to the 
time when they will cease to be the owners, and when the Anglo-Anlerican 

race will rule with republican simplicity and justice ... and populate the 
country with a race of men who will prove the infinite goodness of our 
Maker in creating nothing but what is for use and some good purpose." 
Critical of the local people, Henry nevertheless praised the area's soil and 
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climate. "Young people should come here to make love," he advised, "and 

the old should emigrate and rejuvenate themselves:' 16 

Politicians, scribes, and soldiers seemed to read from the same script. 
They repeated similar views, often using the very same adjectives to describe 
Native Americans and Mexicans. Whether "savages" or "greasers;' the lesser 

breeds appeared lazy, treacherous, dull, and backward. They occupied valu
able lands they neither appreciated nor developed. They had no concept of 

good government, no grasp of science and technology, no work ethic, no 
respect for real religion. Because of their weakness, Native Americans and 
Mexicans could not halt the juggernaut of progress. Not even the U.S. gov
ernment could control its citizens. The volunteer soldiers who invaded Mex

ico would form the vanguard of settlement, then civilian pioneers from the 
states would follow. Federal negotiators might temporarily define new bor
ders between antagonistic races, but enterprising Americans would defy 
those boundaries and wrest land and resources from those with a tenuous 

hold on them. 
Racism and ethnocentrism alone did not precipitate Indian removal, 

the acquisition of Texas and Oregon, and the war against Mexico. Peoples 
deemed inferior held valuable lands, and Catlin's "avaricious" Americans 

coveted them. Catlin's contemporaries worried as much about economics as 
they did about race. Anxieties and ambitions drove them to seek economic 
advantages by adding territory, opening markets, acquiring ports, and at

taining a monopoly over cotton and grains. Expansionists feared that indus
trialization might fasten "white slavery" upon the nation's landless workers. 

Hoping to avoid sharp class stratification and labor unrest, the neo-Jeffer
sonians of the 1840s viewed expansion as a panacea for the ills of modern

ization. 
Editor John Jones, the voice of the Tyler administration in the capital, 

warned in 1843 that wage slaves in industry posed a greater danger to the 
country than slaves on Southern plantations. "In the thickly settled parts of 
our non-slaveholding states, the condition of the poorer class of population 
is fast assimilating itself to that of the servile class in Europe;' Jones wrote 
in the Daily Madisonian. "Already they are but hewers of wood and drawers 
of water to their wealthier brethren." John O'Sullivan shared this anxiety. 

"Already is the corporate factory system beginning to produce in the United 
States that depth of distress which has long excited the horror of every ob
server of the condition of Lancashire;' O'Sullivan observed in 1845. Mill 
owners ruled "with an iron hand" and "cut down wages at their pleasure, 
until the miseries of Lancashire are reproduced in New England:' 17 
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Fearful of manufacturing and urbanization, the expansionists supported 
aggressive policies to extend the national domain. Senator Lewis Cass of 
Michigan, an ardent proponent of Indian removal, the acquisition of Texas 

and all Oregon up to 54° 40', and the seizure of all Mexican territory north 
of the Sierra Madre mountains, defended Polk's war and urged a large terri

torial indemnity from Mexico. "In Europe, one of the social evils is concen

tration;' Cass told fellow senators in 1847. "Men are brought too much and 
kept too much in contact. There is no room for expansion. Minds of the 
highest order are pressed down by adverse circumstances, without the power 

of free exertion:' Cass had ventured to Paris in 1836 and had traveled to 
Britain as Jackson's minister to France, and he deplored what he had seen. 

"I trust we are far removed from all this, but to remove us further yet, we 
want almost unlimited power of expansion;' he advised. "That is our safety 
valve." Abundant land, Cass concluded, had created a new people and a new 

nation in North America, and so long as cheap land existed, "whatever other 
evils betide us, we shall be free from the evils of a dense population, with 

scanty means of subsistence, and with no hope of advancement." 18 

Congressman Thomas Turner reached the same conclusion in 1848. "Ex
tension and expansion are preeminently democratic, but the anti-war Whigs 
prefer the government of corporations;' he complained. "The great West has 

found an outlet for our people and thus has frustrated their designs. But 

circumscribe our limits, give corporations the controlling influence, and 
white slavery will be substituted for black:' 19 

New territory could shield Americans from these social ills. With ample 

and affordable land, most poor Americans would choose farming over in
dustrial labor. Their desire to own property would disperse them over great 

distances and quell dissent. By drawing the masses westward out of major 
cities, abundant land would guarantee a shortage of labor and thereby en
sure decent pay for wage workers. As Americans settled the continent, the 

nation would become more secure against foreign attack. Acquisitions, then, 
offered preferable alternatives to unionization, strikes and lockouts, urban 

congestion, an onerous tariff, and a large standing army. In terms of the 
benefits promised, the price for Indian removal and the conquest of Califor
nia was negligible, not worthy of debate. 

Expansionists looked for commercial opportunities far beyond the conti
nent. They wanted new land, but for maritime as well as territorial advan

tages.20 "We want Texas to protect our commerce in the Gulf;' Congressman 

Stephen A. Douglas observed in early 1845, "and we want Oregon to protect 
our fisheries and our trade with China, and to put a stop to the unscrupu-
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lous aims of Great Britain at universal dominion:' Douglas repeated his plea 
a year later. "The great point at issue, the great struggle between us and 

Great Britain, is for the freedom of the Pacific Ocean, for the trade of China 
and of Japan, of the East Indies, and for the maritime ascendancy on all 
these waters," he declared during the Oregon crisis. "In order to maintain 
these interests, and secure all the benefits resulting from them, we must not 

only go to 54° 40 1
, but we have got to exclude Great Britain from the coast 

in toto." 21 

Other expansionists shared Douglas's desire to oust Britain from the Pa
cific coast of North America in order to monopolize East Asian commerce. 

But they considered California, not Oregon, the key to attaining that ascen
dancy. Thomas Larkin, a consul in Monterey and a confidential agent of the 
Polk administration to watch political developments in California, advised 
that the United States bring the province under the stars and stripes. "We 

must have it," Larkin informed James Gordon Bennett on May 20, 1846. 
"Others must not:' Larkin wrote again to Bennett several days later. "Be it 

for fame, profit, or sport, the Anglo Saxon is ever the same;' he explained. 
"Born in Maine or Missorio, he is ever going ahead, ever seeking and 

g[r Jasping something he has not." After United States naval and land forces 
occupied California and proclaimed it a part of the union, Larkin urged 
Bennett and editor Moses Beach of the New York Sun to defend the adminis
tration's move. "The flag of our country now protects California;' Larkin 
wrote in August. "California is free. Revolutions within the Territory are 

ended. Agriculture revives. Commerce will flourish; and the country proves 
to the world its resources." 22 

With Texas, Oregon south of 49°, and California won by mid-1848, politi
cal leaders pondered the likely rewards from their policies. In July President 
Polk stressed the many advantages he anticipated from the Mexican cession. 
"In this vast region, whose rich resources are soon to be developed by Amer
ican energy and enterprise;' Polk advised Congress, "great must be the aug

mentation of our commerce, and with it new and profitable demands for 
mechanic labor in all its branches and new and valuable markets for our 
manufactures and agricultural products." Robert Walker, secretary of the 
Treasury and Polk's most influential adviser, expressed similar views in his 
annual report in December. "Our maritime frontier upon the Pacific is now 
nearly equal to our Atlantic coast;' Walker noted, "with many excellent bays 

and harbors, admirably situated to command the trade of Asia and of the 
whole western coast of America, whilst our coastwise trade between the At
lantic, the Gulf, and Pacific must soon become of great value." 23 
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Soldiers in the field agreed that new territories would provide oppor
tunity and mobility for enterprising Americans. Headed to Camargo with 
Taylor's army in 1846, Lieutenant William Henry looked over the land and 

predicted that "the Anglo-American race" would soon "by their energy and 
go-ahead-a-tiveness ... render available the surprising fertility of the soil 
[and] its immense mineral wealth." Though numerically inferior, U.S. troops 
still defeated the Mexican forces and watched them flee for their lives. "Our 
victories are almost incredible;' Napoleon Dana bragged after two initial 
triumphs. "It is seldom that an army can whip three-and-a-half times its 
numbers, still more seldom that it can rout and disperse them, and almost 

unparalleled that the beaten force should lose all its artillery and baggage." 
After the two nations agreed to peace terms in 1848, Private Richard Coulter 
of Pennsylvania returned to the Gulf Coast to embark for home. "Vera Cruz 
is much altered and for the better;' he observed prior to departure. "It is now 
decidedly a handsome business place, almost completely Americanized."24 

When expansionists speculated about how new territories would become 
"completely Americanized;' they emphasized three major advantages the 
United States and its dominant white population enjoyed. Because of race 
superiority, Anglo-Saxon migrants would eclipse lesser races and gain pre
dominant political power. The pioneers would then join the federal com
pact, made possible by the enviable elasticity of American republicanism. 
Finally, technological marvels would shrink the continent and facilitate the 

rapid transit of people, products, and information over vast distances. In his 
inaugural address in early 1845, President Polk had reviewed the nation's 
progress since its birth. "The title of numerous Indian tribes to vast tracts 
of country has been extinguished," he recalled, "new states have been admit

ted into the Union; new Territories have been created and our jurisdiction 
and laws extended over them." Rather than imperil the republic, this growth 
had safeguarded it: 

As our population has expanded, the Union has been cemented and 

strengthened. As our boundaries have been enlarged and our agricul
tural population has been spread over a large surface, our federative 
system has acquired additional strength and security. It may well be 
doubted whether it would not be in greater danger of overthrow if our 

present population were confined to the comparatively narrow limits 
of the original thirteen States than it is now that they are sparsely set
tled over a more expanded territory. It is confidently believed that our 
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system may be safely extended to the utmost bounds of our territorial 
limits, and that as it shall be extended the bonds of our Union, so far 

from being weakened, will become stronger. 

Polk demonstrated the courage of his convictions. Not only had he bluffed 
Britain and bullied Mexico to acquire Oregon and California in 1846, but by 
the fall of 1847 he had decided to try to obtain all Mexican territory north 
of the Sierra Madres as indemnity for the war. With peace restored early in 

1848, he considered a show of force in the Yucatan peninsula and the pur
chase or seizure of Cuba, a colony of Spain. Among those who coveted Cuba 
was none other than John O'Sullivan, whose notion of manifest destiny now 
included wresting Caribbean colonies from European empires.25 

After adding countless acres of Indian land, half of Oregon, and Califor
nia and New Mexico to the national domain, Polk in late 1848 reflected on 
the value of expansion. Had "our present population ... been confined 
within the limits of the original thirteen States," Polk argued, "the tendencies 
to centralization and consolidation would ... have been such as to have 

encroached upon the essential rights of the States, and thus to have made 
the Federal Government a widely different one, practically, from what it is 

in theory, and was intended to be by its framers." An overweening federal 
government, not a vast empire, most jeopardized American concord. "So 
far from entertaining apprehensions of the safety of our system by the exten
sion of our territory;' the president concluded, "the belief is confidently en

tertained that each new State gives strength and an additional guaranty for 
the preservation of the Union itself." 26 

Senator Sidney Breese of Illinois recalled that previous expansionists had 
been rebuked for seeking new territory, yet they had persisted in their 
course. "I think our system is most admirably adapted to almost any degree 
of extension;' Breese declared at the height of the war. "This objection was 

urged in 1787 and a preference manifested in some quarters for a division of 
the states into three or more small confederacies." The founders, however, 
had wisely forged a single union from the separate states. "So when Louisi
ana was acquired," Breese continued, "the same objections were urged, but 
time has shown their groundlessness." Jefferson had secured the Mississippi 
Valley, removed Native Americans further west, and gained undisputed con
trol over the vital port of New Orleans. "Since the adoption of the Constitu
tion," Breese reflected, "fifteen states have been added to the confederacy, six 

of them out of foreign territory, and against the same objections now urged, 
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and all of them contributing new vigor to the system, and increased strength 
to the circle." 27 

Senator Daniel Dickinson of New York agreed. "Our form of govern
ment," he argued in early 1848, "is admirably adapted to extended empire." 

. Senator Cass concurred. "Our government has a wonderful power of accom
modating itself to the extension of the country;' he assured skeptics when 

hailing the Mexican cession. "Its double formation ... of external and inter
nal sovereignties, enables it to spread without weakness, and to preserve its 
power of cohesion with its process of enlargement." Some of this rhetoric 
had the clear ring of partisan bombast to it, but Polk, Cass, and others cor

rectly discerned a crucial difference between previous empires and their 
own. The United States did not expand to obtain subservient colonies; it 
transformed acquisitions into new states with the same privileges and im
munities of the original thirteen. To that end expansionists supported mea
sures to reduce public land prices to hasten settlement in the territories, 

hoping to admit them to the union as quickly as possible. Rebellious subjects 
menaced other empires, but equal citizens-however distant from the seat 
of government- added strength to the nation.28 

Blessed with a novel notion of government, Americans also seemed to 
have a genius for invention. Not only could the country conquer Indians 
and Mexicans, it could conquer time and space. Urging the annexation of 

Texas in early 1845, Stephen Douglas dismissed concerns about its distance 
from Washington. "The application of steam power to transportation and 
travel has brought the remotest limits of the confederacy, now comprising 
twenty-six states ... much nearer to the centre than when there were but 

thirteen;' he observed. "The revolution is progressing, and the facilities and 
rapidity of communication are increasing in a much greater ratio than our 
territory or population." Lewis Cass offered similar assurances. ''As we in
crease in numbers and extend in space, our power of communication is still 

more augmented;' he told the Senate in 1847. "The telegraph has come with 
its wonderful process to bind still closer the portions of this empire, as these 
recede from its capital." Sidney Breese agreed with his fellow Democrats. 
"By the agency of steam operating upon the boat, the railroad car, and the 
press, combined with that great American intervention- the greatest of the 

age and of the world-the magnetic telegraph," Breese proclaimed in early 
1848, "we will be more compact, and in more constant and harmonious 

intercourse than the old thirteen states at .. . the adoption of our Consti
tution."29 

Even before Mexico ceded California to the United States, Asa Whitney, 
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promoter of a transcontinental railroad, tried to win Robert Walker's sup
port for his project. Such a railway, Whitney maintained, would foster an 
integrated, self-reliant domestic economy, "an internal system placing us en

tirely independent of all the nations of the earth, and at the same time forc
ing tribute from them." Federal land grants would facilitate construction. 
"Now is the time for this great work;' Whitney urged Walker, "which would 
place us in a position to defy and if we please dictate to all the world." 

Defiance and dictation-these were the prerogatives of an impregnable 
empire.30 

Contrary to the expansionists' high hopes and promises, the acquisitions 
of the mid-184os increased domestic rancor, fostered sectionalism, and even

tually helped provoke secession and the outbreak of the Civil War. The frag
mentation of the Union proved the expansionists false prophets. "Politicians 
could not dissolve it if they would;' Senator Dickinson had declared in 1847, 
"and would not if they could." 31 But they could, and they did. Obsessed with 

a supposedly rapacious Britain, offended by a weak yet proud Mexico, and 
wary toward Indians and black slaves, white Americans ironically found 
themselves to be their own worst enemy. Skeptics had sounded the alarm. 

Henry David Thoreau, for example, condemned the war of conquest against 
Mexico. "How does it become a man to behave toward this American gov
ernment today?" Thoreau queried. "I answer, that he cannot without dis

grace be associated with it." A land of peace and freedom had become a land 
of war and slavery. "When a sixth of the population of a nation which has 
undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is 
unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military 
law;' he warned, "I think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and 

revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the 
country so overrun is not our own but ours is the invading army." Nor did 
Thoreau share the expansionists' faith in iron rails and talking wires. "Our 
inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from 
serious things," he protested. "They are but improved means to an unim
proved end, an end which it was already but too easy to arrive at; as railroads 

lead to Boston or New York. We are in great haste to construct a magnetic 
telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have noth
ing important to communicate." Indeed, by the time of Lincoln's election in 
1860, perhaps earlier, Maine and Texas had precious little to say to one an
other. Railways symbolized progress for many of Thoreau's contemporaries, 
but he differed. "We do not ride on the railroad," he objected. "It rides 
upon us." 32 
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Critics of Manifest Destiny were not confined to the world of arts and 
letters. Philip Hone, a New York banker and insurance broker, feared the 
consequences of annexing Texas. "If the Union can stand the shock;' he 
mused, "it will only be another evidence that Divine Providence takes better 
care of us than we deserve." During the Mexican War Hone described his 
nation as one "of rapid progress and reckless management." He blamed U.S. 
leaders for the resort to arms. "The war," he grumbled, "originated in the 
vilest cabal that ever was set on foot by corrupt demagogues!' Whigs ·in 
Congress denounced Polk and his advisers for their conduct toward Mexico. 
"I consider this war a great calamity;' Columbus Delano of Ohio com
plained. "It is wicked and inhuman; its object is national robbery, consum

mated, if carried on, by a sacrifice of human life that falls but little short of 
murder." Daniel King of Massachusetts, who, like Delano, voted against the 

declaration of war in 1846, suggested that "the true history of the war" would 
become "the blackest page in the annals of our country." He rejected Polk's 

pleas of innocence. "The object desired was not peace with Mexico," King 
gibed, "but a piece of Mexico." Abraham Mcilvaine of Pennsylvania opposed 
any addition of slave territory to the union. The war, Mcllvaine told the 

House in 1847, was "wrong from beginning to end: wrong in its inception; 
wrong in its prosecution; wrong in its designs and ends." 33 

Years of close observation convinced George Catlin that neither federal 
officials nor the nation's "money-making individuals" could avoid "the sin 
of injustice" in dealing with Native Americans. "But the humble biographer 
or historian, who goes amongst them from a different motive," he added, 
"may come out of their country with his hands and his conscience clean." 34 

Catlin conceded good intentions in those who sought to "civilize" and "up
lift" the Native Americans, but he also realized that the whites' contact with 
Indians had been disastrous, with utter annihilation a real possibility. The 
expansionists also professed occasional benevolence toward the Mexicans. 
But by 1848 la invasion norteamericana had convinced those beyond the Rio 
Grande that Anglo Americans expected, even welcomed, the eclipse, if not 

the extinction, of the mixed races in the borderlands. 
Catlin witnessed "the grand and irresistible march of civilization" west

ward, the "splendid juggernaut" that rolled inexorably across the continent. 
Unlike most antebellum Americans, however, Catlin viewed the process 

from both sides of the frontier. That dual perspective left him uneasy, angry, 
and remorseful. The stunning triumph of the United States over Indians 
and Mexicans validated Catlin's prophecy that the march to the Pacific was 
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"irresistible." How "grand" it was remains subject to debate, a topic as con
troversial and divisive today as it was in the i84os. 
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The Uncertain Road 
to Manifest Destiny 

ARMY OFFICERS AND 

THE COURSE OF AMERICAN 

TERRITORIAL EXPANSIONISM, 

1815-1846 

Samuel J. Watson 

Is occupation (or more bluntly put, interest) destiny? Tasked with acting as 
the nation's leading "Agents of Empire" 1 during an era of exuberant nation
alism and territorial expansion, U.S. Army officers have naturally appeared 

to historians as ardent expansionists themselves. Beyond the influence of 
mid-nineteenth-century American society's boisterous national and ideo
logical chauvinism, participation in expansionist wars provided army offi
cers with rare chances for command responsibility and martial glory against 
"civilized" opponents- one of their primary psychological compensations 
for the boredom of peacetime routine on isolated posts along the frontiers. 
Materially, a larger army and the casualties of war promised promotion (and 
thus higher pay) for ambitious young regulars. With few exceptions, histori
ans have logically taken it for granted that these men welcomed the annex

ation of Texas and looked forward to further expansion, but officers policing 
the borderlands were forced to play multifaceted diplomatic roles that posed 
dilemmas as well as opportunities, and their responses to the possibilities 



associated with territorial aggrandizement were far more nuanced than the 
existing explanatory models of self-interest and romantic nationalism sug

gest. Indeed, these responses changed significantly between 1815 and 1846, 
and no single factor can explain officers' diverse reactions to the contingen

cies of territorial expansion and war. Instead, military enthusiasm for expan
sion clearly varied from crisis to crisis and from officer to officer depending 

on the specific circumstances and individuals in question. This essay pursues 
the sometimes paradoxical motives, trends, and meanings of officers' reac
tions to the crises they encountered along the borders of the United States 

during the 1830s and '40s and discovers a growing sense of accountability to 
the national government that often restrained expansionist sentiments and 
bellicosity. In addition, the army's efforts had the practical impact of re
straining filibusters whose actions might otherwise have drawn the United 
States into war with Britain. 

Recent historians of American foreign relations have begun to emphasize 
that the nation's foreign policy was not solely the creation of the state, espe
cially under the decentralized social and political conditions which prevailed 
in the early republic. Under the federal territorial system the process of geo
graphic expansion was one of nation-state formation as well as one of ex

tending the existing pattern of local self-government; expansion therefore 
contained the potential for both social reproduction in the decentralized 
agrarian mode envisioned by Jefferson and for the institutional elaboration 
and political consolidation of a more powerful nation-state. During this 

process the central government and its agents were constantly forced to 
reckon with the expansive-and potentially explosive-demands and ac
tions of a mushrooming frontier population which remained essentially un
regulable and therefore capable of withholding its sanction from national 
policies or reshaping them in pursuit of local objectives. Indeed, viewed 

from the centralist (and often openly authoritarian) perspective of officers 
charged with enforcing federal sovereignty, the most immediate product of 
territorial expansion usually seemed to be social entropy and disorder. As 
the most visible and potent agents of national power, army officers repeat
edly had to confront and constrain aggressive private initiatives along the 
borders, often in the face of criticism from congressmen from the frontier 

regions. Moreover, regular officers always had to compete (whether overtly 
or, more often, implicitly) with locally appointed militia and volunteer com
manders for control over the direction of military force, a struggle over oc
cupational jurisdiction (and ultimately employment) that gave focus to the 
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officer corps' growing sense of internal cohesion, professional identity, and 

accountability to its patrons and paymasters, the civilian authorities of the 

national government. 2 

Army officers' attitudes toward territorial expansion were profoundly 

shaped by their experiences- usually antagonistic ones- with civilian bor

derers. Because they were bound to execute contested national policies, 

officers frequently became embroiled in conflicts with local civilian authori

ties and their representatives and allies in Congress. The experience of these 

conflicts led many officers to advocate and where possible to practice dual 

policies of domestic and international restraint for fear that the "disorderly" 

borderers would get out of hand, responses which reflected a quasi-Ham

iltonian preference for the order and stability imposed by the nation-state 

through the rules of international law. Indeed, contrary to the beliefs held 

by most historians, regular officers' long-term material interests as an oc

cupation and a class- in secure employment and social status through a 

political monopoly over the direction of military force by the nation-state

increasingly dictated caution in the pace and process of expansion, and on 

the whole the officer corps was substantially less enthusiastic about expan

sion in 1846 than it had been thirty years before. 3 

This essay explores the officer corps' experiences along the nation's bor

ders to show how officers came to serve the nation-state not as individual 

free agents and loose cannons like Andrew Jackson, nor as ad hoc law en

forcement officers and diplomats like Winfield Scott and his subordinate 

William Worth on the Canadian border in 1838, but ultimately as the po
litically accountable military agents of an empire that many of them (like 

Zachary Taylor, commander of the Army of Occupation in Texas) were pri

vately reluctant to see absorbed into the United States. In the process of 

exploring this transition I also survey General Edmund Gaines's career on 

the borders of Texas between 1823 and 1846, where he attempted to practice 
the bellicose expansionism he had learned at Jackson's knee but was repeat

edly disavowed by the national government, including expansionist presi

dents Jackson and Polk. By moving from Jackson through Scott and Worth 

to Gaines and Taylor and the junior officers who served under them, we can 
follow the officer corps' gradual evolution into a socially, politically, and 

professionally accountable instrument of U.S. foreign and national security 

policy. Army officers served the cause of national expansion in 1846, but 

they did so as members of a bureaucratically structured and constitutionally 

accountable organization under national control, not as individuals or rep

resentatives of a single sectional and economic interest (slaveholding South-
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erners or land-hungry yeoman farmers), and they did so without the ardent 
enthusiasm that characterized the officers of the 1810s or the civilian expan

sionists of the 1840s. In the final analysis, the personal material security 
guaranteed by stable careers in large-scale organizations led army officers to 

restraint rather than belligerence in their responses to foreign policy crises. 
As we should expect, officers of different backgrounds and rank re

sponded in distinct ways to the complex situations that confronted them 
along the nation's borders, and the social, political, and institutional factors 

behind these responses were usually closely connected to each another. 
Officers' views varied according to office and rank, posting and duties, and 
individual temperament and political affinity. Their attitudes also changed 
according to the nation's strength, the specific strategic situation and bal
ance of military power in question during a given crisis, and the army's 

public stature and evolution as an institution. The social and sectional com
position and attitudes of the officer corps changed as American society be
came more economically and occupationally specialized, forcing part-time 

soldiers to make a choice of career and leading the remaining officers to 
serve for significantly longer periods of time than their early national pre
decessors. This process was especially significant in the South among the 
planter class that led the nation's expansion prior to 1820, for graduates of 
West Point held a virtual monopoly on commissions issued between 1821 

and 1837 (when large-scale resignations led to a wave of appointments di
rectly from civilian life). The rigid system of promotion by seniority and the 
de facto requirement that officer candidates pass through four years at the 
academy excluded established gentlemen-planters of the sort who had been 
appointed to field and general command directly from civilian life under 
the less rigid conditions prevailing before 1821, while inadequate academic 

preparation meant that fewer Southerners were able to enter the corps 
through the academy than had done so between 1802 (when the academy 
was founded) and 1821. Besides fewer opportunities for high rank and com
mand, the attractiveness of military careers declined for these men as they 
concentrated their energies on territorial and economic opportunities in the 
Old Southwest that they had helped to conquer. With the growth of settle
ment and export markets after the War of 1812, the southwestern planter 

class turned from part-time activities like land speculation (and military 
leadership) toward the full-time cultivation of cotton as the primary basis 

of its wealth.4 

A similar process occurred in the political realm: as population densities 
grew and communications improved, territories became states with elected 
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civilian officeholders, while the federal government turned to prominent 
local civilians or ex-officers rather than serving commanders for its agents, 
which meant fewer opportunities for civilian officeholding among army 
officers, whose roles became less overtly political than they had been prior 
to 1820. These developments gradually contributed to creating an officer 
corps whose primary political loyalties and identity were national rather 
than sectional or local. Many socially or politically well-connected men left 
the corps in pursuit of civilian political and economic opportunities during 

the years surrounding the reduction in force of 1821, and those who re
mained increasingly saw themselves as career employees dedicated to the 
full-time service of an established national institution with distinctive objec

tives as an occupational interest group rather than simply gentlemen free to 
pursue personal or sectional interests like civilians or their predecessors be
fore 1820. Reflecting these changes, officers began to respond to threats to 
slavery and policies and conflicts promoting its expansion as practical mili
tary questions (as in the Second Seminole War) or personal ones (as on the 
Rio Grande in 1846) rather than those of sectional defense and expansion 
(as in the first Seminole conflict, or among southern civilians during the 
second). In significant contrast to many civilians, few if any officers of the 
1830s and '40s advocated territorial aggrandizement in order to spread or 
defend the socioeconomic system of plantation slavery, a reluctance that led 
officers of the Jacksonian era into conflict with settlers in Florida, where 
their predecessors had worked together in pursuit of the same goals. 

Changing attitudes toward foreign affairs were also connected to develop
ments in the army's structure and the mentalite of the officer corps. Institu
tionally, the army's internal chain of command and accountability was 

somewhat clearer by 1830 than it had been a decade before, leaving fewer 
opportunities for officers to engage in foreign adventurism, premeditated or 
otherwise. As the nation's borders were clarified and civilian officials took 
the place of military ones in their government, efforts to alter them became 

the province of national political decision-makers or private filibusters 
rather than army officers forced or given the opportunity to decide the 
course of U.S. policy on the spot. Historian Robert May has recently argued 
that filibustering held some of the same material and psychological attrac
tions for young American men as service in the military, while presenting 
greater opportunities for individuals that often drew them away from the 
hierarchically structured army. Psychologically, filibustering also appears to 
have served an alternative outlet for the more bellicose or opportunistic 
officers who were unwilling to accept the constraints of the army's rigid 
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rank and promotion hierarchy. In this sense filibustering complemented the 

army's institutional appeal of personal and occupational security by si
phoning off the excessively ambitious, whose actions might otherwise have 
posed a threat to the army's political neutrality and its support in Congress, 

perhaps leading to attacks on the officer corps' monopoly over the direction 
of organized military force. 5 

Army officers were directly accountable to the central government for 
their jobs and budgets, and they generally considered the filibusters who 

challenged national sovereignty over foreign policy and military force to be 
disruptive criminals who posed a greater threat to domestic and interna
tional order and stability (and hence national security) than the weak forces 
of America's southern neighbors. The same was true even along the Cana

dian border, where officers felt certain that the dramatic growth of American 
population and communications links would sustain successful offensives 
in any future war with Britain without requiring extensive preparations in 
peacetime. A similar process shaped officers' conceptions of national honor, 

which Jackson had viewed largely as an extension of his own aggressive will: 
in 1838 Scott and his leading subordinates on the Canadian frontier saw 
faithfulness to international law as a matter of personal and professional 
honor, which they attempted to affirm by dutifully securing the nation's 
border against all comers in support of federal sovereignty and the govern

ment's treaty obligations. Indeed, these men often cooperated closely with 
their British counterparts during the crises between 1838 and 1842, while 
acting as strenuously as possible to maintain American national sovereignty 
and neutrality by securing the borders against the private aggression of 
American citizens as well as British or Canadian retaliation. 

Occupation, class, and culture were all linked in the evolution of the 
officer corps' attitudes toward foreign affairs. The growing cohesion and 
shared attitudes of the officer corps owed much to its quest for stability and 
order in all the interactions that affected it as an occupational group
within its units of working-class, increasingly foreign-born enlisted men, in 
the decentralized civilian social order of the borderlands where it was sta

tioned, in federal sovereignty and army jurisdiction over the organized use 
of violence, and in the systematized diplomatic relations between established 
nation-states which ultimately gave the army its employment and the offi
cers their careers. Like other Americans among the nation's elites and aspi
rants to that status, officers sought authority and prestige by identifying 
their values with those of the Old World and its elites, including European 
military officers. In American domestic society this meant a growing em-
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phasis on refinement and gentility; in foreign relations U.S. soldiers and 

diplomats sought respectability in the eyes of their European counterparts 
by adhering to the customs and formalities of international law, which many 

of their revolutionary forebears had once denounced as tools of monarchy. 
Following these norms and enforcing them along the nation's borders also 

provided the sanction of European precedent and practical utility for the 
army's monopoly over the direction of organized armed force in the eyes of 
its employers. Class, state, and occupational formation were closely linked 

phenomena in the army officer corps' actions in the American borderlands, 
a pattern which encouraged military accountability to the authority of civil

ian political structures dominated by national elites.6 

The officer corps as a whole grew more patient and less bellicose
though no less self-interested-as a result of these social and occupational 
developments, and a spirit of conservative legalism gradually replaced the 

aggressive republican internationalism of the 1810s as the basis of the officer 
corps' approach to foreign policy issues. Commanders seeking order and 

stability constantly reaffirmed the principles of international law, the invio
lability of national borders, and the sovereignty of the federal nation-state 
over the application of organized violence, and their activities on the fron
tiers gave these abstractions a concrete reality they had lacked in the tur

bulent southern borderlands before 1820. This process of attitudinal and 
behavioral change accelerated with experience as the dangers of a decentral

ized foreign policy and the demands and consequences of adherence to in
ternational law became more real to officers during the border crises of the 
1830s and 4os. Indeed, the officer corps came to feel as much of an interest 

in stability along the borders as in military preparedness per se, because 
both were equally essential to its employment and jurisdiction as a discrete 

occupation and an internally self-governing organization facing politically 
potent competition from the militia and volunteers. In this sense, the officer 
corps' quest for military preparedness was only the specifically military 
manifestation of a more general search for individual, organizational, and 

social security and stability, which encompassed personal, occupational, and 

ultimately class concerns. 
By the late 1830s commanders along the borders of Texas and Canada 

took much less belligerent and expansionist stances than their predecessors 
two decades before, while Oregon and California went virtually unmen

tioned in officers' papers before the mid-184os. Indeed, diplomatic histori
ans have often characterized the Mexican War as a "war for California, 
rather than a war over Texas;' but (however true of the Polk administration 
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and U.S. intentions in general) this statement simply does not hold up when 
applied to the army officer corps, whose members were concentrated in 
Texas and wrote virtually nothing about California prior to the outbreak of 

the war.7 Whatever his own intentions might have been, General Edmund 
Gaines was as clearly Andrew Jackson's subordinate on the Texan frontier in 
1836 as he had been on the Floridian one in 1818, and he obeyed the presi
dent's demand for restraint just as he had obeyed the general's demand for 

action. Two years later Winfield Scott was instrumental in breaking up pri
vate efforts to invade Canada and plunge the United States into war with 
Britain. Though Scott and some of his key subordinates initially welcomed 
the "Patriot" risings, they quickly reverted to a dutiful stance that stressed 

the sovereignty of the nation-state and the inviolability of international bor
ders rather than the possibility of American territorial or ideological expan
sion. Although Gaines continued to exhibit the aggressiveness he learned 

under Jackson, Zachary Taylor and his subordinates in the Army of Occupa
tion demonstrated less eagerness and belligerence toward Mexico than a 
practical (albeit equally self-interested) desire to end the uncertainty of their 
prolonged tenure on the border distant from their families and the amenities 
of their peacetime stations. 

The officer corps, which can fairly be said to have directed and led the 
U.S. conquest of Spanish Florida during the 1810s (albeit in general agree
ment, and often cooperation, with those civilians, mostly southerners and 
filibusters, who took a strong interest in the subject), proved content to fol
low the gradual trajectory of American public opinion in coming to imagine 

and accept that of the Mexican Southwest. Taylor himself was rumored to 
oppose annexation "in toto;'s and if he had any personal cause for aggres

siveness it was to win laurels for the regular army before the volunteers ar
rived, an occupational rather than an ideologically expansionist motive that 
was not in any way the source of the army's presence opposite Matamoros. 

Indeed, it is both remarkable and highly significant that in the highly par
tisan context of Jacksonian America a Democratic president elected on a 
platform of aggressive expansionism should have chosen to entrust the com
mand of the force he intended to occupy Texas (if not to precipitate war 
with Mexico) to a known Whig, and to leave it under his command even 
after Taylor's opposition to expansion became widely known. (Political pres

sures obviously played a complex but powerful role in these decisions.) In
deed, Polk reprimanded Gaines for making a premature call for volunteers 
in the spring of 1845, and that fall Gaines was court-martialed and trans
ferred to a quiet post in New York City because the administration doubted 
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his ability to restrain his belligerence. Jackson's impact on the nation's for
eign policy was independent and strategic, Gaines's disruptive but controlla
ble, and Taylor's subordinate and tactical, and there in a nutshell lies the 
difference in foreign policy activism, bellicosity, and accountability to na

tional civilian political authority between the officer corps of 1818 and that 

of 1846. 

The army was small enough that the officer corps' impact on the practice of 

foreign relations was largely made by the actions of individual commanders, 
and much of the aggressiveness of the officers of 1815-20 can be traced to 
the influence of Andrew Jackson, major general in command of the army's 

Southern Division. Jackson's national political standing and inhuman will
fulness notwithstanding, his lust for territorial aggrandizement was not ex
ceptional among the army officer corps of these years, given the personal 
and sectional economic interests of planter-officers and junior military aspi

rants to that status. Indeed, the expansionist officers of the immediate post
war years were following a pattern of adventurism that went back to General 
James Wilkinson (the army's commanding general from 1796 to 1812) and 
the Burr Conspiracy. Following in the footsteps of the Gutierrez-Magee ex
pedition, which had plunged Spanish Texas into a devastating civil war in 
1812, General Eleazar Wheelock Ripley, a New Englander who reacted to 

filibustering proposals with republican rhetoric but practical caution while 
the departmental commander of West Florida in 1816, resigned in 1820 to 
help lead a new wave of filibusters (James Long's second attempt) against 
Texas. (Texas was otherwise not much of a consideration in even the most 

expansionist officers' minds during the i810s and '20s, and Jackson repeat
edly downplayed reports of Spanish activity along the Sabine.) Similarly, a 
number of officers, including Ripley, Jackson, and Major Thomas Sidney 
Jesup (Ripley's predecessor in command and the quartermaster general 
from 1818 until 1860), proposed seizing Cuba between 1816 and 1819, but 

none were so reckless (or capable of gaining the necessary naval support 
independent of civilian authorization) as to attempt it.9 

Officers advocated and led the campaigns that secured Florida for the 
United States during the half-decade of nationalism that followed the War 

of 1812, but Jackson resigned in 1821 to take up the governorship of Florida 
and was followed by a number of other well-connected officers (especially 

Southerners, who sought positions from which to pursue their interests in 
the expansion of white settlement and commercial cotton production into 
Florida and the Old Southwest) over the next few years. The army officer 
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corps had fairly little to do or say about territorial aggrandizement during 
the two decades thereafter, as nation and army alike concentrated on consol

idating their internal affairs in the absence of foreign threats or immediate 
opportunities for expansion. Officers thus said very little about the possibil
ity of expansion in Cuba or other regions of Latin America and the Carib
bean during the 1820s and '30s; American military attention to Cuba did 

pick up toward the end of the 1830s as British and American relations soured 
during the Canadian border crises and officers became concerned over the 
growing commercial rivalry between the two nations, but few of them ex
pressed the heady enthusiasm of the 1810s again prior to the onset of hostilit

ies with Mexico. 
Indeed, aside from their attention to Florida and coastal fortifications, 

officers like most civilian Americans increasingly turned their attention in
ward after 1815. Many senior officers gave rhetorical support to democratic 

revolutions in Europe and Latin America during the years before 1823, but 
like most civilians they came to see the nation's political role overseas pri
marily as a matter of setting an example to the world rather than one of 
acting as an aggressive agent of international republicanism or liberal rev
olution. Like civilians, officers came to use the language of revolution as a 

rhetorical trope for application to distant lands; when applied to Florida 
or Texas it served as a cover for American expansionism rather than the 
liberation of indigenous peoples from colonial oppression. Consequently, 
though officers often sought a larger military establishment, their realistic 
assessment of the nation's ideological and fiscal aversion to large peacetime 

establishments led the majority of experienced commanders to caution in 
advocating war or territorial expansion against opponents-like Britain
more powerful than Spain. This sense of restraint was acceptable to experi
enced officers because of their confidence in the latent power and future 
prospects of the United States: although they constantly called for larger 
budgets and measures to improve the nation's military capability, officers 
ultimately shared the confidence of civilian policy makers that the nation 

would be able to defend itself in case of attack and expand in case of oppor
tunity regardless of the limited effort put into military preparations. In the 
meantime, the tumultuous conditions which had encouraged American in
terventionism along the southern borders before 1821 declined into relative 
insignificance after the United States successfully asserted its sovereignty 
through the annexation of Florida and the delineation of the Sabine bound
ary, while Anglo-American tensions calmed and the danger of a European 
alliance against the American republics virtually disappeared after the proc-
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lamation of the Monroe Doctrine and its British analogue. Aside from the 

Yellowstone Expedition of 1824 and operations connected with Indian re
moval within the supposed boundaries of the United States, American 
expansionism proceeded largely through the private paths of commerce and 
settlement during the 1820s and '30s, and the thinking of army officers fol

lowed suit: of the officers asked to submit reports on the 1821 reduction, 
only Winfield Scott referred directly to the potential for "another offensive 
war against Canada" in his projections, and expansionist statements are 
difficult to find among officers' papers from the years between 1821and1836.10 

Aside from some expressions of interest and sympathy for the Polish re
bellion of 1830, the evidence that army officers remained conscious of the 
struggles of European liberals is almost equally sparse, and the Greek strug
gle for independence did not cause nearly the excitement among officers 
that it did among civilians. Similarly, the proclamation of the Monroe Doc
trine had little impact on officers' lives or presence in their letters before the 

1840s. Early in 1824 Lieutenant Colonel Zachary Taylor addressed an exten
sive commentary on the subject to his friend General Jesup, flatly asserting 
that "the nation will be prepared to go any lengths" to prevent the reimposi
tion of Spanish rule in Latin America, but as a corollary Taylor believed that 
the United States should avoid entanglement in European conflicts (specifi

cally the Greek revolt). Writing several weeks after Monroe's proclamation, 
Taylor's views effectively aligned him with the Jacksonians who emphasized 
the defense of U.S. national interests rather than pan-American cooperation 
or the extension of support to European revolutionaries. Indeed, Taylor pro
vides a personal example of the transition reflected in the Monroe Doctrine, 

from the expansive revolutionary ideology and internationalism of early re
publican politicians and officers like Thomas Jefferson and Winfield Scott 
to the more narrowly defined realism and national self-interest that char
acterized Jacksonian diplomacy. On the whole, the isolationist aspects of 
Jefferson's "doctrine of the hemispheres" were echoed by the silence of 

officers on the internal affairs of Europe, while its expansionist implications 
received little comment among army officers during the quiet of the late 
1820s and the Indian -fighting of the 1830s. 11 

The army's law enforcement duties along the nation's borders and fron
tiers also contributed to the decline of military belligerence during the 1820s 

and '30s. Indeed, service along the western frontier engendered as much 
disdain for white settlers as for the Indians, resentment that turned to out

right disgust and near alienation as the army became bogged down execut
ing the removal policy in Florida after 1835. The distaste officers felt for this 
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dangerous yet thankless work multiplied their distrust for expansion, espe
cially as social and cultural distinctions grew between West Pointers social
ized in the allied values of nationalism and gentility (especially in the form 

of disinterested service) and rough-hewn local settlers pursuing material 

self-interest at the expense of social hierarchy and federal sovereignty. In
deed, by the late 1830s many officers had come to see themselves as the na
tion's policemen, whose duties involved preserving law and order among 
unruly whites as much as facilitating the westward movement. On the other 
hand, resignations by officers who entered the burgeoning field of civil engi

neering during the boom of the mid-183os combined with the difficult expe
riences of the Seminole War and the economic depression of the late 1830s 

and early 1840s to temper the loyalties of the officer corps in the forge of 
adversity. Over a hundred and fifty resignations between 1835 and 1837 left 
behind a group that was willing to give political accountability in return for 

secure careers regardless of the nature of the service, and although some 
officers resigned when sent to Texas, their numbers were far fewer than those 

a decade earlier. 

The officer corps' heightened sense of the connections between foreign pol
icy, domestic order, and occupational monopoly was perhaps best illustrated 

by its responses to the border unrest precipitated by the Canadian rebellions 
of 1837. Following the Caroline incident that December, President Van Buren 
immediately sent Winfield Scott and other officers to reassure the frightened 
borderers and to maintain peace by securing the boundary against violation 
from either side, "manifesting to friends and foes;' as then-major William 
Worth put it, "the continued disposition of the Government to put forth 

every energy in maintenance of the laws and the National Faith." For the 
next four years experienced but by today's inflated standards relatively ju
nior officers- regimental colonels like Worth and Hugh Brady, and the ar
my's inspector general, John Wool (the principal commanders along the 
Buffalo, Detroit, and Vermont frontiers)-were the chief agents of federal 

policy along the border, battling a series of private attempts to precipitate a 
war between the United States and Britain by invading Canada. Doing so 
was a complex task: given the delicate balance of U.S. public opinion and 

the inadequacy of federal neutrality law, peacekeeping in the borderlands 
was as much a job for civil-military diplomacy as for the overt display of 

force, because the Patriot sympathies of many local civil officials and militia
men frequently deprived army officers of the legal authority and manpower 
they needed to act as an effective barrier to Patriot expeditions.12 
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Many American civilians supported the "Patriot" filibusters on ideologi
cal grounds as inheritors of the Revolutionary tradition, or on nationalistic 
ones of Anglophobia, and the crisis was exacerbated by high unemployment 

during the Panic of 1837. Army officers were caught in the middle between 
the filibusters and their civilian supporters and the British authorities and 
loyal Canadians who wanted to pursue the Patriots into the United States to 
avenge their raids. Regular officers believed that the most ethical and effi
cient way to defend American national sovereignty was to preempt conflict 
by preventing Patriot incursions against Canada, rather than trying to stop 
British forces pursuing the Patriots across the border after the fact, but the 

actions of the military commanders were tightly constrained by their belief 
that any substantive action required the legal sanction of civilian authority, 
and they felt overwhelmed by the problems of policing a long, wooded fron
tier with a mere handful of men. The army received little assistance from 
local civilian officials, but U.S. commanders acted energetically against the 

Patriots, successfully maintaining federal authority and containing incidents 
that might otherwise have led to war with Britain.13 

The international context for officers' actions along the Canadian border 
was substantially different from that in 1815. Early republican fears that Can
ada would provide Britain with a base for aggression against the Unites 
States were in seeming decline by the 1830s, though U.S. policy makers (in
cluding army officers) still feared geostrategic encirclement. These fears were 

strongest among the Democrats, who sought a decentralized national future 
founded on territorial expansion and social replication, but the officer corps 
was at least evenly split between Whigs and Democrats, and even Demo
cratic officers expressed little sympathy for the small farmers they encoun

tered while policing the nation's frontiers. The boom in Anglo-American 
trade and investment, the rise of Anglo-Saxon racialism, the growth of 
American power and self-confidence, and the successful conclusion of a 
number of agreements with England during the 1810s led to a faith in negoti
ation and coexistence with Britain among most American policy makers and 

military officers during the i82os and early 1830s, and they gave little atten
tion to military preparations along the Canadian border until 1838. On the 
whole, officers, like most Americans, assumed that Canada would gradually 
but inevitably move toward independence and possible union with the 

United States as the influence of U.S. economic ties and political institu
tions increased. 14 

In this context, moderate and conservative Americans (including most 
army officers) viewed the Patriot filibusters as threats to international law 

80 UNCE RTAIN ROAD 



and domestic order-Jacksonian democrats gone mad-at a time when the 

nation was caught in the throes of depression and in no shape to fight. Con
fident in the example of their free economy and republican institutions, 
most Americans were willing to bide their time rather than risking war and 

economic devastation by subverting British rule directly, and the Van Buren 

administration refused to use the Patriot crises as grounds to do so. War 
with Britain and the Royal Navy was a dangerous gamble when American 
entrepreneurs expected to outpace their competition peacefully, and offi

cers' references to the possibility of American expansion against Canada are 
notable only by their extreme rarity. More characteristically, Captain Robert 

Anderson wrote to New York congressman Gouverneur Kemble that "in
stead of allowing the Canadians to work at the Altar of Liberty, forming and 
fashioning it to suit themselves-we have attempted to force our plan upon 
them ... That many Canadians desire some change-there can be no doubt 
... but they desire reform not revolution-a reform brought about by the 

quiet, steady action of public sentiment and virtue- not revolution bathed 
in blood." Major William Worth echoed Anderson's assessment of the Cana
dian political climate almost to the letter. Like Worth, all of the senior com
manders on the frontier in 1838 had fought the British there during the War 
of 1812, while Worth later showed an interest in filibustering against Yucatan 

and Cuba, but any sympathy these men felt for the rebels was curbed by the 
officer corps' pervasive fear of lawlessness and social disorder, mixed with 

practical considerations about the disadvantageous balance of military 
forces and a vague Anglophilia born of class and occupation.15 

Indeed, the regulars' sympathies were usually with the British rather than 
their fellow countrymen, and the officer corps' search for social, insti

tutional, and international stability restrained whatever enthusiasm its 
members may have had for territorial expansion against Canada or war with 
Britain. The importance of national sovereignty and the corollary demand 
for centralized control over the direction of armed force emerge as the keys 
to understanding the value that regular officers put on domestic and inter

national law, for officers feared, should these restraints fail, social chaos and 
a war the United States was unprepared for and had no need to fight. Terri
torial expansion only became acceptable to the officer corps when it fol

lowed the orderly processes provided for by national and international law 
and the direction of officers acting as agents of the American nation-state, 
so officers who would soon be eager for war over Oregon or Texas withheld 

their support from a Manifest Destiny of private individuals acting beyond 
the restraints of congressional sanction and professional military command. 
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Worth's largely class-based antagonism against the Patriot "Brigands" was 
almost uniformly shared by his fellow commanders along the border, and 
their language was without exception one which contrasted stability with 

disorder. General Winfield Scott responded to borderers outraged by the 
destruction of the Caroline in terms resonant with deeper cultural meaning, 
maintaining that "at no time, could any portion of our people usurp the 

right of retaliation and revenge; that such would not be in the manner and 
forms of a civilized people, but according to the practice of savage tribes." 
"Usurpation" - the use of force outside the control of federal law and pro
fessional direction- was also a prominent theme in Worth's dispatches on 

the Patriots and their American sympathizers: he warned one subordinate 
that "the view some of your [civilian] neighbors take of the neutrality law is 
the very ultraism of nullification." Worth and Scott were echoed by Colonel 
Hugh Brady on the Detroit frontier, who spoke of "these violators of our 
Laws" as "marauders" and "desperadoes." 16 These strictures reflected the 

officer corps' fear of instability in any guise, and commanders routinely 
characterized the rebels in socially loaded terms as "disorganizers," "agita
tors;' and "miserable" and "unprincipled" "adventurers." 17 Brady labeled 
these "disturbers of peace and good order" "the rabble," and Worth blamed 

"the floating population that infests the border (of every country)" for the 

unrest. 18 Disorder and dishonesty went hand-in-hand in the language of 
character, and officers commonly denounced the insurgents as both "reck
less and unscrupulous:' Indeed, their rhetoric sometimes verged on the de
humanizing, suggesting mental illness or psychological instability among 
the Patriots, whom Worth once demonized as "lawless and insane." Brady 
also spoke of the "feverish state" of "desperate and uneasy spirits" along the 

frontier; the filibusters were "misguided" and "deluded" men, deceived by 
their leaders' "vile and mischievous fabrications." Indeed, Worth concluded 
that these "miserable youths" were mere "tools," "the unfortunate dupes of 
designing demagogues." 19 The values of the officer corps were also evident 

in their recurrent portrayal of the Patriots as greedy cowards: quartermaster 
colonel Henry Whiting asserted that "the eyes of needy [and] unprincipled 
adventurers began to glisten with rabid hope" when "the Brigand fever" 
ensnared them in its toils, while Robert Anderson labeled the Patriot leaders 
"cowardly scamps;' who preferred "the lights of the lecture rooms, and the 

sounds of silver falling into the hats passed around for contributions ... to 

the flame of the death dealing gun, and the moans of the wounded [and] 
dying patriots" at the battle of Windmill Point. Indeed, Worth, who had 
secured a tacit understanding with the local British commander to allow an 
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evacuation attempt there, blamed "cowardice and treachery" for the invad
ers' "feeble effort" to save their fellows. 20 

This language indicates that conservative senses of class and social order 
were closely linked in the minds and actions of army officers on the border, 

who made a sharp distinction between Patriot rabble-rousers and the "re
spectable" citizens whom commanders expected to uphold law and order. 

Worth and his counterparts believed strongly that social hierarchy and re
spect for law went hand in hand, which led the major to comment with 
vengeful relish that "many, too late indeed for their reputation and standing 

in society, are getting heartily ashamed of their part in the affair." Given this 
hierarchical understanding of social leadership and initiative, Worth sus

pected that the filibusters had initially been "nourished and urged on by 
persons of high standing in society," but as a corollary he expected that local 
elites could put a stop to the unrest. (Worth later attempted to reconcile 
these expectations with disaffection among his soldiers by blaming the in
fluence of "the lower classes here.") Practically speaking, officers began the 

essential task of swaying public opinion by attempting to persuade local 
elites to support national policy, an approach evident in Worth's proclama
tion to the "Gentlemen of Ogdensburg" that "if the good citizens should be 

pleased to exercise their just influence in society I cannot doubt that very 
shortly the former relations of good neighborhood will be restored with the 

opposite border." 21 

Army officers also linked their keen senses of military duty and personal 
and national honor to their efforts to maintain neutrality and "national 
faith" (meaning adherence to international law). Worth therefore ordered 

Lieutenant Colonel Newman Clarke to inform a British counterpart of "our 

sincere desire to do all that we might be expected from the most fastidious 
sense of national and personal honour" to do to stop the Patriots. Indeed, 
with too few troops to physically patrol the long border, Worth was forced to 

rely primarily on the power of example and the gentry quest for reputation: 
although usually fruitless as police measures, he hoped that his officers' 
actions would have "the excellent effect to stimulate the civil authority to 

the assertion of its honor and dignity, and [to) convince our outraged 
neighbors, that ... we [meaning the army's officers, as representatives of 
the federal government], at least perform our duties in good faith." Scott 
encapsulated these connections when he reported to Poinsett that "I have 

scornfully refused, & shall continue so to refuse, to receive or to salute, one 
of those traitors to a special trust ... because I am the natural guardian of 
my own personal honour, & do not choose that that shall be defiled by fel-
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lowship with such men." In other words, the class characteristics of individ
ual character and honor buttressed the officer's desire to support the 
authority of the nation-state and the inviolability of its borders, an authority 
expressed in the officer corps' occupational jurisdiction over direction of 

organized force. 22 

The most serious obstacle the regulars faced in their work as federal bor

der police was the reluctance of politically appointed civil officers to enforce 
the neutrality laws. Winfield Scott warned the secretary of war that "in gen
eral they are either lukewarm [and] inefficient or the open [and] zealous 
abettors of the violators of law [and] order;' and Worth suggested that 
"many are notoriously active members of the secret societies" (the Hunters' 

Lodges and other Patriot groups). Army officers frequently appealed to the 
War Department for support against refractory civil officials, but the federal 
government had little (or was unwilling to exert much) effective control over 
its local appointees under these delicate political circumstances, so army 

officers were forced to bear the burden of what was essentially a federal
local conflict over the direction of U.S. policy. (Executive officials at the state 
level generally supported the neutrality policy, and Worth cooperated exten
sively with New York governor William L. Marcy- later the secretary of 
state during the war with Mexico- in discouraging the filibusters.) Con

sequently, Worth and his fellows were often forced to mediate or choose 
between competing imperatives of professional responsibility and account
ability to political authority, for they took the fundamental principle of civil
ian supremacy over the military seriously even when that adherence clearly 

hampered their immediate ability to sustain the sovereignty of the nation
state they served. "I have constant occasion for the advice [and] cooperation 
of the United States Civil Officers;' Worth wrote to Scott, and he ordered 
his subordinates to "act in conjunction with [the] civil authorities of the 
United States Government, to yield them every aid and support which may 
be lawfully rendered;' but he argued that "unsustained and deserted by the 

civil authorities it will be difficult for the military to render any efficient 
service by way of prevention, or to convince foreign governments of the 
sincere desire of our own to do so." Concerned for the consequences to the 
army's reputation as a disinterested instrument of national policy, he there
fore ordered subordinates to send their correspondence with the civil au

thorities to headquarters for transmission to the War Department and 
Congress "as ample evidence that the Military has not been remiss in the 
performance of its duties." 23 

Regular commanders encountered similar disaffection and unreliability 
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in the state militia. Worth initially referred to the militia as "the more 
[socially and constitutionally] appropriate aid to the civil functionaries;' but 
army officers soon began to blame militia officers (often correctly) for al

lowing the filibusters to steal weapons from arsenals. In February 1838 

militiamen at Plattsburgh refused to serve under federal command, and 
Inspector General Wool disbanded militia units called up by their com
manders without proper authorization during the Patriot expedition from 

Vermont later that month. On the Detroit frontier Colonel Brady withdrew 
a requisition for militia "from want of Confidence" in their reliability after 
their officers lost a store of arms to the filibusters, while Winfield Scott wor
ried that "they would almost certainly give their arms to the patriots, if not 
personally unite with them." On the other hand, both Worth and Brady 

distinguished between civilian volunteers and the militia on social grounds, 
much as they did between filibusters and "respectable Citizens-[the] 
staunch friends of Law and Order." Wool relied mostly on volunteers in his 

operations against the Patriots in Vermont in late February, 1838, and Brady 
repeatedly praised a volunteer company named after him as composed of 
"the most respectable young men" of Detroit. Worth not only praised a New 
York battalion under his direction for its "zeal, fidelity, and discipline;' but 

reported that its members were undergoing "a course of instruction ... 
which will increase their efficiency as soldiers, keep them out of idleness & 

send them home better citizens;' no doubt after being lectured on their duty 
to observe the neutrality laws. Worth was clearly a strong believer in the 

civic and military benefits of training under professional guidance, but by 
early 1839 he felt certain that the pervasiveness of Patriot sympathies had 
rendered the militia useless, and he feared that a new move to call it to arms 
was driven by Patriot sympathizers who hoped to precipitate clashes with 
the British. Worth was able to prevent that call-up, and he asked the gover
nor of New York to keep any arms sent for the militia under army guard, 

for it had quickly become clear to the regulars that without centralized con
trol over the use of force the country would soon be plunged into war with 
Britain by the very militiamen so many civilians relied on to protect it. 24 

American officers expected that the British would have little difficulty 
rebuffing the invaders, but they could not ignore the chance that British 
forces would pursue the filibusters across the border onto U.S. soil. The 
forces that the Patriots mobilized were clearly incapable of defeating the 
British by themselves; they had to count on stirring up a general rebellion 

among the Canadians or on sucking the United States into war by provoking 
British retaliation, and most commanders feared that this was the filibusters' 
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strategy for ensnaring the United States in war.25 The abstract confidence of 
the i82os and early i83os quickly evaporated as officers came to realize that 
the nation's long-term ability to mobilize overwhelming forces could do lit
tle to protect the border region from British incursions. The same lack of 

troops that hampered their law enforcement operations left officers feeling 
helpless before the possibility of large-scale retaliation or war, and they has
tened to absolve themselves of responsibility for the consequences. "What 
can a Military Commander do with a mere handful of men, when compelled 
to act in subordination to civil officers, a majority of whom are notoriously 

favorable to what is misnamed the Patriot cause?" asked Hugh Brady. "We 
are envired by Pirates, bold, reckless [and] unscrupulous on the one side, 

and by an injured people and indignant soldiery on the other with none to 
appreciate or ameliorate our position;' Worth wrote to Scott in a moment 
of near panic. The British were concentrating twenty thousand regulars in 

Canada, while Worth and his counterparts had fewer than three thousand 
troops available. Worth responsibly went on to observe that "it is not for us 

as Soldiers to seek to penetrate the policy of the Government ... but as a 
good citizen I cannot resist the belief that we are fast verging toward a con
test, for which everything around us denotes total absence of decent prepa
ration, & I can already in my mind's eye, see, for a time, the national honor, 

stricken to the dust." Worth was especially worried that the consequences 
would damage the army's credibility and prestige, for "if a contest ensues 
disgrace awaits us; and who amid the torrent of holy indignation will stop 
to inquire into our means- we may do and die but even that will not rescue 
our memories." Indeed, he had warned a year earlier that this disaster was 
inevitable without "reliable force to assist, and if needs be, enforce the just 
authority of the Government, and [the] supremacy of the Law."26 

Army officers ultimately had to fight the Patriot war on as many as four 
fronts, and their methods varied according to their estimate of the most 

significant threat to peace at the moment in question. Consequently, Worth 
first deployed his troops "to inspire a sense of security in the People [and] 
to renew and cultivate kind and friendly feelings along the border;' by reas

suring frightened Americans that the federal government would protect 
them against any further raids like that on the Caroline. He then solicited 
the cooperation of leading citizens and the civilian authorities, in the belief 
that given "the impossibility on the part of the military authority of enforc

ing the laws while the mass of the people are so regardless of their obliga
tions ... the only course which remains, is to endeavour by the exertion of 
moral influence to bring about a more wholesome state of public opinion, 
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and [to] stimulate the civil authorities to a more vigorous execution of their 
duties." When this prodding failed, Worth seized arms, set up an intelligence 
network, arrested Patriot leaders, and arranged his meager forces along the 

shore to catch filibusters retreating after their defeat by the British. He then 
assured the British authorities of his determination "to recall such of our 
own citizens as have strayed from the path of national honour and duty, and 

to admonish those who have sought the hospitality of our country [the Pa
triot exiles] of the danger of violating the laws!' 27 

His efforts at civil-military diplomacy notwithstanding, the tension be
tween accountability to the principle of civil supremacy and responsibility 

to enforce the neutrality policy frustrated Worth, and he ultimately initiated 
an independent policy of avoiding association with the local civil authorities 
whenever possible. Worth soon began to refuse orders from civil officers to 

return or auction otf captured weapons, and he then went even further by 
directing his officers to seek evidence of negligence or criminal acts by fed
eral, state, and local civil officials, a policy which eventually led to the arrest 

of a deputy U.S. marshal. In February, i839, when a U.S. district attorney 
complained about an army officer's attempt to stop an assault on an official 

messenger, Worth bitterly responded that he would give "specific orders ... 

under no circumstances to permit any interference in any brawls or civil 
difficulties, unless on the written request of a Magistrate." This putatively 
neutral approach coincided with the Patriots' turn to arsonism while recov
ering from their defeats at Windmill Point and Windsor the previous fall. 
Worth decided to classify such incidents as "civil difficulties" outside of his 

jurisdiction, as he had become convinced that "the Magistracy and people 
... are alone competent to the correction of such evils as now disgrace and 
afflict our border": "Should it please our good citizens to withdraw their 
countenance [and] support there is not a doubt tranquillity will be re
stored."28 

Worth also began to worry that disturbances in the social order would 
infect the army itself, fearing that "the thoroughly corrupt character of a 
large portion of the frontier inhabitants is fatal to the discipline [and] fidel
ity of the troops, placed in garrisons in the open towns." "You will have to 
guard against efforts to seduce your men from their duties, and it is desirable 
that there should be the least practicable association between them and the 
citizens;' he warned subordinates. As a solution Worth suggested concen

trating his detachments on steamers patrolling the St. Lawrence River, which 
would conserve "men [and] money; keep the troops from contact with the 
citizens; cause by their movements less excitement, ... [and] in a manner 
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less obnoxious to the people ... allow us to concentrate and mature the 
discipline of the men," but he first felt obligated to remove his detachments 
from Ogdensburg to Madison Barracks in Sackett's Harbor thirty miles to 
the south, as he feared that "a systematic plan to debauch and seduce them 
from their duty, has already been too successfully practiced." 29 

Unable to use force against the filibusters directly, Worth ultimately came 
to believe that only the fear of outright chaos would foster public adherence 
to the norms oflaw and order. " [T]he scandalous excesses [of the Patriots J 

will produce a very decisive, and fortunate, reaction in public feeling .... 
[They J have made all true men hug closer to the laws;' he wrote early in 
i838. This optimism proved premature, and a year later Worth instructed a 
subordinate that if incidents continued "you will not hesitate to withdraw 
the troops, and [to J try, as a last expedient, the effects of a due sense of 
insecurity;' brought on by rumors of Canadian retaliation. In other words, 
not only had Worth ceased to cooperate with the civil authorities, he had 
decided to quell the unrest by relying on their fear- by withdrawing the 

very protection the army was supposed to provide. Worth reasoned that the 
borderers began "to look with seriousness to these matters, as the brand of 

the incendiary approaches their own dwellings, and there is reason to hope 
that in a few days they will compel the refugees [Patriots] to retire." He 
reported to Scott that "I am firm in the belief that perseverance in keeping 
the troops back from the line will in a short time bring our people to their 
senses [and] induce the Magistrates to do their duty." On the other hand, 
Worth did not resort to this extremity until he felt reasonably sure that there 
would be no retaliation from the Canadian side, and he admonished one 
critic of the new policy that "in this respect it is possible that our neighbors 
may have the advantage, in the point of morals." 30 

Indeed, Worth viewed regular communication with the British as his best 
means of deterring retaliation against U.S. soil, and (following a secret order 
by Winfield Scott) he frequently sent officers to confer with the British com

mand about rumored Patriot plans and operations. Worth therefore wrote 
to Colonel Abraham Eustis that his talks with the British had "been charac
terized by high courtesy;' and he believed that they would "act in a corre
sponding spirit" to restrain retaliation. Indeed, "the rigid discipline" of their 

troops and the "excellent disposition ofthe[ir] commanders" later led him 
to dismiss civilian rumors that the British had struck across the border. Se
nior British officials returned this praise, providing some of the best evi
dence of the army's success in its peacekeeping duties: despite his usually 
acerbic reactions to Americans, British Ambassador Henry Fox considered 
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the regulars "so usefully employed" in restraining the Patriots that he sought 
and received a tacit understanding that they would be kept on the frontier 
to do so while the Aroostook crisis was resolved. 31 

Army commanders had not always displayed such restraint toward border 
crises. Indeed, Winfield Scott's first hasty reaction to the rebellions in Can
ada was to write to Worth that "God grant them success! My heart is with 
the oppressed of both Canadas," and Worth responded to his commander's 
enthusiasm in much more ambiguous terms than he would soon come to 

rely on. Nevertheless, the officers placed in crisis situations along the Cana
dian border ultimately exercised the greatest restraint in their words and 

actions of any army officers involved in borderlands crises, a delicacy derived 
from the intersection of their mission and values with the practical demands 
of international diplomacy, the adverse balance of military power, and the 
principles of civil-military accountability. The officer corps' calm and re

straint effectively assured military subordination to national civilian author
ity and helped to sustain peace between Britain and the United States 
without substantial injury to the "free institutions" or civil rights of Ameri
cans along the Canadian border.32 

The Maine boundary crises of these years produced little military pres
sure for expansion at Canada's expense, but half a decade of tensions led a 

number of junior officers to increasing belligerence against the British. The 
Anglophobia of the early and mid-184os had militarily rational roots pro
duced by a decade of tensions with the most powerful nation in the world, 

and proclamations of European decrepitude and vulnerability like those 
made by some civilian expansionists remained less common in the minds 

of military commentators during the i84os than fears of British aggressive
ness and power. Indeed, despite the army's growing engagement in the 
southwest, most officers stationed outside that region thought Britain a 

more probable enemy than Mexico until early i846. Nevertheless, officers, 
like civilians, were politically divided over the desirability of annexing Ore

gon, particularly to the 54 ° 40' line, and the variety of officers' reactions to 
the crises with Britain during the i83os and '40s clearly suggests the difficulty 
of attempting to assign uniform motives and attitudes to men of varied 

backgrounds and careers. Belligerence and Anglophobia were much more 
common among inexperienced young officers, who were more eager for 
promotion and more frustrated by the rigid promotion hierarchy and the 

widespread civilian criticism of the army (largely from expansionist Demo
crats suspicious of the army's authoritarianism and hierarchy) during the 
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early 1840s, than among more established senior commanders like Worth, 
Scott, and Wool, who though veterans of the War of 1812 felt a strong kinship 
with the British born of culture, ethnicity, and mutual peacekeeping service 
during the "Patriot War." 

Indeed, the junior officers of the '40s had grown up amidst the vivid par
tisan conflict of Jacksonian America and felt much the same desire to as
sume partisan affiliations as civilians, which led many to absorb the values 
and attitudes of Democratic expansionism. On the other hand, their impa

tience still developed within the context of professional leadership under 
civilian political direction, and the filibustering which so many officers had 

engaged in before 1820 did not again become popular among officers until 
the experience and emotion of the war with Mexico had stirred their ardor 
and ambition to new heights. 33 

Aside from the implications of official reports on the protection of the 
Santa Fe trade, the possibility of southwestern expansion received little if 

any written consideration during the mid-1820s, and U.S. officers cooper
ated with their Mexican counterparts in pursuit of law and order along the 
border of Texas. Indeed, General Gaines (Jackson's chief subordinate in the 
invasion of Florida, who served as the commander of the army's Western 

Department during most of the years between 1821 and 1845) wrote in 1823 
to the War Department that he believed Mexican tales of banditry in East 
Texas to be true, and he asked whether he might advise the Mexicans that 

officers "pursuing offenders to the Sabine will find [aid] at our military 
posts; and on application to the civil authority (with proper evidence) may 
recover the stolen property if found within our limits." 34 The army's con
cerns with Indian removal, coastal fortifications, and its internal organiza

tion seem to have diverted whatever attention officers might otherwise have 
devoted to Texas during the following decade, but as American settlement 
in Texas accelerated the concerns of army commanders on the border subtly 
began to shift: in 1827 Gaines called for reinforcements on the border during 

the Edwards rebellion and directed Zachary Taylor, then commandant at 
New Orleans, to "cooperate with the revenue officers and other civil authori
ties, to prevent violations and evasions of the law; and to suppress any disor
ders which may grow out of the recent or future disturbances in Texas:' 

(Gaines did not say whether this suppression would involve crossing the 
international boundary into Texas.) Nevertheless, few junior officers showed 

much interest in the growing unrest directed at Mexican rule: two years later 
commissary lieutenant William Colquohoun warned his superior that the 
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"Spaniard" posts near Fort Towson (on the Red River) needed watching, but 
Colquohoun's principal worry was the "desparate and violent" whites who 

had threatened public officers and property to the point that he suggested 
abandoning the post. 35 

As departmental commander Gaines was the officer most appropriately 
concerned with potential scenarios involving Texas, and, having served as 

Andrew Jackson's protege during the First Seminole War, it is not surprising 
that he favored an actively expansionist policy. In 1830 he wrote to President 
Jackson implying that Texas belonged to the United States as part of the 
Louisiana Purchase and asserting that the renunciation of U.S. claims under 

the terms of the Transcontinental Treaty of 1821 had been unconstitutional. 
The region "must and will be restored to us;' Gaines proclaimed: "when the 
people of Texas ... demand admission into the union .. . they cannot
[and] will not be refused." Nevertheless, President Jackson was seeking an

nexation by purchase rather than war, and very few officers besides Gaines 
seem to have given much consideration to the growing unrest in Texas dur
ing the early 1830s, even as Mexico increased its garrisons and the United 
States bound itself to restrain the southeastern Indians it was concentrating 
north of the Red River boundary. 36 

The officer corps' latent interest in the southwestern border was revived 

by the Texas Revolution, as the emergence of open hostilities aroused civil
ian sentiment in favor of the Anglo Texans and threatened to unleash Indian 
raids along the southwestern frontier of the United States. Even then, few 
officers committed their thoughts on the subject to paper, but those who 

did so provide us with two contrasting understandings of the Texas Revolu
tion and the issues at stake in American expansionism, both prefiguring 
officers' attitudes toward annexation and war a decade later. Military Acad
emy cadet Jubal Anderson Early, then in his third year at West Point, wrote 
home to his father in a furor over the Mexican attempt to suppress the rebel
lion. Early's rhetoric of romantic nationalism exemplified the ethnocentric 
attitudes commonly held by American civilians toward the rulers and insti

tutions of Mexico, as well as a republican consciousness rarely found in so 
explicit and thoroughly articulated a form among army officers. Indeed, 
Early's ardently ideological espousal of the Texan cause is a virtual study in 
counterpoint to those of most other officers, whether in 1836 or a decade 
later. Early characterized the Anglo Texans as "respectable adventurers" and 
took pains to warn his father that they were not "land speculators and fugi 
tives from justice," as public opinion in the north often charged, nor did he 
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believe that the Texans were "attempting to subvert the laws, and overturn 
their lawful government" as many Whigs proclaimed.37 

More characteristic of the social and political attitudes of the officer corps 
as a whole, the articulately Whiggish Vermonter Captain Ethan Allen Hitch
cock (who remained ethically opposed to annexation and the war with Mex
ico even in 1847, though he led troops in every battle on the way to Mexico 
City) wrote to his mother that "the Texas cause looks much better at a dis
tance than it does upon a near approach": 

The people of Texas made no opposition to Santa Anna or the Mexican 
government as long as they were not required to comply with the reve
nue laws & were permitted to keep slaves (which the Mexican constitu
tion prohibits). [When these conditions changed] the people saw at 
once an end to their dream of wealth, and accusing the Mexican gov
ernment of tyranny assailed, abused, and drove off the custom house 
officers & prepared for defenses .. . . They were immediately joined by 

a large band of land speculators (who are always prowling around new 
countries), and this war of independence as it is called is in fact a re

bellion. 

Gaines sent Hitchcock (his acting inspector general) to warn Santa Anna 
"not to violate our neutrality" or supply the Indians, but Hitchcock's under
standing of the crisis was exactly the opposite of Early's: "if [Santa Anna] 
abstains from enticing the Indians he ... will deserve success." Although few 
if any of his fellow officers would have gone so far as to hope for the Texans' 
defeat, Hitchcock's suspicion of aggressive expansionism was certainly more 
widely expressed than Early's ardent republican expansionism among the 
members of the officer corps who left records of their opinions.38 

That fall Gaines occupied Nacogdoches in accordance with War Depart
ment instructions, but he did not advance any deeper into Texas or engage 
in combat. Like many of the officer corps' actions on the frontiers, Gaines's 

measures had the potential to cause political and diplomatic embarrassment 
to the government but were not substantially irresponsible in and of them
selves. Given the difficulty of communication and the need to grant local 
commanders discretion prior to the advent of the telegraph, it is hardly re

markable that this should have been the case. Indeed, if anything it is sur
prising that officers did not use their discretion to exceed their often (and 
often purposely) vague instructions and engage in unauthorized but per
haps tacitly sanctioned expansionism more frequently, as Jackson and his 
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subordinates had in Florida between 1816 and 1818. Gaines acted aggressively 
in 1836, but he did not actually initiate the move to Nacogdoches or depart 
from basic government policy to seize pretexts or opportunities to intervene. 
Indeed, given his past experiences it may be said that he exercised laudable 

caution and responsibility, aside from his repeated calls for volunteers, a 
case in which the government found military preparation incompatible with 

political and diplomatic restraint. Neither Gaines nor Jackson acted effec
tively to stop the flow of American supplies and volunteers to Texas, but 

Gaines did not actively support the Texan forces, nor did he attack the Mexi
can ones, as Jackson and Ripley had done in similar situations along the 

Spanish frontiers two decades before. Gaines was certainly excitable, often 
impetuous, and occasionally petulant when he felt his pride injured by supe
riors, but his preparations were responsible ones given his past experiences 

and his sense of accountability to the citizens of the southwestern frontier, 
and Jackson's criticism of his former protege concealed the reality that 

Gaines had acted appropriately given U.S. policy objectives and the circum
stances in question.39 

Another potential Texan crisis appeared in August 1838 when a rebellion 
by Mexicans and Indians near Nacogdoches led Sam Houston to call for 

assistance from Colonel James Many of the 3rd Infantry, a forty-year vet
eran. Many correctly refused this request, and that November he took a force 

ofi65 troops and cannon to Shreveport to drive back a group of Texans who 
had crossed the border and attacked the Caddo Indians on U.S. soil. Orders 
promulgated that December gave American commanders a pretext to build 

up forces along the Texan border in order to prevent Indians under U.S. 
jurisdiction from participating in conflicts in Texas, but there was no mili

tary policy of "hot pursuit" in Texas as there had been in Florida or as was 
practiced from Texas against Indians raiding from Mexico after the Civil 
War-army officers simply did not engage in quasi-official filibusters after 

the conquest of Florida and the political firestorm that ensued. Indeed, the 
focus of the army's attention did not return to the southwest until 1842, 
when tensions between Texas and Mexico reached a new peak. In March of 

that year Ethan Allen Hitchcock reported widespread rumors of an Indian 
council and alliance with Mexico against Texas, and Zachary Taylor (now a 
brevet brigadier general by virtue of his performance in the Second Semi

nole War) was ordered to prevent the Indians and Texans from attacking 
one another across the international boundary. Taylor urged the secretary 

of war to ignore these rumors as self-interested exaggerations intended to 
precipitate American intervention on the Texans' behalf, but he received fif-
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teen companies of reinforcements, increasing his force at Fort Towson from 

less than seven hundred men to about two thousand. This move represented 

the first large-scale commitment of forces to the southwestern border since 

i836, and in some respects it can be considered the origin of Taylor's Armies 

of Observation and Occupation, but the overt purpose of this force was 

much the same as that on the Canadian border- keeping the peace and 

maintaining U.S. neutrality.40 

The rumors notwithstanding, nothing beyond the usual marauding oc

curred, but the raids gave unscrupulous Texans and men claiming to 

represent that republic excuses to seek plunder by raiding into the Indian 

Territory. Texas also issued warrants to her citizens authorizing them to at

tack Mexican caravans on the Santa Fe trail, leading to protests by American 

businessmen and the Mexican government, and in 1843 a force of U.S. dra

goons was sent to escort merchants along the trail-an expedition officers 

saw simply as a matter of law enforcement rather than a Trojan Horse for 

American expansion. That summer Captain Philip St. George Cooke met 

and disarmed a group of Texan privateers in U.S. territory, spurring diplo

matic protests from Texas. Gaines strongly supported Cooke's decision, 

which was criticized in some civilian quarters as a threat to American rela

tions with Texas, as part of the army's long-running efforts to suppress law

lessness and filibustering along the nation's borders, using language not 

much unlike (though characteristically more aggressive than) Worth's and 

Scott's along the Canadian frontier five years before: "It is our bounden duty 

to put down all predatory movements of this sort of land privateering, such 

as have too long contributed to mark the character of men calling them

selves members of American Republics .... We must destroy, arrest, or dis

arm all such lawless combinations, whenever found within or near our 

unmarked boundary." Indeed, Captain John Burgwin used the occasion to 

draw the link between officers' aspirations for personal prestige and their 

public services as enforcers of international law: "I hope he will get some 

credit for his service, which I think will be most beneficial." The State De

partment rebuffed Texan protests, Cooke was promptly sent out in com

mand of a second escort, and his fellow officers cleared him of any 

misconduct in a court of inquiry held the following year. 41 

This restraint had definite limits, however: Gaines' support for action against 

"predatory bands ... disposed to violate the known laws of war" did not 

represent a repudiation of expansionism, only of action unauthorized by the 

federal government he served. Like Jackson a quarter-century before, Gaines 
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felt capable of interpreting the government's policy himself, assuming re
sponsibility as the senior officer in the region to react to fluid conditions in 
accordance with the general trend of national policy. Doubtlessly encour
aged by Polk's election, Gaines reacted aggressively to the annexation of 

Texas and the possibility of war with Mexico by calling for volunteers, but 

his proclamations were countermanded and disavowed by the War Depart
ment, and after several months of argument he was recalled to Washington, 
court-martialed, and sent to wait out the war in New York. Indeed, the com

mand of the Army of Occupation was entrusted to Taylor in part because 
he was the senior officer on the spot when President Tyler ordered the first 

concentration in 1842, in part because of Winfield Scott's endless feud with 
Gaines, and in part because Taylor was clearly the sort of steady, unexcitable 
general who could and would devote his energies to the administration's 
policy and the mission at hand regardless of his own political beliefs.42 

Surprisingly, Taylor was sent south from the Nueces without any guid
ance beyond his initial instructions to take up defensive positions oppo

site Matamoros, and the previously close cooperation between Taylor and 
American charge d'affaires Andrew Jackson Donelson apparently ceased 
once the army moved south from Corpus Christi, leaving Taylor, who his 

most recent biographer has characterized as "one of the least [ diplomati
cally] sensitive senior officers in the army;' alone to handle the tensions ex -

acerbated by the American advance into territory claimed by Mexico. While 
this decision may indicate that Polk hoped to precipitate a war through Tay
lor's agency, the general's responsible performance may equally suggest that 

his very stolidity reflected a sense of dutiful accountability to civilian politi

cal direction that calls his alleged diplomatic incapacity into question. Taylor 
was certainly not the diplomat Worth or Scott was, but he could be counted 
on to act coolly, unlike the rash Gaines or the politically active Scott. (In
deed, Gaines was probably the most "Jacksonian" of the army's experienced 

senior officers, for Scott was widely spoken of as a Whig presidential candi

date as early as 1840. Worth was a Whig, though he came to favor expan
sionism to the south, while General Wool had fallen out with Jackson during 
his supervision of Cherokee removal in 1836. Quartermaster General Jesup 
was a Democrat who actively sought field command but discouraged talk of 
a political career, and the administration could hardly use its chief logisti
cian when an officer of greater frontier experience was available in Taylor.) 

As in President Monroe's handling of Andrew Jackson in 1818, the adminis
tration's laxity was a clear prescription for war, but Taylor showed surprising 
patience under the circumstances and did not exceed his instructions or act 
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to precipitate war. In contrast to the corps' record of support for aggression 
against Spanish Florida before 1820, the regulars of the 1840s made no effort 
to initiate or justify action independent of the civil government, nor did 
Taylor or other Whigs seek to undermine the policies their party opposed. 43 

The annexation of Texas was sanctioned by the national government, and 
army officers rather than private filibusters were the men who finally carried 

American sovereignty to the banks of the Rio Grande and beyond. Many 
officers enthusiastically sought posts in Texas in hopes of distinguishing 
themselves in combat, but their overwhelming consensus (much like Polk's 
expectation) was that Mexico would back down and nothing would happen. 
Some officers thought expansion a positive good; certainly many stressed 
the benefits of active professional employment and an increase in the army's 
size (and thus in command slots, promotions, and compensation); and a 
number opposed annexation, whether from principle or personal conve
nience. The point is not that officers were ardent Whigs morally opposed to 
annexation, but that they did not express expansionist sentiments ardently, 
articulately, or often. Self-interested careerism and the military profession
al's belief in the necessity for military preparation may have predisposed 

army officers to hope for expansion and war but did not necessarily cause 
them to do so, and the principal determinants of officers' reactions to being 
posted in Texas were personal considerations of family, health, and career 
opportunities rather than partisan or ideological factors. Uncertainty rather 
than enthusiasm dominated their emotions, for Texas was an unattractive 
post unless there was actually a war to be fought. 

The army's most obvious mission, the role which gave its officers their 
strongest sense of professional purpose and identity, was war, but officers' 
letters and diaries expressed surprisingly little eagerness for war prior to the 
actual onset of combat. The papers of regular officers collected at West Point 
and the Library of Congress contain remarkably few references to the proba
bility, causes, or desirability of war with Mexico, particularly in the years 

before 1846 itself, and those of future Civil War generals which have been 
collected and published show little of the ardent expansionism and belliger
ence one would expect from "agents of empire;' Anglo-Saxon racialists, or 

romantic nationalists. Once they arrived in Texas, most regulars mentioned 
the Army of Occupation's intensified regimen of training and drills only 
briefly, and soon found them boring, "the dull routine of a life of military 
instruction," to quote Lieutenant Napoleon Dana. Most of their letters from 
Texas present descriptions of camp life and the climate, and their leading 

concern appears to have been for their health and that of their wives and 
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families back east. Indeed, West Point cadet William Dutton hoped that 
Texas would choose independence rather than annexation, because he 
feared that "their climate will be the death of many [officers] ." 44 

Indeed, even after we account for the influence of family and health con
siderations, officers' quietude concerning the important questions of annex

ation and war is nothing short of amazing unless we connect their reactions 
to the imperatives of employment by the nation-state and the consequent 
desire to maintain orderly international relations conducive to direction and 

monopoly by that state structure and its military agents. The officer corps 
reacted to the political debates surrounding the crisis with remarkable disin
terest: they often mentioned the annexation question in a casual way but 
did not comment on it in any detail. While it seems probable that the major

ity of officers were pleased with the annexation of Texas and would have 
welcomed war with Mexico, they expressed their views quietly and nonideo
logically, with professionally accountable and nonpartisan respect for civil
ian political direction. Unlike civilian editors and politicians, army officers 

junior and senior wrote virtually nothing about the costs or benefits of an
nexation and war for the United States as a whole. Many officers from Taylor 

on down were Whigs or inclined in that direction socially, but remarkably 
few expressed their opposition to expansionism in writing, and only one 
seems to have done so in a public forum. This quietude had two sides, of 
course, for it signified that officers would not refuse to serve in the execution 
of an expansionist policy many personally opposed. Similarly, the officer 

corps' conception of itself as a nonpartisan group dedicated to national goals 
seems to have discouraged officers from commenting on the sensitive issue 
of slavery or the potential of annexation and expansion for sectional gain 
or conflict.4 5 

Recent historians have re-envisioned the impetus for Manifest Destiny in 

fears for the survival of the Jeffersonian social order amidst growing urban
ization and industrialization, but army officers rarely expressed republican 
or other ideological sentiments in any detail or in any form save that of 
antipartisanship, which suited their sense of nationalism and complemented 
their desire for career security regardless of electoral change. Indeed, much 

of this inarticulateness should be attributed to the officer corps' nascent pro
fessional ethic, which stressed national service in the politically and ide
ologically neutral form of "duty" rather than "mission." In other words, 

American officers aspired to a sort of putatively "objective" responsibility to 
the nation-state which employed them rather than a subjective one to the 
ideals of agrarian republicanism, "free institutions," or the ethnocultural 
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community of romantic nationalists. The officer corps' political behavior 
and its concept of accountability to civilian control is therefore best encap
sulated in the phrase "careerist neutrality," which implies not political isola
tion or alienation, nor-and this is significant- simple self-interestedness, 
but antipartisan nationalism and a focus on the internal bureaucratic poli

tics of promotions, postings, and the allocation of resources and power 
among different branches of the army. Officers certainly did not lack ties to 
political elites, but their demands on civilian society were usually limited to 

increases in military spending and compensation, professional command 
over the militia and volunteers in time of war, and attempts to control entry 
into and the values of the officer corps by requiring specialized training and 
socialization at West Point. Regular officers left analyses of the war's costs 
and benefits to different sectors of society to the growing political and edito
rial professions.46 

Individual officers reacted to service in Texas in ambiguous ways shaped 
largely by personal considerations. Most officers took it for granted that 
Mexico was no match for the United States. Indeed, they expected the army's 
advance to the Rio Grande to go uncontested, and most believed that this 
would compel Mexico to peacefully submit to U.S. dictates, but prior to 1846 

few of them advocated or expected that the United States take advantage of 
Mexico's weakness to seek further expansion. Indeed, while many officers 
sought duty in Texas, significant numbers tried to avoid it, and most found 
it difficult to sustain their initial enthusiasm as the months dragged by with

out a resolution to the crisis. The close quarters and tedium of camp life 
dampened the corps' ardor, and restlessness bred dissension, demoraliza
tion, and talk of resignation. ''A camp where there is no active service is a 
dull and stupid place;' wrote Lieutenant George Meade in the fall of 1845: 

"[I]t seems we are not even to have the consolation of a little glory, but are 
to remain here rusting in idleness, or rather in drilling and parading." As 

early as that September Lieutenant John Porter Hatch asserted that "promo
tions from resignations are quite rapid"; he suggested that he would not 

mind a transfer to Florida since Texas was so isolated, while a substantial 
number of officers suggested that resignation was preferable to a long wait 
without prospect of combat.47 Both Meade and Ulysses Grant wrote con
stantly about securing leaves of absence with which to visit their loved ones, 

and the two lieutenants commented extensively on other officers' efforts to 
do so. Indeed, as late as the beginning of March, Grant assured his fiancee 
that "I do not think that I will stand another year of idleness in camp." 
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Among more senior officers, President Polk's ruling that Colonel David 
Twiggs's seniority in permanent rank overrode that of William Worth in 
brevet led the latter, one of the army's most experienced, distinguished, and 
(until then) responsible commanders, to submit his resignation and head 

for Washington to argue his case. Worth returned as soon as he heard of the 
Mexican advance across the Rio Grande, but he was too late to command 
his troops at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma.48 

By the beginning of i846 the Army of Occupation seemed to be gripped 
by a malaise, and Lieutenant James Wall Schureman relayed the news that 
"the excitement of the contemplated campaign, the ardor for distinction, 
and all the soldier's incentives have one by one vanished and left them sad 

and gloomy .... The state of the Army of Occupation is the prostration of a 
patient after the fever has subsided; our Regiment has cause to be thankful 
that it is not there." Zachary Taylor confirmed that "one of the principal 
diseases now among the officers ... is homesickness," and he typified the 
officer corps in this as well as his lack of enthusiasm for expansion: "All the 

pomp & parade of [the Army of Occupation is] lost on me; I now sigh for 
peace & quiet with my family around me." On the other hand, personal 
considerations did spur officers to hope for battle as soon as possible, be
cause they blamed Mexico for the interminable negotiations that kept them 
far from their families while waiting for some resolution. "There will not be 

a hostile gun fired, but we shall have to drag through a hot and tedious 
summer here without our families, infinitely worse than all the horrors of 
war. It is nonsense for our government to temporize any longer with the 
Mexico," Captain Philip Barbour wrote impatiently in April, and these ten

sions impelled some officers to hope for a quick battle in order to convince 
Mexico of American invincibility. As was so often the case, George Meade's 
attitudes probably typified the officer corps' feelings after several months of 
inactivity had passed. Meade was consumed with longing for his wife but 
hoped to draw some prestige out of his sacrifice; he wrote to her in February 

that "I hope for a war and a speedy battle, and I think that one good fight 
will settle the business; [for] really, after coming so far and staying so long, 
it would hardly be the thing to come back without some laurels." 49 

As this language suggests, the interplay between personal frustration and 
organizational accountability was ultimately both dialectical and symbiotic. 
The growth of the Whig party combined with constant Democratic criticism 
of the army and its officers during the early i84os may have made the officer 

corps more hesitant to draw congressional fire by taking overt positions on 
the desirability of expansion, while the irritation which officers stored up 
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waiting for the war to begin seems to have reinforced the desire to prove 
themselves that was spurred by congressional attacks. Whatever officers' 
frustrations, resignations were actually rare, and the corps remained prop

erly quiescent until events provided them with the opportunity to unleash 
their energies against Mexico. The final reactions of officers awaiting combat 
were a sense of duty that showed neither elation nor alienation from the 
task at hand: "I go to meet the enemy with my feelings all schooled to do 
my duty regardless of personal consequences," wrote Philip Barbour. This 
mind-set of dutiful service ultimately typified army officers' attitudes toward 
the coming of war with Mexico, helping to account for the surprising rarity 
of ardently warlike or expansionist sentiments in the officer corps. Whatever 

the initial elation displayed by some, the army's overwhelming reaction to 
service in Texas was simple boredom, and few regulars found satisfactory 
relief in attention to their professional duties or analyses of the political and 
diplomatic context they were performed in. When the war came the officer 

corps fought skillfully, courageously, and successfully, but conflict seemed 
so unlikely that few officers could sustain much enthusiasm for the prospect 
until hostilities had actually begun. Until then, the attitude that character
ized the corps best was George Meade's hope "that the whole affair will be 
settled before spring, [to] enable me and many other victims to rejoin our 

disconsolate wives."50 

Army officers' unenthusiastic responses to the opportunities presented by 
expansion demonstrate the close links between institutional maturity, occu

pational monopoly, elite class and nation-state formation, and professional 
accountability in the development of the commissioned officer corps during 
the period between 1815 and. 1846. The officers who came to dominate the 
army's lower commissioned ranks once West Point began to provide the 
majority of the army's new lieutenants could not pursue their dreams of 

foreign conquest as independently as their predecessors on the southern 
frontiers, for they lacked the social, political, and regional prominence that 

officers like Andrew Jackson or James Wilkinson (the commanding general 
from 1796 to 1812, and a notorious intriguer) had used to bypass the legal 
and constitutional channels of national civilian authority in quest of per
sonal, sectional, and national aggrandizement. Though appointed through 

political influence, the junior officers of the 1830s and '40s were not gentry 
leaders or party politicians themselves, and by the 1830s unrestrained indi
vidualism no longer seemed a successful mode of action and personal ad-
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vancement to men from middling social origins who aspired to genteel 
status and prestige in a less deferential society. The professional rhetoric of 
neutral duty, service, and responsibility proved materially and psychologi

cally attractive to such men, and they increasingly made the army a long
term career rather than a temporary avocation. As American society became 
more fluid and democratic, officers felt a growing threat to their livelihoods 
and their ability to command respect, but rather than resigning their com

missions to pursue the growing economic opportunities in the competitive 
civilian marketplace, officers responded with a strong distaste for disorder 
and a pursuit of structured advancement through a bureaucratic hierarchy 
-in short, through careerism in its institutional form. For the army officer 
corps, the answer to uncertainty and the means of social ascent lay in the 

availability of a fledgling bureaucracy that could fuse officers' material needs 
(for security at a socially "respectable" level) with their pretensions to disin
terested social service, authority, and legitimacy. Duty , honor, and country 
came to mean that officers won honor, glory, and reputation by dutifully 
serving their country, whether as peacekeepers and law enforcers or direc

tors-but not initiators-of conquest. 
These changing occupational circumstances influenced officers' nuanced 

responses to the complex foreign policy problems they confronted. The ar
my was the first public-sector employer on a national scale in the United 
States, and its officers espoused centralist values that served, but were also 
shaped by, their duties and interests. Their occupational roles as the princi
pal defenders of national and federal sovereignty fostered a strong personal 

and institutional interest in increasing the federal government's power and 
legitimacy, and their ongoing search for personal and organizational secu
rity bred a yearning for order and stability that regulars expressed in the 
stern idiom of legalism and national sovereignty. Their vocation challenged 
by Americans' fondness for the locally controlled militia and its extralegal 

counterpart, the filibustering expedition, regular officers increasingly re
sponded by stressing the importance of centralized national control over the 
organized use of military force. These biases were clearly present in their 
disdain for the Canadian and Texan rebels, who elevated doctrines of natural 
right and democracy over the rule of domestic and international law while 
usurping the regulars' jobs as managers of organized violence. Filibustering 
was a threat to domestic law and social order and a demonstration of the 
limits of the government's sovereignty over its own people, whereas the 

officer corps sought national security through orderly processes of central-
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ized diplomatic negotiation and military preparation, which provided em

ployment for the army and posed little danger of serious conflict with the 
army's civilian employers. 

This lack of enthusiasm for expansion does not mean that army officers 
were isolated or alienated from their society, though some of its values irri
tated and even disgusted them, for their sense of accountability to civilian 

direction was enhanced not by an ideological faith in the glories of democ
racy and republicanism but by their occupational position as members of 
an organization dependent on republican political processes (congressional 
appropriations and confirmation of executive appointments) for its author

ity and survival. Historian Thomas Hietala has recently demonstrated that 
in the 1840s "many Democratic expansionists viewed the acquisition ofland 
and markets as essential to their program for sustaining the unique charac
ter of American social and political life." While neither insensible to these 

desiderata nor incapable of profiting from their pursuit, army officers no 
longer lived within the Jeffersonian world that the civilian expansionists 
were attempting to preserve and restore. Their service within increasingly 
formalized bureaucratic institutions led them to a broadly Whiggish (yet 
institutionally nonpartisan) perspective which valued order, restraint, and 

stability in all aspects of personal and national life, and as the putatively 
neutral servants of the nation-state, army officers essentially sat out what 
Hietala calls the central cultural conflict of the decade.51 

Surprising as it may seem, careerist self-interest actually made the regular 
officers of the 1830s and '40s less likely to seek expansion and war or to 
willfully violate American neutrality and foreign borders than their prede
cessors. Professional military men often find war unattractive because of the 

likelihood that it will disrupt the organizational (and thus personal) stability 
built up in times of peace, a consideration that naturally grows in strength 
as an army becomes more institutionally mature. Commanders before and 
after 1820 both spoke in the cautious language of realism, preparation, and 
national interest and sought to defend U.S. sovereignty along the frontiers, 

but officers committed to lifelong army careers and increasingly sensitive to 
the fragility of the social order and their place within it came to fear that 
American national honor and security were endangered by unauthorized 
military action. The personal and occupational security provided by a na

tional bureaucracy encouraged accountability as well as laxity, and men with 
careers as secure as those of army officers did not need Manifest Destiny to 
advance themselves: they had a definite stake in orderly national expansion, 
but they did not need to take the political and military risks of urging or 
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precipitating it. The army's accountability to civilian political control flowed 
both directly and ironically from its employment by the nation-state, and 
the officer corps' role and interests as the principal defenders of American 

national sovereignty came to mesh quite smoothly with their individual and 

organizational searches for prestige, authority, and legitimacy, but not in the 
simple monolithic form of support for Manifest Destiny and empire. 
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European standards and sensibilities to a greater degree than most Americans and 
therefore constitute an excellent example of the declining sense of American 
exceptionalism (via the growing acceptance of European principles of international 
law) that Stuart observes in the realm of foreign relations in United States 

Expansionism and British North America, 1775-1871 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 84. See Bradford Perkins, Castlereagh and Adams: 

England and the United States, 1812-1823 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1964) on Anglo-American relations; John M. Belohlavek, "Let the Eagle Soar!": The 

Foreign Policy of Andrew Jackson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985), ch. 
1, and Douglas M. Astolfi, Foundations of Destiny: A Foreign Policy of the 

Jacksonians, 1824-1837 (New York: Garland, 1989), ch. 1, for the decline of 
republican internationalism among Jacksonians in the 1820s; and John J. Johnson, 
A Hemisphere Apart: The Foundations of United States Policy toward Latin America 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990) on U.S. reactions to the 
revolutions. Richard C. Rohrs, "American Critics of the French Revolution of 

1848,'' Journal of the Early Republic 14 (Fall, 1994): 359-77, suggests the increasing 
conservatism of U.S. responses to liberal revolutions in Europe. 

12. Major William Jenkins Worth to Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett, February 12, 
1838, in Worth's official letterbook, LC (Worth hereafter cited as simply "Worth to 
x," unless another source has been used). See Albert B. Corey, The Crisis of 

1830- 1842 in Canadian-American Relations (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1941), p. 49 (note 17) for Poinsett's instructions to Scott, which the State 
Department relayed to the British. The Neutrality Act of March 10, 1838, permitted 
the seizure of arms upon probable cause and authorized the use of military force 
to aid the civil authorities, but the latter were still necessary to provide warrants 
for searches, seizures, and arrests. 

13. Like most scholars, I use the contemporary term "Patriots" to refer to the initial 
rebels, their U.S. supporters in the winter of 1837-38, the Canadian Refugee Relief 
Association, the "Sons of Liberty,'' the "Hunters' Lodges,'' and any other 

organizations devoted to filibustering against Canada during this period, for 
neither army officers nor other commentators seem to have differentiated closely 
between them. Corey, The Crisis of 1830- 1842 in Canadian-American Relations, p. 

78, notes that of 140 filibusters taken prisoner by the British in November, 1838, 
near Windmill Point, "practically every man was a laborer, dependent for the most 

part upon seasonal employment." The wages offered by the Patriots were eight 
dollars a month, the same as those of a private in the U.S. Army at the time. John 
J. Duffy and H. Nicholas Muller stress the social and psychological dimensions of 
the Patriot fever in An Anxious Democracy: Aspects of the 1830s (Westport, Conn.: 
Greenwood Press, 1982), observing that Vermont professionals almost uniformly 
opposed the movement because of a mindset that stressed order and stability, 
while many businessmen supported it, even against their own interests (p. 50). 

14. See Stuart, United States Expansionism and British North America; Howard Jones, 
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To the Webster-Ashburton Treaty: A Study in Anglo-American Relations, 1783-1843 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977); and Kenneth R. Stevens, 
Border Diplomacy: The Caroline and McLeod Affairs in Anglo-American-Canadian 

Relations, 1837-1842 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1989). See Corey, 
The Crisis of 1830-1842 in Canadian- American Relations, ch. 6; Gordon Stewart, 
The American Response to Canada since 1776 (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 1992), pp. 42-44; and Stuart, p. 143, for examples of conservative 
opinion. See Frederick Merk (with the collaboration of Lois Bannister Merk), The 

Monroe Doctrine and American Expansionism, 1843-1849 (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1966) and Thomas R. Hietala, Manifest Design: Anxious Aggrandizement in 

Late Jacksonian America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), regarding U.S. 
fears of encirclement. 

15. Lt. (and assistant adjutant general, or AAG) Robert Anderson to Representative 
Gouverneur Kemble of New York, January 12, 1839, Robert Anderson Papers, LC; 
Worth to Poinsett, February 12, 1838. I have found very few comments about the 
possibility of expansion into Canada in officers' correspondence from this period. 
Worth's later interest in filibustering to the south is discussed in May, "Young 

Anlerican Males and Filibustering in the Age of Manifest Destiny," pp. 879-80, and 
Skelton, An American Profession of Arms, pp. 330-31, uses Worth as a prime 
example of expansionism and Anglo-Saxon racialism in the officer corps; the 
contrast to his attitudes toward the Patriots is therefore all the more instructive. 

16. Major Benjamin F. Larned to Robert Anderson, April 23, 1839, Anderson Papers, 
LC; Scott to Poinsett, January 12, 1839, in Stacey, p. 412; Worth to Capt. William R. 
Montgomery, December 19, 1838; Brady to Adjutant General Jones (December 6, 

1838), Scott (February 26, 1838), and Jones (June 29, 1838), in Francis Paul Prucha, 
ed., "Reports of General Brady on the Patriot War," Canadian Historical Review 31 

(March, 1950): 56-68 (hereafter cited only as "Brady to x," unless a different source 
from Brady has been used). 

17. "Disorganizers": Brady to Jones, February 26, 1838, and Anderson to Kemble, op. 
cit.; "agitators": Worth to Scott, February 13, 1838, and March 21, 1839; 

"adventurers": Worth to Jones, February 23, 1838, and Worth to Poinsett, March 3, 

1838 (in Stacey, p. 408) ("miserable"), and deputy quartermaster general Henry 
Whiting to Robert Anderson, March 14, 1840, Anderson Papers, LC 
("unprincipled"). 

18. Brady to Jones, June 8, 1838; Brady to Scott, January 14, 1838; Worth to Lt. Col. 
Newman Clarke, November 1, 1838. 

19. Worth to Scott, February 9, 1839, and to Poinsett, February 12, 1838; Brady to Jones, 
June 27 and June 8, 1838, and to Scott, February 2 and 15, January 14, and March 14, 

1838; Worth to Poinsett, November 15, 1838, and to the British Officer 
Commanding at Kingston, November 23, 1838. All of these attitudes were common 
in "respectable" civilian society, the press, and official circles outside the border 

region; see Corey, The Crisis of 1830-1842 in Canadian-American Relations, ch. 6. 
20. Anderson to Kemble, January 12, 1839, and Whiting to Anderson, March 14, 1840, 

Anderson Papers, LC; Worth to Col. Abraham Eustis, November 20, 1838. 

2i. Worth to Poinsett (March 3, 1838) (in Stacey, p. 408), Scott (February 26, 1838, and 
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March 10, 1839), "A. Bacon and other Gentlemen of Ogdensburg" (November 17, 

1838). Brady reported "a meeting of the most respectable citizens of Detroit" to 
Scott (March 14, 1838), and he often referred to "respectable" citizens in general. 

22. Worth to Major Benjamin K. Pierce (February 14, 1839), and Col. Clarke 
(November 1, 1838); Scott to Poinsett, January 12, 1839 (in Stacey, p. 411). 

23. Scott to Poinsett, January 12, 1839, and Worth to Poinsett (private), December 25, 

1838, in Stacey, pp. 411 and 409; Worth to U.S. District Attorney Nathaniel Benton 
(February 17, 1838), Scott (February 17, 1838), and Capt. Giles Porter (February 17, 

1839). 

24. Wortli to Scott, February 17, 1838, and to the Adjutant General of New York, 
January 7, 1839; Brady to Scott, February 15, 1838; Scott to Poinsett, December 15, 

1838, in Stacey, pp. 409-410; Worth to Brigadier General King (the Adjutant 
General of New York), January 30, 1839; Brady to Scott, January 6 and February 15, 

1838, and to Poinsett, November 23, 1838; Worth to Governor William L. Marcy, 
March 5, 1838, to Scott, February 15, 1838 and March 21, 1839, and to Governor 
William Seward, March 28, 1839. See Harwood P. Hinton, "The Military Career of 
John Ellis Wool, 1812- 1863" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1960), pp. 
143- 47, 150- 56, and 159, on Wool's problems preventing the Vermont militia from 
aiding the filibusters. Worth eventually became concerned that the frontier 
arsenals had been so largely stripped of arms by the Patriots that there would be 
insufficient weapons available to arm the militia should the British attack across 
the border in force (Worth to Scott, February 9, 1839). 

25. See e.g. Worth to Scott, February 13, 1838, and to A. W. Rogers (recently acting U.S. 
district attorney), February 14, 1838; Lt. Morris S. Miller (one of John Wool's aides
de-camp) to his mother, Maria, October 30, 1838, in the Morris S. Miller Papers, 
USMA; and Brady to Adjutant General Jones, November 22, 1838. 

26. Brady to Jones, December 6, 1838; Worth to Scott, February 9, 1839, and February 
13, 1838. See Kenneth Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power in North America, 

1815-1908 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), ch. 4, for an account of 
British military preparations. 

27. Worth to Scott (December 12, 1838), Capt. Giles Porter (February 17, 1839), and a 
Capt. Williams Sandom of the Royal Navy (November 1, 1838). 

28. Worth to Capt. William Montgomery (November 4, 1838), Nathaniel Benton 
(November 14, 1838) (regarding a Deputy Marshal Malcolm), George McWhorter 
(January 7, 1839), Bishop Perkins (February 21, 1839), and Major Pierce (April 10 

and March 20, 1839). Worth cautioned Montgomery that any arrest would be "a 
painful and delicate duty to be performed with great discretion and judgement 
and under the clearest evidence of criminal design;' and that he must "deliver the 
person arrested to the civil authority" "with all possible diligence" (January 24, 

1839, from Worth's AAAG to Capt. Porter, Worth letterbooks, LC. 
29. Worth to Poinsett (March 8, 1839), Capt. Montgomery (November 4, 1838), Scott 

(February 14, 1839), Messrs. Bacon, Hill, and Sherman (the Trustees of 
Ogdensburg) (March 9, 1839), and Major Pierce (March 20 and 21, 1839). 

30. Worth to Jones, February 23, 1838 (see also Worth to Scott, February 20, and to 
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Governor Marcy, March 5, 1838), Major Pierce (March 21, 1839), Scott (March 21 

and April 10, 1839), and John Hine (December 27, 1838). 

3i. Worth to Eustis (November 16, 1838), and Scott (April 10, 1839); Corey, The Crisis 

of 1830-1842 in Canadian-American Relations, p. 115. Scott initiated this unofficial 

policy of cooperation and confirmed it in a confidential circular on April 15, 1839: 

"should you, at any time, doubt your means of prevention, under the neutrality 

laws, you will (as heretofore instructed) not for a moment hesitate to give 

immediate information ... to the nearest British commander, in part acquittance 

of our obligations of good faith towards friendly neighbors" (copy in the Robert 
Anderson Papers, LC). 

Officers were also active as facilitators of better relations between influential 

New Yorkers and the British. Worth provided a citizen's committee investigating 

arsons on U.S. soil with a letter of introduction to a British Lt. Col. Taylor (March 

19, 1839), and British Major Richard P. Webb wrote to Major Nathaniel Young 

thanking him for Young's earlier letter, which was delivered by U.S. army surgeon 
Henry Heiskell and transmitted the names of the members of an apparently 

friendly grand jury (Webb to Young, June 14, 1838, in the Nathaniel Young Papers, 

LC). Worth also acted to reduce tensions by easing barriers to civilian movement 

and by limiting the chance that his officers might become involved in incidents 

with angry Canadians; see Lt. H. Taylor to a Capt. Tuthill of the New York 
volunteers, March 4, 1838 (Worth letterbooks, LC), Worth to a British colonel 

Cameron, March 5, 1838, and to Capt. Joseph Bonnell, December 30, 1838. 

32. Scott to Worth, December 12, 1837, as cited in Charles Winslow Elliott, Winfield 

Scott: The Soldier and the Man (New York: Macmillan, 1937), p. 336, note 14; Worth 

to Scott, January 11, 1838, Winfield Scott Papers, LC. On the whole, Scott can be 

considered a transitional figure in the history of early national civil-military 

relations: exposed to the intrigues of the pre-1812 army, socialized in the gentry 
style of personal independence and political activism rather than the West Point 

ideal of neutral duty, and still considering it his right and duty to advise his 

civilian superiors on political matters, but accountable enough to wait for civilian 

sanction before carrying any of his bellicose thoughts into practice. 
33. See Skelton, An American Profession of Arms, pp. 329 and 339, for expressions of 

Anglophobia during the 1840s; for different views on the Oregon crisis, see Lt. 

William F. Barry and Lt. Henry J. Hunt co Capt. James Duncan, April 3, 1846, and 

March 17, 1844, Duncan Papers, USMA; Captain W. W. S. Bliss to Lt. Col. Ethan 
Allen Hitchcock, May 18, 1845, Ethan Allen Hitchcock Papers, LC; and Lt. Col. 

Sylvanus Thayer to J. R. Chadbourne, June 28, 1846, Thayer Papers, USMA. See 
Merk, The Monroe Doctrine and American Expansionism, ch. 4; idem., Albert 

Gallatin and the Oregon Problem: A Study in Anglo-American Diplomacy 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950); and idem., The Oregon 

Question: Essays in Anglo-American Diplomacy and Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1967), concerning Oregon, in which officers left few 

traces of interest prior to the mid-184os. Merk, The Monroe Doctrine and American 

Expansionism, examines the possibility of European intervention in North America 

during the 1840s; Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power in North America, ch. 5, 
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treats British military preparations against the United States after 1842; see also 

Kinley J. Brauer, "The United States and British Imperial Expansion, 1815-1860," 

Diplomatic History 12 (Winter, 1988): 19- 37. England's influence led topographer 
George Meade and his fellow captain Ephraim Kirby Smith to conclude that the 

solutions to the Oregon and Texas disputes were dependent on one another; see 

Meade to his wife Margaretta, January 10 and February 24, 1846, in The Life and 

Letters of George Gordon Meade, pp. 44 and 49, and Smith to his wife, April 19, 

1846, in To Mexico With Scott: Letters of Capt. E. Kirby Smith to His Wife, ed. Emma 

Jerome Blackwood, with an introduction by R. M. Johnson (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1917), p. 37. See David M. Pletcher, The Diplomacy of 

Annexation: Texas, Oregon, and the Mexican War (Columbia: University of 

Missouri Press, 1973), for a thorough survey of Polk administration policy. 

34. Gaines, March 11, 1823, file G-136, SW: LR-Reg. 
35. Gaines to Taylor, March 1, 1827, quoted in K. Jack Bauer, Zachary Taylor: Soldier, 

Planter, Statesman of the Old Southwest (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1985), p. 46; Calvin Reese, "The United States Army and the Indian: Low 

Plains Area, 1815- 1854" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Southern California, 

1963), p. 317; Colquohoun to Major James Hook, February 24, 1829, in Records of 

the Headquarters of the Army, Letters Received, Record Group 108, National 

Archives. 

36. Gaines to Jackson, March 20, 1830, Adjutant General's Office, Letters Received, 
Record Group 94, National Archives; Reese, "The United States Army and the 

Indian;' pp. 319-24. 

37. Jubal Anderson Early to his father, November 8, 1835, Jubal Anderson Early Papers, 

LC. Early was commissioned in 1837 and promoted to first lieutenant the following 
year, but he resigned within a month of his promotion to pursue the less 

circumscribed opportunities open to civilians. As his impatient rhetoric and rapid 
resignation indicate, Early did not take to the slow-paced routines of peacetime 

army life, and his ideologically outspoken views were uncharacteristic of the 

majority of officers, particularly those with more experience and those from the 
North. For further context see Michael A. Morrison, "Martin Van Buren, the 

Democracy, and the Partisan Politics of Texas Annexation," Journal of Southern 

History 61 (November, 1995): 695-724; idem., "The Westward Curse of Empire: 
Texas Annexation and the American Whig Party," Journal of the Early Republic 10 

(Summer, 1990): 221- 49; and John H. Schroeder, ''Annexation or Independence: 

The Texas Issue in American Politics, 1836-1845;' Southwestern Historical Quarterly 

84 (October, 1985): 137- 64. 
38. Ethan Allen Hitchcock to his mother, Mrs. Lucy Hitchcock, April 9, 1836, 

Hitchcock Papers, Vermont Historical Society Collections, reprinted in "Ethan 
Allen Hitchcock and the Texas Rebellion: A Letter Home;' ed. Marshall M. True, 

Vermont History 45 (Spring, 1977): 104- 105. 
39. See James W. Silver, Edmund Pendleton Gaines, Frontier General (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1949), ch. 9, for a narrative of Gaines's actions in 

1836. 
40. Reese, "The United States Army and the Indian," pp. 335-37; Hitchcock to 

110 UNCERTAIN ROAD 



Secretary of War John C. Spencer, March 20, 1842, Hitchcock Papers, LC; Spencer 

to Taylor, March 26, 1842, SW: LS; Taylor to Adjutant General Jones, December 23, 

1842, and March 28, 1843, cited in Brainerd Dyer, Zachary Taylor (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1946), pp. 138-40. See Joseph M. Nance, After San 

Jacinto: The Texas-Mexican Frontier, 1836-1841 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1963), and idem., Attack and Counterattack: The Texas-Mexican Frontier, 1842 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1964), for a narrative of the ongoing border 

strife. Robert Wooster provides the most directly comparable assessment with the 

post-Civil War officer corps in "The Army and the Politics of Expansion: Texas 
and the Southwestern Borderlands, 1870-1886;' Southwestern Historical Quarterly 

93 (October, 1989): 151-67, with conclusions generally similar to my own. 

4i. Gaines to Taylor, July 27, 1843, reprinted from the St. Louis Evening Gazette in the 

Army and Navy Chronicle & Scientific Repository 2 (August 17, 1843): 206-207; 

Burgwin to Lt. Abraham Johnston, July 27, 1843, Abraham Robinson Johnston 

Papers, USMA; Prucha, The Sword of the Republic, pp. 377-78. 
42. Gaines to Taylor, July 27, 1843, reprinted from the St. Louis Evening Gazette in the 

Army and Navy Chronicle & Scientific Repository 2 (August 17, 1843): 206; Silver, 

Edmund Pendleton Gaines, ch. 12. 

43. Bauer, Zachary Taylor, p. 129. Winfield Scott remained on the sidelines throughout 

this period, and in the summer of 1843 he cautioned the adjutant general against 

overreacting to rumors of a Mexican invasion (August 25, 1843, Headquarters of 
the Army, Letters Sent, Record Group 108, National Archives). As commanding 

general, Scott was essentially an administrative figure, headquartered at the center 

of government in Washington, which distanced him mentally as well as 

geographically from the urgent expansionism of the frontier. Scott was also the 

army's best-known Whig and had been considered as a presidential candidate ever 

since his diplomatic successes on the Canadian border in the late 1830s. Taylor had 
the Whig's sense of restraint without Scott's political connections and ambition, 

and besides Gaines the other senior officers with southwestern commands were 

too old for active command. 

44. Lt. Napoleon Jackson Tecumseh Dana to his wife, Sue, November 1, 1845, in 

Monterrey is Ours!: The Mexican War Letters of Lieutenant Dana, 1845-1847, ed. 

Robert H. Ferrell (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1990), p. 29; Cadet 
William T. Dutton to his fiancee and cousin, Lucy Matthews, March 6, 1845, 

William Dutton Papers, USMA. The Life and Letters of George Gordon Meade 

provides the most extensive examples of this pattern of response. It may be true 

that "the officer corps greeted the outbreak of fighting in 1846 with an enthusiasm 
bordering on mania" (Skelton, An American Profession of Arms, p. 294), but this 

enthusiasm was quite limited until the war began. My "Manifest Destiny and 
Military Professionalism: A New Perspective on Junior U.S. Army Officers' 

Attitudes Toward War With Mexico, 1844-1846;' The Southwestern Historical 

Quarterly 99 (April, 1996): 467-98 elaborates on the analysis herein, emphasizing 

the influence of careerism and the inner life of the officer corps (especially 

considerations of family and health) in officers' responses to being stationed in 

Texas. The classic analyses of Manifest Destiny and expansionism are Alfred K. 
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Weinberg, Manifest Destiny: A Study of Nationalist Expansionism in American 

History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1935); and Merk, Manifest Destiny and 

Mission in American History: A Reinterpretation (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963). 

45. For examples of the scholarly consensus on officers' enthusiasm, see Skelton, An 

American Profession of Arms, ch. 17 (especially p. 330), and William H. Goetzmann, 
Army Exploration in the American West, 1803-1863 (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, i959), p. 68: "Almost to a man, for example, the officers of the Corps [of 
Topographical Engineers) were in accord with the policy of Manifest Destiny." 
Fremont's expedition was certainly an exception to the pattern I am presenting, 
but both Fremont and the Corps of Topographical Engineers to which he belonged 
were unusual in the degree of their political involvement and support for 

expansionism because of their duties as explorers and the romantic mentalite they 
produced. Examining George Meade, a topographical engineer in the Army of 
Occupation, provides a much more nuanced example of officers' motives and 
concerns than Fremont, who was not a West Pointer and had not undergone the 
professional socialization most regulars shared. 

Gaines often included pejorative references to abolitionism in his letters and 
memorials to Congress, as other officers did in private correspondence, but they 
did so from fear of political and cultural "fanaticism" -social disorder and 
sectionalism-not (with the exception of Gaines) as Southerners per se. A fair 
proportion of the officer corps (including Zachary Taylor) were slaveholders, and 
junior Southern officers expressed sentiments characteristic of that region, but few 
officers commented on slavery as an issue during the annexation crisis, and I have 

found none who overtly sought an empire for slavery or expressed the hopes 
proclaimed by civilian expansionists that Texas would serve as a racial safety valve 
and an alternative to emancipation. Lt. Napoleon Dana and Capt. Philip Barbour 
noted that several officers' slaves had fled across the Rio Grande to freedom, and 
Barbour felt that officers would have to resort to white servants as a result, but the 
two officers viewed these incidents as personal rather than political affairs. See 
Napoleon Dana to Sue Dana, April u and 17, 1846, in Monterrey is Ours!, pp. 42 

and 45; Barbour, April 4, 1846, in the Journals of the Late Brevet Major Philip 

Norbourne Barbour and His Wife Martha Isabella Hopkins Barbour Written during 

the War With Mexico-1846, ed. with a foreword by Rhoda van Bibber Tanner 
Doubleday (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1936), p. 42. 

Similarly, few officers spoke of the war as a means of national unification or as 

a moral good in itself, nor did they debate the impact of imperialism and 
colonialism on American society and its institutions. Skelton, An American 

Profession of Arms, offers only one citation (on p. 340) of an officer from the 
Mexican War era directly advocating war as a means of national unification, from 
Lieutenant John J. Peck, October 31, 1845, in The Sign of the Eagle: A View of 

Mexico- 1830 to 1855, ed. Richard F. Pourade (San Diego: Union-Tribune Publishing, 

1970), pp. 7-9, and I have been unable to find any others from that period. 
46. See Huntington, The Soldier and the State, ch. 4, concerning objective and 

subjective civil-military relations, and William B. Skelton, "Officers and Politicians: 
The Origins of Army Politics in the United States Before the Civil War," Armed 
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Forces and Society 6 (Fall, 1979): 22- 48, and An American Profession of Arms, ch. 15, 

for more historically specific analyses. 
47. George Meade to Margaretta Meade, November 3 and October 21, 1845, in The Life 

and Letters of George Gordon Meade, pp. 35 and 33; John Porter Hatch to Eliza 
Hatch, September 10, 1845, Hatch Papers, LC. Army officers did not articulately 
express the sort of attitudes described in such detail in Reginald Horsman, Race 

and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981). Skelton, An American Profession of Arms, 

pp. 330-31, asserts that the officer corps "had come to accept the idea of a distinct 
Arlglo-Saxon race" as described by Horsman, but gives only one citation that 
directly supports this, and I have only found one such statement (from Lt. Richard 

Stoddard Ewell to his sister Rebecca Ewell, July 30, 1844, Richard Stoddard Ewell 
Papers, LC). As on the Canadian border, officers' conscious attitudes toward their 
likely adversaries were (at least initially) conditioned primarily by class 
sensibilities. While ethnocentric and often casually racist, they did comment 
favorably on Mexican officers and their treatment of U.S. prisoners of war, and a 
number considered the elite Mexicans of Corpus Christi "much the most 
respectable portion of the inhabitants" (Lt. John Porter Hatch to his sister Eliza, 
October 28, 1845, John Porter Hatch Papers, LC), in contrast to their rare but 
almost uniformly negative comments on the Arlglo Texan frontiersmen. From the 
officer corps' perspective the most important fact about the Mexicans before the 
war was that they were not Indians-victories against them would be respected 
and acknowledged by the American people, unlike those in the recent Seminole 
War. Although the bitterness of war spurred a growing racialization of officers' 
attitudes, they initially saw Mexican officers, their professional counterparts and 
opponents, as gentlemen of European blood, however tainted by the characteristics 
(especially cruelty) Arlglo-Saxons associated with Spanish descent. See James M. 
McCaffrey, Army of Manifest Destiny: The American Soldier in the Mexican War, 

1846-1848 (New York: New York University Press, 1992), ch. 5, for the 
overwhelmingly negative reactions to Mexicans and their culture among U.S. 

troops during the war. My argument here is simply that they demonstrated little 
interest in Mexico and its inhabitants before the war began, just as they showed 
little interest in foreign policy and affairs, the issues involved in war, or their own 
professional preparation, and that what interest they did show was conditioned 

more by class than by race or ethnicity. 
48. Grant to Julia Dent, March 3, 1846, in The Papers of Ulysses S. Grant, p. 75. Philip 

Barbour noted that Worth's "resigning at this time is considered by nearly the 
whole army a false step from which he can never recover and, should we have an 
engagement, [it] will dim forever the luster he has thrown around his name" 
(April 9, 1846, in Journals of the Late Brevet Major Philip Norbourne Barbour, pp. 
31- 32). See also Edward S. Wallace, "General William Jennings Worth and Texas," 

Southwestern Historical Quarterly 54 (October, 1950): 159-68; and Darwin Payne, 
"Camp Life in the Army of Occupation: Corpus Christi, July 1845 to March 1846;' 

Southwestern Historical Quarterly 73 (January, 1970 ): 326-42. 

49. Schureman to his mother, January 26, 1846, Schureman Papers, USMA; Taylor to 
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his daughter Mary Elizabeth Taylor, December 15, 1845, quoted in Hamilton, 
Zachary Taylor, p. 168; Barbour, April 15, 1846, in Journals of the Late Brevet Major 

Philip Norbourne Barbour, p. 37; George Meade to Margaretta Meade, February 18, 

1846, in The Life and Letters of George Gordon Meade, p. 48. 

50. Barbour, May 1, 1846, in Journals of the Late Brevet Major Philip Norbourne 

Barbour, pp. 50-51; George Meade to Margaretta Meade, November 12, 1845, in The 

Life and Letters of George Gordon Meade, p. 36. 

5i. Hietala, Manifest Design, pp. 7-8. 
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Anglophobia and the 
Annexation of Texas 

THE QUEST FOR 

NATIONAL SECURITY 

Sam W. Haynes 

The annexation of Texas has often been viewed as the starting point from 
which the nation began its slow descent into the vortex of Civil War. No 
issue before it had so inflamed the passions of North and South,. or proved 

so ill-suited to amicable compromise. While earlier political battles had 
prompted some national leaders to worry for the future of the young repub
lic, not until the Texas crisis would prominent statesmen of both sections 
advocate disunion if the matter were not resolved to their satisfaction. So 
controversial was the annexation issue that its reverberations continued to 

be felt long after Texas became a state in i845. As many opponents of the 
measure had predicted, the acquisition of territory formerly owned by Mex
ico sparked a diplomatic impasse with that country that soon led to war, 
additional territorial conquests, and a new round of debates over the expan
sion of slavery. By the i85os Texas had become, as James Buchanan noted 
ruefully, the Trojan horse "that entered our camp." 1 

And yet for all the sectional rancor generated by the Texas crisis, annex
ation was never simply a political contest between two sharply divided re
gions of the country. Extremists on both sides played key roles in shaping 

the annexation debate, but for a majority of Americans the expansion of 
slavery represented only one dimension of a complex matrix of issues that 



comprised the seemingly insoluble Texas question. It is this very complexity 
which has sometimes been lost by historians who, writing from a postbel
lum perspective, have studied annexation primarily in terms of its signifi
cance as an ingredient of North-South discord. There were many factors, 
acting either in concert or as separate agents, that served to make annexation 

the most divisive and hotly debated political question of its day. 
No issue illustrates the tangled dynamics of the annexation controversy 

better than the expansionists' charge that Her Majesty's government was 
seeking to bring Texas within the orbit of the British Empire. From the out
set of the long and bitter debate over the Tyler administration's efforts to 
annex Texas, proponents of the measure argued that the British government 
aimed to gain control of the Lone Star Republic in order to promote aboli
tionism there. Such a plan, the pro-annexation lobby maintained, would if 
successful undermine not only the social order of the Deep South but the 
economic and political institutions of the United States as well. To Northern 
opponents, however, the charge that Great Britain planned to turn Texas 
into a British satellite was merely a ruse by Southerners to acquire a vast 
new domain for the slave empire. Whigs and many Northern Democrats 
accused the administration of raising the specter of Anglophobia in order 

to instill an irrational fear of the British among Northern voters and thereby 
obtain biregional support for a policy of exclusive benefit to the South. 

Several historians of Texas annexation have been inclined to view the 

anti-British alarm raised by annexationists with some skepticism. David 
Pletcher states that the fear of British intrigue "lent itself admirably to exag
geration and propaganda;' while Paul Varg argues: "The expression of inter
est by Great Britain in maintaining Texas independence played, at most, 
a minor part in annexation." Frederick Merk goes even further, regarding 

Anglophobia as a false phantom, a shibboleth conjured up for political 
purposes by Southern leaders. In no less than four books that deal with 
U.S. expansionism in general and which examine, to varying degrees, annex

ation in particular, Merk insists that expansionists sought to frighten a 
gullible electorate with allegations of a British conspiracy in Texas, which 
would divert attention from their proslavery objectives. While Merk exhibits 
little patience for any of the politicians and pundits who championed the 
Manifest Destiny agenda, he reserves his greatest scorn for the Tyler ad
ministration, which engaged in a propaganda campaign characterized by 
"misconception, misrepresentation, and outright falsehood" as part of its 
campaign to bring about the annexation of Texas.2 

In recent years, historians have not been so ready to dismiss the political 
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rhetoric of pro-annexation leaders. William Freehling, while agreeing with 
Merk that the Texas annexation movement was engineered by Southern 

statesmen with a slaveholding agenda, argues that the president and his ad
visers "were not paranoids;' but "coherent ideologues" whose efforts in de
fense of the peculiar institution must be viewed in the broader context of 
"established patterns of slavery politics." Thomas Hietala, on the other hand, 

in his study of the dynamics of U.S. expansionism, views annexation as a 
measure with legitimate national appeal. Although he argues that the Lone 
Star Republic was coveted by expansionists primarily "as a potential outlet 
for their country's unwanted black population;' Hietala examines many 

anxieties that shaped the thinking of U.S. policy makers, including the desire 
to check England's position as the preeminent commercial rival of the 
United States.3 

This essay will seek to build upon the work of these two scholars in an 
effort to present a more broad-based and direct critique of the Merk thesis, 

and in so doing attempt to shed some light on the impact of Anglophobia 
on the annexation controversy. Although their fears were largely unfounded, 
pro-annexation Democrats viewed alleged British meddling in Texas with 

genuine alarm, a response that is by no means surprising given the fact that 
their political culture had been shaped, to a considerable degree, by a deep
seated hostility toward Great Britain and the antirepublican, oligarchic tend
encies which that nation appeared to represent. If Southern leaders, who 
were often found at the vanguard of the annexation crusade, tended to react 

to the perceived British threat with a higher degree of hysteria than their 
Northern counterparts, it was only because that threat carried with it the 
specter of abolitionism, and as slaveholders they had more to lose. 

Anglophobia, moreover, was not a fear that gripped U.S. expansionists 
alone. While many Whigs and Northern Democrats cried that the charges 

of a British conspiracy had been introduced into the annexation debate as a 
foil to conceal an insidious plot to expand the slave empire, their own rheto
ric betrayed similar fears of British aggrandizement that actually served to 
legitimize their opponents' apprehensions. Unmoved by expansionist claims 
that British meddling in Texas represented a threat to national security, they 
nonetheless denounced British activities along the Canadian border and 
vowed to challenge Britain's commercial supremacy in the Western Hemi
sphere. In short, while it constituted a shared experience for millions of 

Americans in the i84os, Anglophobia manifested itself in ways that reflected 
regional concerns, and thus could only go so far in uniting the nation 
against a common enemy. Ironically, when coupled with the slavery issue in 
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the debate over annexation, it would contribute to the sectional tensions 

that would ultimately tear the nation apart. 
Thirty years after the war of 1812, Americans remained keenly suspicious 

of Great Britain; indeed, this fear had grown as the United States increas
ingly defined its economic and strategic interests in terms that extended 
beyond its own borders. Despite close commercial ties with Great Britain, 

Americans regarded British economic power with a combination of envy 
and distrust. In the global marketplace, Britain's far-flung empire reigned 
supreme, greatly inhibiting U.S. opportunities for overseas commercial de
velopment. 4 Nearer to home, Great Britain enjoyed close relations with 

Texas and Mexico and seemed well poised to block U.S. expansionist ambi
tions in the West. Allowing their imaginations free rein, many Americans 
saw a sinister purpose behind Great Britain's interest in Texas (as well as 
Mexican-held California), convinced that Her Majesty's government aimed 

to encircle the United States and thereby render the republic virtually de
fenseless in the event of war between the two countries. 

When the Tyler administration embarked upon a policy to acquire Texas 
in 1843, the annexation question had been dormant for six years. Despite 

continued support in Texas for the measure, leaders of both parties had little 
interest in pursuing an issue so dangerously freighted with sectional discord, 
and which carried with it the added risk of war with Mexico. The possibility 
of annexing Texas seems to have been on President Tyler's mind for some 
time; he is first known to have broached the subject to Daniel Webster, then 

secretary of state, in the fall of 1841. Tyler's narrow political base made such 
an event unlikely, however, causing him to reject two overtures from Texas 
in 1842; early the following year he complained to Texas minister Isaac Van 
Zandt that the outlook for annexation looked bleak.5 

But in 1843 the administration was galvanized into action by reports that 
the United States was not the only power interested in the fate of the Lone 
Star Republic. Great Britain had abolished slavery in its colonial possessions 
in the West Indies ten years earlier, a decision which, as even Her Majesty's 

government conceded, had been an economic disaster. This had given rise 
to the fear among Southern slaveholders that Her Majesty's government was 
now seeking to undermine the institution throughout the Western Hemi
sphere in an attempt to restore the colonies' economic competitiveness. Ac
cording to this theory, Great Britain aimed to turn the Texas Republic, where 

slavery was not yet firmly entrenched, into a colonial dependency to destabi
lize the institution in the American South. The Tyler administration had 
received intelligence from Duff Green, a confidential U.S. agent in London, 
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that British Foreign Minister Lord Aberdeen had offered the financially 
strapped republic a loan in exchange for emancipation. Charles Elliot, the 
British charge d'affaires in Texas, helped to lend credence to these rumors 

when the New Orleans press broke the story that he had proposed to his 
superiors in Whitehall a scheme by which the Republic would be induced 
through lucrative commercial treaties to abolish slavery. Operating under 

the wholly mistaken impression that Texas leaders might support such an 
idea, Elliot envisioned a pro-British satellite which would serve as a haven 
for free black labor. This prospect was particularly disturbing to Southern 
slaveholders, who feared that an independent Texas under British control 

would offer asylum to the slaves of the Deep South, or worse, incite slave 
rebellions in neighboring states. Soon thereafter, in the spring of 1843, Brit
ish diplomats sought to turn their government's influence with Mexico to 

good account by offering to mediate a peace between that country and 
Texas. Once again, a guarantee that Texas abolish slavery was rumored in 
the United States to be the price of British mediation. 6 

Alarmed by these reports, the Tyler administration embarked upon a 

bold new policy that would ultimately lead to the incorporation of Texas 

into the Union as the twenty-eighth state. To promote public support for 
such an initiative, the administration orchestrated a propaganda campaign 
that raised the specter of Great Britain while systematically presenting the 
manifold advantages of annexation to Americans of all sections. The open
ing salvo of this campaign took the form of a series of articles entitled "The 
British Conspiracy;' believed to have been written by Tyler's secretary of 
state, Virginia-born Abel P. Upshur, in the Daily Madisonian, the adminis

tration news organ. Early the following year, secret negotiations were under
way between Upshur and Texas diplomats in Washington.7 

There can be little doubt that while reports of British designs contained 
a germ of truth, on the whole they represented a far less sinister danger than 

Southerners imagined.8 While Her Majesty's government made no secret of 
its commitment to worldwide abolition, it showed little willingness to go 
beyond modest diplomatic pressure to achieve that objective. Elliot's plan 
for a free black state in the American Southwest fell on deaf ears in White
hall, while Lord Aberdeen, anxious to allay Southern concerns, moved 

quickly to deny reports that he had offered Texas leaders a loan contingent 
upon emancipation. British efforts to mediate a permanent peace between 
Texas and Mexico never seem to have stood much chance of success, given 
the reluctance of those countries' respective governments to give ground on 
any issue, and by early 1844 negotiations had collapsed, never to resume. 
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But if Tyler and Upshur acted on the basis of false information, it was 
information they nonetheless believed to be credible, and which posed, in 
their view, a very real threat to U.S. national interests. Frederick Merk, 

among others, has argued that the administration viewed slavery with a 

monomania that blinded it to all other concerns, and which prompted it to 
press forward on annexation with a reckless disregard for either the facts or 

national unity. This thesis hinges largely upon the administration's mis
placed faith in Duff Green, who is often credited with having first sounded 
the alarm regarding British intrigues in Texas.9 Green's fear of British designs 

was not limited to slavery, however-he was equally concerned that Her 

Majesty's government aimed to stifle the growth of U.S. commerce-nor 
can it be characterized as the alarmism of the moment. A lifelong Anglo
phobe, Green in 1866 was still blaming the sectional tensions that had caused 
the Civil War on a British conspiracy.10 Moreover, though Green's report of 
a British loan to Texas played a key role in rousing the Tyler administration 

to action in 1843, it was by no means the only basis for the annexation initia
tive that followed. Green's allegations were later corroborated by a much less 
excitable non-administration source, Ashbel Smith, the Texas minister in 
London, who was equally alarmed by the influence of British antislavery 
forces on Her Majesty's government and its Texas diplomacy. Many years 

later, Smith endeavored to exculpate himself of any blame in contributing 
to the Tyler junta's misapprehensions by offering a version of events discred

iting Green, a self-serving account which has not met with the critical scru
tiny from historians that it deserves. 11 

Fears of British meddling in Texas affairs were also confirmed by reports 

which Tyler and Upshur were receiving from Texas, and which added to the 
body of evidence on which the administration based its decision to embark 

upon a new annexation initiative. The mere presence of British citizens on 
the streets of Galveston was enough to convince U.S. charge d'affaires Wil
liam S. Murphy when he arrived in June that a British plot was afoot to 

infiltrate Texas with British agents. 12 Wild as these allegations may seem to
day, they too were corroborated by a source outside the administration. 
Washington D. Miller, the private secretary of Texas President Sam Houston, 
had written a letter to Tyler in January, 1843, presumably at Houston's direc
tion, in which he painted a dark scenario of British intrigue and urged him 
to act before it was too late. 13 Six months later Miller penned another, even 

more anxious missive to the U.S. president, imploring him to take immedi
ate steps on behalf of annexation. "Every day that the action of the US is 
delayed the prospects of GB are brightening. Will Mr. Upshur permit an-
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other year to elapse without doing something effective? Will you not do 
it?" 14 Similar letters describing British activities in the Lone Star Republic 
poured into Washington from private citizens in Texas. 15 In short, in the 
months before it launched its annexation initiative, Washington had been 

inundated with reports from London and Texas, from sober-minded corre

spondents and hysterical ones, all of whom came to pretty much the same 
conclusion: that Great Britain was intent on establishing a satellite on the 
southwestern border of the United States. Little wonder, then, that Tyler and 

Upshur paid no attention in the fall of 1843 to a more circumspect assess
ment of British intentions from Edward Everett, the U.S. minister to En

gland, a Boston-born Whig whose antislavery views were well known.16 

The argument that the Tyler administration acted precipitately in its de

fense of slavery against British interference also ignores the broader context 
of Anglo-American relations in 1843-44. No doubt the administration would 

have been inclined to place credence in reports of British intrigue in Texas 
whatever their source, if only because they confirmed what Americans al
ready believed about the long-range intentions of Her Majesty's govern

ment. Relations between the United States and Great Britain, never good, 
had grown increasingly turbulent in recent years. Southern leaders raged in 
vain against Whitehall's policy of freeing slaves found aboard U.S. vessels 

forced into ports in the British West Indies as a result of inclement weather 
or other mishap. In the Northeast, talk of a third war with Great Britain had 
been rife for several years, owing to a series of incidents along the U.S.
Canadian border, culminating in the celebrated McLeod affair in 184i.17 The 
Webster-Ashburton treaty aimed to settle these and other outstanding griev

ances between the two countries, but despite Senate ratification by a wide 
margin in August, 1842, dissatisfaction with the agreement had been mount

ing steadily ever since. Southerners complained that the treaty was silent on 
the subject of the extradition of fugitive slaves, while confusion over the 
specific terms of the treaty regarding Britain's right to search U.S. ships sus

pected of carrying on the slave trade added to the controversy. Expansionist
minded Americans fumed that the agreement surrendered five thousand 
square miles of land they believed rightfully belonged to the United States. 
The subsequent revelation that the British Foreign Office had in its posses
sion during the negotiations a map buttressing the U.S. territorial claim only 
reinforced American suspicions that Her Majesty's government would not 

hesitate to resort to devious and duplicitous means to serve its own in
terests.18 Finally, the unauthorized seizure of Hawaii by a British naval 
commander in the spring of 1843, though later disavowed by Her Majesty's 
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government, was interpreted by U.S. policy makers as yet another signal 

that Great Britain stood ready to thwart American commercial interests at 
every turn. 19 

The net effect of these rising tensions was to create an atmosphere of 

suspicion and distrust that led Washington policy makers to view even 

the most innocuous actions on the part of Her Majesty's government with 
a jaundiced eye. In 1842 Texas leaders had proposed that the three major 
powers-Great Britain, France, and the United States-might use their 

combined influence to prevail upon Mexico to cease its policy of border 

harassment against the republic. Though warmly endorsed in Washington 
and Paris, the suggestion met with a cool reception in London, which was 
anxious not to upset its close relations with Mexico. In some quarters in 

the United States, however, Britain's refusal to participate in the tripartite 
agreement was viewed as evidence of a darker purpose. "Her object doubt

less was to be free from the observation and the responsibility of her associ
ate pacificators;' declared one suspicious Tennessee Democrat, "in order to 

hold such confidential counsels with Mexico as would promote her ulterior 
schemes." 20 The public declarations of high-ranking members of Parliament 
and Her Majesty's government seemed to offer further evidence to South
erners in the Tyler administration that Great Britain was actively engaged in 

an effort to promote emancipation in Texas. In a debate in the House of 
Lords in mid-August, 1843, renowned antislavery leader Lord Brougham 

offered the opinion that the abolition of slavery in Texas would ultimately 
lead to the collapse of the institution throughout the Southern states. When 
pressed by Brougham to comment on the government's policy toward the 

Lone Star Republic, Foreign Secretary Lord Aberdeen admitted frankly, if 
ambiguously, that the Peel ministry desired to see the abolition of slavery 

in Texas and throughout the world, a statement that lent itself to ominous 
misinterpretation in Washington.21 

Even without the initiative from Washington, a pro-annexation ground

swell was already well underway in the Southern states by the early 1840s. The 
revolt of Anglo-Texans against Mexico in 1835-36 had met with the universal 

approbation of the Deep South. But with the collapse of the annexation 
movement in 1837, Southerners quickly became reconciled to the emergence 
of a rival cotton-growing republic on their western border. As long as Texas 
remained politically viable, its existence occasioned little concern; this mood 

changed, however, when a series of military setbacks at the hands of Mexico 
in 1841 and 1842 brought Texas to the verge of collapse. Rumors that Great 
Britain had financed Mexican incursions along the Texas frontier in an at-
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tempt to check the spread of slavery were circulated widely in the Southern 
press.22 Though some Texas leaders may have doubted their veracity, these 
reports helped give rise to a climate of suspicion that intensified with the 
arrival in Galveston in the fall of 1842 of Charles Elliot, Britain's visible and 

energetic charge d'affaires. Making no secret of his abolitionist sympathies, 
Elliot soon aroused the apprehensions of Southern slaveholders, and by the 

summer of 1843 these fears seemed amply confirmed by reports of the Brit
ish diplomat's scheme to promote emancipation in Texas. Elliot's activities 
coupled with the continued decline of the Republic's economic fortunes 

punctured Texans' inflated claims of nationhood. Georgia-born Mirabeau 
B. Lamar, the Texas leader most prominently associated with the fledgling 

republic's imperial ambitions, quickly abandoned his dreams of empire 
when confronted with evidence of a British abolitionist conspiracy in Texas. 
"I paused in my opinions, and turned to seek for my country a shelter from 

the grasp of British cupidity beneath the only flag under which her institu
tions could be saved from the storms that threatened her." 23 

The specter of British abolitionism that so worried slaveholders like La
mar was not a figment of excitable imaginations. Southerners had watched 
with unconcealed horror as British antislavery forces, fresh from their tri

umph in obtaining passage of the Emancipation Act in 1833, turned their 
attention to the United States. With organizational assistance, guest lec

turers, and financial aid from England, the militant abolitionist efforts of 
William Lloyd Garrison, Theodore Weld, and Lewis Tappan began to show 
immediate results. Southerners charged that Northern antislavery leaders 

were merely the deluded minions of their British counterparts, attributing 
even the abolitionist petitions which had led Congress to impose the famous 

gag rule in 1834 to antislavery extremists in Parliament.24 While these charges 
were untrue, American antislavery societies in Boston and Philadelphia took 
their lead from the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, owing much of 
their success to the assistance they received from London. But by the mid-

184os, for all their crusading zeal, American antislavery groups had yet to 
develop broad-based support in the Northern states, and could be dismissed 
as a crankish if vocal minority. The British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, 
on the other hand, was a very different matter. The organization enjoyed 
close access to the highest circles of power in Whitehall and had already 
demonstrated a formidable ability to influence the foreign policy of Her 
Majesty's government.25 

While Southerners regarded the activities of British abolitionists with 
frenzied alarm, like many Americans they believed that Great Britain's oppo-
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sition to slavery represented a much broader assault on the United States. 
Leaders of both sections and parties were convinced that their republican 
system was locked in a historic, ideological contest with the monarchies of 
Europe, and many Northern pro-annexation Democrats viewed the aboli

tionist movement as an instrument Britain intended to use in that struggle. 
According to this line of reasoning, Her Majesty's government had seized 

upon emancipation in a deliberate effort to agitate the American slavery 
question, the Achilles heel of the young republic. Alert to the tensions be
tween North and South, Great Britain sought to exploit the slavery issue to 

"dissolve the Union" and thereby check the inexorable spread of U.S. politi
cal institutions. "This is the discord which England will touch most success

fully," said Pennsylvanian Charles Jared Ingersoll, House chairman of the 
Foreign Affairs committee.26 The real goal behind British abolitionism, in
sisted Moses Norris, a New Hampshire Democrat, was "to array the North 

against the South, and thus to weaken the ties that bind us together, and 
finally consummate her long cherished desire(s) by a dissolution of our 

Union ... "27 

Few expansionists believed, however, that British efforts to undermine 
the stability of the United States were confined to slavery alone. Rather, Great 
Britain's campaign to sow the seeds of North-South discord was viewed as 

only the first step in a broader, insidious plot to cripple its principal eco
nomic rival in the Western Hemisphere. The suggestion that Great Britain 
would resort to commercial warfare against the United States was hardly a 
novel one when the Tyler administration raised the issue during the annex
ation debate, being generally accepted as an article of faith for Americans of 

both parties. The Texas annexation crisis only served to heighten these long
standing anxieties, prompting expansionists regardless of section to join in 
a rising chorus of outrage against British imperialism. The New Hampshire 

Patriot, a Democratic organ sponsored by the supporters of Levi Woodbury, 
viewed "British rapacity and ambitious schemes of commercial aggrandize
ment;' as the principal issue in the annexation debate. "In comparison with 

it, the consideration of slavery and the consideration of relative benefit to 
the North and South, sink into insignificance." Britain's chief aim, the Patriot 

declared, was "to cripple our prosperity, and destroy her most formidable 
rival in manufactures and commerce. And the blow is to be aimed as much 

at the North as the South:' 28 

Southern hard-liners, though all too often characterized strictly in terms 
of their zealous defense of slavery, also viewed British abolitionist activities 
as but one phase of a protracted and wide-ranging campaign on the part of 
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Great Britain to disrupt the economy of its former North American colonies. 
Not long after the War of 1812, John C. Calhoun had warned his colleagues 
in the House of Representatives that the conflict with Great Britain was far 

from over. A new struggle for commercial supremacy was about to begin, 
in which the United States "will have to encounter British jealousy and hos
tility in every shape, not immediately manifested by force or violence, per

haps, but by indirect attempts to check your growth and prosperity." 29 

Thirty years later Calhoun saw no reason to modify these views. "Her object 
is power and monopoly, and abolition but the pretex[t];' he wrote in 1844. 

"She unites in herself the ambition of Rome and the avarice of Carthrage 
[sic] ." 30 

Whether Great Britain would succeed in its plot to destroy the United 
States as a commercial rival depended on the future of Texas, annexationists 
argued. Great Britain had for several years been engaged in a search for new 
sources of cotton to reduce its dependence on the plantations of the Deep 

South. Crop yields in India were at long last beginning to show promising 
results, while Texas offered yet another attractive area for development. 
Southerners feared that Her Majesty's government would seek to block the 
Lone Star Republic's entrance into the Union and, with British capital in

vestment, boost agricultural productivity in the region, making it a serious 
competitor to the United States as a source of supply within a few years. 
This prospect heightened Southern fears dating back to the "Tariff of Abom
inations" that Great Britain might retaliate against U.S. protectionist policies 
by imposing high duties on U.S. cotton and other raw materials. It required 

little imagination on the part of Southerners long uneasy about their depen
dence on British markets and profoundly suspicious of British abolitionism 
to suspect that Her Majesty's government's interest in Texas stemmed from 
a well-conceived plot to strangle the mainstay of the Southern economy. 

The annexation of Texas would not only eliminate these concerns, sup
porters of the measure contended, it would actually reverse the roles that 

presently existed between the two rival nations, making Great Britain eco
nomically dependent upon the United States. With one stroke, the United 
States could acquire a monopoly over the cotton-producing regions of North 
America, giving it the commercial leverage to neutralize Great Britain as a 
military or economic threat. Mindful of the calamitous effects which a cot
ton embargo would have on its textile industry, Great Britain would think 

seriously before it opposed American interests again. A monopoly of cotton, 
the Tennessee Democrat Andrew Johnson argued, would compel Great Brit
ain "to keep the peace for all time to come." 31 
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Anxious to offset antislavery sentiment, as always the chief obstacle to the 

annexation of Texas, the Tyler administration and its expansionist allies made 
a concerted effort to win the support of powerful Northern interest groups. 

If Great Britain managed to establish strong commercial ties with the Re
public, they charged, the consequences would be disastrous to Northern 

manufacturers. British-made goods would be allowed to enter the port of 
Galveston duty-free, effectively eliminating U.S. manufacturers from the 
growing Texas market. Furthermore, with Texas under its control, Great 

Britain might then attempt to circumvent high tariffs in the United States, 

flooding the country with its surplus manufactured products. Many expan
sionists also insisted that annexation would pay long-term maritime div
idends, allowing the United States to gain a competitive edge over Great 
Britain in important global markets. Without a navy of its own, Texas would 
rely on the merchant fleet of New England, giving U.S. ships command of 
the Gulf of Mexico. Should the United States reject Texas, one Texan argued, 

"the trident of this important sea passes into the hands of England:'32 Other 
expansionist claims regarding the benefits of Texas annexation were rather 
more far-fetched. Andrew Jackson, among others, blithely accepting the Re
public's dubious claim to the Rio Grande as its western boundary, viewed 
Texas as an essential stepping stone to the Pacific, the ports of which "would 

give protection to all our Eastern Whalers." 33 "No heavier blow could be 

given. to British power and commerce," a pro-Calhoun broadside declared 
optimistically in i843. Annexation would "open to us the trade of the West
ern coast of the two Americas;' and thus "the trade of the East Indies, Russia 
in Asia, and the rich commerce of the Chinese Empire ... and a market for 

the products of the South and the manufactories of the North:' 34 

It was, of course, politically expedient for the Tyler administration to em

phasize the economic benefits that would accrue to the North in the event 
of annexation. But such efforts should not be dismissed as a cynical attempt 
to divert attention from the issue of slavery, as Merk and other historians 

have argued. Privately as well as publicly, administration leaders maintained 
a consistent if not always equal regard for the interests of both sections. 
Fearful that British efforts to thwart annexation might lead to a devastating 
race war that would engulf the South, Upshur and other Southerners in 
the administration quite naturally viewed the protection of slavery as their 
paramount concern. But they were by no means ignorant of the larger dan

gers which Great Britain seemed to pose to the nation at large. Far from 
being oblivious to sectional antagonisms, Southern leaders, like so many 
Americans, were troubled by the growing rift over slavery. And yet they re-
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mained hopeful that the threat from Great Britain might serve to neutralize 
these tensions and give rise to a renewed sense of national purpose. 

In a letter to John C. Calhoun in August, 1843, Upshur outlined in con
siderable detail the administration's reasons for reviving the annexation 

question. Even as he expressed his mounting irritation with the North's re
luctance to stand by the South on the issue of slavery, the secretary feared 

that the British would exploit these tensions to bring about "a separation of 
the Union." Though admitting that annexation would be received initially 

with "a brush of repugnance" in the North, Upshur believed that the failure 
to bring Texas into the Union would be detrimental to the economic well

being of both sections. "To the South it is a question of safety; to the North, 
it is one of interest;' the secretary of state wrote of annexation, adding, "I 
have never known the North to refuse to do what her interests required." 35 

Thus Upshur viewed annexation not simply as a means of protecting the 
institutions of the South, but as a policy initiative that would awaken both 

sections to their mutual advantage, strengthening the Union as it prepared 
to meet this most recent challenge from Great Britain, at a time when a 
North/South accord was needed more than ever before. 

Even more compelling than the economic arguments in favor of annex
ation was the direct threat of military aggression from Great Britain. Here 

again, expansionist propaganda did not so much shape public opinion as 
capitalize on anti-British sentiment that was already fully formed. Western 

Americans needed no prodding from the Tyler administration to imagine 
British forces using Texas as a base of military operations. No American 
accepted this scenario more unreservedly than Andrew Jackson, who in Feb

ruary, 1843, warned Tennessee congressman Aaron V. Brown that with Texas 
under its aegis, Great Britain could at its convenience march an army to the 

Sabine River, where it would be poised to strike Louisiana and Arkansas 
and threaten the entire Mississippi valley. Nor were the dangers of British 
abolitionism lost on the slaveholding ex-president, who feared that Great 

Britain would incite U.S. slaves to revolt against their masters, fomenting a 
destructive race war. 36 

The annexation crisis invited comparison with the War of 1812, an event 
that resonated in the collective memory of western Americans. Former Ten
nessee senator Alexander 0. Anderson viewed annexation "as the greatest 
question which has arisen since our last bloody conflict with Great Brit
ain."37 The opposition of New England on both occasions seemed to make 

the analogy particularly appropriate. Anderson viewed antislavery spokes
men as agitators who, much like the Hartford Convention Federalists, har-
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bored pro-British sympathies and were working actively to subvert U.S. 
institutions. Indiana congressman William J. Brown expressed similar senti
ments when he declared: "There is a British party in the United States, and 
that party has existed since the days of the Revolution. It existed during the 
last war; it showed itself in the halls of Congress, by the act of those who 
refused to vote supplies to our famishing army; it was seen in the blue lights 

that burned along the shores of New England; and is now exhibiting itself 
in those who, with anti American spirit, oppose the extension of our terri
tory, and the spread of civil and religious liberty." 38 Invoking the memories 
of earlier conflicts with Great Britain proved a popular theme at Democratic 
association meetings in communities throughout the West. The Kentucky 
Yeoman recalled with pride the heroics of an earlier generation when it de
clared that the "brave and chivalrous Kentuckians who met and vanquished 
the British Lion when he assailed our homes in 1812 ... will again pour out 
rivers of blood before he shall set his polluting foot upon the soil of the 
young republic [of Texas]." 39 

Robert J. Walker emphasized the threat of British aggression forcefully in 
what was surely the most compelling and influential treatise on behalf of 
annexation, his Letter on the Re-Annexation of Texas, published in February, 

1844. Historians have focused most of their attention on the Democratic 
leader's novel argument that Texas would serve as a safety valve for slavery 
by drawing off a growing black population in the Upper South, where the 
need for slave labor was declining. But Walker's attempt to exploit Northern 
racist fears of a mass exodus of blacks into the Northern states constituted 
only a part of his famous Letter, much of which was a scathing polemic 
against British imperialism. "Though saturated with blood, and gorged with 
power;' Walker raged, "she yet marches on her course to universal domin
ion; and here, upon our own borders, Texas is next to be her prey." 40 The 
Democratic leaders of Carroll County, Kentucky, who had asked Walker to 
author his famous open letter and to whom it was addressed, used the docu
ment to drum up anti-British feeling among the party faithful at a meeting 
in April, 1844. The editor of the Kentucky Yeoman, citing the recent Maine 
boundary negotiations, British claims to the Pacific Northwest, and rumors 
of designs on Texas, declared that Great Britain would soon "bestride our 
country like a vast Colossus, and crush our interests beneath the weight of 
her military empire." 41 

While the vulnerability of the western frontier was a particular concern in 
the trans-Appalachian states, it represented part of a still larger geopolitical 
problem for many expansionists: the threat of British encirclement. Fears 
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that Great Britain aimed to restrict U.S. territorial growth did not originate 

with the Texas annexation question and had rarely been articulated by 
Southerners prior to 1843; prominent Northern Democrats like Sidney 
Breese, Lewis Cass, and James Buchanan, however, had long been suspicious 

of British designs in the West and had been especially vocal in calling for 

the United States to assert its claim to all of Oregon. In his message referring 
the annexation treaty to the Senate in April, 1844, President Tyler borrowed 
freely from the political rhetoric of Democratic expansionists when he 

pointed to the fact that the United States was "already almost surrounded" 
by European powers-by which he meant, of course, Great Britain-and 

that commercial arrangements with Texas "would complete the circle."42 

Andrew Jackson would harp upon this theme with increasing vehemence 
until his death in 1845. "She is the Key to our safety in the South and the 
west;' Jackson said of Texas in a letter to the Nashville Union on the eve of 

the 1844 Baltimore convention. "Let us take it and lock the door against 
future danger." 43 In near-apocalyptic terms the aging general warned that if 

Great Britain managed to establish a permanent foothold in the Southwest 
it would form an "iron Hoop around the United States" that would cost 
the nation "oceans of blood, and millions of money to Burst asunder."44 

Committed Anglophobes like Jackson harbored no illusions that annexation 
would mean the end of British aggrandizement in the Western Hemisphere; 

the Texas crisis represented merely one of several battlegrounds in the com
petition for empire between the United States and Great Britain. "England 
wants Texas, next Cuba, and then Oregon;' Jackson predicted in 1844, and 
in the years that followed, expansionists would add Mexico, the Yucatan, 

and Central America to the list of territories targeted for conquest by Her 

Majesty's government.45 

Beyond the issues of economic advantage and national security, many 
Americans bristled at the idea that Great Britain would attempt to involve 
itself in a matter that was strictly the concern of the United States and Texas. 

Democrats reminded voters that while Her Majesty's government had offi
cially declared that it would not seek to influence Texas, it had only promised 
to do so "provided other states act with equal forbearance." 46 For Alexander 
Everett, a Harvard-educated former Whig and erstwhile editor of the North 

American Review, such an admission "amounts, in short, to an indelicate 

interference in the internal concerns of the Union, with which Great Britain 
has nothing to do." 47 Similarly, Sidney Breese of Illinois was one of many 
Democratic statesmen who took umbrage when Great Britain, "with that 
arrogance so peculiarly her own, presumes to question the propriety of our 
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conduct in attempting the acquisition of Texas." 48 Anglophobia also offered 
Democrats uncomfortable with the extension of slavery an opportunity to 
focus attention instead on British social problems. European criticism of 
their institutions, peculiar or otherwise, had long rankled Jacksonian Ameri
cans, who pointed with smug satisfaction to the squalid living conditions of 
the English working class as evidence of the hypocrisy of the British govern
ment's putative humanitarianism. The landed aristocracy was a favorite target 
of U.S. editorialists, which one Northern Democratic newspaper denounced 
as "the oppressors of a population more enslaved, harder worked, poorer fed, 
more beastly and more degraded than the world ever saw:' 49 

Despite the administration's efforts to promote the issue as a national 
measure, Tyler's Texas treaty stood at best only a slim chance of success given 
the fierce opposition in the North to the expansion of slavery. The outlook 
for ratification grew bleaker still with Upshur's untimely death in late Febru
ary, 1844, a victim of the USS Princeton explosion. Upshur's successor, 
John C. Calhoun, proved to be a signally disastrous choice, and in April he 
proceeded to scuttle Northern support for Tyler's treaty by penning the fa
mous "Pakenham letter," one of the most controversial episodes of the South 
Carolinian's long and turbulent career. The letter was written in response to 

an earlier statement by Lord Aberdeen, in which the British Foreign Secre
tary sought to allay Southern fears that his government would "do nothing 
secretly or under-handed" to abolish slavery in Texas.5° Far from satisfied, 
Calhoun testily observed that while Great Britain's commitment to emanci
pation in its own colonies was no concern of the United States, his govern
ment would take strong exception to British efforts regarding abolition in 
Texas, since any effort to undermine slavery in the Republic would impinge 
directly upon the stability of the institution in the American South. Had 
Calhoun stopped there, the letter might not have become a lightning rod 
for sectional controversy. Instead the secretary of state went on to lecture 
the British minister on the advantages of slavery to both races. Citing spuri
ous census data, Calhoun attempted to demonstrate that free blacks in the 
Northern states experienced abnormally high rates of mental and physical 
disease, leading him to conclude that slavery was the natural condition of 
African Americans.51 

Contemporaries no less anxious than Calhoun to see Texas annexed were 

appalled by the letter, which they regarded quite correctly as a colossal tacti
cal blunder that would only alienate Northern support for the treaty, upon 
which its success depended. Andrew Jackson groaned upon reading the 
secretary's letter: "How many men of talents want good common sense." 52 
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Writing some years later, Tyler himself laid much of the blame for the Sen

ate's failure to ratify the treaty on Calhoun's ill-advised and unnecessary 
appeal to sectional interests. Some of Calhoun's fiercest critics, such as Tho

mas Hart Benton, even charged him with purposely attempting to sabotage 
his own treaty in order to stir up secessionist sentiment in the South, al
though no evidence exists for such an accusation.s3 

Several historians, equally perplexed by the Pakenham letter, have offered 
various theories to explain Calhoun's conduct.s4 Most tend to agree that the 

unabashed proslavery tone of the correspondence was a deliberate and cal
culated effort by the South Carolinian to rally the South behind the cause 

of annexation. Calhoun's correspondence in the months before he became 
secretary of state supports this assertion, but it is worth noting that many 
of his friends did not initially view the Pakenham letter as a Southern call 
to arms. From New York and Philadelphia, Calhoun received letters from 
supporters who, like so many of their countrymen, had long resented British 

criticism of American customs and institutions, and praised the secretary of 
state on that basis alone.ss In a similar vein, Charleston resident John R. 

Mathewes saw merit in the letter because "it is the only means by which we 
can obtain a patient hearing from Europe whose eyes have been blinded & 
ears deafened by England against us."s6 

In their effort to tease meaning from the Pakenham letter, scholars have 
looked closely for portents of disunion but have generally paid less attention 

to Calhoun's unabiding hostility toward Great Britain than this facet of his 
political makeup deserves. As already noted, Calhoun had been a relentless 
opponent of all forms of British aggrandizement in North America since his 

election to the War Hawk Congress more than thirty years earlier. Recent 
events, moreover, seemed to offer fresh evidence of British designs. Less than 

a month before the secretary wrote his first letter to Pakenham, he had re
ceived information that British agents had plotted to foment a slave revolt 
in Cuba.s7 Like Upshur before him, Calhoun did not feel the need to wait 

for corroboration of these reports; Britain's policy to subvert U.S. institu
tions was too well established to require further investigation. While North

ern abolitionists railed against annexation as part of a plot to expand the 
slave power, Calhoun saw a conspiracy of his own, one with international 
dimensions. Like Mirabeau Lamar and other Southerners, Calhoun was a 
relative latecomer to the annexation crusade, embracing the cause in the end 

because he believed British machinations left him no other choice. Certainly 
there is no reason to suspect that Calhoun was being disingenuous when he 
stated, as he did on more than one occasion, that the offer to annex Texas 
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"was forced on the government of the United States, in self-defence;' as a 
result of British abol~tionist intrigues.58 

Calhoun's lifelong Anglophobia stirred another, more recent concern, 

one even more troubling because of the danger it posed to the Union: the 
growing strength of antislavery opinion in the North. Since all patriotic 
Americans had a fundamental duty to resist British aggression in whatever 

form, the zeal with which Northern political leaders championed the cause 
of British abolitionism could only be viewed as treasonous behavior by the 
Southern ideologue. From Calhoun's point of view-one which admittedly 

demonstrated a remarkable facility for trimming the facts to fit a Southern 
perspective-his section had been quick to come to the defense of the North 
in two wars against Great Britain, and more recently in the region's quarrel 
over the Maine boundary. But now, "when our very safety is at stake;' he 

complained, "the great body of the enlightened portion of the North either 
holds back, or oppose." 59 Though frequently characterized as a Southern 
extremist, Calhoun in 1844 remained faithful to the union as he understood 
it, a compact based on reciprocal obligations, with each section willing to 

set aside its own parochial interests and rise to the defense of the other. 
Though anxious for the future, the Southern leader was reluctant to accept 
the unwelcome possibility that the North might fail to fulfill its duty to the 
South and defend its institutions against foreign aggression. 

The furor that followed the publication of Calhoun's Pakenham letter, 

however, seems to have confirmed the South Carolinian's worst fears of 
Northern disloyalty. "There is something wrong in all this, and not a litle 
ominous to the duration of our system;' Calhoun wrote to a friend, al

though he was not yet ready to adopt extreme measures to defend the insti
tutions of the South.60 He took comfort from the fact that despite fierce 
opposition to annexation in the Northern states, the measure enjoyed strong 
support in the rest of the country, and to those who harbored more radical, 
secessionist views he counseled against disunion, which he felt was inadvis
able "at this time." 61 

During the ensuing debate in Congress and the national press over Tyler's 
Texas treaty, opponents of the measure dismissed the grim scenarios which 
expansionists claimed would befall the United States should it fail to annex 
the Lone Star Republic. With regard to the fear that a British ally on the 
southwestern border of the United States was a threat to national secur
ity, Whig spokesmen pointed to the fact that the Northern states shared a 
two-thousand-mile border with Canada, a country which, unlike Texas, was 

indisputably a part of the British Empire. Antiexpansionists argued, not 
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implausibly, that if Great Britain intended to launch an offensive against the 

United States, it was already well poised to do so from military bases that 
had long been established on the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River. Whigs 
also held up to ridicule the suggestion that Great Britain would strike at 

New Orleans from the pine forests of East Texas, observing that an attack 
upon the Crescent City from the sea would seem to be a far more practical 
military strategy. The argument that Great Britain intended to circumvent 
U.S. tariff schedules by using the Republic as an entrepot for its manufac

tured goods was shown to be similarly unfounded. If Her Majesty's govern
ment seriously intended to establish smuggling operations into the United 
States, antiexpansionists explained, it would already have done so from 

Canada.62 

Despite these counter-arguments, Whigs and Northern Democrats were 
unable to entirely dispel the concerns raised by the apostles of annexation, 
for the simple reason that an intense distrust of Great Britain was not unique 
to U.S. expansionists. While their Anglophobia tended to be much more 
subdued than their Democratic counterparts, many prominent Whigs were 

no less convinced that Her Majesty's government felt threatened by the 
emergence of the United States as a rival power in the Western Hemisphere. 
Rarely during the annexation debates did opponents attempt to minimize 
the danger of British aggression, for many had used equally strident invec

tive to condemn British actions in the Maine boundary dispute and the 
McLeod affair.63 Few shared the sanguine opinion of South Carolina Whig 
Waddy Thompson, who insisted that the United States had nothing to fear 
from Great Britain, in view of the strong commercial ties which worked to 

the mutual benefit of the two countries.64 

Notwithstanding the tensions over slavery which the Texas question un
leashed, politicians on both sides of the expansion issue viewed Great Britain 
as the principal obstacle to U.S. economic progress. The anti-British ha
rangues of Democratic expansionists in this regard during the annexation 

debates in 1844 had an uncomfortably familiar ring for many Whigs, who 
had been unsparingly critical of British free trade policies in their successful 

campaign for a higher tariff two years earlier. In 1842 Whigs asserted that 
Great Britain, motivated by "the deepest jealousy" at U.S. commercial 
growth, was engaged in a relentless program of economic warfare against 
the United States. "Shall we madly cut asunder the great link of national 
independence forged by our protective policy, and place ourselves in a 
condition to be humbled, and grieved, and ruined ... [by] the mandate 
of British power ... ?" asked one Whig congressman.65 The Peel ministry's 
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apparent willingness to relax its trade restrictions on U.S. foodstuffs was 
only a ruse to induce the United States to lower its duties on British-made 
goods, Whigs maintained. "I have no faith in such heartless professions;' 
declared R. W. Thompson, a Whig congressman from Indiana, "especially 

when they are opposed by the constant and persevering practice of those 
who utter them." 66 Instead of trade reciprocity, Whigs charged, Great Britain 
intended to flood the U.S. market with British manufactures, incurring 
short-term losses to destroy its principal industrial competitor. 

Similarly, while many antiexpansionists scornfully dismissed the idea that 
Texas was essential to the national defense, they pointed with alarm to the 
dangers of British military aggression in other parts of the hemisphere. Al
though Whigs and antislavery Democrats refused to believe that an attack 

was imminent, or that the British would choose to launch an invasion of the 
United States along its southwestern border, many nonetheless accepted the 
idea that a day of reckoning between the two countries would occur at some 
point in the not too distant future. Even as he derided expansionist claims 

that the British intended to strike at the United States through Texas, Con
gressman Samuel Rathbun pointed to the danger which Great Britain posed 
to the Northeast in Canada. "Here they will find the lion in his lair;' the 

New York Democrat declared.67 Many Whigs, such as Kentucky abolitionist 
Cassius M. Clay, believed that the two countries would eventually come to 
blows in the West over Oregon.68 And while they scoffed at the annexation

ists' charge that Great Britain's interest in Texas was part of a long-range 
plot to encircle the United States, few Whig leaders questioned the encircle
ment theory itself. Indeed, one year after the annexation of Texas, the Whig 
magazine American Review would employ the same line of reasoning to urge 

Washington to establish U.S. sovereignty over California. Firmly entrenched 
in the West Indies, Canada, and Halifax, and with a loyal ally in Mexico, Her 
Majesty's government aimed to acquire California in order to ensnare "us 
as completely in her net, as the bloodiest intentions of extermination could 
possibly desire!"69 

Even the most zealous antislavery advocates in the United States rejected 
the argument that philanthropic motives guided British diplomacy. In a 
well-known treatise against annexation, Van Buren Democrat Theodore 
Sedgwick acknowledged that Americans had every reason to be suspicious 

of England, which seemed "urged on by an insatiable lust of dominion." 70 

John Quincy Adams, who had gone so far as to publicly urge the British to 
promote abolitionism in Texas, nonetheless viewed the altruistic rhetoric of 
Her Majesty's government with a hefty dose of skepticism. British efforts 
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to maintain Texas' independence, Adams believed, had more to do with 

balance-of-power geopolitics-specifically the need to protect Mexico from 
the territorial ambitions of the United States-than the lofty goal of emanci
pating Texas slaves.71 

Unable to successfully lay to rest U.S. fears that Great Britain represented 
a threat to national security, some opponents of annexation chose to charac

terize the Texas Republic as a bulwark against British aggression, emphasiz
ing the affinity which Texans felt for U.S. institutions. ''All that is said of the 

probability of Texas becoming a colony of Great Britain is but a disguise 
of the real question;' declared the New York Evening Post, an antislavery 
Democratic newspaper. "Texas can exist as an independent nation as well as 

Sweden or Denmark." 72 As former citizens of the United States, Missouri 
senator Thomas Hart Benton argued, Texans could be counted upon to re

sist British influence. Alarming reports that Texas would "throw herself 
forthwith into the arms of Great Britain" should annexation be rejected was 

"a libel upon the people of Texas. They are not monarchists or British adher
ents, but republicans and Americans." 73 

Benton was only partly right. To be sure, Texans were no less Anglopho
bic than citizens of the United States, but it was precisely this fear which had 
undermined their willingness to maintain their national sovereignty. Indeed, 
as Mirabeau Lamar's comments cited earlier make clear, the widespread alle

gations of British intrigues alarmed many Texans and destroyed their pre
tensions of independence. Even as opponents of annexation in the United 
States maintained that the Republic would stand guard against British en
croachment in the Southwest, Texans were seeking refuge from that very 

threat in the protective embrace of the United States. 
Finally, opponents of annexation could point to what they must have 

regarded as their trump card-the complete absence of substantive evidence 
that might prove allegations of a British conspiracy. Antiexpansionists com
plained that Her Majesty's government had repeatedly stated that it had no 
desire to interfere in the affairs of Texas. Theodore Sedgwick wondered why 

Great Britain, if indeed it harbored designs on the Lone Star Republic, had 
not acted on them already. "She might have offered bounties upon Texas 
cotton; she might have colonized her with emigrants; she might have made 

her peace with Mexico; she might have lent her money; she might have en
deavored to undermine her slavery; she has done nothing of all these things 
that she might have done."74 

But as is invariably the case with conspiracy theories, no burden of proof 
was required; indeed the very absence of direct evidence to support charges 
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of foreign subterfuge only served to legitimize the contention that Britain's 
efforts to cloak its activities in a veil of secrecy had been successful. "Much 
is concealed as regards the ultimate designs of England;' Mississippi senator 

Robert J. Walker noted darkly, in a classic example of conspiracy reasoning, 
"for to acknowledge them now would be to defeat them." 75 For expansionists 
like Walker, Britain's repeated denials that it sought to gain control of Texas 

bolstered their claim that a sinister plot was afoot to achieve that very object. 
Long wary of British intrigues, few Americans, it seems, were swayed by 
Thomas Hart Benton's argument that Her Majesty's government was "too 
proud to lie;' many no doubt preferring to believe, with Pennsylvania sena
tor James Buchanan, that in spite of its repeated disavowals, "England has 
long had her ever-watchful eyes intently fixed upon Texas; and she has 
strained every nerve to acquire an influence over that republic." 76 

But if widespread fears of British activities in the Western Hemisphere 
transcended partisan lines, these concerns by themselves were not enough 
to salvage Tyler's Texas annexation treaty. What Tyler, Upshur, and Calhoun 

failed to realize was that the Te.~:as question-by fusing two vitally im
portant issues, national security and slavery- represented a momentous 

turning point in the long and painful history of the sectional controversy. 
Calhoun continued to hope that the nation's hostility toward Great Britain 
would muffle if not completely silence antislavery agitation in the United 
States. But there could be no escaping the fact that the acquisition of Texas 
would almost double the size of the slave empire, a prospect anathema to 

abolitionists and troubling even to Northern moderates. Consequently, no 
other issue with which slavery had been associated-the tariff, western pub
lic lands, or congressional representation- was so designed to arouse the 

passions of the North. At the same time, supporters of annexation felt no 
less determined to push the measure forward, regarding the British threat 
as one of the gravest crises the country had faced in recent years. The ques
tion was therefore non-negotiable; unlike so many nagging problems that 
plagued antebellum national leaders, it did not lend itself to compromise or 
deferral. Once unleashed, it could not be governed by the normal institu
tional processes that had kept contentious issues at bay, demanding resolu
tion from a two-party system ill-suited to swift and decisive action. Thus the 
fear of Great Britain, which expansionists believed would foster a national 
purpose and unite the country's principal sections, served as a wedge to 

drive them further apart. 
The explosive nature of the Texas question became woefully apparent 

when leaders of both parties proved powerless to deny annexation a place at 
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the forefront of the political agenda. In 1844 party leaders Henry Clay and 
Martin Van Buren assumed the question would fade quietly away, as it had 
once before in 1837. In April, to keep the annexation controversy from roil
ing the political waters on the eve of the presidential campaign, both men 

issued carefully worded policy statements opposing Tyler's Texas treaty. 

With the upcoming nominating conventions in May regarded largely as a 
formality for both candidates, Clay and Van Buren intended their statements 
to serve as position papers for their respective parties in the fall campaign. 

The fact that the two letters were published on the same day fueled plausible 
if unproven speculation that Clay and Van Buren had agreed upon a strategy 

to neutralize the Texas issue during a meeting several months earlier.77 

Far from disappearing as a political issue, however, the annexation ques
tion continued to shape the course of events in ways that neither Clay nor 
Van Buren could have imagined. No one factor, of course, can account for 
the remarkable resiliency of the annexation issue. The holders of Texas land 

scrip represented a powerful lobby that Democratic politicians could ill 
afford to ignore, while many party leaders had long resented the dominance 
of the Van Burenite faction and saw an opportunity to rejuvenate their in
creasingly fractious party under the banner of militant expansionism. But 

the specter of Great Britain in 1844 provided a dimension of urgency to the 
annexation crisis that did not exist when the issue was first broached in 1837. 

No longer merely a question of advantage to the South, annexation had been 

transformed into an issue essential to the security of the nation. 
To some extent, both Clay and Van Buren anticipated the electorate's con

cern and sought to reassure anxious voters that they would act resolutely to 

combat British aggression if elected. In his famous "Raleigh letter;' Clay 
went on record opposing annexation and dismissed the likelihood that any 

European nation harbored designs upon Texas; nonetheless he felt obliged 
to add that any attempt by a foreign government to undermine the repub
lic's sovereignty would meet with determined resistance from the United 
States. Van Buren declined to support annexation "at this time," but left 

open the possibility that Texas might be brought into the Union at a later 
date, provided Mexico's consent could be secured, a position which he no 
doubt hoped would satisfy all but the most rabid Southern expansionists. 
Like Clay, Van Buren attached an important proviso by which the United 
States would exercise its right to "self-defence" should Texas become "a de

pendency or colony" of Great Britain.78 

These caveats notwithstanding, the Texas position papers of Van Buren 
and Clay left both candidates vulnerable to the charge that they had danger-
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ously underestimated the threat from Great Britain. Although Henry Clay 
won the Whig presidential nomination by acclamation, he had clearly mis
judged the depth of public support for annexation among Southern Whigs, 
and he would spend much of the fall campaign trying to clarify his Texas 
position. Van Buren's equivocal position enraged Democratic expansionists, 
who had been disappointed with the New Yorker's performance in the last 

election and now seized this opportunity to discredit him. Mexico, they ar
gued, took its orders from Her Majesty's government, and therefore would 
not consent to annexation at any time or under any circumstances. Should 
the New Yorker receive the nomination, one Virginia editorialist raged, the 

"lone star" would soon be found "twinkling luridly, under the flaming Red 
Cross of St. George," and would henceforth be known as "BRITISH 
TEXAS!" 79 At the Baltimore convention in May, Democrats jettisoned the 
New Yorker as their candidate for president, nominating an avowed expan

sionist, James K. Polk. 

By the early summer of 1844, the Texas annexation treaty had become 
such a lightning rod for sectional grievances that its defeat in the Senate had 

become a foregone conclusion. Most members of the Whig party-which 
enjoyed a majority in the Senate-already regarded Tyler as a political 

pariah for his strong states' rights views, while Calhoun's Pakenham cor
respondence had done much to sabotage the administration's efforts to pro
mote the issue as a national measure. On the Democratic side, angry Van 

Burenites, who blamed the party's expansionist wing for the defeat of their 
candidate, needed little prodding to cast their votes against the treaty. As a 
result, the Senate defeated the measure by a comfortable 35-16 inargin when 

it came up for a vote in June. 
Far from quieting the clamor for annexation, the Senate vote served only 

to add more fuel to the controversy. Determined to redeem his much
maligned administration, Tyler announced that he would try to annex Texas 
again by means of a joint resolution when the next session of Congress con

vened in December. With the Democratic candidate also running on a plat
form that promised the annexation of Texas, expansion became the central 
issue of the 1844 presidential contest. Inevitably, fears of British ambitions 
remained a prominent feature of the political debate, albeit one that was 

increasingly obscured by concerns over the future of slavery. In July Henry 
Clay issued a second policy statement on the annexation issue which, not 

unlike the position taken by Van Buren, suggested that the acquisition of 
Texas might be accomplished at some point in the future if Mexican cooper
ation could be obtained.80 Democrats excoriated Clay for his new stand, us-
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ing the argument that Mexico's political leadership served as the mouthpiece 
for Her Majesty's government, which they had employed to such good effect 

against the former Democratic front-runner. The news that Queen Victoria 
had conferred a medal upon Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna prompted Rob
ert J. Walker to declare that the Mexican president was now a "British noble
man."81 Democrats pointed gleefully to anti-British remarks which Clay had 

made earlier in his career as evidence that the Whig nominee had not always 
been an eager lackey of British interests. In answer to the question "Who for
bids the union?" of Texas and the United States, Democrats like Chesselden 
Ellis of New York had a ready answer: "it is England and the Whig party!" 82 

It is impossible to gauge the extent to which expansionist efforts to tar 
the Whigs with a British brush affected the U.S. electorate in 1844; the presi
dential contest was an exceedingly close one-Polk failed to gain a popular 
majority-and in many states local issues competed with annexation for 

voters' attention. Nonetheless, when the second session of the Twenty-eighth 
Congress convened in December, many Whigs felt compelled to establish 
their credentials as Anglophobes more forthrightly than Henry Clay had 
done in the recent election. The second session annexation debates differed 

little in substance from those of the first, beyond the constitutional question 
of acquiring territory by joint resolution instead of a treaty. But while the 

party line remained unchanged, a number of Whigs took pains to point out 
that their opposition to annexation should not be construed as truckling to 
the British. Luther Severance, a Whig representative from Maine, warned 
his colleagues not to engage in a "grab game" with Great Britain. "She has 
been rather apt to take a hand in all such operations, and generally takes the 
lion's share." 83 Americans fearful of British military power could not have 

found much comfort in the assurances of John J. Hardin, a Whig congress
man from Illinois, who dismissed "this dreaded British influence" on the 
grounds that Great Britain was too preoccupied with its policies of aggres
sion in Asia to trifle with nascent republics in the American Southwest.84 

James Pollock, a Pennsylvania Whig opposed to annexation, mocked Great 
Britain's professed desire to see slavery abolished worldwide. "I have long 
distrusted the policy of England;' Pollock stated. "It is crafty, far-seeing, 

widely grasping, and deeply laid. It begins and ends in her own intense 
selfishness." 85 

In the final analysis, party discipline outweighed concerns for the exten
sion of slavery, the interference of Great Britain, or any other factor in re
solving the annexation crisis. With few exceptions, members of both houses 

cast their ballots in late February, 1845, along party lines, approving the mea-

SAM W. HAYNES 139 



sure by a comfortable margin in the House and a slender 27- 25 vote in the 
Senate. But the appearance of party unity was deceptive on both sides. The 
Texas issue had placed an intolerable strain on the two-party system, leaving 

the political landscape dominated by an ever widening sectional fault line 
that would threaten the structural integrity of both party organizations in 

the years ahead. 
The debate over annexation was a complex one, involving a broad range 

of concerns and anxieties for Northerners and Southerners alike. While the 
expansion of slavery was the most combustible element of this debate, the 
fear of Great Britain greatly intensified its explosive properties. Antislavery 

opponents of annexation had successfully blocked the measure when it was 
first raised after Texas won its independence, but in i844 they faced a far 
more determined pro-annexation lobby. At the core of this newfound re
solve among the agents of expansion lay a profound distrust of Great Britain 
and a sense that the future prosperity if not the very survival of the Union 

might be in danger if this threat was not addressed promptly. 
But if Anglophobia was a nationwide phenomenon, why did it not serve 

at least to mute the sectional antagonisms that were rapidly gaining ground 
in the United States? Why were so many in the North, who felt little affinity 
for the cause of abolitionism, so thoroughly unmoved by Southern pleas for 

aid to combat British aggression? The answer lies in the fact that Anglopho
bia lent itself to many permutations. While all Americans could agree that 
Great Britain posed a threat to the United States, each section or interest 
group viewed the precise nature of the British danger differently. Alarmed 

by alleged British ambitions insofar as their own region or interests were 
concerned, Anglophobes reacted frequently with ambivalence and even dis
dain when the cry of British aggression was raised in other quarters. The 
specter of Great Britain proved to be an amorphous, chimerical one, capable 
of taking many sinister forms, but never assuming monolithic definition for 
the nation as a whole. 

Thus Thomas Hart Benton could scoff at Southern claims of a British 
abolitionist conspiracy in Texas, characterizing it as a "cry of wolf where 
there was no wolf' But his newfound skepticism surprised even British dip
lomats, who had not forgotten his furious denunciations of the Webster

Ashburton treaty as a treasonous betrayal of Western interests.86 John C. 
Calhoun could work himself into an apoplectic frenzy over British meddling 
in Texas, but he fretted that Western calls to disregard the British title to the 

Oregon territory might lead to war and the disruption of the cotton trade. 
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Even the most vocal leaders of the radical Whig faction were not averse to 
expansion on their own terms and harbored their own apprehensions of 
British interference. New York Whig William Seward believed that the real 

battlefield upon which the United States and Great Britain would ultimately 
clash would be the markets in the Far East, while John Quincy Adams, who 
argued eloquently and consistently for a rapprochement between the United 
States and Great Britain during the first half of the decade, demanded in 

1846 the occupation of "All Oregon" with an enthusiasm that rivaled even 
the most bellicose midwestern Democrats. 87 

There were, then, many vectors of Anglophobia, all crossing the political 
axis at separate points, but never intersecting to generate a cohesive re

sponse. The United States was still a nation of disparate parts; a threat to 
one was not automatically perceived to be a threat to all. The ideal of an 
organic union lay far in the future; partisan, sectional, and parochial differ
ences remained formidable obstacles to the development of a strong, na

tional identity. The divisiveness that accompanied the U.S. reaction to the 
dangers which Great Britain seemed to pose during this period therefore 
stands in sharp contrast to the broad consensus that characterized U.S. pub

lic opinion one hundred years later, when the nation perceived itself to be 
locked in another epochal contest for global economic and political hege
mony with the Soviet Union. During the 1840s, expansionists expected the 
citizens of the republic-North and South, Democrat and Whig-to stand 
together in the face of an external enemy, not an unreasonable expectation 

in view of the widespread Anglophobia that existed at that time. Rather than 
demonstrate how much Americans had in common, however, the annex
ation issue-and its corollary anxiety over British ambitions-exacerbated 
the tensions that continued to divide them. 
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Manifest Destiny's 
Filibusters 

Robert E. May 

Had the American filibusters finally appeared? Ever since the fall of 1851, 
when reports reached the Hawaiian kingdom that i6o filibuster "young 
bloods" from San Francisco were heading their way, Sandwich Islanders1 

had dreaded their arrival. The king and his ministers created a defensive 

military force, arranged to have the troops trained by a U.S. naval officer, 
and persuaded U.S. commissioner in Honolulu Luther Severance that a U.S. 

warship ought to be deployed so as to intercept any incoming filibusters. 
Sensing "how few here ... would favor a Fillibusters operation;' Severance 

promised the Hawaiians that "the gov't of the US will treat them in perfect 
faith, giving no countenance, direct or indirect, to Fillibusters." Good to his 

word, Severance asked the U.S. customs collector in San Francisco to prevent 

filibusters from leaving port. But even though the collector stopped and 
searched vessels for filibusters, and even though the reports of 160 filibusters 
proved to be a false alarm, apprehensions continued to fester in Honolulu. 
"We still continue to hear ominous outgivings of further Fillibuster move

ments from San Francisco;' Severance reported in a March, 1852, dispatch to 
U.S. Secretary of State Daniel Webster. News of American William Walker's 
filibuster to Mexican Baja California late the following year increased the 
tension. Officials held military drills or reviews every day but Sunday in 

preparation for a showdown. 2 

Now, on the night of March 3, 1854, the Hawaiians' nightmare appeared 
to be coming true. Severance's replacement as U.S. commissioner, David L. 
Gregg, explained in his next day's dispatch: "Towards ten o'clock a rumor 



was put afloat that a vessel lying off & on, outside the harbor, contained a 
detachment of 'filibusters' from California, who were to land on a signal 

from their associates on shore, which was to be the simultaneous firing of 
the houses of the natives. The alarm was at once given in every direction. 
All the troops within reach were called out, and stationed in the best posi

tions for defense in the town and along the shore. An intense excitement 
pervaded the entire population." Gregg reported that the suspected filibuster 
ship had proved to be merely a "harmless" merchant vessel, but added that 
the danger was far from over. Months later, he informed Washington that 

Hawaiian troops had spent a night under arms because of "the supposed 
presence of 'filibusters."' 3 

Unlike Severance, who had cautioned Washington that filibustering 
might cause Hawaiian authorities to ask Britain and France, perhaps even 
Russia, for a protectorate over the islands, Gregg dared hope that the island

ers would seek annexation to the United States as better security. The Hawai
ian chiefs, he believed, were almost unanimous in favoring incorporation 
into the Union "in preference to continual domestic disturbances, and the 
apprehension of 'filibustering' expeditions from the American Coast." What 
should he do, Gregg inquired of Secretary of State William L. Marcy, if Ha

waiian authorities approached him about annexation? Marcy, believing that 
the United States had a "duty" to "accept the sovereignty of these Islands" 

given evidence that power could no longer be "retained in the feeble hands 
of the native rulers;' encouraged Gregg to negotiate annexation if the oppor
tunity presented itself.4 

Would Manifest Destiny leap some two thousand miles from the Pacific 

Coast to the Sandwich Islands? When first articulated in the summer of i845 

by New York editor John L. O'Sullivan, the expansionist ideology implied 
North American continental limitations. O'Sullivan, in a Democratic Review 

column, had complained that European intrigues in the Republic of Texas 
threatened to restrict American "greatness" by "checking the fulfilment of 
our Manifest Destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence 

for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions." Just months 
afterwards, in a column for the New York Morning News about his country's 
dispute with Britain over Oregon, he had invoked his country's "manifest 
destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which Provi
dence has given us." 5 

Washington, in fact, had refrained from seeking Hawaii's annexation, de
spite the growing role of Americans in the islands' government, economy, 
and society. Although President John Tyler and his secretary of state, Daniel 
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Webster, in 1842 provided a kind of Monroe Doctrine umbrella over Hawaii 
by threatening "a decided remonstrance" should any other power try to take 
the islands, Tyler had informed Congress that the United States sought "no 
exclusive control over them." Years later, Secretary of State John M. Clayton 
had confirmed that the United States "do not want the islands" in a commu

nication to Gerrit P. Judd, an American serving as Hawaii's finance minister.6 

By the time of the Hawaiian filibuster panic, however, the U.S. national 
mood seemed to be shifting. As early as October, 1852, students of Western 
Reserve College's Philozetian debating society argued: "Ought the Sandwich 

Islands to be annexed to the U.S.[?]" A San Francisco sheet thought so. It 

reported that young American eaglets had been "trimming their wings 
for a trip to the Sandwich Islands." Perhaps the time had come to extend 
O'Sullivan's now familiar maxim across the Pacific. "Their manifest destiny;' 
proclaimed the Cincinnati Daily Enquirer, "is to become a portion of the 
American domain." 7 

That filibustering and Manifest Destiny reached Hawaii at approximately 
the same time should hardly surprise us. After all, none other than John L. 
O'Sullivan had been a filibuster. O'Sullivan had joined Cuban exile Narciso 
Lopez's filibustering movement in 1849, describing himself as "deeply inter
ested" in it that August. He remained a Cuba filibustering conspirator for 

several years. It is common for U.S. history textbooks to credit O'Sullivan 
for his notions of Manifest Destiny. None that I have read add that O'Sulli

van was twice arrested by U.S. authorities for his filibustering activities.8 

Americans do not know very much about filibustering and its relation
ship to Manifest Destiny, even though the two were inextricably linked long 

before either term was coined. Too bad. We need to understand, as D. W. 
Meinig reminds us in his geopolitical study, The Shaping of America, that 

this country's growth was often achieved by violence and that filibustering 
provided one of three means, along with military invasions and revolts, by 
which force was applied to U.S. expansion.9 

What was the nineteenth-century meaning of the term "filibustering"? 

Who were the filibusters? Exactly how did filibustering play its part in the 
expansion of the United States? Did filibusters always facilitate the fulfill
ment of Manifest Destiny, or did they sometimes inhibit the nation's territo

rial growth? The rest of this essay explores these questions. 

When it entered the U.S. lexicon, apparently in 1850, the term filibuster 

carried far different connotations than it conveys today.10 Filibusters were 
persons who, lacking either the explicit or implicit consent of their own 
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governments, planned, abetted, or participated in private military invasions 

or intended invasions of foreign nations or dependencies with which their 

own countries were at peace. 11 

This definition is more cumbersome than Charles H. Brown's contention 

that filibusters were "adventurers taking part in forays against friendly na

tions to foment revolution or capture the government." 12 It diverges from 

how pre-Civil War critics regarded filibusters. Playing off the term's descent 

from the Dutch word for freebooter vrijbuiter, contemporary antagonists 

condemned filibustering as nothing more than piracy by land. 13 And it ex

cludes certain famed Americans such as Andrew Jackson and John C. Fre

mont, who conducted quasi-official invasions of foreign domains. Jackson, 

commanding some three thousand men, invaded Spanish Florida in 1818. 

Fremont led an intrusion into Mexico's Alta California in 1845 and partici

pated the following year in the "Bear Flag" revolt there against Mexican rule. 

We may never know whether Jackson was lying when he claimed prior au

thorization for his invasion by means of a message from the Monroe admin

istration transmitted through a third party. Most likely we will also never 

know, for sure, whether U.S. Marine Lieutenant Archibald Gillespie, who 

tracked Fremont down in May, 1846, conveyed a signal from the Polk admin

istration that Fremont revolutionize California. 14 But neither Jackson nor 

Fremont qualify as filibusters because they both were commissioned officers 

of the U.S. Army in command of federal troops at the moment they crossed 

into foreign territory, 15 and because both men apparently had the implicit 

approval of their government for their aggressions. 16 

However, my definition holds true to the meaning of filibustering after 

the term was coined. It takes into account filibustering's illegal character in 

the United States-the country primarily associated with the phenomenon 

by persons living throughout the Western World. 17 It finds room for persons 

who organized and underwrote expeditions but did not themselves enroll 

in invading forces. It also avoids the mistake of reducing the adventurers' 

varied intentions to merely one or two categories. 

Most importantly, this definition distinguishes U.S. filibustering from 

most private military expeditions occurring in other countries over the 

course of world history. The Spanish conquistador Coronado led a privately 

financed sixteenth-century invasion of North America in search of the leg

endary Seven Cities of Cibola. The British East India Company, a private 

enterprise, conquered much of the Indian subcontinent in the eighteenth 

century. But were either Coronado or the company filibustering? Consider 

that Spanish conquistadores ventured forth with royal license, expecting 
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that their efforts would be rewarded with land, titles of nobility, and govern
mental authority. Antonio de Mendoza, first viceroy of New Spain, loomed 
behind Coronado's fruitless meanderings in what is today the American 

Southwest. Consider, too, that the British government encouraged, rather 
than obstructed, the East India Company's aggressions.18 

Whatever one's definition of filibustering, the term was long overdue 

when it was coined. Americans since the birth of the republic had been in 
the habit of conducting private military invasions into foreign lands, and 
they had been doing it despite a sequence of federal laws and prosecutions 
in federal courts designed to discourage that very behavior. 

By the American Revolution, it was an axiom of international law that 

governments must prevent their own territory from being used for private 
military attacks against the domains of other countries. The nation's early 
leaders, committed to founding a government based on law, authorized 
Congress in Article 1, Section 8 of the United States Constitution to "define 
and punish" "Offenses against the Law of Nations." 19 Acting in the spirit of 

this charge, Congress passed enactments in 1794, 1797, 1800, 1807, 1818, and 
1838 to prevent what would later be termed filibustering. The most im
portant of these laws, the "Neutrality Act" of 1818, provided fines of up to 
three thousand dollars (a considerable sum in those times) and imprison

ment for up to three years for any person within U.S. jurisdiction commit
ting the misdemeanor of beginning, setting on foot, or providing the means 

for "any military expedition ... against the territory or dominions of any 
foreign prince or state, or of any colony, district, or people, with whom the 
United States are [at] peace." 20 

Virtually all of this nation's first filibusters set their sights on Spanish domin

ions-usually those in North America, but occasionally on Spanish hold
ings further south. In 1793 Citizen Edmond Charles Genet, minister from the 
revolutionary French Republic to the United States, commissioned George 
Rogers Clark, of Revolutionary War fame, to raise Kentuckians for the con

quest of New Orleans. In 1796- 97 William Blount, one of Tennessee's first 
U.S. senators, and other westerners hatched abortive plots to attack New 
Orleans and New Madrid as part of a three-pronged invasion of Spanish 
Louisiana. Ten years later, in New York City, some two hundred men partici
pated in Francisco de Miranda's unsuccessful attempt to overthrow Spanish 

rule in his native Venezuela. 2 1 

France's sale of Louisiana to the United States in 1803 and French emperor 
Napoleon Bonaparte's invasion of the Iberian peninsula in 1807 created con-
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ditions so conducive to American filibustering that a spate of private expedi

tions departed U.S. territory immediately prior to and during the War of 
1812. With Spain absorbed in its "Peninsular War," Latin American discon

tent with rule from overseas erupted in revolutions that by the mid-182os 
eradicated the Spanish and Portuguese empires in the Western Hemisphere 

except for the Spanish islands of Cuba and Puerto Rico. 
Capitalizing on Spain's difficulties, Americans formed military parties 

bound for adjacent Spanish territory. Some of these groups intended to sup
port Latin revolutionary elements in their struggles for independence. Oth

ers intended piratical schemes or to facilitate the absorption of Spain's North 
American colonies into the United States. 

American Reuben Kemper and some sixty to seventy followers filibus
tered on Mobile Bay's eastern shore in Spanish West Florida in 1810. Re
signed U.S. army officer William Magee and hundreds of other Americans 
participated in Mexican revolutionary Don Jose Bernardo Gutierrez de 

Lara's attempt to overthrow Spanish rule in New Spain's province of Texas 
in 1812. Virginia native and St. Louis physician John Hamilton Robinson 
invaded Texas in 1814. 22 

Former U.S. representative and Georgia governor and militia general 
George Mathews's botched "liberation" of Spanish East Florida in 1812 split 

the difference between filibustering and covert federal operation. In January, 

18n, the seventy-two-year-old Mathews met with President James Madison 
and secured an appointment as secret U.S. agent for the purpose of acquir
ing East Florida in pursuit of a recent congressional resolution authorizing 

U.S. occupation of the province should Spanish officials there agree to U.S. 
possession or if a "foreign government" (meaning Great Britain) tried to 

occupy it. Mathews's instructions allowed him to apply to U.S. army and 
naval officers in the vicinity should he require assistance in what was obvi
ously intended as an effort to revolutionize East Florida according to a 

model established two years earlier in West Florida. In the prior incident, 
former Americans residing in West Florida had captured the Spanish fort at 

Baton Rouge, raised the flag of an independent republic, and requested and 
received speedy annexation into the United States. 

Mathews raised an army primarily of southern Georgians but also some 
Americans residing in Florida and even some Spaniards living there, created 

a bogus government for East Florida, and, on March 18, captured the smug
gler's nest of Fernandina on Amelia Island just off Florida's Atlantic coast 

below Florida's border with Georgia. After sending off suggested terms of 
annexation to U.S. Secretary of State James Monroe, Mathews led his band 
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toward St. Augustine and put the provincial capital under siege. U.S. naval 
commodore Hugh Campbell helped in the attack on Fernandina by threat
ening Spanish positions with U.S. gunboat fire. Subsequently, U.S. army 

troops and marines participated in the occupation of the town. Although 
Monroe, in a letter dated April 4, revoked Mathews's powers on the grounds 
that he had exceeded instructions, and although the Madison administra
tion never officially recognized the rebels' government, U.S. forces remained 
at Fernandina as well as encamped near St. Augustine, fought a bloodless 
engagement with Spanish troops at St. Augustine, and did not fully evacuate 
East Florida until the spring of 1813. Some of the Patriots hung on in Florida 
well after the U.S. withdrawal, winning a skirmish against Spanish loyalists 
as late as August, 1813.23 

Americans renewed their private expeditions into Spanish and ultimately 
Mexican domains immediately after the War of 1812. They participated in 
the revolutionary government of Luis de Aury at Galveston, Texas, in 1816. 

They helped finance and joined the Don Francisco Xavier Mina expeditions 
of 1816 and 1817 to Galveston and Mexico, respectively. In June, 1817, recruits 
from Baltimore, Savannah, Charleston, and other U.S. communities partici
pated in Scottish soldier-of-fortune Gregor McGregor's seizure of Amelia 

Island. And from 1819 to 1821, Natchez merchant James Long revolutionized 
Texas. In 1819, with some three hundred men, Long took Nacogdoches and 
established a revolutionary regime. After Spanish forces expelled his men 
while he was absent in Galveston seeking assistance, Long organized yet an
other filibuster- this incident occurring in 1821 after Mexico achieved its 
independence from Spain. 24 

U.S. filibustering surged again during the Texas Revolution of 1835- 36. 

Although the revolt began as an uprising of legal and illegal Anglo colonists 
already resident in the Mexican state of Texas-Coahuila assisted by some 
Tejanos, it quickly evolved into a filibustering episode as Americans rushed 
to lend their assistance. They generally came in volunteer units, such as the 
two companies of "New Orleans Greys" who participated in the rebels' cap

ture of San Antonio in December, 1835. Over three quarters of the soldiers 
in the revolutionary cause between January and March of 1836 arrived in 
Texas after October of the preceding year. The following spring, after news 

spread to the States that Mexicans had massacred Texans at the Alamo and 
Goliad, the filibuster trickle became a flood. Some reached Sam Houston's 
Texan army in time to participate in the battle of San Jacinto- the turning 
point of the uprising. Other filibusters, such as onetime Mississippi gover
nor John A. Quitman and his small band of Natchez volunteers, arrived too 
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late for the San Jacinto engagement, but in time to ensure that Mexican 
forces would evacuate rather than reconquer Texas. That October, fittingly, 
Mississippi filibuster Felix Huston succeeded Sam Houston in command of 
Texas's army, after Houston gained election as the republic's first president.25 

Not long after Texans established their republic, U.S. filibustering took a 
rare swing northward. In 1837 rebellion erupted in the British North Ameri

can provinces of Upper and Lower Canada (today's Ontario and Quebec, 
respectively). Borderland Americans rallied to the "Patriot" side after British 

authorities repressed the insurrection, causing rebels to flee across the U.S. 
boundary. Regrouping in the States, rebel leaders found plenty of Americans 

willing to filibuster into Canada for Canadian freedom, and bonuses ofland 

and silver. 
Just two days after Upper Canada revolutionary leader William Lyon Mac

kenzie arrived in Buffalo, for instance, twenty-four men under New York
er Rensselaer Van Rensselaer occupied Navy Island-above Niagara Falls and 

near the Canadian side of the Niagara river- preparatory to an intended 
invasion to liberate Canada. Soon afterward, over five hundred additional 

recruits, primarily Americans, reinforced the Navy Island assemblage. The 
adventurers unfurled their republican flag and issued a proclamation prom
ising the Canadian people more democratic political and legal institutions, 

greater religious freedom, and economic development. When loyalist Cana
dians under a British militia commander destroyed the Caroline, a vessel 
carrying recruits and supplies to Navy Island, they not only created an issue 
that would aggravate U.S.-British relations for years, but also made filibus
tering more likely by alienating additional Americans living near the border. 

Mackenzie's Navy Island occupiers, beset by bitterly cold weather and the 
opposition of U.S. general Winfield Scott (who had been sent to pacify the 

border by the Van Buren administration), withdrew on January 13, 1838. 

However, Americans, usually as affiliates of secret societies such as the Cana
dian Refugee Relief Association, the Sons of Liberty, and the Patriot Hunters 
(or Hunters' Lodges) filibustered regularly into the Canadas for the next 

twelve months. Scores of these filibusters died in skirmishes such as the No
vember, 1838, "Battle of the Windmill" below Prescott on the St. Lawrence 
river, or were taken prisoner by Canadian authorities. Some of the latter 

endured years of captivity at the British penal colony in Van Dieman's Land, 
Tasmania, before being pardoned for their transgressions.26 

Southward filibustering climaxed, however, between the Mexican War 
and the Civil War-the years immediately following John L. O'Sullivan's 
coining of the term Manifest Destiny. During this interval, private expedi-
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tions to foreign domains became a national epidemic. Not a day passed 
when Americans, somewhere, were not organizing or participating in fili
busters; often several filibusters to different countries were in simultaneous 
progress. 

Filibusters, sometimes for weeks or months at a time, caught the nation's 

attention: congressmen praised and damned them; presidents, their cabinet 
members, judges, army and navy officers, customs collectors, and U.S. com
missioners, marshals, and district attorneys grappled with how to stifle them; 

newspapers devoted headlines and columns to filibuster personalities, plans, 
campaigns, issues, and legal proceedings; advertisers seized on familiar fili
buster names to draw attention to their products; books, magazines, pam
phlets, poems, songs, and plays chronicled filibuster expeditions; and public 
lectures, parades, dances, serenades, and bond sales raised support for fili
busters. Not only did college students formally argue about filibustering in 
their debating societies, but some even dropped out of school to venture 
into the filibuster wars. Meanwhile, foreign observers watched America's fil

ibustering addiction in stunned amazement, often in disgust or anger. As 
one British minister to the United States put it in a private letter, this was 
the land of "Filibustero-ism." 27 

The Narciso Lopez invasions of Cuba and the William Walker expeditions 

to Mexico and Nicaragua attracted more headlines than any other filibusters 
of the day. Lopez, a native Venezuelan and Cuban exile, would have invaded 
Cuba in 1849 had U.S. naval vessels not blockaded the five hundred Ameri
can volunteers assembled for his expedition at a Round Island rendezvous 

off eastern Mississippi's Gulf coast. He did invade Cuba with an army of 521 

men, only 5 of them Cuban exiles, in May of 1850, when his troops captured 
a Spanish garrison at Cardenas on Cuba's northern coast before they en
countered Spanish reinforcements and were forced to flee to the United 
States. Lopez would have invaded Cuba a second time in April, 1851, with a 
force of apparently several thousand men, had not federal authorities seized 

vessels connected with the operation at New York City and at South Amboy, 
New Jersey. He did invade Cuba a second time the following August with 

some four hundred men, leaving hundreds, perhaps a couple of thousand, 
recruits behind for lack of transportation. Lopez and many of his followers 
perished in this expedition, some from battle wounds, others by execution 
after their capture. 

Walker, a native Tennessean, invaded Mexican Baja California and Sonora 
from November, 1853, to May, i854, first proclaiming an independent "Re
public of Lower California," later superseding his own creation by announc-
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ing a sovereign "Republic of Sonora" with Lower California and Sonora as 

its two states. Though lucky to escape from Mexico with his life, Walker, 
commanding fifty-six men, filibustered to Nicaragua in the spring of 1855-
a mere year after the conclusion of his half-year stint in Mexico. By Novem

ber, he controlled the Nicaraguan military establishment and held virtual 
power in a government headed by a Nicaraguan figurehead. Inspired by his 

success, hundreds, eventually over two thousand, adventurous American 
males poured into Nicaragua to serve in his army for the rank, pay, and land 
bonuses that he was promising. Many more tried to go, only to be frustrated 

by federal efforts to interdict their "emigration." In July, 1856, following a 

long-sought recognition of his regime by the U.S. government and a rigged 
election, Walker staged his own inauguration as Nicaraguan president. 
Though expelled from Central America in May, 1857, Walker mounted a 
series of subsequent Nicaraguan expeditions lasting until the very eve of the 

Civil War. His final adventure never reached its destination. Walker died at 
the hands of a Honduran firing squad on September 12, 1860- less than two 

months before Abraham Lincoln's election as president.28 

The above summary, however, by no means exhausts Manifest Destiny's 

filibustering story. Americans enlisted and died under commanders other 
than Lopez and Walker between the mid-184os and the Civil War. Generally, 

these other filibusters put in their service in Mexico. 
U.S. adventurers, for instance, joined the 1848-49 filibuster to the break

away Mexican state of Yucatan.29 Starting in mid-1848, they associated as 
"Owls" in a "Buffalo Hunt" to carve an independent Republic of the Sierra 

Madre out of northern Mexico. In this capacity, they reinforced borderland 
revolutionary Jose Maria Jesus Carbajal (sometimes "Carvajal" or "Caraba

jal") after he captured Camargo in September, 1851, and participated in the 
insurgents' capture of Reynosa and unsuccessful siege of Matamoros the fol
lowing month. When Carbajal crossed the Rio Grande in 1852 and 1853, he 
took U.S. filibusters, such as Captain A. H. Norton, whose men sacked Rey
nosa during the 1853 invasion, with him. Meanwhile, in 1851, other U.S. 
filibusters invaded Mexico by sea from California.30 That year, California 

quartermaster general and former Mexican War officer Joseph Morehead 
boarded forty-five men on the bark Josephine out of San Diego and set sail 
for Mazatlan, apparently intending a subsequent invasion of Sonora.31 

Mid-decade brought more Mexico-bound expeditions, though scholars 
argue about whether Americans in the Zerman expedition of October
November, 1855, from San Francisco to Baja California, intended a filibus
ter.32 Far to the east, that same October, Texas Ranger captain James Hughes 
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Callahan and some 115 followers eluded U.S. army troops at Fort Duncan 
near Eagle Pass, Texas, swam their horses across the swollen Rio Grande 
river, and burned the village of Piedras Negras before returning to the United 
States after encountering heavy resistance from Mexican troops and their 
allied Indian bands. 33 

Not much more than a year after Callahan's retreat, former California 

state senator, editor, and U.S. Senate candidate Henry A. Crabb led eighty
four filibuster followers of his "Arizona Colonization Company" to their 
bloody deaths at Caborca, Sonora. Some died in battle. The rest, with a 

single exception, were executed by Mexican troops following their surrender 
as supposed prisoners of war. When the sole survivor returned a few days 
after the battle, he discovered that the exuberant Mexicans had severed 
Crabb's head from his body after the executions and preserved it in an 
earthen jug filled with vinegar. Reinforcements from Tucson under Gran
ville ("Grant") Oury, later the Arizona Territory's delegate to the Confederate 

Congress, were lucky to escape with only four men killed after encountering 
resistance at Caborca's outskirts.34 

Gringo filibustering plagued Mexico to the very eve of the U.S. Civil War. 
Texas Rangers crossed into Mexico on several occasions in 1860. Twice in 
1860, George Bickley instructed the "castles" of his secret "Knights of the 

Golden Circle" to mobilize at the Rio Grande for invasions of Mexico. That 
same year, Texas Governor Sam Houston considered unleashing fellow Tex
ans to filibuster into Mexico. Had Houston assumed command of a filibuster 
army, as he threatened on several occasions, he likely would have drawn 

thousands of recruits to his cause. 35 

Any accounting of the era's filibustering should note the forty or so Cali
fornians who participated in former Ecuadorian president Juan Jose Flores's 
attempt in 1852 to regain power in that country, an escapade that cost the 
lives of about half of the U.S. intruders when their ship exploded.36 But it 
should especially reserve space for John A. Quitman's Cuba plot and the 

Henry L. Kinney filibuster to Nicaragua's Mosquito Coast. 
Quitman, who had recently served a second term as Mississippi's gover

nor, contracted in 1853 with Cuban exiles in the United States to serve as 
"civil and military chief" of their movement to overthrow Spanish rule in 

their native land. Conspiring with conspicuous public figures of the day in
cluding congressmen, state legislators, governors, judges and editors, Quit
man and his agents enlisted men, raised funds, stockpiled war materiel, and 

engaged vessels to transport a projected 3,000-man army to Cuba, before 
encountering serious federal interference as well as evidence that Spanish 
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authorities in Cuba had the military resources to crush his army. Quitman 

resigned his command on April 29, 1855, just five weeks before Kinney and 
eighteen followers left New York harbor on the schooner Emma bound 
for Central America. Kinney's "Central American Colonization Company" 

claimed the right to settle the Mosquito Coast, then a British protectorate, 

by virtue of its acquisition of an approximately 22,500,000-acre land grant 
conferred in 1839 by the "king" of Mosquitia upon another party-a grant 
that had since been revoked. Kinney would have taken several hundred men 

on his filibuster had not U.S. authorities commenced legal proceedings 

against him and put the steamship that he had chartered under surveillance. 
Even in his seriously reduced condition, he managed to reach San Juan del 
Norte (or Greytown), the southernmost port on Mosquitia's Caribbean 
Coast, where he had himself proclaimed "Civil and Military Governor" by 

a supposed convention of the town's denizens. Kinney hung on at San Juan 

del Norte until July, 1857, despite hostility from filibuster competitor Wil
liam Walker. In April, 1858, Kinney staged a ridiculous comeback: he re

turned to San Juan del Norte with six followers, informed the mayor that 
the people of the community had asked him to take over, and seized an 
ex-mayor as his prisoner. Luckily for Kinney, a humane U.S. naval officer 
intervened to arrange his exit, sparing him from a vengeful mob.37 

Perhaps, too, there were filibusters, or aborted filibusters, in this period 

that historians have yet to identify or fully to describe. The day's press and 
diplomatic correspondence carried a stream of rumors about expeditions 
other than those described above. Most likely, at least a few of these reports 
picked up on expeditions that were ultimately cancelled while still in prelim

inary planning stages. 
It is easy enough to dismiss as fanciful a State Department special agent's 

dispatch that ten thousand men might be readying a filibuster against dis
tant Japan.38 Similarly, there is little cause to take seriously "General" N. S. 

Reneau's claim in an 1859 letter to President James Buchanan that he had 
five thousand Americans mobilized for a descent upon Cuba, and that he 
only needed Buchanan to give him five U.S. warships to bring the island into 

the Union! Reneau, according to contemporary accounts, was psychologi
cally disturbed. His request was bizarre. 39 But rumors regarding filibusters 
to Venezuela and Peru may have had some basis,40 as may have a series 

of reports between 1850 and 1852 that a "Dominican Encampment of the 
Brotherhood of the Union" intended an invasion of the Dominican Repub
lic, Haiti, or the Spanish colony of Puerto Rico. John T. Pickett, who com
manded the Kentucky battalion in Narciso Lopez's first invasion of Cuba, 

ROBERT E . MAY 157 



approached Hungarian revolutionary Louis Kossuth during the latter's visit 
to New Orleans in early 1852 and suggested that they cooperate in the con
quest of Haiti. President Franklin Pierce took such reports seriously: His 

December, 1853, annual message to Congress expressed satisfaction that 
no "unauthorized expeditions" had set out for Puerto Rico since Congress's 

last adjournment.41 Perhaps, too, some U.S. filibusters intended an Atlantic 
crossing. In 1856, federal authorities arrested thirteen naturalized Irish im
migrants belonging to the "Irish Emigrant Aid Society of Ohio" for plotting 

an invasion of the Emerald Isle.42 

What was it about the pre-Civil War years, in particular, that spawned U.S. 
filibustering? Each filibuster, of course, had his own agenda. Certainly it is 

difficult to read broad patterns into some of the explanations that American 
males gave regarding their personal decisions to join expeditions, such as 
Californian E. J. C. Kewen's intimation to a newspaper correspondent that 
his "sole object" in joining William Walker's Nicaraguan army was to avenge 
the earlier death of his brother in Walker's service. 43 

When trying to comprehend filibustering as an American phenomenon, 

we also need to acknowledge that filibustering in no small measure derived 
from particular local needs that can hardly be projected upon the whole 
country. Some New Orleans merchants supported Cuban filibustering, for 
instance, in the hope that the conquest of Cuba would end tariffs that dis
criminated against U.S. goods, and provide new markets for trade out of 

their port. Some New York shipping magnates supported William Walker's 
Nicaraguan filibusters as a means of controlling international trade and 
transit across the Central American isthmus.44 

Texans had racial feelings about and grievances against Mexicans unique 
to their historical experience and geographical position that made them 
more prone to filibuster southward than other Americans. Thus Texans fili

bustered to retaliate against Indians who raided isolated settlements and 
then found refuge in Mexican sanctuaries. "Some have styled this a fillibus
tering movement. I do not so regard it . .. I do not want anything that 
belongs to Mexican or Indian on Mexican soil;' explained one Texan in a 
letter to his governor. Rather, he invaded Mexico to avert Texas's frontier 
being "drenched with the blood of helpless women and innocent children." 

Many of the Texans who joined the Jose Carbajal and James Callahan inva
sions did so to recover slaves who had escaped bondage by fleeing across the 
border.45 Few non-Texans who turned filibuster were motivated by such 
quests for personal and propertied security. 
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Still, there were things going on in this country that help explain why 
Americans as a people resorted so frequently to filibustering in the antebel
lum years. Socioeconomic changes transforming the United States during 
the antebellum period, including rapid urbanization, high rates of immigra

tion, improvements in communications and transportation, economic dis

locations, and deteriorating parental authority all facilitated the outbreak 
of filibustering. Young urban American males, living on their own during 
turbulent economic times in cities spawning a violent lower-class subcul

ture, read telegraph reports about pending expeditions in the penny press, 
and rushed to a filibuster rendezvous, sometimes in company with unem

ployed immigrants, and naturally without confiding to their parents that 
they planned to violate the law.46 

Not all filibusters, by any means, fit this model. Many hailed from rural 
areas. Many informed their loved ones about their intentions to join expedi

tions, or sent them letters proudly recounting their subsequent experiences. 
"I intend having my Dugaretype [sic] taken and sent home and have you 
folks to exhibit me as a live Fillabuster;' one promised. Plenty of young 
Americans of the day simply thought of filibuster soldiering as romance, 
high adventure, their chance for fame and glory, an opportunity to travel 

virtually for free to exotic foreign lands. "I am determined to visit the lands 
of Cu by and this is the very way that I prefer going;' one volunteer admitted 

to John Quitman. It would be impossible to overstate the macho camarade
rie of filibuster camp life as an inducement to enlistments. Many defeated 
filibusters, returning to the United States, found it difficult to erase from 
their thoughts the "glorious fellows;' sometimes exotically clad, that they 

had fought besides. One filibuster, recalling a captain attired in "dancing 
black plume" as well as some of his other recent comrades, dreamed of again 

"tipping a glass of aguadente [sic] with every mother's son of them." Filibus
ter ranks filled with repeaters. Many filibusters searched out comradeship in 

new expeditions immediately upon their return from former invasions. In 
the case of the Cuban filibusters in particular, this comradeship, especially 
among officers and expedition organizers, drew reinforcement from Ma

sonic brotherhood. Lopez, Quitman, and many of the others, whether U.S. 
citizens or Cuban exiles, belonged to Masonic lodges.47 

Yet surviving documents do highlight how socioeconomic dislocations 

prompted filibustering as one route to monetary gain or to what today we 
might call career enhancement. Filibuster recruiters promised land bonan
zas, gold mines, opportunities to plunder, swift promotions, governmental 
offices, and other incentives to enlistees and officers. Profilibuster newspaper 
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boosterism reinforced their message. Many disoriented Mexican War veter
ans, unsuccessful California forty-niners, U.S. army officers stuck in low 
ranks, apprentices unhappy with their situations, mechanics mired in urban 
poverty, physicians anxious to hone their skills by treating battle wounds, 
men rebounding from broken romances, and all sorts of other individuals 

craving a change in their situation (including some criminals on the run) 
found such enticements seductive. 

Consider the free Southern black who ventured to William Walker's Nica
ragua because so many "grand opportunities were presented according to 
the papers." Ponder the case of the Mexican War veteran "at a loss for some
thing to earn a living" after being mustered out of the army, who learned 
about Narciso Lopez's first Cuba plot upon meeting a wartime comrade and 
immediately signed up. Review the story of Mexican War U.S. army lieuten
ant Albert Tracy. A onetime art student of telegraph inventor Samuel F. B. 
Morse, Tracy had rendered some battlefield paintings during the war, but 

struggled to make a living as a civilian artist after the fighting ceased. He 
considered signing on with Lopez. Then, too, there was the Quaker who 

failed in the California mines and almost accepted a lieutenancy in William 
Walker's Mexican filibuster. When Walker's second-in-command promised 
him "an ample share in the distribution of the Spoils, and a chance of high 
position under the new Government," it seemed such an "alluring" "rosy 
picture" "to a Young Man with no Employment and small means;' that he 

almost forsook his pacifism! 48 

Socioeconomic flux, however, only partially explains why antebellum 
Americans showed a particular affinity for filibustering. The nation's wors
ening sectional crisis over slavery also lurked behind filibuster episodes. 
Many late antebellum Southerners believed that one way to strengthen the 
institution of slavery against Northern antislavery attacks was to spread its 
influence southward into the tropics, and that filibustering offered the most 
promising way to attach new slave states either to the Union or to a separate 
Southern nation. 

It is no coincidence that virtually all locales targeted by post- Mexican 
War filibusters either had slavery, as in the case of Cuba, or were believed by 
many Southerners capable of supporting a slave labor system. As early as 
November, 1850, John Henderson, a former U.S. senator from Mississippi 

and one of the key financial backers of Narciso Lopez, looked upon Cuban 
filibustering as a "Southern question" of vast magnitude. As the North
South crisis over slavery worsened, more Southerners concluded that fili

bustering might provide their salvation. Thus John T. Pickett of Kentucky, 
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formerly a lieutenant colonel under Lopez, intimated in 1854 that filibus
tering should once again be undertaken, this time to bring Mexico as well 

as Cuba into the Union. Their annexation would provide Southerners with 
the means to resist "fanatical Northern demagogues" (abolitionists) as well 
as spare Southerners from being dependent upon "our compromising vacil
lating brethren" (presumably meaning "doughface" Northern Democrats) 

for the political strength to offset antislavery initiatives.49 

John Quitman turned filibuster largely because he and associated South
erners perceived a clear and present danger to southern slavery in the form 
of an apparent Spanish threat to emancipate Cuba's slaves. "Africanizing" 

the island, Southerners knew, would eliminate forever any possibility that 
Cuba might be annexed to the Union as a slave state. Should Cuban emanci
pation proceed, moreover, Southerners would face a "mongrel empire," as 
Quitman put it, of freed slaves closer to their coast than Haiti-a model 

that might inspire their own slaves to revolt for freedom. "[I]f Cuba be afri
canized;' predicted one of John Quitman's plantation overseers, "this glori
ous land ... will be a howling desert." He would raise "a company of human 
liberators in less than a week" to help Quitman "pilot the ship to victory." 50 

William Walker legalized slavery in Nicaragua during his tenure as its 
president, a decision that cost him much of his previous support in the 
North, but which endeared him to many Southern expansionists. Walker's 

recruiters afterwards made much of how he represented "the promulgation 
of the institutions and sentiments of the Southern portion of the United 
States." During his intervals in the States between expeditions, Walker hob

nobbed with public figures notorious for their Southern sectionalism, such 
as Alabama fire-eater William L. Yancey. In his 1860 autobiographical ac
count The War in Nicaragua, Walker reminded readers how liberated slaves 
in Haiti had used their freedom to "murder and destroy;' argued that blacks 
needed whites to "direct" their labors under the "protection" of slavery, and 
proclaimed that anyone "born and educated in a slave State of the Union" 

had a special stake in his cause. Slave state males, in response, dominated 
Walker's expeditions to recover Nicaragua following his expulsion in 1857. 

Said a North Carolinian seeking an officer's commission from the filibuster, 
"I ... would like to engage in some good, some plausible undertaking as a 
Southern Man, strictly of southern feelings."51 

George Bickley's Knights of the Golden Circle marked the apogee of sec
tionalized filibustering. Knights' rituals emphasized the invasion of Mexico· 
and the creation of a vast slave empire. The "Circle" radiated outward from 

· Cuba, included the Southern states, and reached southward through Mexico 
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all the way to South America while extending westward to Kansas. Knights' 

membership seems to have been exclusively Southern. Although the Knights 
never did invade Mexico, their initial objective, they played a significant role 
in agitating secession in Texas, before moving northward and emerging as 
one of the most notorious "Copperhead" organizations during the Civil 

War.52 

But can we afford to overlook the conclusion of a contemporary observer 
that filibustering was natural in a land "brimful of adventurers and 'manifest 
destiny men,"' 53 as we try to make sense of antebellum filibustering? That is, 

did not the ideology of Manifest Destiny itself have something to do with 
why Americans filibustered during the Age of Manifest Destiny? To put it 

another way, do ideologies guide human behavior, or do they merely mask 
more substantive motivations? Just as pursuit of this matter has informed 
other chapters of U.S. history, such as the American Revolution, so it can 
illuminate our investigation of filibustering. 

Manifest Destiny inspired filibusters with its call upon Americans to 
share their institutions of representative government with other peoples. In 
the 1840s, far more than in earlier decades when national leaders had been 

constrained by fears that growth was inimical to republican institutions, the 
concepts of expansion and democracy fused together in the American mind. 
During the national debate over annexing Texas, expansionists regularly in

voked a crusade, as Andrew Jackson put it in 1843, to "extend the area of 
freedom." Americans assumed a mission to bestow their systems of elective 

offices, extended suffrage, federalism, and religious freedom upon less privi
leged peoples.54 

Filibusters of the post-Mexican War period inherited this proclaimed 
mission to share democracy-most particularly in respect to Cuba, which 

was ruled from overseas by a monarchical power that denied the island po
litical representation, yet censored Cuba's press, imposed high taxes, fees, 

and tariffs on the island's population, maintained a large standing military 
establishment in Cuba, and excluded Creoles from the bloated bureaucracy 
that it established on the island. Lopez and his subordinate officers regularly 
inspired their followers with talk of assuming the role of liberators: they 

could free Cuba from Spain just as foreigners Lafayette, Steuben, Kosciusko, 
and Pulaski had helped win independence for the American colonies from 
monarchical England. This liberating vision survived Lopez's death. Thus in 
1854 Texas Ranger leader John Ford prepared, in the words of an acquain
tance, to join John Quitman's Cuba filibuster because he had heard "from 
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those friendly to the cause of freedom, that an expedition is being fitted out 
the object of which will be to render 'material' and effective aid to the op
pressed and downtrodden patriots" of the island. Using virtually identical 
phrasing, a Pennsylvanian announced to Quitman that he was prepared to 
sacrifice his life to "free the people" of "downtrodden" Cuba. This objective 

inspired other filibusters. P. G. T. Beauregard, the later famous Confederate 
general, sought an officership under William Walker because he believed in 
Walker's goal of establishment of a "Central American Republic, based on 
our own system." 55 

More importantly, Manifest Destiny gave filibusters a racialist and mis
sionary rationale to justify their conquests and attempted subjugation 
of native peoples. By the end of the Mexican War, Manifest Destiny had 

sprouted a sequence of derivative teachings, regularly disseminated through 
the expansionist press, the most salient of which was the notion that Ameri
can Anglo-Saxons had a mission to regenerate peoples deemed as inferior, 
and to bring progress, Protestantism, and capitalistic enterprise to back
wards, anarchic regions. Not all expansionists internalized these teachings. 

In fact, during the war, many expansionists backed off from calls to conquer 
all of Mexico as they came to realize that unless the United States ruled 
Mexico as a colonial possesssion (thus flaunting the very American tradition 
of representative government that Manifest Destiny was supposed to extend) 
it would eventually have to provide citizenship to a lot of dark-skinned, 

Catholic peoples. Some expansionists escaped this dilemma by espousing 
primitive versions of "survival-of-the-fittest" thinking: they argued that 

Mexico's inhabitants, much like U.S. Native Americans, would gradually die 
out when brought into sustained contact with superior white Americans. 
But because most Americans recoiled from the prospect of admitting masses 
of Mexicans to the nation's body politic, the Polk administration and Con

gress settled in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo for merely annexing 
sparsely populated regions of northern Mexico. Still, the racialist strains of 
Manifest Destiny survived the peace with Mexico and helped inspire post
war filibustering. 56 

Pre-Civil War American filibuster commanders, their subordinate offi
cers, and their civilian organizers and recruiters, in part as propaganda to 

cover the brutalities they committed, in part because they had themselves 
been indoctrinated by others, regularly drew on Manifest Destiny's racialist 

precepts to raise volunteers and funds and to bid for public support. Filibus
tering, they explained, would bring "American civilization" and capitalistic 
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development to effete, "imbecile" peoples who had already endured far too 

many years of misgovernment, economic stagnation, and, in many cases, 

anarchy and civil war. 

William Walker announced to the American people, in an address from 

Ensenada, Lower California, that he had occupied the peninsula because its 

"indolent and half civilized people" had failed to utilize the area's "mineral 

and pastoral wealth" and because the Mexican government neglected pro

viding the Lower Californians with protection from robbers or with means 

of communication to the outside world. Later, in his inaugural address as 

president of Nicaragua, Walker promised to bring that country public edu
cation and the arts. Henry L. Kinney's newspaper trumpeted that the "in

dustry intelligence and energy of an Anglo American population" would 

transform the "teeming soil" of the Mosquito Coast. Another filibuster 

officer inspired his soldiers with oratory about how the filibusters would 

lead Cubans in the "onward march" of an "age of progress." Governor Sam 

Houston of Texas even had the effrontery to tell U.S. Secretary of War John 

Floyd that he might unleash Texans to filibuster into Mexico, because that 

nation's "regeneration" depended on help from someone who would "deem 

it his manifest destiny" to begin a rescue mission.57 

However much we might today dismiss such doctrines as preposterously 

ethnocentric and self-serving, young American males signed up as filibusters 

genuinely believing that they would better their fellow man by joining God's 

design to supplant tropical poverty with U.S. prosperity. We should not 

automatically dismiss their sincerity, even as we recoil from their falla

cies. After all, any filibusters plagued by self-doubts could find the necessary 

psychological reinforcement, if they just read the right newspapers. While 

many of the day's sheets expressed dismay about filibustering, plenty of others 

told filibusters that they were engaged in a holy cause. Thus the New Or
leans Daily Creole called William Walker's filibusters "bold pioneers" and a 

New York Daily Times reporter envisioned Henry Kinney's "Northmen" 

supplanting the "tainted, mongrel and decaying race" inhabiting the Mos

quito Coast.58 

Filibusters found such dogma irresistible. "Tell my dear old Aunt Chris

tena not to fit about me;' requested one of William Walker's followers in a 

letter home. "I am right side up with care fighting for the liberty and regen

eration of Nicaragua." Another of Walker's filibusters affirmed that it was as 

"clear as fate" that "the white race are to govern the destinies of this Central 

American country." John C. Reid signed on as a lieutenant in Granville 

Oury's Sonoran foray in part because he thought an infusion of Anglo 
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Americans promised the best "panacea" for the ·degeneration of Mexico's 

population. 59 

What particularly needs to be remembered, in explaining why filibus
tering surged after the Mexican War, is that Manifest Destiny and slavery 

expansionism tended to be mutually reinforcing rather than contradictory 

impulses. Slavery expansionists felt no contradiction between extending de
mocracy and spreading slavery, since they never included African Americans 
within their conception of a legitimate body politic. Rather, as countless 

recent scholars have observed, antebellum Southerners believed that slavery 
actually promoted democracy within their own society: since the South's 

dangerous lower classes were all African American, upper-class Southerners 
could afford to extend the franchise and officeholding privileges, as well as 
a modicum of social respectablility, to the region's middling white classes. 

In fact, they had to share power with less fortunate whites, if they hoped to 
keep their race united in defense of their right to own slaves. Given this 

situation, it was only natural for Southern filibusters to organize expeditions 
to "liberate" Cuba by reinforcing the slaveholding rights of the island's 

Creoles.60 

Northerners who filibustered, or who supported filibustering, tended to 

have greater tolerance for slavery than did filibustering's opponents. Some, 
in their attitudes, were closet Southerners. John L. O'Sullivan, whose sister 

married a well-off Cuban planter in 1845, who espoused theories of govern
ment similar to those of John C. Calhoun, and who opposed giving the 
vote to his state's black population, fits this model. When in 1850 O'Sullivan 

schooled John Quitman to get involved in Lopez's filibuster for Cuban "lib
erty;' he stressed the need to "aid in preserving the social tranquility of the 

country (I refer to the blacks)." Mike Walsh, New York congressman and 
behind-the-scenes manipulator for the Quitman Cuba plot, even bragged 
about how he convinced delegates to a state Democratic convention "to cut 

loose from ... all pretended democrats who are tainted in any way with 
abolitionism." 61 

Of course, this very connection between filibustering and slavery ex
pansion stacked the deck against the invaders ever conquering anything. 
Abolitionists and Free-Soilers charged, in righteous indignation, that the 
filibusters not only were violating U.S. and international law, but, worse, 

that they were part of a slave power conspiracy to spread the peculiar institu
tion into the tropics. The validity of such charges did not matter. The im

portant thing is that they put Northerners who might otherwise have 
supported filibustering on the defensive. For in the decade of the Fugitive 
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Slave Law and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Northern politicians had to be wary 
of incurring the political damage that would attend identification with sup

posed slave power plots. The presumed connection between slavery and fil
ibustering made it virtually impossible for President Franklin Pierce, who 
hinted that he might support filibustering, to carry through on such intima

tions by relaxing enforcement of the Neutrality Law. "The outcry against 
Filbustering [sic] has cowed the administration;' observed Pennsylvania 

presidential aspirant George Mifflin Dallas in May, i854. They also guaran
teed that profilibuster initiatives by Southern political collaborators with the 
filibusters , such as attempts by U.S. senators John Slidell of Louisiana and 
Albert Gallatin Brown of Mississippi formally to suspend the Neutrality Law, 
would get nowhere.62 

The pre- Civil War filibusters never beat the odds, despite a lot of hype 
about what they would do for this country. The Democratic Review believed, 
for instance, that filibusters would pave the way for new U.S. acquisitions by 
drawing the attention of Americans to the "vast riches" of the tropics. One 
of William Walker's biographers does credit that filibuster's Lower California 
expedition with shocking Mexico into ceding 45,000 square miles to the 

United States in the "Gadsden Purchase;' the only U.S. territorial acquisition 
from a foreign power during the period between the Mexican and Civil 
wars.63 But it is apparent that the filibusters did far more to inhibit than to 
facilitate U.S. territorial growth. 

Certainly James Gadsden, the U.S. minister who negotiated the purchase, 
does not seem to have felt that filibustering assisted his mission. Official 
Mexican complaints that the U.S. government had been lax in preventing 
filibustering put Gadsden on the defensive in his negotiations. About a 
month and a half before the treaty was signed, Gadsden informed Secretary 
of State Marcy that he had been encountering difficulty removing Mexi
can suspicions "that the Government at Washington secretly favored these 
movements." Concerned about filibustering's influence on his negotiations, 
he fed information to the U.S. marshal at San Francisco so that additional 

filibusters would be arrested prior to leaving port. He requested a U.S. naval 
commander to do a "service to your Govt." by intercepting filibusters 
at sea. In one dispatch, Gadsden predicted that Walker's failure would 
"have the most favourable influence on the negotiations with which I am 

charged!' Gadsden agreed to an antifilibustering provision in his draft 
treaty with Mexico, and after negotiating his "Purchase" he continued to 

declaim against filibusters. Their expeditions gave Mexican reactionaries an 
excuse to rally public opinion against further inroads of U.S. "institutions" 
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and "progress." Could not the ''American system" "propagate itself" without 

resorting to "auxiliaries" who would "debase and abuse it"?64 Gadsden's 
words powerfully indict filibustering as an impediment to Manifest Destiny. 

In fact, U.S. filibustering so outraged the peoples and governments of 
invaded nations, and so threatened other countries, that it helped to elimi
nate whatever hopes existed, however slim, of annexations in addition to the 
Gadsden Purchase. Gadsden thought that he might have also acquired Baja 
California from Mexico had not Walker's "insane expedition" turned Mexi

can ruler Santa Anna against that cession.65 Just a few years later, John For
syth, another U.S. minister to Mexico, observed in an official dispatch that 

the Crabb expedition undercut his efforts to repair the damage to U.S.
Mexican relations caused by prior filibusters. A "deeply-seated distrust of 
Americans;' Forsyth believed, provided the primary impediment to the 
peoples of borderland states such as Sonora and Chihuahua from "breaking 
their feeble ties with the Central Govt., and seeking annexation with us." 66 

In similar fashion, the Lopez filibusters, Quitman plots, and other ru
mored expeditions against Cuba inflamed U.S. relations with Spain, reduc
ing the likelihood that Spain might voluntarily sell Cuba to the United 

States. An American consul in Cuba noted how Lopez's first expedition 
caused a "strong animosity ... in the minds of the old Spaniards against 
our Government, and indeed every thing American." U.S. minister to Spain 
Daniel M. Barringer observed in the wake of the last Lopez invasion that the 

Spanish government's organ was threatening war against the United States 
and that even Madrid's more temperate newspapers condemned "our gov
ernment and people." Memories of these offenses against Spanish sover
eignty and pride persisted through the 1850s, undercutting efforts by both 
the Pierce and Buchanan administrations to effect Cuba's purchase.67 

Rather than intimidate foreign countries into territorial concessions to 
the United States, filibustering tended to unify other powers in temporary 
alliances to forestall such annexations. Spain turned to Great Britain and 
France for guarantees of her rights to Cuba. Some conservative Mexicans 
turned to those same powers for protection against U.S. adventurism, at one 
point even inviting those countries to impose a European prince as ruler of 
Mexico as a way of warding off the Yankees. Central and South American 
countries initialed a never-implemented Continental Treaty, containing sev

eral antifilibustering clauses, in response to the Walker and Flores move
ments. 68 

Filibustering also fostered nationalism and patriotism abroad, sentiments 
counterproductive to U.S. annexationism. To many Central Americans, es-
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pecially, resistance to the filibusters became a kind of jihad, a way of unifying 

peoples who previously had not been particularly unified. As the president 

of New Granada put it, Costa Rica's war against Walker represented "the 

holiest of causes." Considering such sentiments, E. Bradford Burns con

cludes in Patriarch and Folk that "Nicaraguans forged their nationalism in 

the fires of war against Walker." 69 

Ultimately, even Commissioner Gregg in Hawaii learned that filibustering 

would fail Manifest Destiny. Though able to win King Kamehameha Ill's 

agreement to a draft treaty of annexation by mid-August, 1854, Gregg found 

that continued rumors of filibustering undermined the likelihood that the 

treaty would ever be ratified. Rather than intimidate Hawaii's government 

into rushing annexation along, the persisting reports caused island officials 

to seek closer relations with Great Britain and France. By November, Gregg 

was lamenting to Washington that the British consul general had been suc

cessful at engendering "prejudice" against the United States by describing 

California as a "rendezvous for cut-throats, thieves, fil ibusters and lawless 

men" and by harping on the menace of pending invasions. All that Gregg 

could do, under the circumstances, was to match British and French offers 

of naval support for the Hawaiians, so that the United States would not be 

isolated diplomatically in the islands. In a royal proclamation that Decem

ber, Kamehameha announced that he had accepted U.S., British, and French 

offers of naval assistance against the danger of being overthrown by "lawless 

violence:' "My independence;' the king boasted, "is more firmly established 

than ever before." Kamehameha died later in December. The next month, 

Alexander Liholiho, Kamehameha IV, informed Gregg that annexation ne

gotiations should be considered terminated.70 

Hawaii, of course, eventually became this nation's fiftieth state, and vio

lence by nonresident Americans played a role in its initial annexation story. 

But the armed sailors who landed from a U.S. cruiser in January, 1893, to 
help secure the revolution that overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy echoed 

Andrew Jackson's invasion of Florida and John C. Fremont's adventure in 

California rather than the filibusters of Narciso Lopez and William Walker. 
For these sailors were federal employees rather than private performers, and 

their intervention had been requested by the resident U.S. minister on the 

grounds that U.S. property and lives required their protection. Americans 

filibustered long after the Civil War. But filibustering had long since played 

out its role in American Manifest Destiny. 
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