CHAPTER V
NE® ISSUES AND NE® AMBITIONS

In 1835 Eing wrote with approval of the Alabama legilse
lature's nomination of Hugh Lawson White for the presidency,
but ﬁredicted that vsrious causes would work in favor of
Martin Van Buren and probably insure his success in ohtaine
ing the Democratic nominatiom for President. Judge Vhite,
he said, was one of the purest men in polities, and, desplite
his limited information, possessed respectable talents.l As
Eing predicted, the 1835 convention chose Van Puren for 1ts
candidete, and King gave Van Buren his support. %hen King's
loyalty to the Jackson party had been questioned in 1835,
the Globe reported him "as firm a party men as any in the
Senate" and a friend of Van Buren. Furthermore King pledged
himself to support "the ticket most likely to carry the e
lection against the opposition."? During the presidentlal
cempeign King predicted that Alabama would give Van Buren a
good majority and would have glven him a greater one except
for the "ridiculous Treasury circular® issued during the
canvass by the administration of Andrew Jackson. Ceorgia,
he declared, would probably be lost because of poor manage=-

ment on the part of Democratic leaders. The election would

1 Willism R, King to Johm Gayle, March 5§, 1855, Copy in
Williem R, Ki Collection, Alabama Depsrtment of Aprchives -
and History. B%Horeinarter cited as King Collection.)

2 Washington Lally Globe, November 7, 1835.
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depend on Pennsylvania, and millions would be spent there to
wrest 1t from the Demoerats. If Pennsylvania were lost to
the Democrats, that "vain ridiculous fellow Harrlson" would
be perched in the presidential chair where he would serve a8
o mere catspaw for other leaders. "From such & calemity
Gdad Lord deliver us,"” he implored. If Harrison were elect-
ed and James Buchanan defeated for the Senate in Pannsylvnwl
nia, King pledpged himself to leave public life forever.°
Fortunately for King,Van Baren defeated all thres of the
¥hig candidates, Villiem Henry Harrisom, Hugh Lawson ¥hite,
and Daniel Vebster. King was 1n VWashington on Harch 4,
1837, and offered a toast to the Vam Burem administrationt
"“The coming administration, should it equal that which has
just expired, in maintaining the honor and promoting the
best interests of the country, it ecannot fall to command the
respect and confidence of the American peoplo."4

' As a reward for his services to the lemoeratic Party,
Van Buren offered King the post of Minister to Austria in
March, 1837, He chose to remain in his Senate seat, how
éver, and deellned to aeccept the proffered post. EHe was ine
fluenced in making the deeclialon by the fear that his accept~

ance of the position would be interpreted as a reward for his

3 King to James Buchanam, October 5, 1836, in James
Buchanan Oollection, the Historical ZSoclety of Fermgylvania,.
{Herelnafter cited as Buchanan Collectlon.

4 Wwashington Daily Globe, March 18, 1837,
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services in the 1836 campaign. The Vienna mission would have
been particularly sgreeable to him, but he could not accept
it under the circumstances, nor could he accept any other
office at the hands of Van Buren.®

¥hile on a trip to Alebama in the spring of 1837, King
recelived a serious cut on the head., The stage on which he
was riding upset;® King was piteched on his head, his skull
was lald bare, and he suffered temporary insensibility. A
doctor who was on the stage treated his injuries and, after
a short delay, King was permitted to continue the journey.

He spent several weeks with relatives in Tuscalooza restoring
hig "shattered nerves, and mental debility."’

In the meantime, the panlc of 1837 had struck the United
States. Farm prices fell, banks and other businesses failed,
and unemployment was widespread. General suffering prevailed
throughout the country, and several states defanlted on their
public debts. Deseribing conditions in Alabama, King wrote:
"Times here are sedly out of Joint. Alabama from being one

of the most prosperous States of the Union, has become one

5 Washington Daily National Intelligencer, March 13,
18373 Tuscaloosa Flag of the Union, day 22, 39, quoting

Pottsville (Pennsvlvenia) Emgorium.

6 %ahhington Daily Globe, March 29, 1837, quoting
Charleston Courier.

7 King to Buchanen, June 3, 1837, Buchanan Collectlon.
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of the most embarrassed."® He feared the off;ats on soclety
and government, for people were in such pecuniary distress
they m%ght resist the due execution of the law. He himself
had suffered personal dlstress; he had an entire crop of cote
ton on hand which would "secarcely sell at any briee.“ Con=
sequently he was forced to practice "rigid economy."® well
might he curse the depression, both for personal reasons and
as a representative of Alabama.

The panic of 1837 was produced by 2 complex of causes.
Among these were overspeculation in land and overexpansion
in b&aluosa and transportation. Credit had beuﬁ made easy by
numeéaua state banks whose easy credit policy was stirulated
by the deposit of federal money that Presldent Jackson had
withdrewn from the Bank of the United States. The purchas-
ers of public lands in the West and the promoters of canal
building were espeelally guilty of overexpansion. The paniec
was precipltated by two measures of the Jackson administra-
tion, the Specie Circulsr and the Distribution Act. The
Specie Circular ordered, with minor exceptions, that only
gold and silver be accepted in payment for publie lands. Its
effect on the banking system, which had beem furlously print.-
ing bank notes to meet the demsnds of the speculative boom,

8 King to Asbury Dickins, June 1, 1837, in Hiscella-
neous Personal Fapers, Menuscripts Uivisiom, Library of
Congress.

9 King to Buchanan, June 3, 1837, Buchanan Collection.
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was lnmndiatély seen, Bank failures came when public land
purchasers called for speecie, In an effort to meet the une
usual demands for specle, banks called in losns and the
whole community suffered. The Distribution Act, likewise,
had an unfortunate influence on the banking system because
in pfovlding for the distribution of the federal surplus
among the states 1t caused the withdrawal of funds from
~ banks that were already suffering distress, 10

King rightly placed the cause of the trouble when he
charged that "overtrading and the most extravagant gambling
speculations” threatened ruin to almost every branch of in-
dustry. He could not agree with those who maintained that
the removael of the deposits and the destruction of the Bank
of the United States had produced the trouble, but he jolned
those who denounced the Specle Circular. ! He had long felt
that the specle. requirenent was poor policy and had opprosed
it in the Senate. In 1836, King questioned Thomas Hart
Benton's resolution in favor of speclie peyments; he later
¢alled the Specie Cireular "ridiculous."l® He charged that
the "wise" scheme had come from Tom Benton end asked the

question, "¥hen will our rulers learn visdom?" King

10 Harold Underwood Faulkmer, American Eaanog%c Higtory,
Fifth edition (New Yorks Harper aﬁd rothers, 1943), DpD.
167-168,.

11 King to Buchaenan, June 3, 1837, Buchanan Collection.

12 Register of Pebstes in Con s, 14 volumes (Washe
ingtons E‘E?_’Lu ot Bt on, aﬁ-ﬁ?ﬁf‘lﬁx, 1271-1272; King
to Buchanan, October 5, 1836, Buchanan Collection.
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regretted that General Jackson had refused to iisten to the
@isinterested advice of his friends and that Van Buren, out
of a sense of loyalty to Jackson, had failed to remove the
objectionable features of the Circular., But, sald King, to
sttribute the whole trouble to the Specie Circular was like
tracing the explosion of a volcano to the explosion of one
grain of powder. The Specie Cireular, however, had the ef-
fect of hestening the erisis., 1t had done no good and to
the full extent of its power had worked mischief, "May God
deliver us," he concluded, “from the experiments in the
eurronoya"ls

King was greatly concerned lest the fimaneial erisis
cause a split in the Democratic Party. In the exelted state
of the public mind, Congress might recharter the Bank of the
United States, and such a step would almost certainly split
the party. A tremendous storm, he sald, threatened the par-
ty ship. His friends urged him to seek shelter from the tur-
moil in the haven of the governorship of Alabama, but he de-
elined to do so. If the party ship was destined to founder,
he would prove & falthful sallor and go down with her,l4

President Vam Buren called a speclal sesslon of Congress
for September, 1837, to adopt measures for the rellef of the
government, King tock 1little part in the debates but gave

his support to the two most urgent bills that came before the

13 King to Buchanan, June 3, 1837, Buchanan Collection.
14 Ibid.
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Senate, a4 blll to suspend the distribution of surplus money
to the states and a bill to permit the issuance of treasury
notes to replenish funds in the traasury.ls

The President also suggested a new plan for the handling
of government funds. He called for the depdsit of governe
ment money in agencies of the govermnment rather than in pri-
vate banks. Known as the Independent Treasury System, the
plan was debsted during the 1837 specisl sesslon and approved
by the Senate, but the bill failed of passage in the House
of Reproaentativea.lﬁ It was brought up on later occasions
- and finally passed in 1840 =2s the Independent Iressury Aet,

Throughout the fight, King gave his support to the Ine
dependent Treasury scheme, snd freely expressed his views on
the aubjeot517 Defending himself against accusations of a
member of the Alabema legislature who charged him with falle
ure to obey the instructions of the Alsbama legislature to
vote for the insertion of a specle feature into the bill in
1837, King deelared that he had voted to insert the specie
clause in the 1837 bill and had voted for the psassage of the
entire bill. And he had voted against the removal of the

15 Register of Debates, XIV, 45, 75, 422,
16 Ibid., XIV, 105, 499-500. |

17 Ibid., XIV, 5113 Congressional Globe, 108 volumes
(vashingtons Globe Office, 1834-1873), VI, 2643 VIII, 141,
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»

18 Iuring the debates that preceded

speclie clause in 1838,
final passage of the bill in 1840, he expressed his views
fully. He favored & plan which would not subject the govern-
ment to the inconvenlences and losses consequent to depen-
dence on state banks., They engaged in ruinous speculations.
which @crangod the business of the country and terminated in
the refusal to redeem their notes in specie and to return
public money placed in them for safekeeping. He favored the
collection of revenues in specie 30 as to enable the governe
ment to meet its obligations according to the requirements
of the constitution. He had no intention, however, to in-
 terfere with state banks. Their regulation and control were
left to the states where they properly belonged. "We are -
content," he declared, "to sct within our constitutional
spheres == so to collect, keep, and disburse our revenue, as
will enable us to meet, in good faith, all our obligations,
and not agein subjeet ourselves to the taunts and sneers ...
that the Government was a bankrupt concern, because it could
not compel the banks to pay over the depositn."lo His ob-
jeect was nelther to harm state banks nor to bring about ex-
clusive speecie circulstion, He wanted to reform, not to de=-
stroy. He favored a mixed convertible currency with suffi-

clent specie for necessary transactions. All classes,

18 Williem R, King to Editor, February 20, 1836, guoted
in Tuscsloosa Flag of the Union, March 13, 1839,

19 Congressional Globe, VILII (Appendix), 339, The full
speech is reported on pages 338539,
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especially those who lived by the sweat of thelr brow, would
have cause to rejoice at such a reform of the currency. King
was a sound administration msn on the Independent Treasury
' system.

King continued to favor graduation and pre-emption,
measures designed to give benefits to the purchasers of pube
lie laudl.eo Speaking on pre-emptlon in 1838, he said he
favored glving settlers on the public domain their homes and
their little improvements in order that they might support
their families. Further than this, however, he was not will-
ing to go. He did not want a law so loosely worded that
people could go through the country and take up the best
lands under pree-emption for the purpose of a2elling at & pro-
fit. His ebﬁeet was to benefit the honest, industrious set-
tler and cultivator only. For this reason, he favored re=-
gairing actual residence and evidence of cultivation of corm
~or other crops. 3Such a requirement would not be unfalr to
the settlers, for 1t would entitle them to the bounty of buy-
ing thelr choice of land for the minimum price. He wanted to
protect this class of people in thelr rights to lands and to
guard them agalnst being driven from thelr homes by heartless
speculators, It would not be unjust, however, to recuire

that they show good falth by eeoupaney.zl

20 Register of Debates, XII, 1030-1031; Congressional
Globe, vr%—, R - s

21 Congressional Globe, VI, 140-142,
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King maintained a state rights viewpoint on internal
improvements and opposed excesslive expenditures for that pure
pose, During the late 'Thirties, Congress was constantly
faced by the cuestion of what to do about appropristions for
the Cumberland Road. King ecalled the road "an o0ld offender
against the Constitution and law of the land," and sought to
keep appropriations for it as small as pauible.z2

In the mid-'Thirtles the slavery cuestion eame to the
front as one of the most persistent subjects of discussion.
Several aspects of the subject, including a2 dispute over the
sending of incendiary abolition literature to the South, a
dispute over the right of petition, and conflict over the
annexation of Texas after it won its independence, troubled
the nation, King, who had spoken little about slavery in
~earlier years, was forced to take a staﬁd on these issues.
A8 a loyal Southerner and 2 slaveowner, he defended the
slave system against what he felt w.re-unjuat attacks,

The dispute over incendiary publications came to a eli-
max in 1835 when a shipment of abolition literature was taken
out of the Charleston, South Carolina, post office and burn-
ed, Vhen Congress reassembled, John €. Calhoun moved that
the question of ineendiary puklicstions de consiiered by a
select committee. King objected to referring the subject to

a select committee because such a procedure would give "a

22 Congressional Globe, VI, 145; see also Register of
Debates, Xil, 722=7123s
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greater degree of importence" to the queahion'than he thought
necessary. Congress had the power to regulate the mails,
and the proper place to start an investigation was in the
Post Office Committee. He felt that there was no disposi-
tion on the part of its members "to have the public mails
prostituted to the purposes of fanaties." If that committee
did not properly discharge its trust, however, some other
mode of constitutionally restraining the circulation of
these "mischievous publications" should be devised, His
constituents, he pointed out, were almost as deeply interest-
ed in the slavery guestion ss any other portion of the coun-
trys; nevertheless, he was willing to rely on the northern
states to put down the ineendlary publications at home, The
government, he declared, had no right to interfere with the
slave question, but it was the duty of the Post Office Com=
mittee and Congress to put an end to the transmission of abo-
lition literature through the mails.2®® Despite the opposi-
tion of King and other Southernmers, Calhoun's motion to re-
fer the subject to a select committee was adopted. This come-
mittee reported a bill to prohibit postmasters from receiv-
ing and transmitting printed materials ﬁhe eirculation of
which was prohibited by state or territorial law. The blll,
1f passed, would have given individual states the power to
dictate what mails were delivered within thelir bounds. It

28 Register of Degbates, XII, 26, 30-31.
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was defeated, however; King voting with the minorlhy.34
Nevertheless, little more was heard of the cuestion because
postal suthorities used disceretion in the handling of sueh
mails,

Abolition petitions were a more persistent source of

trouble. Again, King took a moderate but firm stand. He

advised the South to taske 2 moderate view and called on the
North to co~operate in quleting the dangerous agitation. He
 earnestly desired to avold all possible excitement; conse-
quently, he supported motions that petitions be read and re-
jeeted, In doing =0 he differed with such Southerners as
Calhoun who argued that such petitions should not be received
et all, King spoke several times in support of James
Buchanan's motion thet a @uaker memorisal ce2lling for the abo-
lition of liavory in the Distriet of Columbis be recelved
and rejected. If the Senate followed such a course, said
King, 1t would say to all abolitionists that no aection other
than rejection could be expected from any such memorials.
- Let the petitions be heard, but if they called for "inter-
meddling with the constitutional righta of any of the
States," they should be stamped with the disapprobation they
deserved. To receilve and reject the petition would deny the
demands of the petitioners without vieolating their righta.25
King's speech of March 3, 1836, voiced some of the

24 Ibid., XII, 33, 383, 1737,
25 Ibid., XII, 100, 209-210, 579.
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soundest thinking displayed during the pc;ttion controversy.
He noted, first, that any discussion of the slavery question
in Congress had a strong tendency to increase the prevail-
ing excltement throughout the country and to add to the mis-
chief which the fenatiecs who sent them were anxious to pro-
duce. Hence he favored a course which would give the pe-
titioners no pretext to srgue that the constitutional right
of petition had been denied, yet would refuse to give the
slightest countenance to their "wild and extravagant views."
Such a course would serve to dlispose of the petitioners
wlthout exelitement and would show them that it was a hope-
less task to secure any action from Congress on the subject.
He admitted that some Southerners were pledged not to vote
for reception of such petitions, but he could not agree with
them that refusal to receive was the strongest action that
could be taken, If the sacred right of petition were de=-
nied, many well-meaning citizens would array ghanaelvoa on
the side of the petitioners whose rights had ﬁncn denied.
They would unite with an enterprise with which they would
not otherwlise Join. To deny the right of petition would be
to shift the odium from the petitioners to the Senate for
i1ts denial of their comstitutional right of petitien. Even
if he admitted the conatitutional right of rejecting the
petitions, which he did not do, King would hesitate to rec-
ommend such a course because of expediency. Already agents
were distributing literature and pouring out money to sub-

sidize presses in an effort to bring the full power of
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abolition sentiment to besr on Congress with the design of
forcing congressional action. "3ilent contempt" would eheck
thls movement, but such discussion as had been in progress
would stimulate it. HNothing should be done, he said, to
defeat the end which most senators had im view of guleting
the troublesome question.

King said the strongest vote against the petitioners,
the one best ealculated to ¢ulet the agitation in the pub-
lic mind, to put down the agitators and to prevent future
recurrences of their misgulided attempts to disturb the peace
of the South, was to rejeet their prayer at cnce and show
such men that theilr hopes of influencing Congre=s were de=-
lusive.

We receive from the citizens of the United
Stetes who present themselves here, be they
fenatics, incendiaries, or mistaken zealots,
the expression of thelr wishes; but we go
not one step further; we tell them that the
prayer of their memorial 1s unreasonable,

and cennot be granted; that to grant it would
be contrary to the obligations of our cdutys;
that it would be a violation of the constitu-
tion, and against every principle of Justice:
and we therefore stamped it with our unquali-
fied reprobation,?26

King looked with confidence on the wisdom, virtue, and
patriotism of the mejority in the North to asid in putting
down the evil spirit and had no fear, which some Southerners
professed to have, of the result. He recognized that a

storm was brewing, but hoped that it would pass harmlessly

26 lbid., XiI, 716. The entire speech is found on pages
714 to '?EI«

r
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by snd leave a purer and fresher atmosphere. Let all cherish
the kindly feelings of each section for the other, and the
union would be preserved, "upheld by a community of feeling,
of interest, and of origin, as well as the ennobling recol=~
lection of the history of our common country."®?

King declared, however, that the South would not permit
1ts rights to be interfered with, If abollition should ine.
duce Congress to leglislate on slavery im such manner as to
threaten southerm peace and safely, that section would cone-
gider the cords shich bound the union together severed. le
asked his northern friends to bear this in mind and eslled
on them to use every pover in thelr command to put an end o
existing excitement before it produced further mischief. To
those northern leaders who were working to put down the dane
gerous spirit of abolitlon, he expressed his gratification.

King denied that abolition could be carried out in the
District of Columbia without violating an 1mplied pledge to
Virginia snd Maryland that such action would not be taken.
These states ﬁould never have given land for the Distriet 1f
they had thought abolition would ever take place. They would
not have committed an aet so dangerous to slave property
within thelr borders. Good faith, sound pollicy, and the
constitution forbade action upon slavery in the District.

King sald, moreover, that abolition would accomplish no

useful purpose. If District owners became convinced that

27 Ibid., XII, 717,
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slavery was to be abolished, tney would sell éhoir slaves to
the Seuths slaves would be driven from homes that were dear
to them and from masters who had reared them to toil in =&
distant land under the control of a new master., The free
Negroes 1f abolition took place would constitute a "misera-

ble, depraved, and degrsded" group instesd of being "well-

- fed, well-clothed, happy, and contented" alaves. Could

plous reformers desire such a change?

To his friends in the South King sald that 1if the time
ever arrived vhen Congress should interfere with slavery he
would be among the first to resist with all the means im his
power all encroachments upon their rights. For the present,
hnw‘?qr, he felt that reception of the petition and rejection
of its demands woulc serve the best interests of the South
without abridging the right of petition, <8

The "nullifier" press in Alabame, which took the Calhoun
view about the petitions, ecriticized King's stand and upheld
the Calhoun contention thst petitions should not be received.
He was defended, however, by those in the state who recognilzed
thet he was defending the right of petition and not the sube
ject matter of the petitlons.zg In view of the bitter contro-
versy caused in the House of Rap?eaantativea by the so-called
"Gas; Resolutions,” King's moderate program seems to have been

a sensible method for regulating thahrecoptian of petitions.

28 Ibid., XII, 717-721.
' 29 Tusealoosa Flag of the Union, February 20, 1836,
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In December, 1857,-Sonator Benjémin 3w1f£ of Vermont
introduced a memorisl and resolutions of the Vermont legis-
lature opposing the snnexation of Terxas or the admlssion to
the union of any new slave state, and asserting thet Congress
had the constitutional authority to abolish sl#very in the
Distriet of Columbis and to prohibit the interstate slave
trade. King rose immediately and called the Vermont memorial
"an infamous libel and insult on the South" from whstever 'T.y
quarter 1t had come. It spoke falsely, sald ha; of the peo= i
'ple of the South vhen it charged them with disregard of the
1#*!. and he was surprised that any senator would present
such a deliberate untruth, As the petition csme from a
state, he would not have objected to laying 1t on the table
if the language had not been libelous.®0 Swift replied that
the facts in the Vermont memorial had been drawvn from nevs-
papers and that his state wonld not be driven from the right
to express its opinions either by "menace or inveetive,"St

King answered in a speech of consicderable length ex-
plaining his views. He did not question the right or the
duty of the Vermont senators to present memorisls from- the
legislature of their state, but warned them that In doing so
they must take the conseguences 1f they presented and sus-

tained resolutions and memorisls "ealeulated to wound the

feelinga" of those slandered in the documents, VWhy were the

30 Congressional Globe, VI, 3@.
31 lbid., VI, 108,
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% Vermont senators trying to promulgate slender by insisting

i that the documents be printed? As state rights men, Southe
B ssrsivess #A11ine vo Asfend thd Teptitinate plenta il

' stutes to present their views, but they would not defend

} even a sovereign state when it asserted "calumny and false-
{ hood." None would attempt to defend the language of the
?enNORt report; he held in contempt all those who called thne
- South & degraded people. The southern states had little

. pride in the "fraternal embrace" of such people; Southerners
: felt that thelr own states sztood "as high in honor and moral
7 worth as any in the Union. " 52

The Vermont resolutions led Johm C. Calhoun to intro-

vduce resolutions declaring in part that the Constitution

~ hed been adopted by “free, independent, and sovereign
States,” that the states had reserved the "exclusive and
sole right over their own domestic institutions," that the
central government was a "common sgent” of the states to
carry out delegated powers, that other states were not Jus-
tified in attacking slavery vwhere it already existed, and
that intermeddling with slavery in the District of Columbisa
or the territories would be "a direct and dangerous attack

on the institutions of all the slaveholding states,"3d

32 Ibid., VI, 108-109, The resolutions were [inally
tabled.

35 lbid., VI, 55.
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i King spoke in fuvor of and voted for rlroror the Calhoun
| resolitions.3* In his speech he declared that his sole de-
| eire was to "allay the excitement” in the country and to put
.t“a stop to the "spirit of abolition,” He had given hi: votes
:Cto the Cslhoun readlntlena because they represented the
;?'true prineiples of the government," but he was.iilllng to
" sccept modifications to make some of them more acceptable to
ig northern senators., The South wanted no proteation for 1ts
ri institutions, It only wanted to be let alome., The people
'j of the South deprecated the slavery question from no personal
g fear; but from a fear that the unien would be destroyed by
~ conbtinued intermeddling with rights secured by the conatitu-
. tion. If the adoption of the Csalhoun resolutions falled to
- aceomplish their purpose, 1f miserable, deluded men were
able to comneet themselves with party polities to produce
results adverse to the interests of the South, he was pre-
pare@ to resist them with as much forece as any man 11v1ng.55

Again in January, 1839, resolutions of the Verment leg-
islature wers presented opposing the annexation of Texas and
favoring the abolition of slavery im the Distriet of Columbla
and the Interstate slave trade, Xing again csme to the de-
fense of the 3outh, declaring that the union would not last

- tventy-four hours if the prayers of the resolution were

34 Ibid., VI, 74, 81, 88, 9l.

35 Ibid., (Appendix), VI, 60-62, Five of the Calhoun
resolutions were adopted by large majorities. Ibicd., VI,
74, 81, 88, 91.
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~ adopted. In such an event, he would instently return to his

: _ |
 constituents and tell them that the compact was broken, the il

constitution violated amd thelr property taken away from

'ltham, and that as thelr representative he could render them
P80 further service where he was. He .eould not. comsent to
the circulation of resolutions vho?e objeet was to encourage
. people to send out more memorials seeking interference with
}fﬁatters_that did not belong tovthamét'Tha South did not need
 advice from the Vermont legislature or from anyone else.
The resolntions were tabled because of.tha opposition of
King and others, >0

King ﬁaa firat elected President pro tem of the 3enate
at the eclose of the first session of the Twenty~fourth
Congress, and was reelected to that office until the close
of the Twentyesixth Congress in 1841.537 Before that he had
been e2lled upon many times to preside over the Committee of
the Whole or over the Senate in the absence of the presziding
officer, He was recognized as the foremost expounder of
senate mles, snd his decisions were seldom gquestioned,
"hen he took the chair for the second time in January, 1837,

he made a2 short speech which summed up his feeling toward

the 3enate and his belliefs about the duties of a presiding

36 Ibid.,, VI, 109-110.

37 Reglister of Debates, XII, 19143 XI1I, 618, 10383
XIV, 5513 SonereseTonel Globe, VI, 4903 VIII, 5025 IX, 225,
2813 Vashington Daily National Intelligencer, February 26,
1839,
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Said King:

The Senate of the United States, gentlemen,
is from 1ts very organization, the great
conservative body of this republic. Here

1s the strong citadel of liberty. To this
body the intelligent and the virtuous,
throughout our wide-spread country, look
with confidence for an unwavering and un-
flinching resistance to the encroachments

of power on the one hand, and the eflerves-
cence of popular exclitement on the other,
Unawed and unseduced, 1t should firmly maine
tain the Comstitution in its purlity, and .
present an iwpregnable barrier sgainst every
attack on that sacred instrument, come it
from what guarter it may. The demon of
faction should find no abiding place in this
chamber, but every heart and every head
should be wholly occupled in advaneing the
general welfare, and preserving, unimpaired,
the national honor. To insure success,
gentlemen, in the dlscharge of our high
duties, we must command the confidence and
receive the support of the people. Calm
deliberation, courtesy toward each other,
order and decorum in debate, will go far,
very far, to inspire that confidence and
command that support. It becomes my duty,
gentlemen, to benlish (if practlicable) from
thiz hall all personal altercations to
check, at once, every remark of a character
personally offensive; to preserve order,

and promote harmony,.,38

By the latter part of 1838, interest was developing in

the 1840 election. In November King wrote his niece,

Catharine Ellis, urging her to have her husband interest

himself in the 1839 Democratic Convention at Tuscaloosa and

to secure adoption of resolutions "approbatory of the admin-

istration of Mr, Van Buren, and¢ nominating him for electlon.

Assoclating with him the great Tecumseh Killer éﬁichsrd M.

38 Register of Debates, XIII, 618-619.
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Johnson/ or such other little great man, as they think pro-
per." Pennsylvania, sald he, was resdy to move im the mate
ter as soon as the ball was put into mntion.sg Whether he
was referring to himself when he spoke of any "other little
great man" is open to conjecture. Alabama nominated him for
the vice presidency in the 1839 convention and Penmsylvania
was hls other major stronghold. The implication, therefore,
that King was referring to himself is very strong.

Support for King for the vice presidency gained con-
siderable strength in 1859. After the Alabama Democratic
Convention endorsed him for the office in January, Democrat-
ie newspapers over the staté began to come to his support.
For example, the Cahawba Southern Democrat endorsed him as a
man &f pure Demoeratie principlea, an able presiding officer
in the Senate, a gentleman with a fine order of intelleect,
and the representative of a state which had not wavered in
its support of the Democracy.?C The Tusealoosa Flag of the
Union declared that no man had served the party of Jackson
longer or with mbre fidelity and that no man bore a more
irreproachable character then King. He had often presided
over the Senate im an able manner and deserved to be ele-

vated to the vice proaidenoy.41 The Deﬁocrats of Dallas

39 King to Catharine Ellis, November 18, 1878, King
Collection.

40 March 16, 1839.
41 ¥arch 27, 1839.
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County endorsed him as a neighbor who had been equsally
falthful to the poor and the rich, had fulfilled his duties
as a citizem with scrupulous correctness, andé had passed his
whole 1life in such spotless purity that the breath of slan-
der had never dared to toueh him,42

¥hile the Alabama press was boosting King at home, his
friend Buchanan was pushing him as a candidate in Pennsyl-
vania, Buchanan furnished his friends with blographical
materisl about King which they in turn gave wlde cireulation
in the Pennsylvanila press.45 Buchanan's correspondents
vrote encouragingly of King's chances to win Penns}lvania's
support at the convention if his campaign was conducted
wiaely.“ The Lancaster Intelligencer, the Harrisburg
Keyastone, and the Franklin Telegraph advocated King, and
their comments were widely capied.*s The Harrisburg Key-
stone, using materlial probsbly furnished by Bachanan, de;
clared that King by his "unwavering devotion to the pure and
patriotic principles of the Democratic creed" and "his gen-

tlemanly deportment end urbanity of manner" had endesared

42 Tusecaloosa ¥lag of the Union, December 18, 1839.

_ 43 George Flitt to James Buchanan, Marech 14, 1830
Henry Velch to Buchanan, April 15, 18393 A, K, McClanahan to
Bachanan, July 6, 1839, ell in Buchanan Collection.

44 Plitt to Buchanan, Karch 14, April 23, 1839; Wwilliam
B, Lewls to Buchanan, June 1, 18393 George 3. Vhorton to
Buchanan, September 20, 1839, all in Buchanan Collection.,

45 Plitt to Buchanan, March 14, 18393 Welech to
Bachanan, April 15, 18393 McClanahan to Buchanan, July 6,
18539, all in Buchansn Collection.
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himself to the party. MNoreover, Alabama had remained firm
for the Democracy when other states had wavered largely be-
cause of King's influence. King himself, said the paper,
had ever been an able defender of popular rights and 1ibe
.rty.‘e The Lancaster intglligenoog presented 2 similar
 11owpa1nt as dld other pro-King newspapers in Fennsyl-
vanta, 47
| King wrote Buchsnan in June, 1839, that he had not
' moved a finger in his ovn behalf and had sought to aveid
committing his friends, fearing that when the nominations
were made they would be disappointed and mortified. He as-
- sured Buchanan that he would glve his support to any candi-
date chosen by the party "without one feeling of regrat.“‘s

Wiriting to a Mobile group who had invited him to =2
dinner in his honor, King declared that he had ever been a
member of the party of Jeffersom, and had opposed the Alien
and Sedition Acts in thelr day and the gag rule at the
present time. He felt that the only security for the rights
of the states was in confining the aeﬁion of the general
government "to the powers expressly granted, and to such

incidental powers as iere plainly and undeniably necessary

486 oted in Tuscalooss Flag of the Union, March 27,
1839.

47 See letters to Buchanan cited above.

48 King to Buchansn, June 28, 1839, Buchanan Collec=-
tion.
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and proper to carry the granted powers into effect.” He had
always been a state rights man, a strict constructionist who
hunted up "no vagrant power on which to bottom legislation,®
Believing that every deperture from the comstitutien had
been attended with serious evils, he had opposeé the United
States Bank,49 internal improvements, and the protective
tariff. BStrict adherence to the constitution was the only
"effective shield" to protect the South sgainst "the unprin-
eipled efforts of those who would with s demoniac spirit"
involve the section in the horrors of a servile war and
drench its falr flelds with blood. If the general governe
ment should ever use its powers to teke saway the constitu-
tional rights of the South and enact leglslation to enrich
industry at the expense of all other interests, the days of
the union would be numbered. King said he had given his
cordial support to the Van Buren administration and would
continue to do so as long as the President followed his cure
rent polioisa.ao

Three other candidates were considered strong contend-

ers for the Demoeratic vice presidential nominationq the

49 The opposition press guickly pointed out that King

" had voted for the creation of the Bank of the United States

and had been converted to the opposition view much later,
Mobile ggggercial Reglister, July 31, 1839, cuoting Mobile
Chronicle.

50 King to liobile Committee, May 26, 1839, guoted in
Tuscaloosa [lag of the Union, June 12, 1839.
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incumbent Richard M, Johnson ;r Kentucky, James K. Polk of
Tennessee, and John Forsyth of Georgla. A movement devel=-
oped falrly early, however, in favor of deposing Johnson be-
cause of the feeling that his presence on the ticket would
wesken 1.5 This movement gave the other candidates a
better opportunity to seek the poaition.' William B, Lewis
wrote James Buchanzn im June, 1839, that it was evident
Johnson would be dropped. He would, therefore, favor King,
who was wellegualified for the place. King, sald Lewlis, had
always been a true friend of the party and was as much en-
titled to share "a portion of the honors" as any other per-
son, 9% King early recognized the opposition he faced and
knew that he might not be chosen., He felt that Forsyth was
being supported by executive patronage and that Folk had the
backing of Benton and other powerful men and would be a
strong contender for the place, especially 1f he won the
governorship of Tenmessee. o0

Before the Democratic National Convention met in 1840,
King's hopes for the vice presidential nomination had been
dashed. He had hoped to receive strong support from his

native state of North Carolina, but no sentiment developed

51 Johnson's popularity was weakened in the South be-
cause of hls association with a Negro mistress.

52 Lewls to Buchanan, June 1, 1839, Buchanan Collec-
tion.

53 King to Buchanan, June 20, 1839, Buchanan Collec-
tion.
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in his favor. BSome county meetings in North G;rolina ene
dorsed Polk, but even Duplin snd Henover counties in King's
0ld congresslonal district failed to endorse King. Nor did
the North Carolina press come to his support. Finally, the
Korth Carolina Pemocratic Convention, meeting in January,
1840, failed to endorse a vice presidentisl candidate, %
King conoﬁdod that Polk would become the party nominee 1f
his friends could convince the leaders in other states that
he was the cholce of North Carolina, Little as he cared for
the office, he was mortified to find thst his friends in
¥ilmington Distriet had not come out for him and had silent-
ly abandoned the field to Polk. If they had only glven
their support, he complained, nothing could have prevented
his nomination at the "Great Convention,"59

Apparently King could have had the endorsement of the
Pennaylvania Convention, He declined it, however, and the
Fennsylvania Demoeracy then endorsed Richard M. Johnson at
its March convention. King wrote his niece on Msrch 6 that
he was now out of the contest. The race would be between
Johnson and Polk, and his friends in the middle and eastern
states would give thelr support to Johnson. The Pennsylva-

nia Convention, 2 majority of whom were his friends, had,

54 Fayetteville North Caroliniesn, November 23, December
14, 28, 1839, January s 1840,

556 King to Thomas Ken?n; November 28, 1839, 3uated in
Walter M., Jackson, Alabama's First United States Vice-
President (Deeatu;t Decatur Printing Compeny, 1952), D. 24.
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with his concurrence, elready endorsed Johnson. He blamed
Yolk for the defeat of his aspirations. If Polk had not
been actuated by selfish views and had been content to re-
main as governor of Tennessee, King felt that his own nomi-
nation would have been certain, But Polk had "thrust hime-
self forward," and the result was the probable emergence of
Johnson as the party n.ominee.ﬁ6 King protested that he felt
"no anxiety to obtain the situastion" and felt no mortifica-
tion at hia defeat, but his harsh eritieism of Folk shows
that he suffered considerable disappointment at not being
glven the Democratic nomination for the vice presidency.

Andrew Jackson, still a power in the Demoeratic Party,
wes using his influence against the nominstion of Johnson
and in favor of Polk. Johnson, he sald, would be a "dead
welght" upon the party. A selection for the vice presidency
sliould be one to give strength to the ticket instead of
weakness, Folk would help to carry the southern snd western
states, Forsyth or King, he noted, would be stronger than
Johnsen, 57

%hen the national Democratic convention met in May,

1840, Van Buren was chosen as the presidentisal nominee, but

56 King to Catharine Fllis, March 6, 1840, King Col-
lection; see slso John V. Forney to James DBuchanan, March 5,
1840, Buchanan Collectlon.

57 Andrew Jackson to Amos= Kendall, April 16, 1840, in
John Spencer Bassett, Correspondence of Andrew Jackson, 7
volumes (Washington: Carnegle Tna%itution, 1926-19%5), VI,
68,
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the committee in charge of nominations raporta& that the
states which haé¢ supported Van Buren had falled to agree on
a single name for the vice presidency and declined to make a
cholce between those that had been proposed. A motlion from
the floor to asccept Johnson was voted downg conseauently,
each state was given the opportunity of supporting the cane
Gidate of its choice. The Demoerats hoped, however, that

support would develop in favor of one of the promiment can-
dldstes so that the states could unite later end give him
thelr united support.5a

Apparently bellieving that Johnson had a better chance
for the office and desirous of insuring psrty harmony, EKing
shortly reguested that his name be withdrawn from the race
and asked newspaper edltors to takg his name from the mast-
heads ﬁf thelr newspapura.se One of the last newspapers to
carry out his wish was ¥illliam Lowndes Yancey's Vetumpka
Southern Crisis which accepted Johnson with great reluctance.
Perhaps, sald Yancey, if military fame and achievements had
not been heralded to the people as presenting stronger
clalms to qffiea than eivil gualifications, King might have
been more fortunate in bringing his clalms forward. King's

elaims were not founded upon service on battlefields, but on

658 Washington gg;;z,glggg, May 5, 1840; Huntsville
D‘Bﬂwerat, Ha.y %, 1840,

59 Tuscaloosa Flag of the Union, July 1, August 12,
1840‘ % i
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a long career of "at least equal usefulness toﬂhis fellow-
citizens in the halls of the Senate."®® In view of the elec-
tion results in 1840, EKing might well have been happy that
the "Tecumseh Killer" hsd been brought forward in preference

‘to himself.

Though he had failed to win the Democratlec nomination
for the vice presideney, King took an active part in the came
paign. In May he Joined several members of the Alabama cone
gresaional delegation. in sending out an address to the Demo-
cratic Party of Alabama, in which they pointed out the ex-
traordinary exertions that were belng used to mislead the
public mind in the coming electlion. The Democratic Party was
facing not only the 0ld Federalist Party, disguised as Whigs,
backing General Harrison but also the whole banking power of
the country. Four-fifths of the press had surrendered to :
this immense power and were playing up Harrison and attacke
ing Van Buren. Vagon loads of political propaganda were
being sent out, and orgenizations were being set up all over
the country to promote the banking interests. The banks,
sald the address, were even increasing the pressure to pro-
duce hard times in order tolinjure Van Baren and were blame
ing the financial troubles upon the Sub«Treasury system
which had not even gone into operation, The signers of the
address called on the industrious producing classes «= me-
chanies and agriculturalists -- to sustaln the cause of

60 October 10, 1840.
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equality in opposition to the powerful foes standing for
pfiviloge. Let everyone be iﬁformed that General Harrison
represented those who avowedly stood for restoring special
privilege to the banks and that the choice was between the
Vhiges and rule by the banks, and the Democrats and rale by
the people. Harrison's electlion would mean the restoration
of Federallst poliecys furthermore, he was unsafe on the
abolition question. In short, his election would mean a
triumph of "Northern Federalism, Bankism, snd Abolitionism"j
it would bring into power a political party whose ascendency
would be "fatal to the rights and institutions of the
South"; 1t would be followed by a strong federal government,
a high tariff, a nationsl bank, internal improvement at
federal expense, and the subversion of the rights of the
states and the liberties of the people. A circular letter
accompanying the address called on Alabama leaders to set up
a counter-organization to inform the people of the true

nature of the coming election.®l The address and cirecular

61 Circular snd Address of the Lemocratic Delegation in
Congress from Alabams, quoted in Washington Daily Globe,
May 23, 1840, In July King presided over a Washington meete
ing of Southern Democrats who drew up an address declaring:
“The true course of the South 1s to reject and repudiate all
connection, direect or indirect, with abolition and its al-
lies, It is, to vote for no man for any office in the Gov-
ernment, who will not openly renounce and denounce 2ll con-
nection with abolition, direct or indirect, snd pledge him-
self to exert all the powers vested in him by the Constitu-
tion and laws, to protect the constitutional rights of the
slaveholding States."  Address to the Feople of the Slave-

holding Sgatgs by the the Democratic Hepublican Members of
mgress from oae - 55656S (M. D., 15405, p. 10,
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letter produced criticism in some quartars,GSMSut undoubted=
1y helped save Alabama for the Demoerscy in November.

King's personal views about the presidential contest
are revealed in s June letter he wrote to & correspondent in
- Sampson County, North Carolins., Harrison, he said, had been
"assoclated in principle" with the party which favored broad
construction of the constitution, a protective tariff, and
the construction of internal improvements at the expense of
the national government. Moreover, it was notorious that a
large portion of Harrison's friends looked forward to his
electlion to Insure the reestablishment of & natlional bank,
Harrison's nominstion, King said, had been procured by a
union of Federsallsts, intl-Masons, and abolitionists, and he
might be considered the cendidete of that "holy combina-
tion." No southern man, therefore, could =fford to emlist
under the Whig.hannar-es

King was detained by illness at the Virginle springs
during the summer of 1840, but arrived in Alabama in time to
take pert in the finel stages of the campaign.® He pre-
slded over the Alabama Democratic Convention held in early

62 Washington Dally National Intelligencer, June 2,
1840. ;

63 %illiam R. King to Willlam McKoy, June 30, 1840, in
An Address %o the Citizens of the Fifteenth Electoral Dise
trict (Broadside im the North Cerolina Collection, Univer=-
sity of North Carolina.)
64 Huntsville Democrat, September 19, 1840.
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October and made a speech about two hours in lénsth in wvhich
he exposed the "numerous humbugs" being practiced by the op=-
position Lo confuse the people and vindicated Van Buren from
charges made sgeinst 1im.%% Later that momth he defended
ﬁha-adminiatpation in & three-hour speech at Cahawba, Ac=
cording to ome newspaper, even the Whigs blushed with shame
vhen King defended Van Buren against charges of protracting
the bioﬁida Var, of condemning Lieutenant Hooe on Negro tes-
timony, of malnteining 2 standing army of 200,000 men, and
of extravegant expenditurea.e6 Van Buren won Alabama'’s
electoral votp but lost the presidency to General Harrison.

Shortly after the presidential election of 1840, a
joint session of the Alabama legislature met to choose &
successzor for King vhose term in the Sensate expired in
March, 1841. King's opronent for the post was John Gayle,
his o0ld friend of days gone by but now & member of the ¥hig
Farty. Although the Democratic Party had sufficlent
strength to vote King lnto office on a joint ballot, the
Whige were asble to delay the election until after the presi-
dentiel election had been held., They hoped that Democratie
legislators from countiea that voted for Harrison would feel
obligated to vote for Gayle., The ¥thigs, therefore, followed
a policy of obstruction during the early daya of the legls-

lative sesszion. The Demoerats, on the other hand,

656 Tusceloosa Flag of the Union, October 7, 1840.
686 Wetumpka Southern Cpisis, November 7, 1840.




. 180
maintained that the people had spoken in the Augist election
so far as the state legisleture was concerned. Some objecte
ed to King's support of the Sub-Treasury plan and insisted
that the decision of Alabama in the presidential election
should be considered im regard to this guestion. The oppo-
sition attacked King further by asking what he had done dure
ing his twenty~-one years in the Senate to make him indise
pensable, They charged that he had actually done very lite
tle during his long service. King's defenders, in answer,
pointed to his career as proof of his fitness for the of-
fice., He had helped Alsbama especially in hils work deasling
with the publiec lands and in his support of Fresident
Jackson., Despite the delay foreced by opposition maneuvering
and déspite attacks on his record, King was elected over
Sayle by a vote of 72-55. Legislators stood behind the
party that had supported them in August,sv Some were charge
ed with violating the faith of the people of their counties
in supporting King after the counties had voted for
Harrison, but they maintained that they had been instructed
in the August election to vote for King.ea

King began his fifth term in the Senate just as the
¥hig Party came into control of the executive department for

the first time. As a member of the opposition party he was

67 Tusealoosa Flag of the Union, November 11, 18, 1840,
68 1bid., December 2, 1840, quoting ¥oblle Advertiser.
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to follow a different course from that he had earlier pur-
sued.
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