CHAPTER IX
"MODERATE"™ CHAMPION OF SOUTHERN RIGHTS

William Rufus King had not appeared in Vashington when
the first session of the Senate was held on December 3,
1849, but, sinee the House of Representatives wrangled for
several weeks over the speakership, his presence was little
neededsl The Senate did little business while the House
took vots after votes King had left Selma, Alabama; £or
Washington but had been cetained in Montgomery by a severe
cold. He, nevertheless, took a keen interest in what was
going on in the capital, He found it hard to understand why
Southern ¥higs would support Robert Charles Winthrop, the
¥hig candidate, for the post of Speaker: "From the bottom
of my heart do I curse them for abandoning the 3outh to em-
brace the interest of a party vhich they must know is labor-
ing to deprive it of its constitutional rights. ¥inthrops
election will give a death blow to settling the slavery
question upon anythirg llke a fair aompramiao.“2 Winthrop,
however, was not elected, and the House choice for Speaker

eventuelly fell upon Howell Cobb of Georgin.5 King took his

1 Qoggreagé%na; Gégbe, 108 volumes (Washingtont Globe
Offlcﬂ, 4- ’ » y

2 Williem R. King to A. Saltmarsh, December 12, 18490,
Copy in ¥%illiam R, King Colleetion, Alabama Department of
Archives and History. (Hereinafter cited as King Collec-
tion,)

& Congressional Globe, XXI, 66.
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seat in the Senate on December 27 where he had already been

chosen Chairman of the Committee on Foreign Relations.4 He

was chosen for the post in recognition of his long and able
service in the Senate =nd hls experience as Minister to
France. But the "all absorbing subject® of the session waa-
to be, not foreign problems, but the slavery cuestion.

Only one important measure came before the Foreign Re-
'1atioﬁa Committee during the session, the ClaytoneBulwer
Treaty. This treaty had been negotiated with England and
provided that neither the United States nor Englend would
attempt to galn full control over an lsthmisn cenal or to

fortify it and that neither country would colonize, occupy,
5

or exercise dominlon over any part of Centrsl America.
King led the adéministration forces in the fight for rati-
fication of the treaty and Seeretary of State John M.,
‘Clayton gave him much credit for its success. He wrote King
expressing gratitude and pointing out that the tréaty had
been necessary "to maintain amicable relations with Great
Britain,"®

Out of his support for the treaty grew one of King's

4 Congressional Globe, XXI, 40, 85,

5 ¥William M, Malloy, comp., Treaties, Gonvegtigng, in-
ternational Acts, Protocols snd Agreements betwe h
United btates of America end Other Powers, 1776-1909, 2

| volumes (vasnington, Government Frinting Office, 1910), I,

I 659-663.

6 John M, Clayton to King, May 23, 1850, in Leglslative
| Records, National Archives.
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few guarrels with his 0ld friend James Buchanan, Their
‘chief disagreement over the treaty stemmed from its terri-
toriel provisions. King found the selfedenying provision
acceptable, but Buohapan oprosed it. King wrote Buchanan,
"1 am decidedly opprosed to any further aéquisition of Terri-
tory at this time in sny quarter, and I never expect to live
to see the day when I shell be willing to have any portion
of Central America snrnexed to our Government." King thought
Central America's remote situation and mongrel population
would keep the United States in constant difficulties withe
out bringing adequate remuneration. Already the United
States was too large for 2 harmonious working of the system.
After witnessing reguits produced by recent accuisitions in
the ﬁest, King regretted "most sincerely that it was ever
dismembered from Mexico." ﬁhat vere its gold mines and 1ts
commerce when "welghed in the balance against the embittered
strife of section against section, conseguent upon its ac-
quisition?™ He feared that the strife ennexation head
brought would sap the foundations upon which the union rest-
ed and might lead to a violent breﬁking of the union.

Hence, he felt it hazardous to add any more territory. In
agreeing to the treaty, he sald, the Unlted S5tates was en-
foreing the Monroe Doctrine, for it secured the prnmiae of
Great Britain to abandon her protectorate over the MHosguito
Indians and not to colonize other parts of Central America.
"The treaty as 1 conceive," said King, "accomplishes all
that we ought to desire, vwhile it strengthens the position
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we have heretofore taken, and avowed to the world.," MNost
Demoeratic senators, he said; had maeh the same fooling.7
Unlike King, Buchansn opposed any treaty which permitted
Great Britain "to limit our progress on this continent
‘throughout all future time,"® :

In December, 1849, Congress was faced with a variety of
pressing problems growing out of the slavery question., Cal-
ifornia was demanding statehood urider a constitution which
farbado slavery, and the territorial status of New Mexico
and Utah needed to be determined. Conflict threatened over
the Texas-New Mexleco boundary. Southerners, moreover, were
demanding a more stringent fugltive slave law, and Northern-
ers were demanding 1ogialatioﬁ against slavery and the slave
trade in the Districet of Columbia, The sectional naeture of
these questions and the sectionsl allignment in regard to
them were obvious., Southerners, guite naturally, opposed
the admission of Californla as a free state, the organiza-
tion of the two terrlitories in such a way as to exclude
slavery, and tampering with slavery in the District of
Columbia; they favored a more adequate fugitive slave law.

Northerners, on the other hand, favored the admission of

7 King to Buchanan, May 5, 1850, in(John Bassett Moore,
The Yorks of James Buchanan, 12 volumes (Phliladelphlat
Tippincott, 1908-1¢11), Vflis 381-382, (Hereinafter cited

as loore, Yorks of Buchunen.
8 Buchanan bto King, May 13, 1850, in 1ibid., 3B5-384,
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Californis with its free state constitution, the organiza-
tion of Utah and New Mexico without slavery (or at least
without guarantees for 1t), and abolitlon of slavery and the
slave treade in the Ilstrict; they vigorously opposed & new
fugltive slave law, King advocated a policy of moderation
aﬁdlconailiatiun and sought to secure adoption of a progrem
that could honorably be accepted by both sections,

In Jeanuary 1850, the debate on sectional guestions
waxed, but Xing hbpod a settlement could be reached that
would maintain the honor and constitutional righta of the
South. To accomplish this result, he proposed that the
South unite as a body and force fenatics to allow the mode
erates to meet on grounds of compromise. He wrotes

I must say that 1 still cling to the hope
of an adjustment, provided it is made ap-
parent that the South, the whole South
without division, stand together az one
man, 7This slone will cause the Fanatics
and unprincipled aspirants for political
power to pause, and thus enable the pa-
triotic men of every section to meet upon
grounds of compromise, and thus settle this
agitating questionb God grent that such
may be the result.

Henry Clay, in the spirit of compromise, presented his
famous resolutions on Jamuary 29, hoping that, taken togeth-
er, they would permit en amicable settlement of all ques-

tions in controversy between the sections. His resolutions

9 King to George ¥Washington Gsyle, January 15, 1850,
in Fles of the Alabama Governors, Alabama Department of
Archives and History.
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called for admission of California with its free-state con-
stitution, organization of territoriael governments for the
o terr@torisa without adoption of any condition in regard to
slavery, adjustment of the Texes boundery with compensation
for Texas, abolition of the slave trade in the District of
Columbia, and passage of & more effectual fugitive slave
law, Slevery in the District of Columbia was not to be aw
I bolished, nor was Congress to interfere with the Interstate
slave trade,10

King soon joined the debates which grew out of the reso-
lutions. Though he did not agree with Clay on all points,
he sald that the raaolutiona had been brought forward with [
good intent and deserved attention. In & speech that the 1
Union cslled "calm, dignified, and statesmanlike," he depre-
cated the fact that so much feeling was being shown by some
members of the Senato.ll Such waes unbecoming to the bdody.

"I am Gisposed to yield," sald King, "all I can, in honor ==
ell I cen without the sacrifice of essentlsl rights -- in
order to settle this /The slavery/ guestion.” He hoped that
the resolutions could be used as a basis for setilement, and
that committees would be used to discuss the various prob-
lems snd iron out differences. The resolutions would lead
members on all sides to investigation sné perhaps to a sebt-

tlement that would preserve the rights of all and restore

10 Congressional Globe, XXI, 244-246,
11 Washington Daily Union, February 2, 1850,
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harmony to the union. Vith wisdom growing out of long ex~
ﬁorianeo, he urged hig fellow senators "to keep as far as
possible within those temperate and calm limits which ought V/
to.be practicable to all, in the discussion of guestions in
the Senate of the United Stetes which are of the utmost im-
portsnece.," "No good results," he said, “[;hm§7 from angry
disenssion upon any question."lé _.

Throughout the following months the slavery guestion
continued to ocoupy most of the attention of.Congreas and
caused great excitement. In February King labored to induece
ﬁhe North "to open her eyes to the dangers" which faced the
country., He began to hope that Northerners would cease

their aggressions before it was too late and permit an agree-

ment which the South could honorably aecept.13 King hoped
that a united South would force the North to make conces=-
sions. By March, however, he was writing of divisions among
the southern group., Leaders of that section, he said, gene
erally favored 2n extension of the Missourl Compromise line
to the Pacifie; but, knowing that this conoosﬁion could not
be obtained, they were turning their attention to other
modes of adjustment. These plans included the creation of a
new stete from Texas, the purchase of disputed lands from

Texas, the creation of a territorial government in New

12 Congressional Globe, XXI, 250.

13 King to A. 3altmarsh, PFebruary 27, 1850, Copy in
Eing Collection, Alabsma Department of Apchives and Lilstory.
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llexico without the mention of slavery, and the separation of
California into two parts, one below the compromise line and
one above., King lauded Daniel Webster's famous Seventh of
March speech, but eriticized John C. Calhoun's March speeoh--
because it pushed things "to an extreme,"14

King's April letters were characterized by deep de-
apondency. He blamed divisions among the southern people
for the fallure to secure thelr constitutional rights. He
charged that the "baneful spirit of party"” had divided and
distracted them and had encouraged the North to contlinue its
aggressions. 5o long as the South scemed to be presenting
en undivided front, northern meetings had been held to de-
nounéd the abolitionists and to call on Congress to respect
southern rights, But union was lacking in the South now.
Enowing this, northern fansatlicas had little to fear and con-
timued to atteck the South., They kept up the agitation be-
cause thelr only hope for political elevation was in keeping
the slavery controversy slive; they did not want the gques
tion to be settled because it was their reason for exist-
ence., Calhoun's death had been a blow to the South, for

there was "no man more devoted to l1ts interests than ha.“15

14 King to James Buchanan, March 11, 1850, Buchanan
Collection, liistorical Soclety of Fennsylvanla,

15 King to M, P. Blue, April 11, 1850, in M. P. Blue
Collection, Alabema Department of Archives and History; King
to J. B, Clarke, April 29, 1850, quoted in Huntsville Demo-
crat, May 23, 1850,
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Eing's speech, made in opposition to the immediate ade
mission of California, was characterized by both éonciliaa
tion snd firmmess, a love of the South and a greater love of
the union. He declared that California was still a territoe-
ry and that it would remain one until the actlion of Congress
made it a state. He wished the slavery question settled on
a "reasonable basis®™ so as to restore "fraternal relations
snd harmony." He would yleld anything conslstent with his
duty to his constituents and his country, but he would not
be driven to adopt a course which he belleved would nelther
53 beneficial to the country nor put an end to aglitation.
If outsiders attempted to interfere with southern rights,
Eing warned, there would be no division among the people of
the wronged section. They would stand shoulder to shoulder
in feaistanns to oppression, He hoped senators would not
goad the Sputh to desperation. People in that aoction were
ready to sacrifice everything that could reasonably bs ex-
pected of them, and even more, to preserve the nation. But
if they were driven to axtremities; they would be compelled
"to calculate the value of the Union." Few men, he declar-
ed, had been more attached to the union than he. He had not
taken part in wlld schemes of past years peeause he conslde
éred them vislonary and unnecessary. HNow he trusted there
would be "patriotism, good sense, and fraternsl feeling e~
nough" for the Senate to aect upon the slavery question in
such a way as to restore harmony and peace to the country.

The country was destined to greatness, King said, 1f
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internal dissension could be avolded. But peace mist be
preserved. Internal bickerings, got up in some cases by une
prineipled politiciens for their personal gain and‘carriod
on by fanatles, mast be stopped. He urged the Sencte to act
in such a way that the union oou;d be preserved and its
 destiny fulfilled,® i Dl

King was among the members of a select committee of
thirteen appolnted in Aprll to investigate the various ques-
tlone before the Senate.t’ His great degire was stlll to
adjust the slavery guestion upon such terms és would "save
the honor of the South, and protect her essential rights."
He stood ready to yield all that could properly be surren=
déred "to restore harmony to the land, and preserve...free
institutions,"18 King did not agree with the entire commite
tec report, which included, in essence, the resolntions of-
fered by Clay in January. King wrote Buchanan that he espee
cially objected to the proposed admission of California with
such extensive boundaries and without any restriction on her
right to tex publie lands., Nevertheless, he earnestly de-
sired to support the proposed adjustment and pledged himself

to do so Af some of the more objectlonable provisions were

16 Congressional Globe, XXI, 706-707.
17 ibid., XXI, 780.

18 King to Morgen Smith, April 23, 1850, quoted in
Montgomery Advertiger, May Z2, 1850.
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removed.1® The so-called Omnibus Bill which grew out of the
report was discussed thoroughly during the lete spring and
sumner of 1850, During the long debates, speskers repre-
senting'éll-ahades of opinion occupled the floor.

4s he listened to the debates, King continued to fear

that the vexing problems before Congress would not be solved
until 1t was too late., In June he wrote that the slavéry
guestion was not likely to be settled during that &agaion of

. Congreszj there was too muech fanaticism on ﬁha part of-aha

. Nerth snd too much ultraism on thé part of the South!l3§ad-
erate conservative men both North and South, he feuared,
would Ye in & "lean minorlty" on any reasonable mode of ad-
justment. TUnder the cireumstances, he trembled for the
"permanency of the Unlon." If a settlement couwld not be
made before the session ended, Xing feared that none would
be made because the excitement would become greater and
greater and the feelings of sectional hostility would go on
increasing until "nothing short of divine interpOsitioﬁ“
could prevent a dlszsolution of the union.?C Had the South
dnited at the Deginotng of Ahe ésalon md Genslsed an exe
tenslon of the Hissouri Compromlise line instesd of making
other proposals, King thought the plan might have been

19 King to Buchanan, HMay 8, 1850, in Noore, forks of
Buchsnan, VILI, 282; King to Buchanan, June 8, 1880,
Buchanan Gollection, Historical Society of FPennsylvanla,

20 King to Neal Smith, June 13, 1850, in Gulf States
Historleal Mamaszine, I (July, 1902), 45.
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accepted, but now it was too late, 21
King took the floor several times during the debates
and expressed hlis views on the various compromise issues.
Making his longest speech on July 18, he declared that he
would oppose the entire bill unless it could be modified so
as to convince him that "the rights of the South, the honor
of the South" were to be preserved. As the bill stood it
did neither of these things. As he saw it, not one "solita-
ry provision® in the bill was fully satisfactory to south-
ern men, Still, there were portions of it which would be
accepted by Southerners if other portions were amended so as
to justify them in teking the whole bill collectively.<?
Pointing out that an explenation was necessary because he
differed from many Southerners on the subject, Ling then
enumerated the provisions of the bill and presented his
views on each.
Spesking in January on the abolltion of the slave trade
in the District of Columble, he had saidt
With regard to what is called the slave
trade, I have never seen the day -- and
Senators are aware of it, 1 presume, from
the course I have pursued heretofore =
when I was not willing to pess a law for
the purpose of breaking up those miserable

establishments that exist under the very
eyes of Congress itself, and are so

21 King to James Buchanan, June 8, 1850, Buchanan
Collection, Historical Soclety of Fennsylvania,

22 Congressional Globe, XXI, 1411,
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offensive to many gentlemen, who feel,
perhaps, more sensitive on the subject
than I do. I am free to say that I am
the very last man who would be willing
to encourage such astabliahments.ﬂs
'He reiterated these views, and said he favored sbolishing
slave pens which had been established by speculators in the
District, as the Committee of Thirteen proposed to do. "I
have too high & confidence in the humanity and in the proper
feeling of the southern people to belleve for a moment that
they will condemn me for having done what my conscience, and
wvhat I believed to be my duty, recuired of me . " 24
Admitting that the fugltive slave bill might be defec-
tive, King nevertheless favored this proposal of the Commit-
tee of Thirteen. Some Southerners objected to a provision
of the bill recuiring a slaveowner Po apply to courts of his
own state for a record of ovneraship of escaped slave proper-
ty and to furnish a transeript of the record as evidence of
ownership in the courts of the state to which his slave had
anegped.gs The opponents mainteined that such a procedure
gave the slave jury trial and endangered the effectiveness
of the law, but King defended the provision because "record

evidence" would be respected in the courts more than any

other in courts outside the South. He believed it lmportent

23 Ibid., XXI, 250,
24 Ibic., XXII, 1395.
25 Ibid.’ m’ 947-9480
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that the sentiment of the country should not be shocked by

the exeeution of the laws the provision requiring "record
evidence" would make the bill less pdious, hence more easily
enforced outside the South,2®

King considered the territorial provisions of the Omnie
bus Bill the sources of greastest diffioculty. Here was the
area where opinions vere most diverse. Here he found him-
self dir;sring from some of his close "political friends
and personal associates” whose opinions he respected highly.

King declared that the claim of Texas to disputed ter-
riton§ in the Southwest was 20 good that the United States
could not deprive her of 1t w1thout a breach of faith. Her
; vighta had been rendered perfect by concuest. Hence, he
| fa#ored doing substantlal justice to Texas by giving her a
irqasonable compensation" for her elaim. She had already
shéwn a willingness to give up the territory on a reasonsble
basis. She preferred the land but would compromise for the
sake of peace and harmony. Some Southerners objected to the
purchase of the disputed territory because they feared that
the Mexican law of New Mexico forbidding slavery would re-
place the exlating Texas law legalizing slavery and that the
territory would be converted from slave térritory to free
territory. King maintained that the United 3tates would

recognize the law of Texas over the area by paying gfop

26 1pid.,XXII, 1395, p. 318.
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the Texas territory. Texas law, therefore, would prévail
until changed by positive enactment. And nothing in the
Texas law would prevent Southerners from going to the area
with thelr slaves. There they could remain safely until the
people decided against slavery in a conatitut:;on.g7

King approved the section of the bill that provided for
the organization of Utah and New Mexico. 1t was framed, he
sald, so as to embody the prineciple of nonintervention con-
tended for by the South for some years. It provided that
the leglslative power of the territories should extend to
all rightful subjects of leglslation, consistent with the
constitution and the aect, but that no law should be passed
establishing or prohibiting Africen slavery., Did not this
protect the South? "I hold that we are /Protected/," King
sald, "and that the Territoriasl Leglslature has no power
vhatever to pass any law which destroys that description of
property in that territory. They are bound, on the other
hand, to protect property of every description.” Replying
to those who feared that Mexiean law would prevail in New
Mexico and Utah, King seid he would not fear to carry his
slave property into the area, The Supreme Court, if a test

case arose, would rule that American laws of property were

27 Ibid., XXII, 1395«1396, In earller debates, King
had occupled similar ground in regard to the Texas question,
in opposition to meny southern senators. Ibid., XXI, 867«
868, '
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paramount over Mexican law, 28
King's earlier speeches on slavery in the territories
throw mach light on his thinking. The demand of the South
for the right to carry slaves into the territories was, said
King, a fight for prineciple, "a prineciple lying at the very
foundation" of her "econstitutional rights," involving her
property, her safety, her honor, and all that her people
held dear, For that principle, the South would contend to
the utmost. It asked no act of Congress to carry slavery
anywhere. %hat the South wanted was not the establishment
of slavery by law but security that slavery woulé not be
prohibitod.ae King opposed the doctrine of popular sover-
eignty in the territorles, but he was perfectly willing to
let the people of a state decide for or against slavery when
they adopted a constitution. On one oceasion he declareds
The opinion 1 entertain is this: that in
every territory acguired by the United
Statesa, elther by concuest or by purchase,
every citlzen of every State in the Union
is entitled to participate. %ith regard
to taking slaves there, they can be pro-
tected under any government that may be
formed for the territories by the United
States.... Vhen a territorial government
is established, 1% 1ls only for the protec-
tion of persons ané¢ property and the pres-
ervation of order, and it has no power
whatever to legislate for the destruction

of property..... 1 believe that whenever a
territorial government is established, 1if

28 Ibid., XXII, 1396.
29 Ibid., XXI, 250.
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> persons holding slaves think proper to go-
- there with them, this Government is bound
to protect them until the period arrives
vhen the populatlon is suffieclent for the
formatlon of a State constitution. Then,
we of the South hold, I believe wlithout
exception, that the people thus forming a
State constitution, have a right to pro-
hibit slavery at their pleasare, snd that
Congress has no right to prevent the new
3tate from coming into the Union on that
ground, but can only look to its constitu-
tion to ascertain vhether it is revublican
in character,30
He warned northern senators that the days of the republic
would be numbered if the time ever came when a majority in
Congress rafuaed to admlt a state into the union because 1ts
people chose to have slavery.51
King opposed the admlssion of Celifernia to the union
becanse of the irregular means by which the territory had
been organizod.se He found, moreover, an "insupersble obe
Jection," namely the size of the state. No man in the
Senate, said he, would consider its size proper, yet because
it was to be a free state, meny would admit 1t despite 1ts
size, 3Southerners, sald King, had been prepared "to walve
all objections on the score of the irregularities and Ine
formalities which characterized the formation of that State®
if the boundaries had been within "properly restricted

limits.” King himself desired to give Cslifornia a boundary

30 Ibid., XXII, 479,
31 Ibld., XXII, 907.
32 Ibid., XXI, 250,
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"natural in itself" and very estensive, yet so drawn that
California would not be & virtusl empire, capsble of setting
up a nation within itself., To set up a state with a seo-
coaat of over a thousand miles would be more dangerous to
the retention of that area than any other step that could be
taken. “

As a solution, King proposed an amendment calling for
the division of Californias along the parazllel thirty-five
degrees and thirty minutes. Sueh a plan might result in two
free states but King maintained that the South would not obe
 Jeets If the area proved unflt for slavery and if those who
favored a free state became dominant, they could make the
second stete free at the time they drew up a state constitu-
tion. But, warned King: "Let Congress determine to withhold
‘ from the South all participation in that wheole country e
let them determine to do what is tantamount to the ¥ilmob
" Proviso, as rﬁr'aa that extensive country is concerned --
let them determine on that, and God only knows how long the
peace of thg Country 1ls to be preserved.," If California
were not split, said King, he would vote against the entire
Omnibus Bill., The blame for the bill's defeat would rest
upon the heads of those vwho were unwilling to quiet danger-
ous passions by doing justice to all sectiona,®® The
Senate, nevertheless, voted down King's proposed amendment

by a vote of 37-20. BSubsequently, the Senate, by amendments,

33 Ibid., XXII, 1396~1397.
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rejected all provisions of the Omnlbus Bill except the one
providing for territorlal government in Utah. The remnant
of the emasculated bill was passed on August 1, 1850.34

In the meantime, 2 southern convention had been held at
Nashville, Tennessee, in June, 1850. This convention adopt~
ed a series of resolutions and an eddress. The resolutions,
fremed largely by Jolm &, Campbell of Alabana, embodied o~
‘pinions current among most Southerners. They declared,
among other things; that Congress haé no right to exclude
slavery from the territories but was obliged to protect the
~ property right in slaves; that Mexiean law dld not prohibit
slavery in the Mexlcan cession; that federal authority -
should not be employed to undermine the institution of slave
ery.in the southern states. One resolution, an ultimatum,
declared that "the territories should be treated as proper-
ty, and divided between the sections of the Unlon" if the
North persisted in denying the constitutlional rights of the
South. It sugrested that the o0ld Mlssouri Compromise line
of thirtye-six degrees and thirty minutes would be satisfac-
toiy. Generally speeking the resolutions were moderate in
tone, but this was not true of the address drafted by Robert
Barnwell Rhett of South Cprolina., This manifesto repeated

Calhoun's assertion that passzge of the Celifornia bill
would be ‘q_\li'?&lﬂﬁt to ana'ctmﬁnt of the VWilmot Proviso and

34 Ibid., XXI, 1490-1491, 1504, XXII, 1404,




324
condemned the Clay compromise proposals then before Con-
gress.,  Hoderato Alabemisns generally spproved the conven-
tion resolutions, but some ardent advocates of southern
rights, such as %l1lllem Lowndes Yancey, contended that more

drastic actlion was needed to combat the compromise meas-

ures, 35

King's reaction to the actlon of the Nashville Conven-
tion was positive and forthright. He wrotes

The resolutions adopted by the convention
met with my entire approval. They were
temperate and - dignified and such as become
the body from which they emanated. The
address is as I concelve quite the re-
verse, intended Ly exasperated statements
to inflame the publiec mind and to induce
the people to believe that they have no
security from northern aggressors but by
bursting asunder the bonds by which we are
milted... «36 '

King especielly favored the suggestion that the compromise
line be extended to the Pacifie, but he had already given up
hope that such a plan would be aacapted?v'Seuthernera, he

35 Clarence Denman, The acgessian Hovemant n Alabama
(Montgomeryt Alabama Department of Archives and History,
1933), pp. 31383 Lewy Dormen, Party Politics i Alabama

from 1850 Througg 1860, Fublication of the Ala ama Stata

Tepartment o cthes’ nd Olstory Historicnl and Fabriotic
Series lo. 15 (Vetumpkas Véfﬁﬁﬁigz?r Tinting Company, 194856),
PPs 45;46.

36 King to A. 3altmarsh, August 25, 1850, Copy in King
Collection, Alabama Department of Archives and History.

37 King to James Buchanen, June 11, 1850, Buchanan Col-
lection, Historlecal Soclety of Fennsylvania.
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sald, had good reason to complain against the North for
agitating the slavery guestion snd for trying to deprive
them of their equal rights in the territories. Bat disgssolu-
tion of the union was not the enswer to the problem. Disso-
laution should come only if the majority set at naught the
provisions of the comstitution and deprived Southerners of
thelr essential rights. BSuch a step had not yet been takens
should it be taken, then honor, interest, self-respect, and
self preservation would sll demend that the 3ocuth "separate
from the unprineipled aggressora.“38

President Zachary Teylor diled July 9, 1550, and Vice
President Millard Fillmore succeeded to the presidency.
Thereupon, King was chosen Presidernt pro tem of the 3enate
by the unanimous vote of both parties.>? Such a cholce at
such a time was a real tribute %o King's reputation for
fairness, integrity; and a&bility as a presiding officer, In
his speech of acceptance he promlsed to discharge the dutles
of his office "with felthfulness and impartiality,"40
Shortly before, in his eulogy of Fresident Taylor, he had
said: "I trust in God ... that we shall on this day vow on

the alter of our country to discard all bickering and

%8 Eing to Saltmarsh, August 25, 1850, Copy in King
Collection, Alabama Department of Archlives and History.

39 Vashington Deily National Intelligencer, July 12,
1850.

40 Congressional Globe, XXI, 1370.
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strife, all sectlional dissensions, and live and die as
Americans should, in support of the Unton."4l 1In announeing
King's election, the Nationsl Inte;llgancar pointad out that
he was "a gentleman of ripe exparioncs in the duties which
he had been chosen to discharge and that he was distinguish-
ed by the personal cualitles of uprightness, courtesy and
dignity of msnners. 42 4s presiding officer, King sought to
steer the 3enate awéy from dangerous guestions by strict ap-
plication of rules concerning the reception of petitions
likely to produce diseord. In doing so, he undoubtedly
helped to make Senate sessions more orderly than they had
been praviously.45

After the Omnibus Bill had been defeated by a combina-
tion of extremists from both sectlons vho united to defeat
the moderates, bills were presented dealing with the indi-
vidual issues involved. Votes on these bills were taken in

+ Augnst and September. On August ¢, EKing voted with the mae~

jority in epproving the payment of up to $10,000,000 to
Texas for territory to be added to Wew Mexico; on August 13,
he voted against the admission of California =ms a free
state; on August 15, he voted for the organization of a

41 Ibid., XXI, 13685,

42 Washington Dally Kational iIntelligencer, July 12,
1850.

43 Congressional Globe, XXI, 1390, 1433, 2072,
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territory in New Mexieco,%?

and on September 16, he voted
against the suppression of the slave trade in the Distriet
of Columbia. No record was taken of the final vote on the
 fugltive slave Dill, but King voted for its engrossment,*S
Several months after the compromise bills were passed,
King wrote an open letter to one of his constitutents ex-
plaining his votes and defending his views, He a#id that
his self-respect prevented him from trimming his salls to
"every popular breeze® and violating his obligation to the
common country. He had opposed the admission of Callifornia
because "the people of the slaveholding 3tates were deprived
of an ecual participation in a territory vhich, of right,
equally belonged to the citizens of all the States." He had
attempted to secure a division of the Californi=a tefritory,
but had failed., Like others, he was indignent that such
partial legisletion as the sdmission of California had been
passed, but the step had been taken in a constitutional man~
ner, and the South mist acuyniesce., He had voted agalnst the
b11l to abolish the slave trade in the District of Columbia
after having pledged himself earlier to support such 2 meas-
ure becsuse 1t'ea11od for the emanclpation of 211 slaves

brought in contrary to the law, He would not vote for the

44 The Senate had voted to provide a territorial ggv.-
ernment in Utah at the time most of the Omnibus 5111 had
been defeated. 1bid., XXI, 1504.

45 Ibid., XXI, 1540, 1555, 1573, 1589, 1647, 1660,
. .
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emancipation of any slave in the District regardless of the
eircumstancesy nevertheless, he felt that a proper'bill
would not affect injuricusly slavery in the District. Fle
nally, he sald that he had voted for revision of the Texas
| boundary, believing that he was "promoting the true inter-
ests of Texas and the whole South." Texaes had not been
treated unfairly; no slave territory had becn surrendered to
free soil, unless the people of New Mexico and Utah so de=-
cided when they drew up their constitutions, Sguthernsra
believed that states had this right. Distinguished jurists
of the South believed that owners of slaves had perfect se-
curity in taking their property to the are2,%® In another
letter King wrote that his course in 1850 had been shaped by
three desires: to preserve unimpaired the honor of the
South, to protect its constitutional rights, and to save the
wxion.‘”

Alebamlians split Into two groups as & result of the
compromise measurest the Southern Rights group, or disunion-
ists, and the Unionists, or "submission" group. King's ine-
tentions had been honorable in voting as he did on the com-

promlse measures, but he was denounced by those who belonged

46 King to A. B, Clitherall, June 16, 1851, cuoted in
“ashington Daily National Intelligencer, July 15, 1851,

47 Elng to Tuscaloosa leeting, October 23, 1850, quoted
in Washington Daily National intelligencer, November 7, 1850.
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to the Southern Rights g_mua&a Attribating the denuncistion
to the excited stete of the publiec mind, King, nevertheless,
vas deeply hurt, Be wrote Bachanen as {olilowst

For myself 1 am In & falr way, in conse-
ggence of my vote on the Texes Boundary
11, to e denounced in Alebama as &
submissioninty a eraven surrenderer of
southern rightss snd the disunionlete...

will exert every nerve to inflame the

- public mindy now oo easlly exolbed, A«
geinst me, md @1l others who have mani-
fested a diaposibian to settle if precti-
cable thiz fearfull question,®

de poinﬁed outy, &% the same time, that the oatrﬁgaoua cone-
duct of the North was “well ecalculated to slarm the South”
and that moderate southern men would be defeated 1f & more
liberal spirit were not adopted by the North, |
.Attnoks on King were especially virulent in pablie
meetings held to protest the Compromise snd in newspapers
that favored dlsunion psther th#n submlission. Hectings dee
nounced his course and sccused him and Jeremlish Clemens,
Alabama's other senator, of hzving "thelr pocketsse..stuffed
with Texas bonds" in exchange for thelr vote on the Texas
boundary p111.50 4 dontgomery mesting declared that Hing
and Clemens had voted against the wishes of ninety-five per

48 King to A. Saltmersh, Augast 25, 1850, Copy in King
Collection, Alebama Depsrtment of Archilves and Hlstory.

49 King to Buchenan, Augast 26, 1850, Buchanan Col-
lection, liistoricel Soclety of Fennsylvanla,

50 Eontgomery Alabama dournal, October 3, 1350,
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cent of the people of Alabama and in favor of the policles
of New York and Magsachusetts.®l A Southern Rights group in
Dallas County urged that both senators be requested to re-
slgn their seats because of their votes on the compromise

2 Deseribing the cession of a portion of

measures in 1350.5
Texas fo New Mexico as the "buying of slave territory to

make it free," the Montgomery Advertiser and State Gazette
declared: "Look at the vote, and sicken as we, at its con-
templation.“55 The Dallas Gagzette castigated King for his

viewz on the slave trade and his vote for the dliamemberment

- of Texas and pointed out that there was "mach complaint

againat Col. Xing in every cuarter, on the subject of his
recent Congressional course."®® The Wetumpka State Guard
accused King of backing a progrsm of "cowardly submliassion to
every and any act Congress might think proper to perpetuate®
and declared that "every county in the state should request
nim to resign his seat in Congress, for no man entertalning

such views...should speak for Sunny Alabama, upon the floor of

51 Mobile Dally Advertiser, October 30, 1850,
52 Montgomery Alabama Journal, November 168, 1850,

53 Montgomery Advertiser snd State Gazeétte, August 21,
1850, :

54 Quoted in Montgomery Alabama Journal, November 2,
30, 1850C.
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Oongresa.“55 Even the generally friendly Huntsville Demoe
grat found it had to reconcile King's"loose declarations"
about the Compromise with the 0ld striet construction views
he had always professed, There might 2s well be no consti-
tution if it was tolbo interpreted 2s loosely as King pro-
poaod;se

On the other hend, nowspépcrs with Unionist leanings
came to King's defense., His old antagonist the Florence
Gngettg, when it found him under attack by the "bloodhounds
of disunion,” called his course during the recent session
wise and patriotic and promised him support against the
“éispnian 1ntrigusra.“57 The Mobile Dally Advertiser said
that none could ever suspect King of fevoring disunion and
expressed belief that he would repudiate "the little knot of

- secessionists" who congregated about Cahawbs.®® ' The Nonte

gomery Alabama Journal declared that King had done his duty

in true fealty to his section and urgcdlhim to defend hime

self against his attackers, o

55 Guoted in Montgomery Advertiser and Stsate Gazette,
October 23, 1850, '

56 Huntsville Democrat, November 28, 1850,

87 Florence Gazette, November 9, 1250,

58 Mobile Lglly Advertiser, October 22, 18850.
59 Montgomery Alabama Journal, October 3, 1850.
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In spite of the bitter attacks made upon him, King cone-
tinued to support the compromise measures after he r?turnod
to Alabama at the end of the 1850 congressional session,
Feellng, however, that nothing should be done to excite the
public mind further by arraying one portion of the people
ageinst the other, he declined to attend public meetings in
nis honor at Selma and Tuscaloosa., His letters to these
meetings were widely published and were especially lsuded in
that portion of the press favoring acceptance of the Compro-
mises In these letters he admitted that the South had
reason to complain of the recent actions of the North but
expressed regret that "passion and prejudice" had caused
some to take extreme views. The admission of California
iith such extensive boundaries, he said, was an act of gross
injustice to the South because 1t excluded slaveowners from
a vagst area, Still the ect had been passed in a constitu-
tional menner. Although an act of unjust legislation, the
South mast accept it. If the sections had claimed the right
to reslist every time they felt they had been treated unfalr-
ly, the union would have been broken up long ago -- at the
time of the Embargo or the Tariff of Abominations in 1828,
Actually, he said, the oomprom;se moasurés had left the
honor of the South "untarnished." The constitution had not
been violated. Those who advocated secession wera-actuated
by a fear of what might take place rather than of what had
already occurred. He admitted, however, that under certain
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circumstances disunion might be a proper course. There was
reagson to fear that the spirit of fanaticism and a thirst
for power would prompt the North to continue her aggressions.
If this should be the case, if the time should come when
property rights in slaves were disregarded and emancipation
were adopted in splte of constitutional guarantees, every
southern man would "hurl defiance at the fanatical crew, and
unitedly determine to defend thelr rights at every hazard
and every sacrifice, even to the dissdlution of the Union."
He hoped, however, that the intelligence and patriotism of
most Northerners would arrest the mad career of the fanatics
and permit the restoration of harmony between the sections, 0

In a letter declining an invitation to attend a Union-
ist mass meeting at Montgomery in November, 1850, King ex-
pressed doubt that the compromise measures would bring peace
and quiet to the country. A sense of injury would continue
to rankle in-the minds of southern men, which could be erad-
icated only by time and the manifestation by the North of a

60 King to Tuscaloosa Meeting, October 23, 1850, quoted
in Washington Daily National Intelligencer, November 7,
18503 King to Selma Committee, October 20, 1850, quoted in
Mobile Dally Advertiser, October 30, 18560, One of the most
econtroversial statements made by King was found in the Selma
letter. He wrote: "Of the...measures adopted by Congress, I
gave to most of them my support; and I presume there is no
one so ignorant of the constitution as to contend that, by
any of them, that instrument had been violated elther in
letter or spirit." His critics pointed out that he had a-
dopted loose construction views in place of his old strict
construction views. Huntsville Democrat, November 28, 1850.
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willingness to respect southern constitutional rights. If
southern property rights were invaded, it would "reguire no
prophet to foretell the fall of this confederacy." In what
had been done so far, all that could reasonably be expected
of the South was scqulescence. He saw no grounds, however,
for resorting to such revolutionary messures as some were
proposing. He could not agree with those who were laboring
to inflame the public mind and to convince the people that
their only safety was to be found in the dissolution of the
union, for he was no disunioniat.al

King's object, throughout the fall of 1850, was to
quiet agltation and to encourage accuiescence in the compro-
mise measures. He told a November meeting in his home town
of Cahawba that secession and disunion were not the solution
to the problems of the South. Instead, they would magnify
the evils; for a southern confederacy, he predlicted, would
dwindle into o third or fourth rate power. Neither the
northern confederacy nor the southern confederacy that re-
sulted from a split would attain the strength possessed by
ﬁhe old union. This speech, said the Selma Re o;ter, was

61 King to Montgomery Meeting, /[fNovember, 1850/, quoted
in Montgomery Advertiser and State Gazette, November 20,
1850,
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made "in terms of fervent devotion to the Unionm,"®2

King's deepest feelings about the problems confronting
Alabama in 1850 are revealed in a November letter to Bolling
Hall. In it he expressed regret that an effort had been
mede to identify the Democratic Party with immediate seces-
sion. Such a policy if continued would place the state in
the hands of the Whigs. Democrats recognized the injustice
of what had happened, but most Alabama Democrats were un-
willing to resort to such an extreme measure., Every attempt
to force such a solution on them would only distract and
divide the party and promote the interests of the Vhigs.
"te must free ourselves from the suspicion of being dis-
unionists," warned King, "or this power will assuredly pass
from our hands.," His heart's desire was "to maintain the
agcendency of the Democratic Party, and to save the Union."
No rash or hasty movement should be attempted that would en=
danger either. Alabama should go along with the other
slaveholding states who were willing to accept the recent
action of Congress despite its obvious injustices. "But,"

62 Mobile Daily Agvertiser, November 20, 1850, guoting
Selma Reporbter. he Dallaes Jazette refused to concede that
King was honestly seeking to quiet the public mind and cas-
tigated him severely for the moderation he had displayed in
his publie letters, It called him a "trimmer" and accused
him of trying to win the support of all partles. King, sald
the Gazette, should be told that he was no longer welcome in
the Democratie Party and handed over to his enemies, Ala-
bama no longer had a "National Democratic party." Quoted in
Mobile Daily Adgvertiser, November 8, 1850.
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sald King, "the ecup of forbearance is full, and any success-
full attempt in future to violate our rights must cause 1t
to run oer and unite every Southern State and every Southern
man in thelr defence, with all the means vhieh God and nature
‘has placed in our hands.” The North mast be made to under-
sbend that snother step to endanger southern safety would
"enap the cord that binds us together." Meanvhile, Alabama
. Daméerata mist cease denounclng each other at home and, a=
Bovc all, avoid making secession part of the Democratic
croeﬁ«sa

¥riting from %ashington after the second session of the
Thirty-first Congress had convened, King took a more opti-
mistic view of conditions than he had taken earlier. He now
believed that further agitation of the slavery guestion
would not be countenanced "by any respectable portion of
elther House of Congress™ and that all indications pointed
to the fact that there was less danger of encroachments upon
southern rights than at any time for the last twenty years.
He felt that the fugitive slave law would be enforced do-
spite the efforts of "fanatical wretches" in the North to
prevent it, He hoped, therefore, that the southern people
would not "suffer themselves to be hurried into revolution-

ary measures" by demagogues or political aspirants unless

63 King to Bolling Hall, November 19, 1850, Bolling
Hall Collection, Alebama Department of Archives and History.
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unexpected aggression should occur, He could see none of
the sdfgnt&goa of dissolutlion that secession orators and
newspapers proclaimed.e4 Denouneing "self styled States
rights men," King sald that disunion had been their object
from the beginning. Certain unjust measures of the previous
Congress had excited the southern people and furnished these
agitators an opportunity to carry on their disunion project
in the guise of defending southern rights against northemm
aggressions. Because of the feeling of the moment, many
- worthy citlzens had joined the movement with no idea of
breaking up the govermment. HNow that the disunion designs
of the extremists were known, the good end true would abene
don them to the condemmation of every pstriot in the 1and, %%

- In the summer of 1851 King professed to belleve that
the Compromise had placed southern rights on a better foun-
dation than they had been for many years and that Congress
would not disturd the exiating.situation.ee

In the Alabama election of 1851 normal party lines were
broken down,and a contest developed between the Unlonlsts,
a group favoring acceptance of the Compromise, and the
Southern Rights group., As already noted, King was highly
eritical of some of the activities of the Southern Rights

64 Huntsville Democrat, April 17, 1851.

65 King to Frank K., Beck, March 3, 1851, Copy in King
Collection, Alabama Department of Archlves and History.

66 Mobile Dajly Advertiser, June 4, 1851,
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group, aithaush it included many of his Democratic friends;
hence he was accused of being a Unionist. In e letter to A,
B, Clitherall, however, he splked the rumor and declared ale-
leglance to the Démocratic Party despite its parteway ale
iianoe with the Southern Rights group. Sald hes

You ssy that I am c¢laimed by the Union-
submission party of your county. If the
claim set up rests upon the supposition
that I am an advocate for the formation
of a third party, elther 3tate or Fed-
eral, it is most erroneous.... I have
always considered the good old Democratiec
Farty as the true Union party; and that
nothing more is required to put down sec-
tional divislions, and preserve peace and
harmony, than to have the Government ad-
ministered in strict conformity with Dem-
oeratiec prineciples.. 1 have ever been a
States«rights man of the Jefferson school,
and can fearlessly appreal to my whole pub-
lic 1life in proof of the assertion. I am
not, however, prepared to admit that the
States possess either the constitutional
or ths reserved right to secede from the
Union. 1 consider 1t to be & paramount
right, inherent in every people, to free
themselves from oppresslions when the action
of government violates their essentlal
rights, and becomes too grievous to be
borne; and that, from the nature of our
federative system, 1t would be the most ef~-
fectual mode to aceomplish that object.87

King's attitude toward the Unionist Party weakened the move-
ment. The Montgomery Journal later declared that Klng had

T T R s R pEmm el B EEm—— 1 —

687 King to Clitherall, June 16, 1851, cuoted in Vashe
ington D National Intelligencer, July 15, 1851. The
Unionist FParty had coalesced from the group who favored the
Compromise in the fall of 1850, and the Southern Rights
Farty included those who had opposed the Compromise and had
been accused of dlsunion sentiments.
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aided in breaking up the Unionist Party and reorganizing the
Union Democrats. "It is believed," said the Jourmsl, "that
he is rully‘entitled to the chief credlit of that operation,
or at least has had that reputation.“ea The Montgomery Ad-
vertiser agreed that King had done his best to keep the Demo-
eratic Party from being misled by the Whigs with the cry
"inion! Union!"®? The Tusesloosa Observer commended him
for helping to save the Demoeratic Party “from the Charybdis
of Federalism and the Scylla of Disunion."70

King's attitude toward the Compromise of 1850 is well
summarized in a letter to a Virginia elector in May, 1852,
after he had been mentioned as a possible eandidate for the
presidency. Hobert G. Scott msked him, as he did other pro-
spective candidates, if he favored enforcement of the Come
promise, if he weuid use his influence tc discourage change
in the fugitive slave law, and if he would veto legislation
changing it. Denying that he had any expectaticns of re-
ceiving the Democratic ﬁomination, King wrote:

As respects the series of measures of the
last Congress, commonly known as the Com-
promise, most of them are beyond the reach
of legislation, and although I consldered
some of them as most unjust to the South,

i was probably the first individual in the
slaveholding States who publiely took

68 Cuoted in Montgomery Advertiser, June 17, 1852. .
69 Ibid.
70 Quoted in Mobile Dglly Advertiser, May 4, 1851.




340

ground in favor of accuiescence, and I
am gratified to find that such 1s now

the determination of =11 the southern
Statess The fugitive-slave law was ene
acted to carry out an express provision
of the constitution, and therefore does
not stand in the footlng of ordinary leg-
islation; and should it so happen that I
should be placed in the presidential of-
flce, 1 should feel myself bound, by ev-
ery obligatlion of duty, to negative any
act for 1ts repeal, or so to modlify or
change 1t as would destroy its efficlency.

King favored strict adherence to the Compromise of

lBEOo72

He had refused to be a disunionist, yet had refused
formelly to join the Unionist movement. Throughout the con-
troversy he remained loyal to the Democratie Party and to
the American union. Never had his moderation been more evi-
dent than at this time. He wrote a cleose friend in March,
1851: "Moderation on both sides and forebearing to denounce
each other can alone produce harmony and concert of action.
I trust the good sense of the country will see this and act

acoordinsly.“?s

71 Eing to Secott, May 20, 1852, quoted in Washington
Union, May 29, 1852. King wrote James Buchanan not %o ex~-
press approbation of the Compromise in his letter to 3cott.
instead, he should point out that most of the measures were
beyond the reach of legislation and should not be disbturbed.
King bto Buchanan, May 24, 1852, Buchanan Collection.

72 See comments in VWashington Dglly Union, May 11,
June 20, 1851.

73 King to Phillip Phillips, March 11, 16851, in Phillip
Phillips Collection, Manuscripts Division, Library of Con-
gressa,




	IMG_20150619_0001
	IMG_20150619_0002
	IMG_20150619_0003
	IMG_20150619_0004
	IMG_20150619_0005
	IMG_20150619_0006
	IMG_20150619_0007
	IMG_20150619_0008
	IMG_20150619_0009
	IMG_20150619_0010
	IMG_20150619_0011
	IMG_20150619_0012
	IMG_20150619_0013
	IMG_20150619_0014
	IMG_20150619_0015
	IMG_20150619_0016
	IMG_20150619_0017
	IMG_20150619_0018
	IMG_20150619_0019
	IMG_20150619_0020
	IMG_20150619_0021
	IMG_20150619_0022
	IMG_20150619_0023
	IMG_20150619_0024
	IMG_20150619_0025
	IMG_20150619_0026
	IMG_20150619_0027
	IMG_20150619_0028
	IMG_20150619_0029
	IMG_20150619_0030
	IMG_20150619_0031
	IMG_20150619_0032
	IMG_20150619_0033
	IMG_20150619_0034
	IMG_20150619_0035
	IMG_20150619_0036

