
CHAPTER V .. 
NE~ I SSUES AND NE~ A~BITIONS 

In 1835 Y~og rote nlth ap , roval of the Alabama legis­

l ature f s nomination of Hugh Lawso11. V hi te for the presidency, 

but predicted that various causes would work in f avor of 

Mart in Van Buron and probably 1nBure hi s su ccess in obtain-

ing the Democratic nomination for President . JuQgo ~hito , 

he said, was one of the purest men in politics , and, despite 

hi s limited i P1ormation , po~aeo6ed respectable tnlent s . 1 As 

King predicted, the 183b convention chose Van Buren f or its 

cun<.:idatc, ana King gav e Van Bl•ron his support . ihcn King ' s 

loyulty to the Jackson party had been questioned in 1835, 

tho Globe repor ted him "o.s firm a party man e.s any in the 

Senate" ond a friend of Van Buren . PJ.rthermore King pl edged 

himsel f to support "tho ticket most likel y to carry the e­

lection against the oppos1tion. rr 2 Dur ing the pr esidential 

cnmpoign Ki ng predicted that Al abama woul d give Vo.n Buren a 

good ma,jor 1ty and v:ould h l:lve given him a gr eater one eAcept 

for the .,ridicul ous Troasury c1rc'.ll~1r" iss·1od during tho 

canvass by the admini s tration of Andrew J a ckson. Georgia, 

he declared, would probably bo lost becauso of poor manage­

mont on the part of Democratic l eaders . The el~ct1on would 

1 \ 11liom a .. King to John Gayle , ~Jarch 5 , 1835 , Copy in 
~ 1111run R. K1~ Coll ect,j,on , Al a·oama. I·eptlr.t ment of Archives · 
and History . \llcreinaft er cited as King Collection . ) 

2 \.aahington De.i l :y: Globe , ttovember 7 , 1835. 
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depend on Pennsylvania , and millions woul d be spent t here to 

wrest 1t from the Democrats . If Pennsylvania wore l ost to 

t :re Democrats , that nva1n r idiculou:l fellow He.rrison° v.oul d 

b~ perched in· the president.!. a! chair t1hero he v.:oul d serve s.s 

a mer e catspaw for other leaders . nFrom su ch a c~lamity 

Good Lord deliver ua , " he impl ored. If Ilarr1son v:ere elect­

ed and James Buchanan defeated for the Senate 1n Pennsylva­

nia , Ki ng pledged himself t o l eave public lifo forever . 3 

Fortunatel y for K1ng , Van Buren defeated all threo of the 

¥.hig candidntes , \, ill1am Henr y liarri ~on , Hugh Lawson ~ hi.te, 

and i":ani e l , "~ ebster . King was in ~ ashington on M11rch 4 , 

1837, and offered a t oast to t he V~ Buren administr a t i on: 

"The coming administr ation, shoul d it equal that whi ch has 

just expired , in maint aining the honor and promoting the 

best i nterests of t he country , it cannot fai l to command the 

respect nn<l confidence of the American people . " 4 

As a r eward for his services t o the Democratic rarty , 

Van Buren offered King tho post of in1ster to Aus tria in 

March, 1837. He chose to remain in his Sennte seat , how­

ever , and deoJ.lned to accept the proffer ed post . Ho was in­

f luenced in making the decision bv the fear that hia a ccept ­

ance of tha position woul d be interpreted as a re~ard for hi s 

3 Ki ng to James Bucha.nun; October 5, 1836 , in James 
Buclunun Coll ection, t he .Llistorical ..;ocletr of' Pennsylvania. 
( Rerein~fter cited a s Buchanan Collection .} 

4 \lashington Dail::f Gl obe, March 16 , 1837 . 
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services in the 1856 campaign . Tho Vienna mission ~ould have 

been particul arly agreeabl e to him, but he coul d not accept 

it under t he circumstanc es , nor could ho accept any other 

office at the hands of Van Btlr en. 5 

\·.hile on a trip to Al abama in the spring of 18:37, King 

received a seriou s cu t on the head . Tho stage on which he 

~as riding upset ; 6 King was pi tched on his h ead , his skull 

was l aid bare, and he suffer ed temporaz•y insensibility . A 

doctor who was on the stage treat ed his injuries and, af ter 

a Short del ay, King r.as permitted t o continue the j ourney . 

He spent several weeks with r el atives in Tus cal oosa res toring 

his ushattered nerves , and mental debil1ty . "7 

In the meantime , tho panic of 18:37 h ad str uck t he United 

St~tes . Far~ pri ces fell , banks and other businesses f ail ed, 

and unemployment was widespread. General suffering prevailed 

t hroughout t he count ry , and s ever al states ~efaulted on their 

public debts . Describing conditions in Al abama, Ki ng wr ote: 

ttTimes here are sadly · out of Joint . Al aba.mo. from bei ng one 

.of the most prosperous States of t he Union, has become one 

5 ~ash1ngton Daily National Intelligenoer , March 13, 
1837; Tus caloosa Flag Q! ~ Union , May 22, 18:39 , quoting 
.Pottsville {Pennsylvania. ) Emporium • 

. 
6 V.ash1ngton Daily Gl obe, March 29, 18:37, quoting 

Cha.rleston Courier . 

7 King to Buchanan, June 3 , 1837 , .Buchanan Collection . 
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of' the most embarrassed. "8 He feared the effects on society 

and gover1men t , f or peopl e wero in such pecuniary distress 

they might resist the due execution of the lnw. He himsol f 

had su.ffered personal d1strcsn ; he had an entire crop of cot­

ton on hand which 1xoul d "scarcely sell a t any price. " Con­

sequent l y he l"<as forced t o praotioo "rigi d economy. n9 Vtell 

might he cur se the depression , both f or personal r easons and 

as a r epresentat i ve of Alabama. 

The panic of 1837 as produced by a complex of causos . 

Among these wore overspecul ation in land and overexpansion 

i n business and transportation. Cre,lit had been made easy by 

numerous state banks v·hose easy credlt pol i cy was sti ul atcd 

by the doposi t of .federal money that President Jacl{son had 

v•i thdrawn f r om the Benk of t he Oni ted States . The p~lrchas­

ers of public l ands 1n the West a nd the promoter s of canal 

buil ding wer e especiall y guilty of overexpansjon . The panic 

was preci pi tated by two measures of the Ja.ekeon ad:m.inistra-

tion , the Specie Circular and the Di stribution Act . The 

Specie Circul e.r ordered, with minor exceptions , that onl y 

gold and silver be accepted in paynwnt for public l ands . Its 

effect on the banking system, which h ad b een furiously pl"int-

1ng bank note.o to meet the demands of the speculative boom, 

8 King to Asbury ~lckins~ June 1 , 1837 , in Miscella­
neous Personal Fs.por$ , "nnuscripts .. ivision, Library of 
Congress . 

9 King to B~chanan , Jur.e 3 , 1837 , Buchanan Collection. 
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v~a~ i mmediatel y seen . Bank fail ures came v.hen public land 

purchasers called for ~pec1e. In e.n of!'ort t o meet the un­

ususl demands for opDcle·, br4nks called 1n l oans a.n<i the 

\hole community suffered. The Distribution J.\ct , lilcewise, 

had an unfortunate ·infl uenc e on t he banking sy st~ because 

ln pz•ov:ding f or t he distributi on of the federal surplus 

amon g the s t ates it c aused t he "'ithdra~al of .funds fr·on 

bank~ that were a lre udy suffering distresa .lO 

Kl ug rightly plnc cd the c ause of the t r oubl o ~hen he 

charged that 1•overtrading and tho most extravagant gambling 

specu.lations(l threatened r'-lin to almost every br~nch of in­

dustry . l:le coul c. not agree \c;1 th those ·ho maintained that 

the removal of the deposits and the destruction of the Bank 

of thG United .>tates had produced the t r oubl e , but he joined 

those v.ho denoun ced the .. ~pecie Circular . 11 He haa. long felt 

that the specie.re~ui~a~ent was poor pol icy end had op~osed 

it in the Sen ate . In 1836 , King questioned Thom!ls llt.\rt 

Benton ' s . ~esoiut1on in favor of specie payment s ; ho later 

c rJ.lled the Specle Circul ar 11 ridicu lous . 1112 He charged that 

thG ., .ise" scheme had come from 'l'om Benton anct asked the -
question , "'hen will our rulers l earn l isdom?n King 

10 Harol d Underv:ood Faulkner , Amer ican Ec~nomic . .Iiatory , 
.F'1.t'th edition (Ne\\ Y0 rk: Harper and Brother s , 1 943 ) , pp . 
167-168 . 

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

12 Register of rebates 1!1 Congr ess , 14 volumes (\ ash­
ington: Gal e s ana. .... oator:... , 1825- 1837 ) , XII , 1 271-1272; King 
to Buchanan, October 5, 1836 , Buchanan Colle ction . 
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regr e tted t hat Gener al Jackson had refused to l isten to the 

disinteres ted advice of h i s f~iends and that Van Buren, ou t 

of a sense of loyalty to Jackson, h a d failed to remove t he 

objectionable fea t u res of t he Circul a r . But , said f~ng, to 

attribu te the whol e tro~ble to t he Spec ie Circular was l ike 

tra cing the expl osion of a volcano to the explos ion of one 

grain of powder . The Specie Circular , however , had the ef• 

feet of h a stening t he crisis . It h&d done no good and to 

the full extent of its power had worked mischief . "May God 

deliver us ," he con cl uded , "from the experiments in the 

curren cy. ul 3 

King as gr eatly concerned lest the financial cri s is 

cause a split in the Democratic Party . In the excited s t ate 

of the public mind , Congr ess might recharter the Bank of the 

United States , and such a step wou l d almost certai nly spl i t 

t he party. A tremendous stor.m, he s a i d , thre~t ened the par­

ty ship . His friends u r ged him to seek shelter from the t ur ­

moil in the haven of the governorship of Al abama , but h e de­

clined to do so . If t he party ship was desti ned to founder , 

he woul d prove a faith~ll sailor and go down with her .l4 

Pr esident Van Bur en called a special s ession of Congress 

for September, 1837, to adopt measures for the r elief of t h e 

government . King t~ck l~ttl6 part in the d ebates bu t gave 

his support to the t wo most urgent bil ls that came before the 

13 King to Buchanan, Jun e 3 , 18 37 , Buchanan Collecti on . 

14 l;bi d . 
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Senate, a bill to suspend the distribution o£ surpl us money 

to tho states and a bill to permit t he issuance of treasury 

notes to r eplenish funds in t he treasury .15 

The President also sugges ted a new plan for the handling 

of government funds . He called for the deposit of govern­

ment money in agoncies of the government r ather than in pri­

va te banks . Known as the Independent Tr easury System; the 

plan was d ebated d.uring the 1837 special session and approved 

by the Senate, but the bill f ailed of passage in the House 

of Representatives . 16 It as brought up on l ater occasions 

and finally passed in 1840 a~ the Independent Tr eaRurv ~ct . 

Thro~ghout the fight , King gave his support to the In-

dependent Treasury scheme, and freel y expre3sed his vie·s on 

the subj ect ._l 7 Defending himself against accusations of a 

member of the Alabama legislatur e ~ho charged him with fail­

are to obey the instructions of the Alabama l egisl ature to 

vote for the insertion of a specie feature into the bill ln 

1837, King declared that he had voted t o insert the specie 

clause in the 1837 bill and had voted for t he passage of the 

entire bill. Ana he had vot ed against the removal of the 

15 Regi s t er 2! Debates , XIV, 45 , 75 , 422. 

16 ~·~ XIV, 105, 499- 500. 

17 Ibid., XIV, 511; Congressional Globe, 108 volumes 
(" asbington: Globo _Office , 1834- 1873) , Vl , 264; VIII , 141. 
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specie cla~se in 1838 . 18 LUring the debates thet preceded 

final pessage of t he bil l in 1840, he expressed hi s v1 ev s 

fully . He f avored a p l an v:hich would not subject the govern ... 

ment to t he inconveniences arid l osses consequent to depen­

dence on s t a t e banks . They engaged in ruinous spe?ul~tions 

w 1 ch deranged the business of the country anc terminated in 

the refusal to redeem t heir notes in specie and to ret~rn 

public money pl aced in them for safekeeping . He f avored the 

coll ection of r evenues in specie so as to onable the govGrn­

ment to meet its obligat ions ac cor ding to t ho requiremcntn 

of the constitution . He had no intention , however , to in-

terfere v.>ith s t ate banks . Thei r regulation and control vJere 

left to the st ates v:her e they properly belonged. "\. e aro 

content, u he _decl ared , "to a ct within our constitutional 

spheres -- so t o coll ect , keep , and disburse our r evenue , as 

~ ill enable us t o meet , i n good faith , all our obligat ions , 

and not again subj ect ourselves to the taunts and sneers ••• 

that t he Government was a bankrupt concern, because it coul d 

not compel t he banks to pay over tho depos1ts . nl 9 His ob­

ject was neither to har.m state banks nor to bring about ex­

cl usive specie ci r culntion. He ~anted to r ef orm, not to de­

stroy. He f avored a mi xed convertible currency with suff i ­

cient specie for neoesnary transactions . All clas ses , 

18 v illi run R. King to Editor , February 20 , 1839, q'loted 
in Tuscaloosa Fl ag of ~ Union , March 13 , 1839 . 

19 Congr es s ional ulobe , VIli (Appendix), 339. The f ull 
spee ch i s reported on pages 338- 339 . 
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especially thoso who lived by the s\eat of their brow, woul d 

have cause to rejoice at such a reform of the currency. King 

vaa a sound aam1n1stration man on the Independent Treasury 

system. 

King cont inued to favor graduat ion and pr e- emption, 

measures designed to give benefits to the purchasers of pub­

lic lands . 20 Speaking on pre- emption in 1838 , he said he 

f nvored giving set tlers on the public domain their homes and 

their little improvcme,n t s in order that they might support 

their families . Further than this , however , he \Jas not will­

ing to go . He did not ~ant a law so loosely ~orded that 

peopl e co~ld go through t he country ana take up th6 best 

lands undor pre- emption for the purpose of selling at a pro­

fit . His object was to bentfit t he h onest , industrious set­

tler and cultivator only. For this reason , he f avored re­

quiring act..tal residence a.nd evidence of c ultivation of corn 

or other crops . Such a r equirement ~auld not be unfair to 

t he.settlers , f or it would entitle them to the bounty of buy­

i~g their choi ce of land fo: the minimum price. He wanted to 

protect thi s class of peopl e in their rights t o lands and to 

guard them agnlnst being d riven f r om their homes by heartless 

speculators . It v.ou.l d not be unJust, hov.ever , to reou11 .. e 

that they shan good faith by occupa.noy . 21 

2o Re~i ster of Debates , XII , 1030- 1031; Congressional 
Globe , VI , 130. 

21 Congressional Globe , VI , 140-142 . 
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King maintained a state right s viewpoint on internal 

improvements and opposed excessive expenditures for that pur­

pose . During the late ' Thirties , Congr ess was constantly 

faced by the auestion of ~hat to do about appropriations for 

the Cumberland Road. King called t he road "an old offender 

against t he Constitution and la of the land , " and sought to 

keep appropriations for it as small as pos sible .22 

In the mid- ' Thirties the slavery question came to tho 

front as one of the most persistent subjects of discussion. 

Sever al aspects of the subject , including a dispute over t he 

sendin.g of incendiary abolition literature to the South, a 

dispute over the right of petition, and conflict over the 

annexation of Texas after it won ita independence , troubled 

the nation . King , who had spoken little about slavery in 

eurlier years , was forced t o t ake a stand on these issues . 

As a l oyal Southerner and a slaveowner , he defended the 

sl ave system against what he felt •ere unjust a tta cks . 

The dispute over inc endiary publi cations came to a cl i­

max in 1835 when a shipment of abol ition literat ur e ~as taken 

out of the Charleston, South Carolina, post office and ~~rn­

ed. t hen Congress reas sembl ed, John C. Calhoun moved that 

the question of incendiary putl1ost1ons be consi j ered by a 

sel ec t committee . King objected to referring the subj ect to 

n s el ect committee because s uch a procedure ~oulc give "a 

22 Congressional Globe , VI , 145; see a l so Regis t er .of 
Debates , Xll , 722- 723. 
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greater degree of i mportancen to t he ,luestion than he thought 

necessary . Congress had the po or to re~ulate the mail s , 

and the proper pl ac e to start an i nvest igation was in the 

Post Office Committee . He felt that ther e vas no disposi ­

tion on t ho part of its members nto have t he public mails 

prostituted t o the purposes of fanatico . n If that co:mm.ittee 

did not properly discharge i t s tru st , however , some other 

mode of constitutionally restraini ng tho circul ation of 

these "mischievous publ i cations'' should be devised. Hi s 

constituent s , he pointed out , wor e a lmos t as deeply interest­

ed in the s l avery question as any other port ion of t he coun­

try; neverthel ess , he was wi lling to rel y on the northern 

states to put <1own the incendiar y publicati ons at home . 'rhe 

govern.'Tlent , he declared, had no right to 1nterfet'e v•i t h t he 

sl ave question, but it was the duty of the Post Office Com­

mi ttee and Congr ess to put an ond to tho transmission of abo­

lition literature through the maila . 23 Despite t he oppos i ­

tion of King and other Southerners 1 Cal houn ' s motion to r e­

fer the subject to a sel ect co~ttee was adopted. This com­

mittee reportod a bi ll to prohibit postmaster s f r om r eceiv­

ing and t r ansmitting printed mat eri al s the circul ation of 

v•hi ch vas prohibited by state or territorial l avl . The bill , 

if passed , noul d h ave given individual states t he pot er to 

dictat e what mail s ·were delivered wit hin t heir bounds . I t 

23 Regis t er of Debates , XII , 26 ; 30- 31 . 
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was defeated , however, King voting ~ith the minority . 24 

Nevertheless , littl e more \"as heard of the aueat1on because 

postal authorities used discretion in the handling of s uch 

mails . 

Abolition petitions were a. more persisten t source of 

tro 1ble . Again , King took a moderate but firm stand. He 

advised the South to t ake a moderate view and c Alled on the 

North to co- operat e in quieting the dangerous ngi t atlon . He 

earnestl y desireQ t o avoi d al l possibl~ excitement; conse­

quently , he DUpport ed motions that peti tions be r ead and re­

jected . I n doi ng so he dlffered with such Southerners as 

Cal houn who ar gued t hat such petitions shoul d not be received 

at all. King ~poke s everal times in support of James 

B·~chanen ' s motion thctt a Quaker memor i a l calling for the abo­

l i tion of sl ~very i n the District of Columbia be received 

end r e j ected. If t he Senate fo l lo-.,ed such a course , said 

King, 1 t ~·ould say to a l l abolitionis t s tha t no action other 

than rej ecti on coul d be expected from any such memorials . 

Let the peti tiona be heard,. but 1f t hey call ed f or "inter­

meddling with the constitutional r ights of any of t he 

Stat es , " they ·aho:ll d be s t amped with the di sapprobation they 

deserved . To receive and r e j ect t ho petition v·ould deny the 

demands of the pe t i tioners wit hout violating t heir rights . 25 

King ' s speech of March 3 , 1836, voiced somo of the 

24 Ibid., XII , 33, 383, 1737 . 

25 ~., XII , 100, 209- 210, 579 . 
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soundest thinking dis~layea ci uring tho pe.ti tion controversy . 

He noted, first , that any discussion of t he slavery question 

in Congress had a strong tendency t o increase the provr~l ­

lng excitement throughout t he country and to add to the mis­

chief whi ch the fanatics ' ho sent them vtere anxiol~S to pro­

duc e . Hence he favored a course which v·ould give the pe­

t itioners no pretext to ar gue that the constitutional right 

of petition had been deni ed, yet would refus e to t,ive the 

slightest countenance to their "wil d and extravagant vlews . " 

Such n CO\lr s e \'tOUld serve to di spose of the pet! tioners 

,.1 t hout excitement and v;O\ll d show them that 1 t \\as a hope­

less task to secure any 'l.ction .!'ron Congress on t he s..lbject . 

He admitted that some Southerners wero pledged not GO vote 

for recepti~n of such petitions , but he coulC: not a gree with 

them tha t refusal to recei v e wa s the strongest action tha t 

could be taken . If the s cred right of petition wore de­

ni ed, many well-meaning citizens would array themselves on 

the side of the petitioners ~hose rights had been denied . 

They vould ~ite with an enterprise ~~th which they would 

not otherwise join. To deny the right of pe.ti tion would bo 

t o shift the odium f r om the petitioners to the Sena t e for 

l ts deni al of their constitutional right of petition. Even 

if he a0..m1 t ted the constitutional right of rejecting the 

petitionD , which he did not do, King woul d hesitate to rec­

ommend s~ch a course because of expediency. Already ngents 

v.ere distributin·g literat ure and pouring out money to sub­

sidize presses in an effort to bring the full pover of 
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abolition sentiment to bear on Cong~ess ~lth the design of 

forcing congresnional actlon. "Jilent contempt" 'NOUld check 

this movement , but auch dis cussion as ha('i been in progress 

ould stimula t e it . Nothing should be done , he saia , to 

defeat t he end which most senators had in View of quieting 

the troublesome question . 

King said the strongest vote against the petitioners , 

the one best cal culated to quiet the agi t ation in the pub­

lic mi.nd, to put down the agi tato~s and to prevent f 'lture 

recurrences of their misgui ded attempts to dlst~rb the peace 

of the South, was to rej ect their prayer at once and ohow 

sach m£n that their hopes of influencing C~ngre ... a V'er e de-

lus1 ve . 

\ e roeeive from the citizens of the United 
btet es ~ho present them3elvee here , bo they 
fanatics , 1neend1ar1es , or mi staken zealots , 
tho expression of their ~ishes; but we go 
not one step· turther; we tell them that the 
prayer of their memorial i H ur..reasonable , 
and cannot be gr anted; that to grant it would 
be contrary to the obligations of our uuty; 
that it ,~·ould be a violation of tho constitu­
tion, and against every principl e of justice; 
and we therefore stamped it ith our unquali­
fied reprobat1on . 26 

King l ooked "1th confi~eoce on the wisdom, virtue , and 

patriotirun of the ma jority in the North to aid in putting 

6o't. n the evil spirit and had no fenr , v.hich some Southerners 

professed to have , of the result . He recognized that a 

storm was brev.ing, b ..:tt hoped tho.t 1 t ~:ould pas~ harmlessly 

26 !bid., XII , 716 . ':l.'he entire speech is founG. on pages 
714 to 7-zr:-
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by and l eave a purer and fresher r,.tmosphere . Let all cherish 

the kindl y feelings of oaoh section for the other , anc the 

union '' Ould be preservec... , "upheld by a community of feoling, 

of interest , an<! of origin, as ··ell as the ennobling recol­

lection of the history of our common country . n27 

King declared, hovJeVt,r , tha t the South 1 oul o not permit 

its ri~~ts to bo interfered with. If abolition should in- . 

duce CongreGs to l egislate on slavery in such manner as to 

thre·tten southern peace and safety, that section woul d con­

sider the cords ; hich bound the union together severed. - ne 
asked his northern friends to beAr this in mind and c~ lled 

on them to use every poYer in their command to put an end to 

existing excitement before it produced further mischief. To 

t hose northern l eaders ~ho were ~orking to put Co"n t~e dan­

gerous spirit of abolition, he expressed hi s gratification. 

King denied that abolition co1ud be carried out in the 

District of Columbia ~lthout violating an i 1plied pledge to 

Virginia and Maryland that such action woul < not be taken . 

These s tates woul d never have given land for• the D1 stri ct 1f 

they had thou&1t abolition woul d over take pl ace . They oul d 

not have committed an aet so dangerous to slave property 

within their borders . Good faith , sound policy, and the 

constitution forbade action upon slavery in the L~strict . 

King said, moreover , that abol ition ~ould accomplish no 

useful purpose . If lii strict .owners became convinced that 

27 Ibid., AII , 717 . 
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slaver y v.as to be aboli shed , t 1ey v;oul d sell t heir s l aves t o 

t he South; ol aves >oul d bo d r i v en fr om homes that ~ere dear 

t o th em and f r om mas t ers ,·ho had r eared t hem to toi l in a 

dist ant l and under the control of a n ew mas t er. The free 

Negroes i f abol i t1on took pl s ee woul d constitute a umiser e.­

ble , depr aved, and dcgr c.ded11 group i nstead of b eir g "well­

fed , val l - clothed, h appy , and oontent edfl Bl aves . Could 

pi o 1s ref ormer o desir e suCh a change? 

To hi s fri ends i n t h e South King said that 1f t he t ime 

over arrived ~hen Congr ess shoul d i nt erfer e with Rl aver y h o 

,·,oul d be amone; t he f irs t to r e si s t ~tith all the means in -hi s 

po\ er all encroachment s upon their right s . For t h e pr esent , 

holl" cver , he fel t t h a t rec ept i on of t he petition and r ej ection 

of , 1 ts demands v·o'tlr serve the best i nterest s of' t he Sout h 

wi t hout abridgi ng the right of peM.t i on . 28 

The "null i .fiertt pres s in Al abama. , v.-hich took the Calho..tn 

view about the pet iti on a , critici zed Ki n g ' s a t o.nd and uph el d 

the Calhoun contention that petition s shoul d not be r eceived. 

He was def Ended , however , by those i n the s tate v·ho r ecognized 

the t he was defendi ng the r ight of petition ane not t he sub­

ject mat ter of the petit 1ons . 29 I n v1eY of the bitter contro­

versy cau sed in t he House of Repr esent ati ves by the so-called 

"Gte Resolut i ons , " King-'s moeer ate progr r .. rn s eems to h ave b en 

a s ensibl e met hod for ro~~lating t he r ec epti on of peti t ion s . 

28 ~., XII , 717- 721 . 

29 'rus cal oosa. !•'l ag of lli union , .f<'ebru ary 20 , 1836 . 
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In December , 1837 , :::>enator Benjt.'min Swift of Vermont 

introduced a m~orlal and resolutions of the Vermont l egio­

latui•c oppo sing the annexation of 'fcYas or the oc1mlssion to 

the union o~ any ne.,.· slave state, and asserting that · dongross 

had the constitutional ~uthority to abolish $lavecy in the 

District of Col,~bia ~nd to prohib~t the interatat~ slsve 

trs.de. Ki ng rose immedi!ltel y ano callod the Vermont memorial 

!'.an i nfamous libel and insult on the So·1.th" from "hatever 

quarter it had come. It spoke f alsely, said he , of the peo­

ple of the South vhen it charged them with disregard of the 

l aws , and he was surprised that any senator ~-ould present 

s~~b a del iberate untruth . As the petition came from a 

state; he woul d not have objected to laying 1t on the tAble 

if the language ho.d not been libelous . 30 Swift r$plied that 

the f~cta ln the Vermo~t memorial had been draln from nera-

papers and that his state wollll1 not be driven from the right 

to express its opinions ei ther by "menac e or invoctive . u31 

Ktng an:r~1ered in a speech of consider.able length ex­

pl nining hl~ vievs . He did not question the right or the 

duty of the Vermont sen~tors to present memorials from-the 

legi s l o.t11re of their ~tate , but warned them thnt in doing so 

they must take the consequence~ if they presented and sus­

t ained resoluti ons anu rncmor1t:.ls " c alou.l a ted to v.ound t h e 

feel1ngsu of those sl andered in the doc:.unent s . thy wero the 

30 Congressional Globe , VI , 39 . 

31 ~. , VI , 108 . 
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Vermont senator s trying to promul gate sl~nder by insisting 

t hnt the eoc~ment s be printed? As state rights men , vOUth-

orners were wi lling to defend the legiti at e rights of 

st~teo t o pr esent t heir viev.s , but they ,,ould not defend 

even a sover ei gn state when 1 t asserteC. "caLunny u.ud falso ­

hoou. " None woul d c.tt.ompt to defen d the l anguage of t he 

Vermont report; he held in contempt all those who cal l ed 
the J 

Jouth a degr aded peopl e . The southern stat es h ad l i ttle 

pride in the nfru.ternal embrace" of such peopl e ; ,)o~.ltherners 

felt ~..hat their ov.n st&."t;es s t ood "as high in honor and moral 

'~orth us any in the Union . u 32 

The Vermont r esol utions l ed John C. Cal ho'xn to intro-

duce resol utions declar ing in part that the Constitution 

hod been ad<?pt oc... by nfree , independent, and sovereign 

States , 11 t hat t he s t c.tes had reserved the "exclusive anG. 

sole r i ght over their O\m domestic institut i ons , " that the 

CE..ntrnl government v1as a "connnon agent u o!' the states to 

carry out delegJ.ted powers , t hat oth er states v.ere r10t j us­

tified in attacking s l avery v.h cr e 1 t a l ready existed, and 

that intermeddling wit h s l averv in the Dis trict of Co l.:unbl a 

or the terri to.ries ,.-.-ould be ua direct a.nd danger ous at tt1ck 

on t ho i nstitutions of a l l the sls.vehol dl ng states . n33 

32 Ibid., VI, 108-109 . The r esolutions were f inally 
t abled . -

33 ~. , VI , 55. 

~ 
t 
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King . pol<:e in f u.vor of tl.mi votod for f 1 v e of the Calho..m 

resolutions . 34 In his ~ peech he ceclareu that his sole de­

!Jire r as to "alley the e:<.ci te:fl.ent !t 1n the coun tT'Y and r..o put 

a stop t o the "spiri t of abolition . n He had gi ven hi ~ votes 

to the Cal houn re~olutiona because they repr~ 1ented the 

11 true pr inci p l es of the uoverrlJ"lent , " but he was •i lli n g t o 

accept mo,.• i fi cat.1on s to make some of tht..m more a c c(;)pt a.bl e t o 

northern senators . The ,:;ou t h ll.nted no protection .for its 

institutions . It onl y \fanted to be let alone . 'rhc peopl e 

of the South depreeat·ed the _s lav~ry o.ue!ltion from no pet'sonal 

fear , b".lt from ..... fe .-tr thPt t 'e uni on would b e destr .y ed by 

continued intermeddling v 1 th 1~lghts secu!'eo by the connti tu-

tlon . If the adopti on of the Calho,m r e so l utions f ailed to 

rl.CComplish t heir pul~posQ , if ml ser bl~ , <lel uded men were . . 

sble to connect thems6lves ,.,1 th party pol1 tics to prod tee 

resul ts adverse to the interesi;s of the South, ho was pre­

p'lred to ro :li s t them with as rnuch force as any man 11 v1ng . 35 

Again in January , 1839 , resol ,tion of the Vez~ont le~-

isl atu.r e were presen ted oppo ,i n g the annexation of 'rexas and 

favorin~ the abolition of s l avery in thd Distrlct of Colxmbia 

und the i ntersta te s l ave trade . King again came co the d e-

fenso of th~ 3outh, decl ring th~t the union 40U1d no t last 

t y·ont y - four hours i f 'the prayers of t hE> rGsol ution wero 

34 Ibid ., VI , 74, 91, 88, 91 . - . 

35 Ib~d., (Appendix) , VI , 60- 62 . Five of t he Cal houn 
reso lutions were adopted by large ~njor1ties . Ibi~ ., VI , 
74, 81, 88 , 91 . 
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adopt ed . In such an event, he roul d inst ~ntly ret'rn to his 

constituent s and tell them that the compact was broken , t he · 

constitution viola t ed and their property t ~ken away from 

t hem, and th~t as their representative he could r ender them 

no furt hor servi ce where b.e was . He cou.l<1 not cons ent to 

the circulat ion of resolutions hose ob,j ect wo.s to onco,trage 

peopl e to send out wore memori al s seeking 1nterforonce with 

>n.atter s tho.t did not belong to them ~ The .:>outh did not need 

advice from the Vermont .1egislature or from anyone else. 

Tho resol •.1 t ions Vlere tabled because of the op.L'osi !;ion '>f 

King and others. 36 

King wns fir~t o1octed President pro t em of the Senate 

at the cloae' of the fi r st sess1~n of the Tw~nty-fo~rth 

Con~ross , and ~~s rc~lected to that of fice until the close 

of the T~enty-sixth Congr ess in 1841.37 Before tha t he had 

been o ~lled upon m~y times to pr eside over the Committee of 

t he t.hole o r over t he Senate in the absence of the presiding 

officer . He was r ecogni zed as the foremost eypounder of 

acna t o rul es , and h ::.s decis i ons were s eldOln que~tioned. 

~·hen he took t he chair for the second time in J anuary , 1837, 

ho made o. short speech whi ch 'tummed up h:ta feeling toward 

the Senate and his beliefs about the dut i e s of n pre siding 

36 ~., VII , 109- 110 . 

37 Regi ster of Debates , XII, 1914 ; XIII , 618 , 1038 ; 
XIV , 551; CongresSional Globe , VI , 490; VI I I , 502; IX, 225 , 
231; v~ ashington Daily National Intell1gE>ncer , February 26 , 
1839 . 



offic,r . Said King : 

The Sen ate of the Gni ted St o;..tes ,. gentlemE~n , 
is from lts vory organization, the greot 
conservative body of this republic. Here 
is the strong citadel of l iberty. To this 
body the j.ntell igent ana the virt...tou .. , 
throughout our r ide- spread country , look 
with conf idence fo r an unv ave ring and un­
f linching resistance to the encroa chments 
of power on the one hand - and the efferves­
cenc e of popular excit"'lli6nt on the other' . 
!Jnawed and unseduced , 5. t should firmly main­
tain the Constit~tion in its purity , and 
present o.n i"~·pregnable barrier against every · 
at t ack on that sacred inst~~ent ; come it 
from what quarter it may . The demon of 
faction should find no abiding place in this 
chamber , but every heart and ev l ry head 
shoul d be vholly occupied in advancing the 
general welfare , and preserving , unimpaired ; 
the national honor . To insure success , 
~entlemen, in tho discharge of our high 
duties , we must command the confidence and 
receive the support of the people . Calm­
deliber ation, courtesy toward each other , 
o_rder and decorum in debate , Vli l l go far , 
very far , to inspire that confidence and 
command thut support. It becomes my duty, 
gentlemen, to banish (i f practicable) from 
thio hall all personal e.l tercation; to 
check, at once , ev ery remark of a character 
personallv offensive; to preserve order , 
o.rHi promote h armony . 38 

1 67 

By the l atter part of 1838 , interest ·as developing in 

the 1840 election. In November King wrote his niece, 

Catharine Ellis , urging her to have her husband interest 

himsel f in t he 1839 Democratic Convention at Tuscaloo sa and 

to secure adoption of r esol utions "approbntory of the admln­

istration of Mr . Van Buren , and nominating him fo~ election. 

Associating v'i th him the great Tecun1seh Ki ller Lnichard M. 

38 Resi ster of p~bates, XIII, 618 - 619 . 
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Johnson! or such other l ittle gr eat man , a s they think pro­

per . " Pennsylvani a , snid he , was ready t o move in the mat­

ter as soon as the ball -v·as put int o moti on. 39 v.hether h e 

v.as referring to himself when he spoke of any "other l ittle 

grent manu i s open to conjecture. Al abama nominat ed him for 

t h e vice presidency in the 1839 convention and Pennsylvania 

was hi s other ma jor s tronghold. The implication, therefore , 

that King was referring to h1 . self i s very s trong . 

Support for King for the vice pr esidency gained con­

siderable strength in 1839 . After the Al abama Democratic 

Convention endorsed him for the office in January, Democrat­

ic nev spapers over the state began to come to hi s support. 

For exampl e , t he Cahawba Southern Democrat endorsed him as a 

man of pure Democ r a t i c princi pl es , an abl e pr esiding officer 

in the Senate, a gentleman with a fine order of intellect, 

and the represent ative of a state whi ch had not wavered in 

its s~pport of the Democracy . 40 The Tuscal oosa Fl ag 2f ~ 

Union declared that no man had served the party of Jackson 

longer or with more fi delity and that no man bore a more 

irreproa chabl e character t han King . He had oft en presided 

over the Senate in an able manner and deserved to be el e­

vated t o the vice prea1dency. 41 'fhe Democrats of Dallas 

39 King to Catharine Elli s , November 18 , 18~ 8 , King 
Collection. 

40 March 16, 1839 . 

41 March 27 , 1839 . 
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County endorued him as a neighbor ~ho had boen equally 

f aithful to the poor and the ri ch , h d ful f'illed his duties 

as a citizen wi th scrupulous correctness , an6 had passed his 

"'hole life i n such spotl ess puri ty that the breath of slan­

der had nover dared to touch ~im. 42 

\bi l e tho Al abnma press was boosting King a t home , his 

friend Buchanan was pushing him aa o. candidate i n .Pennsyl­

vania . Buchanan furnished his friends wi th biographical 

materi al about King whi ch t r ey in turn gave ~ide circ ll ation 

in t he Pennsylvania pres s . 43 Buchanan ' s correspondents 

y·roto encouragingl y of King ' s chances to vin ~ennsylvan!a's 

support at tho convention if his crunpaign VIas conducted 

wisel y . 44 Tho Lancaster lntelligencer, the Harri sb.J.rg 

Keystone , and the Franklin Tel egraph advocat ed King, and 

their comments -vwere widel y copied. 45 Tbo E.arrisburg Ko:y:­

stono , u~in~ material probably furnished by &1chanan , de­

clared that K~ng by his "unwaverin' devotion to the pure and 

patriotic princi ples of the Democratic creed" and "his gen­

tl emanly deport ment and urbanity of mann art' had endeared 

42 Tu~ caloosa F'l ag of ~ union , December 18 , 1839. 

43 George Plitt to J ames Buchanan , ~arch 14 , 1839; 
.Uenry ~ elch to Buchanan, April 15, 1839; A. K. .cClanaho.n to 
B-.tchanan , J '1ly 6, 1839 , e.ll in Bt..1chano.n Collection. 

44 Plitt to Buchanan, ~arch 14, April 23 , 1839; ' 1lliam 
B. Le~is to Buchanan , June 1 , 1839; Geor ge s . \ horton to 
3~chanan, September ~0 , 1839, all in &Jchanan Collection. 

45 .Plltt to Buchanan, March 14 , 1839; nelch to 
t3..lchanun, Apri l 15, 1839; McClanahan to B·,chanan , J l ly 6, 
1839 , all in ~uchanan Collection . 
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himself to tho party. Moreover, Al abama had remained firm 

for the Democra cy ~hen other states had wavered largely bo­

cause of King ' s influence. King h~self , said the paper, 

had ever been an ~ble defender of popul ar rights and lib­

erty . 46 The Lancaster Intelli~encer presented a similar 

viewpoint as did other pro - Klng newspapers in Pennsyl .. 

vania . 47 

King wrote Buchanan in J ne , 1839 , that ,ho had not 

moved a finger in his ovn behal f and had sought to avoid 

cOinmitting his friends , fearing that when the nomin~tions 

were made they would be disappoint ed and mortified. He as­

s~rcd Buchanan that he woul d give his support to any candi­

date chosen by the party " ithout one feeling of regret . 1148 

\1riting to a. Mobil e group who had invited him to a 

dinner in his honor, King declared that ho had ever been a 

member of the part y of Jefferson ,. and had opposed t he Alien 

and Sedition Acts in their day and the gag rule at the 

present time. He felt that the onl y security for the rights 

of the states ·was 1n confining the a ction of the sener a l 

gov ernment 11 to the powers ex12ressly granted, and to such 

incident a l powers as vero plainly and undeniabl y necessary 

46 ~oted in Tus caloosa Flag of t he Union , March 27 , 
1839 . 

47 See let ters to Buchanan cited above . 

48 King to Buchanan , June 29 , 1839 • Buchanan Collec­
tion . 
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and proper to co.r r y the grrmtod powers into effect . " He hnd 

ahu:rys been a state rights .man, a stt•ict cons tructionist who 

hunted up nno vagr ant pov.rer on whi ch to bottom legislation. n 

Believing that every depart ure from the constitution had 

been attended vith sorious evils , he had opposed the united 

Stat es Bunk., 49 internal i mpr·ovements , and t hE; prote.cti ve 

tariff. Strict adherence to the constitution was t he only 

"effecti ve shield" to protect the South against "the unprin­

cipleu. effort s of those who wou.ld ith a demonia c spi rit" 

involve the s ection in the horrors of a servile war und 

drench its f air fields with bl ood . If the gener al govern-

ment shoul d ever use its powers to t ake away the constitu-

tional right s of the South and enact l egislation to enrich 

indus try at the expense of all other interests , the days of 

the union noald be numbered. King s aid he had given his 

cordial support to the Van Bur en administr ation and ~ould 

continue to do so as long as the President f ollowed his cur­

rent pol icies . 50 

Three otht r candida tes wer e considered strong contend-

era for the Democratic vice pr esidential nomination: t he 

49 The opposition press quickl y pointed out that King 
had voted for the creation of the Bank of the inited St ates 
and had been converted to the opposition view much later . 
Mobile Commercial Register, Ju l y 31, 1839, quoting Mobile 
Chronicl e . 

50 King to Mobile Co~nittee , May 26 , 1839 , quoted in 
'l1us calooea Fl ag .Qf tho Union , June 12, 1839. 
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incumbent Richard M. Jolmson of Kentucky , James K. Polk of 

Tennessee , nnd John 14'orsyth of Georgia . A movement devol -

oped f airl y early , hovevor, in favor of deposing Johnson be­

cause of t h e feeling that hi e pr esence on the ticket woul d 

weaken 1t . 51 This mqvement gave the other candidates a 

be t ter opportunity to seek the positi on. Vi illiam B. Lev.is 

vrote James Buchanan 1n June , 1839 , the.t it Vlas evident 

Johnson would be dr opped. He v. ould, therefore , f avor King, 

v·ho was v el l - q_ualified for t he pl~ce . .King , said Lev. i s , had 

al ways been a true f r iend of the party und was a s much en­

titl ed to share lla J20:rt1on of t he honors" as any other per­

son . 52 King earl y recognized the opposition he f aced and 

kne~ that he might not be chosen. He felt that ~orsyth as 

being supported by executi ve patronage and tha t ?olk had t he 

ba cking of Benton and other powerful men and ·oul d be a 

s trong contender for the pl ace , es peci ally i f he won t he 

governorsh ip of Tennessee . 53 

Before the Democratic National Convention met in 1840, 

King ' s hopes for the vice presidential nomination had been 

daahed. He bad hoped t o recei ve s trong sapport from his 

native state of North Carolina , but no s entiment devel oped 

51 Johnson ' s popul arity ~as weakened in the South be­
cause of hia associat ion with a llegro mistrass . 

5 2 Lcvris t o Buchanan~ June 1 , 1859 , Buchanan Collec­
tion . 

53 King to fucbnnan , June 20 , 1839 , Buchanon Collec­
tion . 
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in his favor . Some county meetings i n liorth Carolina en­

dorsed Pol k , but even Duplin end Hanover counties in King 's 

old congressional district f ail ed to endorse King . Nor cid 

the North Ce.rol1na press come to hl~ support . Finally , the 

north Carolina Democratic Convention , meeting in January , 

1840, f ailed to ond.orsc a vice prosidential candidate . 54 

King conceded that Polk would become the party nominee if 

his friends could convince the leaders in other states that 

he ~as the choice of North Carolina. Litt le au he cared for 

the office, he was mortified to find that his friends in 

, ilmington District had not come out for r~ and hnd silent­

ly abandoned the field to Polk. If t hey had only given 

their support , he complained, nothing coulG have prevented 

his nomination a t the "Great Convent1on. " 55 

Apparently King CO!ld have had the endorsement of the 

Pennsylvania Convention. He declined it , ho~evor , and the 

Pennsylvania Democracy then endorsed ftichard M. Johnson a t 

its Mar ·ch convention . King wrote his niece on ~March 6 that 

he was now out of the contest . The race woul d be between 

Johnson and Pol k , an~ his friends in the middle and eastern 

syates ~ould give t hei r support to Johnson. The Penn sylva­

nia Convention, a maj ority of whom were his friends , hau, 

54 Fayet tevi l le North Carolinian, November 23, Lecernber 
14, 28 , 1839 , January 18 , 1840. 

55 , King to Thomas Keman; November 28 , 1839 , quoted 1n 
.alter M. J ackson, Al abama ' s First United St ates Vice­
~resldent ( Decatur: Decatur Printing Company, 195~p . 24 . 
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with hi s concurrence , e. lready endorsed Johnson . He blamed 

~olk for the defeat of his aspirations . If Polk had not 

been actuated by selfish vievJs and had been content to re-

main as governor of Tennessee , King felt that hi n own nomi ­

nation would hava been certain. But Polk had "thrust him-

self for?.ard , u and the res.1lt was the probable emergence of 

Johnson as the party nominee . 56 King protested that re felt 

''no anxiety to obtain the situation" and felt no mortifico.-

tion at his d efeat , but his harsh criticism of Polk shows 

that he s~ffered consi derable disappoint ment at not being 

given the Democratic nominotion for the vice presidency. 

Andrew Jackson , still a power in the Democr atic Part y , 

was using hi ~J influence against the nol!l.inati on of Johnson 

and in favor of Polk. Johnson, he said, v·oulc. bo a "dead 

weightu upon the party . A s electlon for the vice presidency 
' alioul d be one to give strength to the ticket ins tead of 

~eokness . I olk would help to car~y the southern and western 

states . Forsyth or King , he noted , would be stronger than 

Johnson . 57 

\ hen th~ national Democratic convention met in May , 

1840, Van Bu.ren v-a.a chosen as the presidential nominee , but 

56 King to Catharine l l lis , M~rch 6, 1840, Ki ng Col­
lection; see al so John \ • Forney to J~'le s Btlchanan , 'March 5 , 
1840, buchanan Collection. 

57 Andrew Jackson to Amos Kendal l , April 16 , 1840 , in 
John Spencer Bassett , Correspondence 2£ Andrew Jackson , 7 
volumes ( ~ashington: Carnegie Ins titution , 1926-1935) , VI , 
58 . 
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the committee in charge of nominations reported that the 

st' tos wh1 ch had supported Van B.1ren had failed to ngi"ee on 

a single nrume for the vice presidency and declined to make a 

choice bctt.oen those that had bc\.n proposed. A motion from 

the f loor to accept Johnson ·was voted down ; consequently , 

each state ~as giv en the opportunity of supporting the can­

didate of its choice. The Democrats hoped, ho~ever , that 

support wou.ld devel op in .favor of one of the prominent can-

didates so that the stat~s could unite later and give him 

their 1.mited support . 58 

Apparently bolicv1ng that Johnson had n better chance 

for tho office anc. desirous of insuring party hnrmony , King 

shortl y roqueAted that his name be withdravm from tho race 

and asked nevspaper editors to take his name 'from tho mast ­

heads of their newspapors . 59 One .of the laot newspapers to 

carry out h1 s "ish was Y illirun Loy·ndes Yancey ' s ~ etumpka 

Southern Crisis which accepted Johnson y·ith great reluctanco. 

Perhaps , said Yancey, if military fame and achievements had 

not been heralded to the peopl e as pro~enting ~trongor 

claims to office than civil qualifica tions , King might have 

been more fortunate 1n bringing his claims forward . King ' s 

cla.in1s v ero not founded upon servlce on battlefields , b>J.t on 

G8 \ ashington Daily Globe , r,.ay 5, 1840; Huntsville 
Lemocrat , J.fiay 23 , 1840 ... 

59 Tusculoosa Fl ag of~ Union , .T.ll y 1 , A'.tgust 12, 
1840 . 
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a l ong ca reer of "at l east equal usefulness to his fel low­

citizens in t h e hall s of the Senate. nSO I n vie'' of the elec­

tion r esults i n 1840 , King might nell have been happy that 

tho "Tecu.mseh Kill er" had been brought fo r ward in preference 

to himself . 

Though he had f ai l ed to wln the Democratic nom~nation 

for the vice presidency , King took an activo part in the cam­

paign. In May he joi ned several members of t he Al abaoa con ­

gressional delegation i n sending out an aduress to the Demo­

cratic Party of Alabama, in which they pointed ou t the ex­

traordinary exertions that woro being used to mislead the 

p~blic ~nd in the coming el ection. The .D~ocro.tic Party was 

facing not only the ol d Federalist Part y , disg'ltised as Whigs , 

backi ng Gener al Harrison but al so the whole banking power of 

the country .. Four- fif t ho of tho press had surrendered t o 

this immense power and were playing up Harrison anu attack­

ing Von Buren. '~ agon l oads of political propaganda \·:ere 

boing sent out , and organi zations were baing s et up all over 

t ho country to promote the banking interests . The banks , 

said the address , ~ore oven increasing the pressure to pro­

&~ce hard times in or der to injure Van Buren and were bl am­

ing the financial tro~bles upon the Sub- Treasury system 

•,dlich had not even gone into· operation. The signors of the 

addres s cal led ·on the indu3trious produci ng cl asses -- me­

chanics and agricultural ists -- to sustain the cause of 

60 October 10 , 1840. 
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eqtH\11 ty in oppos1 t1on to the power ful foes stunding for 

pr1 vi lege. Let everyone be informed that General i.tarrison 

repr esented those who ~vo~edly stood for rectoring special 

privilege to the bnnks ana that the choice was bet~een the 

\.higs an<.1 r l l e by the banks , £lnd the Democrat s and rule by 

t he peopl e . llarrison ' s election ~ould mean tho restoration 

of Peder alist policy; furthermore, he \i8S unsafe on t he 

abolition question. In short , his election ~ould mean a 

triumph of 11Northern Federalism. rlankism, and Abolitionism"; 

lt oula bring lnto powor a political party whose asccndency 

wo11ld be nrnto.l to tho rights and institutions or· the 

Sou.th"; it v.ould be 1'ollowcd by a strong federal govP-rmnent , 

a high tariff , a nhtional bank, internal i mprovement at 

federal ez.pense , and t he s ubversion of the rights of the 

states and the liberties of the people . A circular letter 

accomp&nying t he addres s called on Alabama leaders to set up 

u counter- organization to infor'ln the people of the true 

nature of the coming elec tion . 61 'J.lhe address and circular 

61 Circular and . ddress of the 11emocratic Delegation in 
Congress from Alabama , quoted in ashington Vailz Globe , 
?1tay 23 , 1840 . In July .King presided over a ash1ngt on moet ­
lng of ..,outhern Democrats 'l!ho orew up an addr ess declaring: 
11 '.rhe true course of tno .:::;outh is to reject and repndi ate all 
co~~ection , direct or indirect , 1th abolition and its al­
lie~ . It is , to vote for no men for any office ln the Hov­
Crrl."ncnt , \".bo rlll not openly renounce. ano denounce all con­
nection v 1 th o.boli tlon, direct or indirect , ~.nd pledge hlm­
':3elf to exert al l the powers v e'lteo in him by the Constitu­
tion and laws , to protect the constitu tional rights of the 
~lr.tveholoing States . " . Address t~ .!!!.!!!. Peool o of ~ Slave­
hol ding ;:>t ntes , 12z tho Democratic •tepublican tlembers of 
CongrP.SS from fhose States (n . p . , 1840) , p . 10. 
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lotter produced criticism in some ouart ers , 62 but undoubted­

ly hel ped save Alabama for the De.mocr~\ cy in I~ovember . 

King ' s personal viev•s abo11t tl.~.e pr esi dential contest 

are reveal ed in ' Juno l etter he wrote to R correspondent in 

Sumpson County, North Carolina . Harri son , he said , hao been 

''associ ated in pr1noipl e 11 w1 th the· party vhi ch f avored broad 

construct i on of the constitution, a protective t Ariff , and 

the construction of internal improvements at tho expanse of 

the national government . Moreover , 1 t WE.lS notorious that a 

large portion of Harrison' s friends l ooked rorward t o his 

election to in.-111re the r eestablishment of a national bank. 

Harrison ' s nomine tion, King said, had been procured by a 

union of Feder~lists , hnti- Masono , and abolitionists , and he 

might be considered the candidate of that tthol y combi na­

tion. n No southern man , t herefore , coul d afford to enli st 

under the \ hi g banner. 63 

King nas det ained by ill ness a t the Virgini a springs 

ouri~g the sumwer of 1840, but arrivea in Alabama 1n time to 

t ake par t in t he final stages of the campo.ign. 64 He pre­

sided over the Alabama Democratic Convent ion h el d i n ear ly 

62 'Y ashingt on Dai l Y Nat ional Intell igencer , June 2 , 
1840. 

63 ~. 1lli o.m H. King to Yi illiwn McKoy , June 30, 1840, i n 
An Address t o t he Citi zens of the Fi f t e.ent h El e ctoral Dls­
tr1ct ~Broadifd"e-ln tho- .NOrffi Carolina Gollectlon, 0"niver­
si t y of Nor th Carol ina . ) 

64 Hunt sville Democrat , September 19 , 1840 • 

• 
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October and made a speech about t wo hours in l en gth in v•hi ch 

he exposed the "namerous humbugsn being practiced by the op­

posi tlon to confuse the people and v1nCl1cs.ted Van Buren from 

charges ntade against hl~ •85 Leter th~t month ho defended 

tno administration i n a three- hour spe~cn at Caha~ba . Ac­

cording to one newspaper , even· the ¥ h1 gs bhu.hed v 1 th shrunG 

~hen King defended Van &~ren aGainst charges of protracting 

the r lorl do.. \,ar , of condemning Lieutenant Hooe on Negro tes­

timony, of' maintaining a standing al"'DY o!' 200 , 000 men, Pnd 

o.C ez.travc.ga..."'\t expend1tures . 66 Van Buren Yon Al sbF.:·na ' s 

electoral vote but lost . th6 presidency to General Harrison . 

Jhortl y tfter the prosidentlal el ection of 1840, a 

joint session of the Al.tbama legisla.tu rG met to choose a 

ouccessor for Ki ng v·hose term in the Sen~~te expired 1n 

karch , 1841. King ' e op~onent for the poRt ~as John G~yle, 

his ole. friend of day s gone by but now a member of the ¥1h1g 

Party . Although the Deno ern. tic Party had suf fi ci e.n t 

strength to vote King into office on a j oint ballot , the 

\ r.t.igs ,..ore able to delay the el oction until aft Gr tho presi­

dential election had been held . They hoped that D~mocrct1 c 

legisl ato r s f r om counties that voted f or Harrison v1oul d fee l 

obligated to vote for Gayle . Tho ; higs , theref or e , fol lowed 

a policy of obstruction during the earl y 0ays of the legis­

lative session . 1he Democrats , on the other hand, 

65 Tuscal oosa Flag of~ Un,ion, October 7 , 1840 . 

66 \ etumpka Southern Cr isis , November 7 , 1840 . 
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main tained that t he p eople had spoken i n t h e J\u.g .t at el ect ion 

so f ar a s tllo s t nt e l egisl et ure " a s concer ned . Some obj e ct­

ed to King ' a s 4pport of t:h e Sub- Trea s ury plun and innis ted 

that t he decision of Al ubo.ma i n t h e pr esident i tl electl on 

shoul d be con s idered in regard to this quest ion . The oppo­

sition a t tacked King further by aski n g ~hat he had done dur ­

ing his t went y - one y ears ln -the Senate to make him lntli s ­

pcnsablo . 'lbey char•ged that ho h ad a ct l d l y done very lit­

t l e during his long s ervi c e . Ki ng 1 s defend er s , i n o.ns~. er , 

pointed to his caree1~ a s proof of' hi s f itness f or tho of ­

f lee. ile h ad helped Al abama especially in hi s wor k dealing 

v.i t h the publ i c land s and in hls support of Pre s .:.dent 

Jackson. De spite t h e delay for ced by opposi tion ~une~vering 

and despite a t t acks on hi & recor e , King was e l e c ted over 

3.ayle by a vot e of 72- 55. Legi al !lt ors s t ood behind the 

party tha t had sup,.. ort ed them in A'1gust . 67 So1;1e t;ere charg­

ed ,.,1 t h viol a ting the f'ai th of the peopl e of their count i es 

i n s~pporting Ki n g aft er the count ies had voted for 

Harri s on, but they maintained t hat t hey h ad been ins t ructed 

i n the Au~ust el ection t o vo te for King . 68 

King began h1s f i f t h t erm in the Sena t e jus t as the 

~hig ar t y came into con t rol of t h e executi ve de9artmen t f or 

the first t i me . As a member of the opposi t l on party h e wa s 

67 1~scaloosa Fl ag of the union, November 11 , 18 , 1840 . 

68 Ibid . , De cember 2, 1840 , quoting Mobile Advertise~ . 
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to follow a di f f erent course trom that he had earlier pur• 

sued. 

\ 
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