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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Williamson County, Tennessee, moved from support of Andrew Jackson in the 

aftermath of the War of 1812,  to become, by the Mexican War, the most pronounced 

Whig County in Middle Tennessee through a combination of personal, economic and 

political issues.  Political leadership, economic nationalism and fears that Jackson’s 

personality and policies undermined republicanism created a political culture that abjured 

sectionalism even after the Mexican War and increasing tensions over slavery. During 

this period, the county became one of the wealthiest in the state through a diversified 

agricultural export economy based on chattel slavery, which county spokesmen lamented, 

but accepted as the basis for their prosperity. 

 The presence and proximity of a number of political leaders of state and national 

renown, including John Eaton, John Bell, James K. Polk, Sam Houston, Thomas Hart 

Benton, Felix Grundy and most of all Andrew Jackson, created a dynamic in which 

national political issues tended to dominate local concerns from an early period.  Because 

so many of these individuals spent time in the county, citizens were used to viewing them 

on a human scale. 

 Between 1812 and 1833, the county largely embraced Jackson and his policies, 

though veterans who had served with him in the War of 1812 had reservations about his 

character.  Jackson’s military achievements, the Panic of 1819 and reaction over the 

disputed election of John Quincy Adams overwhelmed those reservations in 1828 and 

1832.   Once Jackson became president, there was support for his handling of the Eaton 

Affair, and the nullification crisis, but disquiet at his veto of the bill to recharter the Bank 

of the United States. After Jackson removed federal deposits from the bank and supported 

Martin Van Buren as his successor, county support dissipated rapidly. Thereafter 

personal rivalry between several county leaders and James K. Polk, disputes over 

economic policy and a merging of market capitalist ideology with conceptions of 

republican virtue, ensured that voter sentiment remained opposed to the Democrats. State 

and local issues such as funding for internal improvements and a new state constitution 

added to the interparty disputes. 



 vi 

Williamson County party politics mirrored state politics in that both Whigs and 

Democrats believed they were protecting fundamental republican values from assault by 

the opposition.  Unlike the state which was evenly divided between the parties during this 

period, after 1833, Williamson County was overwhelmingly Whig, a position that held 

until secession.  

Since no interpretive county history of Middle Tennessee has been produced, this 

thesis places this crucial area in the context of both the South and the nation, building on 

the comprehensive work of Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Charles Sellers and Harry Watson, 

among others, the only statewide antebellum political study by Jonathan Atkins, and 

county histories from other states such as North Carolina, Virginia, Alabama, Mississippi 

and Florida by Watson, Edward Baptist, Charles Morris, Daniel Dupre, and Robert 

Kenzer.  Most of these areas had neither the continuous nationalist outlook endemic to 

Williamson County throughout the antebellum period, the agricultural diversity that 

helped produce it, nor the proximity to markets and national political leaders that 

reinforced it. 



 

 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Judging from all I saw and heard, there is complete political revolution in 

Rutherford, and so it will be all over the state,” wrote Congressman James K. Polk to 

former President Andrew Jackson in September 1838, concerning Democratic chances in 

the upcoming governor’s race.  “Even in Williamson (which is one of our worst counties) 

our friends are roused and speak confidently of carrying the County.”[sic]
1
  Polk was 

wrong.  Though he did win the statewide race—narrowly—he lost Williamson County by 

a two-to-one margin, just as most Democrats lost in the county between 1833 and 1868.  

Located midway between Nashville and Polk’s home county of Maury, Williamson 

County, by the end of 1833 had a majority of Whig voters who frustrated Democrats until 

secession.  The swiftness with which Williamson County turned (in 1832 the county 

loyally, if somewhat sullenly, supported Andrew Jackson for re-election) mortified 

Democrats who, in correspondence and public statements, kept telling themselves that it 

was a temporary situation. 

 Democrats had reason to be incredulous.  Jackson and his followers were familiar 

figures in Williamson County.  His troops camped near Franklin, the county seat, in 1813 

on the way to fight the Creeks and British; he was licensed to practice law in the county 

and did so; during his presidency, he regularly spent substantial portions of the year in 

Middle Tennessee and visited Williamson County, ensuring that he remained not an 

abstract symbol of republicanism, but a figure of human proportion.  And Jackson was 

not the only figure of national renown who lived in or regularly visited the county. Two 

of his most loyal lieutenants, Thomas Hart Benton and John Eaton, were natives, and a 

third, John Bell, represented it in Congress. The three-county area of Davidson, 

Williamson and Maury, with no more than 50,000 total inhabitants (including slaves) 

included among the figures familiar to residents, three presidents (including Sam 

Houston, President of Texas), four presidential candidates, two Speakers of the House of 

Representatives, two secretaries of war, one attorney general, and three senators of 

national ambition. This does not include a handful of governors. Not only did national 

                                                
1 James K. Polk to Andrew Jackson, 2 September 1838, in Correspondence of James K. Polk, ed. Herbert 

Weaver (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1977), 4: 537. 
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political trends seem to dominate local politics from the early 1820s, but personal 

political ambition mixed with growing economic prosperity to produce a volatile political 

mix. 

County leaders responded to the “corrupt bargain” that denied Jackson the White 

House in 1824, and the resulting pro-Jackson sentiment overwhelmed doubters.  By 

1832, Williamson County like most of the counties that surrounded Nashville, seemed 

destined to remain a bastion of Democratic Party sentiment.  Except that it did not. 

Neither did approximately half the others, and neither did Nashville itself.  This thesis 

explores why and how one Middle Tennessee county moved from loyal adherence to 

Jackson to forthright and stubborn opposition to Democratic Party candidates, and 

remained that way until the Civil War. 

 This thesis covers the years 1812-1846, from the War of 1812 to the Mexican 

War, a period in which the county, through rich natural resources, prospered from the 

agricultural markets and found its growing wealth tied to that of the expanding nation.  

Because the county’s economic prosperity was entwined in a national market system, 

county planters and farmers developed political sympathies that placed national interests  

above sectional interests. The county’s identity remained bound to the nation even during 

the period after the Mexican War, when the cotton producing areas of the South and their 

dependence on chattel slavery, made protecting slavery the overriding issue in the South 

and reaction to slavery the overriding issue in New England.  Williamson County was a 

slave society.  For most of the antebellum period, it was one of the numerically largest 

slaveholding counties in the state, and in 1860 it was one of two counties in which slaves 

outnumbered whites.  Yet not until the aftermath of Fort Sumter, when President Lincoln 

ordered troops to put down the rebellion, did county sympathy shift toward secession.  

 The overall question of why citizens in Williamson County first embraced, then 

repudiated Andrew Jackson and his policies remains paramount and is a useful guide to 

the political schisms in Middle Tennessee, a part of the state that remains largely 

neglected in this area, at least at the county level. This is a political history, one that 

studies the development of parties and party allegiances, in a county of uncommon 

wealth, in a region of uncommon wealth.  Williamson County was not alone in its Whig 

sympathies; Wilson, Smith, Montgomery and Rutherford counties were nearly as 
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pronounced.  On the other hand, Marshall, Giles, Sumner and Maury counties were 

nearly as rich but remained Democratic.  What set Williamson County apart was both the 

margin of Whig election victories, which remained at least two-to-one and sometimes 

more after the Mexican War, and the sentiments of its leaders, which remained vocally 

nationalistic during a period in which sectionalism was dominant.  Even Wilson County’s 

Whig governor, “Lean Jimmy” Jones who defeated James K. Polk in 1841 and 1843, 

became a Democrat as sectional tensions worsened. 

By 1833, a combination of personal ambition on the part of the political leaders 

coupled with fear of what Jackson’s economic policies might entail, overcame ambiguity 

toward Jackson’s Indian removal policy, approval of his response to nullification and the 

personal sympathy that accrued to lieutenants like John Eaton, whose defense of his wife 

Margaret earned sympathy for the whole administration.  In addition, the voters of 

Williamson County formulated a specific vision of republicanism that included the 

acquisition of wealth, a vision which the Democrats seemed to threaten.  

Chapter 1, which covers the years 1812-1832, begins with Williamson County’s 

role in the War of 1812. Already by 1810, crops and stock were being raised for export 

through the nearby river port of Nashville, and thence to New Orleans. Cotton and 

tobacco agriculture marked an end of subsistence, and fortunes, such as those of the 

McEwen, Perkins and McGavock families were well on the way to fruition.  Concomitant 

with the rise of real wealth came the development of a political sensibility determined to 

sustain and increase it, primarily in terms of land and slave acquisition which citizens 

saw at its base.  Thus the war against the Creeks and the Treaty of Fort Jackson, not to 

mention Jackson’s New Orleans campaign, were seen not only as necessary for safety, 

but as opportunities for economic aggrandizement.
2
  It is important to remember the dual 

depiction of Jackson.  While historians in recent years have focused on his image as a 

“man of the people,” he was also a member of the “planter establishment” who had 

engaged in heavy land speculation.
3
  Most of Middle Tennessee, including Williamson 

                                                
2
 Future governor William Carroll argued that the loss of New Orleans would wither economic 

development in the South.  On the other hand, victory would ultimately allow the United States to 

“concentrate a new republic in Mexico.”  Nashville Clarion & Gazette, April 28, 1812. 
3
 As Richie Devon Watson notes, this “clash of ideals” has bedeviled historians ever since.  Richie Devon 

Watson,  Yeoman Versus Cavalier: The Old Southwest’s Fictional Road to Rebellion (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1993), v. 
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County, was settled for speculative reasons, and early political support for him was on 

that basis as well as his military reputation. Because I believe that the seeds for 

Williamson County’s support of, then opposition to Jackson are to be found in the 

personal relations forged in War of 1812, I have dwelt for some space on Newton 

Cannon, a heretofore shadowy figure in Tennessee history, who became Tennessee’s first 

Whig governor and one of the first Whigs elected in the South.  Cannon had a 

contentious relationship with Jackson even before the war, but the future of Tennessee 

politics was certainly altered by what happened during it.  Cannon was not alone. Thomas 

Hart Benton’s friendship with Jackson was ruined by the result of a fight in Nashville 

only to be repaired twelve years later in the United States Senate.  John Eaton, served as 

Jackson’s aide (and first biographer) during the war, but later joined the Whigs.   

 An equal amount of space is devoted to the Panic of 1819, and the economic and 

political effects it had in Williamson County.  The depression closed banks and led to a 

reaction against business and political leaders which in turn led to the statewide 

ascendancy of such Jackson supporters as William Carroll.  But Middle Tennessee 

voters—including those in Williamson County— were careful about an overreaction that 

might hurt business interests.  County voters might react against banking policies; they 

were not against banks.  Voter approbation of Jackson as, in John Bell’s words, the 

representative of true republican virtue, was tempered by apprehension at much of his 

rhetoric. 

 Chapter 1 also deals with the rise of John Bell, who, by 1834, was a national 

figure.  Bell seems to have captured the loyalty of most Williamson County voters quite 

early and his somewhat ambiguous support of Jackson up to 1834 matched theirs.  This 

was an era of strong political personalities, an era of change in which a certain amount of 

anxiety about the loss of “republican virtues” fueled political allegiance.   Jonathan 

Atkins, the foremost historian of Tennessee’s statewide antebellum political struggles 

asserts that statewide political contests were so close and bitter during this period because 

both Whigs and Democrats believed they were “defending liberty from the perceived 

assault of demagogic politicians who…sought to consolidate power in their own hands at 
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the expense of popular rule.”
4
  This county study seems to confirm Atkins’ theory, 

though much was involved in the term “republican virtue”, including individual honesty 

and honor, a willingness of federal officials to follow local instruction from communities 

or state legislatures, freedom from party machinery, and in a county as prosperous as 

Williamson, economic well-being.
5
 By 1832 and the Bank Veto, the majority of 

Williamson County voters saw the economic freedom inherent in a largely-unregulated 

market system as crucial to their conception of republican ideals.  This seems to 

contradict larger studies of the “Age of Jackson” by such eminent historians as Arthur 

Schlesinger, Charles Sellers, and Harry Watson, who have emphasized the relationship 

(or antagonisms between) the market system and republican ideals.  Schlesinger 

portrayed the age as one in which “humble members of society” reacted against the “rich 

and powerful.” Sellers further depicted Jackson and his policies as a direct confrontation 

with the market system. Watson saw in Jackson the champion of liberty against the 

power and corruption of the markets. In contrast, the majority of Williamson County 

voters clearly believed that the acquisition of wealth reinforced notions of individual 

liberty and initiative which supported republicanism, a feature which Michael Holt 

argued was a tenet of the Whig Party.
6
 This view of the period is much closer to Daniel 

Feller’s, who admitted that “gloomy and dismal things happened in the 1820s”, but 

portrayed the overall era as one of optimism.
7
 When the Jackson administration seemed 

                                                
4
 Jonathan Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 1832-1861, (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1997), xiv. The rhetoric of Williamson County Whigs makes it clear that by 

1833 they had this view of Jackson and the Democrats, and across the state the parties had it for each other. 
5 Daniel T. Rodgers has explored the shifting meanings of republicanism in recent historiography.  Daniel 

T. Rodgers, “Republicanism: the Career of a Concept”, The Journal of American History 79, no. 1 (1992), 

11-38 (passim). Gordon Wood, for example, saw it as a modernizing impulse, “impelling and giving 

expression to the regenerative ambitions of the Revolution” but with the traditional preeminence of the idea 

of the “public good,” a definition which seems to fit with the contemporary rhetoric of Williamson County, 

1812-1846. Gordon Wood, The Creation of the American Republic 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press,1969), viii. Robert E. Shalhope and Mills Thornton III, among others, emphasized a 

distinctive Southern republicanism uneasy at the commerce and corruption of the North, a concept which is 

not borne out in the pro-nationalist rhetoric of Williamson County spokesmen. J.  Mills Thornton III, 

Politics and Power in a Slave Society, Alabama 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 

Press, 1978), 449; Robert E. Shalhope, “Thomas Jefferson’s Republicanism and Antebellum Southern 

Thought,” Journal of Southern History, 42 (1976), 533. 
6 Michael Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party: Jacksonian Politics and the Onset of the 

Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press,1999), 26-32. 
7 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., The Age of Jackson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1945), 91; Charles Sellers, The Market 

Revolution: Jacksonian America 1815-1846 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 301-331; Harry 

L. Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1990), 
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to threaten economic stability, it was violating a basic aspect of republican virtue which, 

when coupled by what county voters believed to be Jackson’s “dictation” of Martin Van 

Buren as his successor against the wishes of the electorate turned the county against the 

Democrats.  The view of Jackson and his policies as seen through the eyes of Williamson 

County is much closer to the arbitrary, sometimes autocratic figure portrayed by pre-New 

Deal historians like Thomas Perkins Abernathy.
8
 

 One word that I have tried to avoid using in this thesis is “capitalism.”  Historians 

since Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman’s Time on the Cross (1974) have argued as to 

whether the South’s agricultural export market economy  deserves to be labeled as part of 

American capitalism.  While I agree with David Brion Davis and others that the 

American capitalist system largely depended on Southern slavery, that is not the same  as 

saying the South, including Williamson County, had a capitalist economy or culture. I 

have come to agree with Douglas Egerton that “if capitalism is properly understood to be 

a series of social relations characterized by free wage labor and the separation of the 

labor force from the means of production, so that labor is rendered incapable of 

subsisting without recourse to the market, then the slave South does not pass the test.”
9
 

Neither does Williamson County, though it is important to consider that through their 

correspondence and through the newspaper columns, county planters and merchants 

considered themselves part of a national market economy that included Boston, New 

York and the Middle West.
10

 

                                                                                                                                            
133-171. Daniel Feller, The Jacksonian Promise: America 1815-1846 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1995), xiii. There was much heated reaction when Sellers’ The Market Revolution 

appeared.  William Gienapp argued that “acquisitive individualism” existed in the nation before democracy 

and was widespread by 1815, a statement which seems to apply to Williamson County.  Iver Bernstein 

noted that “optimism about the markets and stress associated with the process of social change could go 

hand in hand,” a statement which also seems to apply to Williamson County, particularly in the 1830s and 

the Second Great Awakening, which saw a proliferation of new congregations across Middle Tennessee.  

William E. Gienapp, “The Myth of Class in Jacksonian America”, Journal of Policy History 6, no. 2 

(1994), 232-259; Iver Bernstein, “Moral Perspective and the Cycle of Jacksonian History”, Journal of 

Policy History 6, no.2 (1994), 267; William E. Gienapp, “Ahistorical History”, Journal of Policy History 6, 

no. 2 (1994), 277-281. 
8 Thomas Perkins Abernathy, From Frontier to Plantation in Tennessee (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1932), iv. 
9
 Douglas Egerton, “Markets Without a Market Revolution: Southern Planters and Capitalism,” in Paul A. 

Gilje ed., Wages of Independence: Capitalism in the Early American Republic (Madison WI.: Madison 

House Publishers, 1997), 52.   
10

 This argument will probably never be resolved.  I agree with both Elizabeth Fox Genovese that the 

antebellum South “was in but not of the capitalist world”, but also that this part of the South was probably 
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Chapter 2 covers the period 1833-1846, beginning with the decision of Jackson to 

remove federal deposits from the Bank of the United States and ending with the Mexican 

War.  The bank question, coupled with Martin Van Buren, and the rivalry between first 

Newton Cannon and Jackson, Cannon and James K. Polk, then John Bell and Polk, fueled 

by such vocal partisans as Williamson County Congressman Meredith Gentry, turned the 

Democrats into a minority party in Williamson County. This hostility overwhelmed 

support for Jackson over the nullification crisis, in that suddenly both Jackson and John 

C. Calhoun were seen as threats to freedom and prosperity, with county voters seeking to 

find a middle way between them.  Though Democrats never ceased campaigning in 

Williamson County, and believing that they would carry it, they never did.  Both Bell and 

Gentry gained a certain amount of influence in the brief William Henry Harrison 

Administration (Bell was named secretary of war), and both prominently campaigned for 

Henry Clay in 1844 and helped him narrowly carry Tennessee and easily carry the 

county.  Issues such as a national bank versus an independent treasury carried over from 

the 1830s.  The Panic of 1837 seemed to validate criticisms of Jacksonian economic 

policy and abate only when the Whigs took power. Soon a reinvigorated market 

economy—fueled by Polk’s war expenditures—created a boom across most of Middle 

Tennessee that lasted until the Civil War.  Extended family networks such as the 

Claybrookes, Bosticks and Perkins gained tremendous wealth and power.  When the 

Mexican War started, despite a rush of volunteers to the colors, Williamson County 

voters supported politicians who opposed it because they suspected that it had been 

started to seize land, which they believed would arouse sectional tensions over slavery.  

Thus, an era which began with the desire to seize land, ended with fears of what such a 

policy might mean.   

 Because of the outsized figure of Jackson, along with the presence of persons like 

Eaton and Bell, much of the political development in Williamson County, 1812-1846, 

                                                                                                                                            
closer to that depicted by Carl Degler in Place Over Time.  Indeed, I am struck by Laurence Shore’s 

argument in Southern Capitalists: The Ideological Leadership of an Elite, that the Old and New South had 

more in common than traditionally accepted. That seems to apply to Williamson County.  Elizabeth Fox 

Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 54;  Carl Degler, Place Over Time: The Continuity of Southern 

Distinctiveness (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1977), 52-160 (passim); Laurence Shore, 

Southern Capitalists: The Ideological Leadership of an Elite (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1986), 16-125. 



 

 8 

came in reaction to national events.  Tennessee was at the crossroads of national 

expansion and during most of this period considered itself “western” instead of 

“southern.”  But not all political issues which dictated allegiance were national:  the 

debate over internal improvements was largely confined to Tennessee and divided the 

eastern part of the state (which was desperate for them) from the middle and western 

portions, which could often fund them privately.
11

  This had a significant impact on most 

of the governor’s races in the 1830s and 40s. The issue of a new state constitution in 

1834/1835 isolated a handful of conservative counties (including Williamson), which 

refused to support it.  Within the county, a growing consolidation of larger landholders 

led to a net decrease in the white population, which could not help but affect voting 

patterns. Williamson County’s political development depended upon a combination of 

national, state and local events, personal relationships and economic questions. 

 The question naturally arises as to the necessity for an interpretive study like this.  

One simple reason is that no other county in Middle Tennessee has been examined in 

such a manner.  The only thoroughly modern study is Anita Shafer Goodstein’s 

Nashville, 1780-1861 (1989), which is an impressive, scholarly study from frontier to 

secession with a chapter on the city’s own Whig sympathies.
12

  But the City of Nashville 

did not encompass all of Davidson County. With the exception of Walter Durham’s series 

of narrative histories of Sumner County, Frank Burns’ 1986 revision of Dixon Merritt’s, 

Wilson County: It’s Land and It’s People, also largely narrative, and an aborted 1970s 

series from Memphis State University Press that encompassed only twenty-eight of 

Tennessee’s more than sixty counties (and those scattered across all three regions), I am 

unaware of anything dealing with any of these counties that explores the intersection of 

the personal, the economic and the political. 
13

 This is a fairly serious omission, in my 

                                                
11 So agitated did East Tennesseans become over unequal expenditures for internal improvements that, in 

1842, there was a vocal, if short-lived move for independent statehood. 
12

 Anita Shafer Goodstein, Nashville: 1780-1861 (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1989).157-

179. 
13

 I do not mean to denigrate any of these works.  Durham’s work particularly, including Before Tennessee: 

The Southwest Territory 1790-1796 (Rocky Mount Historical Association, 1990), Old Sumner: A History of 

Sumner County, Tennessee From 1805-1861 (Gallatin: Sumner County Library Board, 1972), and Balie 

Peyton of Tennessee: Nineteenth Century Politics and Thoroughbreds (Franklin: Hillsboro Press, 2004), 

are important contributions to narrative research, but remain largely that---narrative.  In addition, since 

Sumner County remained staunchly Democratic, the question of any political break with Jackson is moot.  

Wilson County, through most of this period, was nearly as Whiggish as Williamson County, but Burns’ 
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opinion, because Tennessee—and this part of Tennessee—was nationally important 

during the “Age of Jackson” and remained important during the sectional agitation of the 

1840s and 1850s.
14

  Jonathan Atkins has produced an excellent statewide study of this 

period in Parties, Politics and the Sectional Crisis in Tennessee, 1832-1861 (1997) but 

Tennessee’s three regions were so different that covering the state precluded emphasis on 

any region, much less county.  Atkins explored why the state as a whole was so evenly 

split between Whigs and Democrats after 1834; Williamson County was not evenly split 

at all and thus I feel it warranted to explore a county forthright in its opposition to 

Jackson. 

 For models, then, I have had to look in other Southern states and have had to ask 

myself where Williamson County fits.  There are hundreds of county and community 

histories, some with a greater degree of relevance than others, such as Cumberland 

County, North Carolina, Orange County, North Carolina, and Lunenburg County, 

Virginia, all of which have been the subjects of books, as has Warren County, Mississippi 

and Leon and Jackson Counties in Florida.
15

 Williamson County differs in crucial aspects 

from each: Two encompassed the cotton culture; one was a semi-highland area of fewer 

slaves; one was dominated by the tobacco culture.  None of them had the agricultural 

diversity of Williamson County, the number and proximity of national politicians,  nor 

the sustained nationalistic outlook that came from proximity to commercial centers, 

markets, and transportation opportunities. In virtually all of these locations (reflected in 

the histories), local or regional issues took precedence until after the Mexican War, as 

newer areas such as in Mississippi or Florida went through extended frontier stages that 

in Williamson County lasted barely twenty years. Indeed, as Stephen Ash has argued, 

                                                                                                                                            
book—really a collection of different essays— does not attempt to explain why.  Frank Burns ed. , Wilson 

County: Its Land and Its People (Lebanon TN.: Wilson County Library Board, 1986), 183-211. 
14

 Daniel Croft’s Reluctant Confederates: Upper South Unionists in the Secession Crisis (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1989), recognized the importance of this area in the attempts to stop the 

war, but does not study party formation. 
15

 See, for example, Edward Baptist, Creating an Old South: Middle Florida’s Frontier Before the Civil 

War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Daniel Dupre, Transforming the Cotton 

Culture: Madison County, Alabama 1800-1840 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1997); 

Christopher Morris, Becoming Southern: The Evolution of a Way of Life, Warren County and Vicksburg 

Mississippi, 1770-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Robert Kenzer, Kinship and 

Neighborhood in a Southern Community: Orange County, North Carolina, 1849-1881 (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1987); Harry L. Watson, Jacksonian Politics and Community Conflict: The 

Emergence of the Second American Party System in Cumberland County, North Carolina (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1981). 
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Middle Tennessee was a “third South” unique unto itself, but with cultural, economic and 

political ties to the cotton South and the mountain South that gave it a crucial role as the 

antebellum period unfolded.
16

 Thus a rather detailed examination of the political 

evolution of a Middle Tennessee county seems to me justified. 

 My concurrent themes of the personal, the economic and the political have relied 

on primary material in both Nashville and Franklin.  Family papers from the 

Claybrooke/Overton Collection, the Perkins and McGavock families among others are 

just a few of the sources that demonstrated the diverse growth of family economic and 

political power, the ability to acquire wealth—sometimes very quickly—and the rhetoric 

of nationalism.  The various Williamson County newspapers, particularly under the 

editorship of James Hogan Jr., were lively and informative and based upon election 

returns, I believe an accurate reflection of majority opinion in Williamson County. 

Indeed, because Hogan and his newspaper are the most frequently cited primary source in 

this thesis, that determination is important. Hogan was not only the editor of the paper, 

but was also the Franklin town Recorder, a position chosen by elected aldermen; in 

addition, in 1837, he was elected to represent the county in the state legislature.  Finally, 

an opposition Democratic Party newspaper, started to oppose him and edited by Henry 

Van Pelt, whose previous tenure in the county was well-received, lasted barely four years 

before going out of business. Most of the prominent persons such as Jackson, Bell, and 

Polk left papers and are the subjects of biographies.
17

  Two who deserves biographies are 

William Carroll and Meredith P. Gentry.   

                                                
16

 Ash’s own book, Middle Tennessee Society Transformed 1860-1870 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1989) deals with the thirteen counties around Nashville during Civil War and Reconstruction, but has 

nothing to do with the Second Party System. Atkins, already noted, deals admirably with the statewide 

struggle between Whigs and Democrats without emphasis on any one area of the state.  Paul Bergeron’s 

Antebellum Politics in Tennessee (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1981) was very helpful in 

determining the shifts in Congressional voting districts, and argues against class distinctions between 

Whigs and Democrats. 
17 James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson, 3 vols (Boston: Ticknor & Fields, 1860); Robert Remini, Andrew 

Jackson and the Course of American Empire 1767-1821 (New York: Harper & Row, 1977); Robert 

Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Freedom, 1822-1832 (New York, Harper & Collins, 

1981); Robert Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Democracy, 1833-1845 (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1984); Joseph Howard Parks, John Bell of Tennessee (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1950); Charles Sellers, James K. Polk: Jacksonian, 1795-1843 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 1957); Charles Sellers, James K. Polk: Continentalist, 1843-1846 (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 1966). 
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Williamson County, Tennessee, was in the middle—geographically and 

politically—of a tumultuous age. As other historians have emphasized, the whole Jackson 

era was a strange mixture of personal animus and promise, economic changes for good 

and ill, notions of liberty and power, and the political combinations that resulted from all 

of them.  That was true in Williamson County, too. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PERSONAL AND THE POLITICAL 

 

 Williamson County, Tennessee, fourteen miles south of Nashville, entered the 

War of 1812 having barely emerged from a frontier period into an era of agricultural 

export that, by the time the war began, helped make Middle Tennessee the most 

populous, prosperous area of the state.1  The war, fought first against the Creek Indians 

and later against the British, initiated fifty years of economic expansion that, except for 

the periods 1819-25 and 1837-42, would be largely unabated until the Civil War. This era 

of accumulating wealth— when combined with the personality-driven political sentiment 

first in support of, then in opposition to Andrew Jackson—created in the county a 

nationalistic Whig political dominance determined to safeguard its gains against sectional 

forces North and South that it deemed threatening to them. The period 1812 to 1846 

began with one war and its resulting economic and political nationalism, and ended with 

another war and its resulting political sectionalism which led to still a third war which 

destroyed this market planter culture and the institution which underlay it—slavery. This 

study examines the creation and consolidation of Whig economic and political power. 

 Signs of emerging prosperity beyond the subsistence level were everywhere in 

Williamson County by 1812, thirteen years after formation.   Thomas Sappington, brother 

of the county’s most prominent physician, was advertising in the Nashville papers for the 

Franklin Hotel, one of a host of inns and taverns that were doing business.”2   The 

delinquent tax notices revealed more than 20 medium-to-large landowners behind in their 

payments to the county.  Land (along with slaves) was the great indicator of wealth and 

would be for the next half century.3  Joseph Woods, Nashville cotton broker, was offering 

cash to county growers instead of barter, a true sign that the market economy was in 

                                                
1 Davidson County’s 15,000 population and Williamson County’s 13,000 were both ahead of Knox County 

in East Tennessee, which had only 10,000.  As a result of the growth in Middle Tennessee, the state capital 

was moved to Nashville, where with the exception of 1824, it remained.  By 1812, all of East Tennessee 
had just 200 more slaves than Davidson County. John R. Finger, Tennessee Frontiers: Three Regions in 

Transition (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), 228. 
2  Clarion and Gazette,  Nashville, July 12, 1812. 
3 Ibid. June 24, 1813.  Among the larger landowners, some of them absentee, were John Davis, 1227 acres; 

Frances Ramsey with 2203, and John G. Blount with 2560. 
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force.4  Another offshoot of the agricultural prosperity was in stockraising.  Cattle and 

horses had been a key component of the county’s economy since the beginning, but by 

the second decade county citizens like Henry Cook were advertising stud fees for 

racehorses such as Royalist, a “blood bay” supposedly “bred by the Prince of Wales.”5  

Such activities were an indication that, in some parts of the county at least, the era of 

subsistence was a thing of the past.   That such prosperity was uneven was beside the 

point: settlement in the county pointed to possibility. New settlers and landowners 

continued to come.  Jesse Cox, for example, explored the county before the war and 

moved there permanently in 1816. Cox was recently married and survived an epidemic—

probably cholera—“of which a great many died and which very much alarmed me.”  

Four years later, Cox moved again, this time four miles southeast of Franklin, where he 

settled “on a tract of land in woods, living in a camp until I put up a cabin.”6 

Cox and others saw the possibilities in the county and in national expansion. War 

threatened to disrupt that if the United States lost, and enhance it if the nation won.  

William Carroll, Pittsburgh-born hardware merchant, who came to Nashville in 1811 and 

swore allegiance to Andrew Jackson, was more candid than most about the stakes 

involved for Middle Tennessee planters. “Should any foreign power obtain a permanent 

possession of the City of New Orleans and the mouth of the Mississippi, we may bid 

farewell to all our prosperity and anticipated greatness,” Carroll wrote. “Let our enemy 

once get possession of this key to our commerce and we shall be completely locked out 

from all intercourse with the world.”7 Carroll did not need to mention that loss of New 

Orleans and the Mississippi also meant that the United States would be blocked from all 

the land across the river, including the Louisiana Purchase, which Britain did not 

recognize. The desire for land drove Tennessee settlement; now it helped fuel the war.8  

In addition, it helped make the reputations of state officials, some of those reputations 

national, all of which meant that Middle Tennessee—including Williamson County—was 

at the intersection of national and local issues.  

                                                
4 Ibid., Aug 1, 1812. 
5 Tennessee Gazette, Nashville, March 28, 1811. 
6 Diary of Elder Jesse Cox, May 1816, February 1820.  Nashville, Tennessee State Library and Archives, 

Accession #789, II-H-4, Box 1. 
7 The Clarion, Nashville, November 1, 1814. 
8 Finger, Tennessee Frontiers, 47. 
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War against Britain, declared on June 18, 1812, had already been sporadically 

underway against the Creek Indians since 1811, believed to be allied with the British, but 

in reality more closely aligned to the Spanish.  News of the declaration did not reach 

Middle Tennessee until July 4, and celebrations held in counties throughout the area 

combined nostalgia for the Revolutionary generation with the patriotic determination to 

match their fame. At an early hour, “the most respectable people of the county” gathered 

on the edge of Franklin to eat and drink, while the militia fired volleys, accompanied by 

martial music.  Though most of the toasts called for the success of American arms and 

the unity of the people, a few called for territorial acquisition, including Cuba and 

Canada.9  

Spanish support for the Indians was logical. An American triumph in the war 

might damage British prestige, but the cost in territory to the Spanish (Florida and 

possibly Texas) and the Creeks (portions of Georgia and most of Alabama) would be 

devastating.10  Tennesseans, beginning with Andrew Jackson and including the political 

leaders of Williamson County, wanted that land for speculation and settlement.  Some hid 

their rhetoric behind outrage and cries for “retaliatory vengeance,” after the August 1813 

Fort Mims Massacre.11 Other voices were more honest, saying that the Creek raids on 

white settlers “provided a pretext for the dismemberment of their country.”12 Jackson was 

unambiguous: “The soil which now lies waste and uncultivated, may be converted to rich 

harvest fields, to supply the wants of millions.”13 It is possible that some of the early 

Creek raids, which reached as far north as the Duck River in present-day Humphreys 

County approximately seventy miles from Franklin, led Williamson County citizens to 

feel genuinely threatened. But taken as a whole, the rhetoric as reflected in the press, 

indicates that most Middle Tennesseans saw the hostilities as a further chance for land 

acquisition and expansion.14  This would come at a cost to both factions of the Creeks, 

                                                
9 Ibid., July 8, 1812.  
10 The best account of the relationship of the Creek War to the larger War of 1812 is to be found in Frank L. 

Owsley Jr.’s Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands: The Creek War and the Battle of New Orleans 1812-1815 

(Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1981).  Owsley, researching previously unsearched Spanish 

archives demonstrated that the Creek’s primary ally was Spain, not Britain. 
11 Andrew Jackson, General Order, Sept. 10, 1813.  Published in The Whig,  Nashville, Sept. 14, 1813. 
12 The Clarion, Nashville, June 21, 1812. 
13 Nashville Whig, July 27, 1813. 
14 In the spring of 1812, a party of Creek warriors, returning from Canada, received erroneous information 

that war with the United States had already started.  Near the mouth of the Duck River, they attacked a 
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who were essentially in a civil war, the southern faction, which was acculturating into 

white society, and the northern faction, which was resisting and listening to the calls to 

shun the white man’s ways and unify with other tribes that came from the Shawnee 

warrior Tecumseh.15  

The awkward county militia system brought the volunteers to the colors against 

the Creeks and their alleged British allies, more than 6,000 before the war was over, and 

Andrew Jackson emerged from it pre-eminent among the nation’s military leaders.16  But 

buried within the ranks of the “citizen soldiers” who made up the militia was a generation 

of political leaders who, 20 years before the Bank Veto and other issues of the Jackson 

presidency, reacted against facets of Jackson’s personality.  When they perceived the re-

emergence of those facets in 1832 and 1833, they became the galvanizing spirit behind 

the ascendancy of the Whig Party in Williamson County.  The personality-driven 

political blood feud between Democrats and Whigs in Tennessee, in which each party 

genuinely believed that the other was a threat to the republic and which characterized the 

state in the 1830s and 1840s, had its birth in the trenches of 1812-1815.17  The personal 

became political. One of those who survived the trenches was Newton Cannon of 

Williamson County, who became Tennessee’s first Whig governor; another was Richard 

Keith Call, who became the Whig governor of Florida.  Jackson had his long-term 

political allies from the war, too, including Sam Houston, William Carroll and—after a 

period of twelve years—Thomas Hart Benton. But his personal and political style 

                                                                                                                                            
small settlement and killed a man, woman, and five children, and took as a prisoner, Mrs. Martha Crawley, 
who several weeks later escaped.  Owsley, Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands, 15.  For a well-researched 

account of how the Crawley capture inflamed whites, and gave immediacy to the hunger for Creek land, 

see Tom Kanon, “The Kidnapping of Martha Crawley and Settler-Indian Relations Prior to the War of 

1812”, Tennessee Historical Quarterly LXIV,  no. 1 ( 2005): 2-23.  
15 Owsley, Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands, 15. 
16 Owsley’s research, supported by Robert Remini, Gregory Evans Dowd, and other recent historians, is 

convincing that while the British wanted the Indians as barriers against American expansion, their active 

efforts to supply and coordinate with them was not meaningful until late 1814, after the Creeks had 

suffered enormous casualties at the hands of the state militias.  See for example Gregory Evans Dowd.  A 

Spirited Resistance:  The North American Indian Struggle for Unity, 1745-1815 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1992), 250-262. The exact number of Tennesseans who served in the militia during the 

war is unknown.  The 6,000 figure comes from The Clarion, Nashville, October 18, 1814.  More recent 
estimates conclude that at least 700 Williamson County citizens served in the war.  Louise Lynch. “Soldiers 

of the War of 1812”, Williamson County Historical Society Journal Number 3, 1971 (Franklin, TN: 

Williamson County Historical Society): 33-63. 
17 The best account of the second party system in Tennessee is Jonathan Atkins, Party, Politics, and the 

Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 1832-1861 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1997). 
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fomented intense opposition in the geographical area of the nation that fostered his move 

to the White House. 

Cannon is an unheralded key to the development of the Whigs in Tennessee, 

perhaps because he was not very colorful nor articulate in life and left only limited 

correspondence after his death. He was born near Guilford County, North Carolina, in 

1781.  Soon after the Revolutionary War, his father took the family to the Cumberland 

settlements at Nashville, but returned in the mid-1780s because of the Indian threat.18  

His second stay in Nashville, beginning in 1790, lasted eight years, after which the family 

moved to a 245-acre tract east of Franklin, purchased from the Revolutionary War land 

grant of Major John Nelson.19 Cannon had several occupations in his life, including 

saddler, merchant, surveyor and attorney, but his “consuming interest” appears to have 

been land acquisition.20   

Antagonism between Cannon and Jackson surfaced well before the war.  

According to family and county traditions the two were on opposite sides of a lawsuit in 

Franklin, the results of which caused Jackson to shout “Young man, I will mark you!” 

Relations were not helped by Cannon’s friendship with Joseph Erwin, father-in-law of 

Charles Dickinson, whom Jackson killed in a duel in 1806. Finally, in 1811, Cannon was 

nearly bankrupted when he lost $5,000 to Jackson in a match race between their horses.21 

                                                
18 Robert White ed. Messages of the Governors of Tennessee 1835-1845 (Nashville: Tennessee Historical 

Commission, 1954), 3:1. 
19 Virginia McDaniel Bowman, Historic Williamson County:Old Homes and Sites (Nashville: Blue and 

Gray Press, 1971), 34. 
20 Virgina McDaniel Bowman, “Governor Newton Cannon”, Williamson County Historical Publication 

Number 8, 1977 (Franklin, TN: Williamson County Historical Society): 31.  At his death in 1841, Cannon 

owned more than 1,000 acres in Williamson and Tipton counties, including the site of “Nelsonville” 

Nelson’s attempt to create an early Williamson County town. Cannon also owned 122 slaves, many of them 

“breeding women” indicating a possible involvement in the interstate slave trade. “Williamson County in 

Black & White”, Williamson County Historical Society Journal No. 31, 2000 (Franklin, TN: Williamson 

County Historical Society): 46-47. A contemporary of Cannon, who also served in the Tennessee militia 

during the War of 1812 and who probably knew him, was Isaac Franklin of Sumner County, slave trader 

extraordinaire,  one of the wealthiest men in the South before his death in 1846. See Robert H. Gudmestad, 

A Troublesome Commerce: The Transformation of the Interstate Slave Trade (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

State University Press, 2003). 
21 No primary documentation exists for any of this.  The events are repeated in a reminiscence of her father 

by Rebecca Letitia Cannon Bostick, written in the late 1800’s and on file at the Williamson County 
Archives in Franklin. Bostick was a product of Cannon’s second marriage and hardly knew her father 

before he died. The events are repeated again in Virginia McDaniel Bowman’s Historic Williamson 

County, 36, and in her article, “Governor Newton Cannon”, 31-32.  Bowman further states that a series of 

letters between Jackson and Cannon “showing their great animosity toward each other” are in the 

possession of Cannon’s descendants.  But no such letters have surfaced. 
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Cannon’s move into politics came even before the war. In 1811, he was elected to the 

state senate, representing Williamson, Rutherford, Maury, Bedford, Lincoln, and Giles 

Counties.22 

Despite premature concerns about a British move on the Gulf Coast after the 

declaration of war, it was the Creek threat that most concerned inhabitants of the 

Cumberland region and brought out the volunteers in force.23  The aftermath of the Fort 

Mims massacre led to the call for a minimum of 1,500 men each from Tennessee and 

Georgia to be divided into four separate armies.24 After a delay, Tennessee Governor 

Willie Blount authorized 3,500 troops for service. Jackson was to lead approximately half 

of them from Middle (then West) Tennessee. Newton Cannon recruited a regiment of 

mounted riflemen, which was eventually combined with two other regiments under the 

command of John Coffee, one of Jackson’s closest friends.25  Cannon was elected colonel 

of the regiment, which, according to tradition, displeased Jackson so much that he refused 

to mention the men’s service in his official dispatches.26 

Because of fears of a standing army reaching back to the Revolution, most states 

relied on their militias or irregular forces to handle threats on their frontier. With little 

centralized discipline or standards, the legacy of the militias was a particularly brutal 

warfare, often against non-combatants.27 But as C. Edward Skeen has shown, militia 

performance suffered badly, due to lack of supplies, lack of pay, lack of discipline and 

most importantly, expiration of service.28  Most troops, including Coffee’s cavalry 

                                                
22 White ed, Messages of the Governors of Tennessee, 3:1. 
23 Fearing an invasion by the British, Jackson assembled 2,100 volunteers in December, 1812 and sailed 
and marched toward New Orleans. Realizing that there was no threat—yet—the War Department 

demobilized the expedition at Natchez in February, 1813.  Jackson kept the men together on the march 

back to Nashville and earned his sobriquet “Old Hickory” for his toughness. Every biography of Jackson 

tells this story in detail, culminating in the duel between Jackson and Thomas Hart Benton James Parton, 

Life of Andrew Jackson (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1866), I: 360-391.  During the downtime between 

February and August, 1813, the Creek threat increased leading to a second mobilization. 
24 Owsley, Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands, 43. 
25 In his call for volunteers to rendezvous at Columbia in nearby Maury County on September 30, Cannon 

used typical language of outrage against the Creeks: “They have again commenced the attack on our 

defenceless southern frontier…Many of our brothers and fellow countrymen have fallen victims to these 

merciless savages.  Women and innocent infants have not escaped their savage cruelty…” Clarion and 

Gazette, Nashville, September 28, 1813. 
26 Bostick, “Governor Newton Cannon”, 3. 
27 A recent account of the legacy of these “wars of conquest” is John Grenier, The First Way of War: 

American War Making on the Frontier. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
28 C. Edward Skeen. Citizen Soldiers in the War of 1812 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1999), 

2. 
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brigade, under which Cannon and the other Williamson County mounted volunteers 

served, signed on with Jackson for only three months, beginning in September and 

ending in December 1813, and brought only enough clothing and horses for that period.  

In addition, promised food and other supplies to the army were not delivered on time. By 

the middle of December, with winter setting in and their terms set to expire, they wanted 

to go home.  Robert Remini, Jackson’s most comprehensive biographer, wrote that the 

men “were starving and were forced to subsist on inadequate rations—less than two 

meals for the last five days.”29  Jackson’s volunteers presented a series of “respectful” 

petitions, asking leave to go home, reequip and return.  Cannon, colonel of the 

Williamson County Mounted Rifles, was the first signatory of the one that came from 

Coffee’s cavalry: 

You know the situation of our horses; that a great part of them cannot be 
able in any short time to perform further service—our men have come out 
with patriotic motives, but were advised not to bring their own clothing 
necessary for the present service and approaching season—numbers have 
also lost their horses and clothing in the service and are already suffering 
with cold as well as hunger; and if permitted to return only the shortest 
time to their homes, would get fresh horses, and bring clothing prepared to 
go with you through the winter season, or until the end of the campaign. 
…30 
 

Jackson’s written response was unmoving, and began a controversy, played out in 

the Nashville press over the next year that worsened relations with Cannon, and haunted 

both men for the rest of their lives.31 Calling the volunteers “deserters,” Jackson asked,  

“Is patriotism to be measured by months and days and not by love of country?”32  Such 

language was not enough to keep the men in camp, though the cavalry did not leave until 

after Jackson’s several attempts—often at gunpoint—to keep the infantry also failed.33 

                                                
29 Remini’s account of the series of petitions, demands to leave and finally desertions by both infantry and 

cavalry is told in Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Empire, 1767-1821 (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1977), 196-205. 
30 The petition was published in the January 11, 1814 edition of The Nashville Whig. 
31 Jackson’s official newspaper, the Washington Globe would focus its venom on Cannon’s conduct when 
he ran for governor in 1835. When Cannon was elected, and payment of Tennesseans who had participated 

in the Seminole war was delayed, he paid them out of his own pocket.  Bowman, “Governor Newton 

Cannon”, 32-33. 
32 Nashville Whig, January 26, 1814. 
33 Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Court of American Empire, 1767-1821, 202. 
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The newspaper battle erupted as soon as Cannon arrived back in Middle 

Tennessee.  Responding to the publication of Jackson’s orders and proclamations, 

Cannon blamed Jackson and Coffee for breaching an agreement not to send the men into 

action until they were re-equipped and fed.  He concluded his lengthy response by saying 

of the soldiers that “they performed, in my opinion, with manly fortitude; and as officers 

and soldiers, have done much credit to their country.”34  Over the next several months, 

Coffee himself expressed his “shame” at the departures, which did not cease as the 

unreliability of the militia system became manifest.  By October 1814, units were still 

leaving when their terms were up, and Jackson eventually resorted to publishing long lists 

of individuals under the heading “Mutiny and Desertion.”35 Cannon’s own soldiers came 

to his defense, one writing sarcastically in the Nashville Clarion and Gazette that the 

whole affair was the soldiers’ fault since they had not learned “that a volunteer tender of 

service to their country was an entire surrender of their rights and liberties as free men.”36 

Both Cannon and Jackson transformed their military service into political careers.  

In 1814, Cannon was elected to Congress, succeeding Felix Grundy, and served until 

1825.37   In 1816, he outraged Jackson by voting to ratify Secretary of War William 

Crawford’s treaty with the Cherokees that returned a portion of Creek land.38 As early as 

June 1815, Jackson’s friends began promoting him for the presidency.39  The conflict that 

began before the war, and was worsened by it continued to spark as Cannon, in Congress 

and as governor took a series of positions on banks, internal improvements, and business 

antithetical to Jackson and which helped lead to the formation of an opposition party in 

Williamson County and the state. 

The immediate result of the war, particularly the defeat of the Creeks, was the 

opening of more than 23 million acres of land, primarily in the Mississippi territory, for 

white settlement and speculation.  John Finger, historian of Tennessee’s frontier period(s) 

                                                
34 Nashville Whig, February 15, 1814. 
35 Nashville Clarion and Gazette, October 4, 11, 1814.  Coffee’s letter to Jackson is quoted in Remini’s 

Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Empire, 202. 
36 Letter of Francis Jones, Capt, Clarion and Gazette, August 2, 1814. 
37 White ed., Messages and Papers of the Governors of Tennesseee , 3:1. 
38 Thomas Perkins Abernathy, From Frontier to Plantation in Tennessee (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 1932), 293. 
39 In a speech at Carthage, in Smith County, John Overton extolled Jackson’s possibilities, saying “that 

when a proper period occurs, how ready and able he is to call forth those energies that are calculated to 

excite the astonishment and wonder of the world.”  Carthage Gazette, June 9, 1815. 
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called Jackson’s treatment of both friendly and hostile Creeks at the Treaty of Fort 

Jackson “extortionate” and pointed out that Article 9 of the Treaty of Ghent required that 

pre-war Indian lands be returned to them.  But Jackson ignored that portion of the treaty 

and it was not enforced by the Madison Administration. Soon the land-hungry were 

pouring into the territory.40  Among those from Williamson County who owned large 

tracts of land in Mississippi were Thomas Hardin Perkins and his son-in-law Nicholas, 

Nicholas’s son-in-law Leland Bradley, and James Hazard Wilson, who with the Perkins 

family, was the wealthiest resident of the county.41 

The opening of the new lands meant new markets for Middle Tennessee in both 

crops and slaves, which meant new purchasing power.  The result was a postwar boom 

that lasted nearly four years. By 1820, just five years after the war, the county population 

had increased from just over 13,000 to more than 20,000, with the slave population 

nearly doubling from 3,985 to 6,792, indicating both that more farmers were feeling 

prosperous enough to purchase slaves and those that already had them were increasing 

their number.  While the largest occupation was agricultural (4,810) compared with 

commerce (23) or manufacturing (310), the figures also indicate the growth of the county 

seat of Franklin, which now had 1,500 persons and a thriving commercial district.42  The 

town was formally incorporated in 1815.43  The immediate post-war prosperity could be 

seen in what people chose to do with their money.  Many of the early log and plank 

homes were being replaced with brick mansions: the Francis Giddens house in 1819, the 

Nolen house in 1816, the Randall McGavock house in 1825; “Montpier,” the Nicholas 

Perkins house in 1820, reportedly built from the appreciation of the money Perkins was 

rewarded for taking Aaron Burr across country for trial back in 1807.44  Despite the onset 

                                                
40 Finger, Tennessee Frontiers, 236-238. 
41 Bowman. Historic Williamson County, 45. 
42 University of Virginia Geospatial and Statistical Data Center. United States Census Data Browser. 

Second Census Report.  ONLINE, 1998, University of Virginia. Available: 

http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/census/ (October, 2006). 
43 The Goodspeed Histories of Maury, Williamson, Rutherford, Wilson, Bedford & Marshall Counties of 

Tennessee (published 1886; reprinted 1971 byWoodward & Stinson Printing Co, Columbia, TN.), 803. 
44 Nicholas Perkins, a Davidson County resident, was appointed Register of the Land Office in the County 
of Washington in the Mississippi Territory for lands lying east of the Pearl River by President Thomas 

Jefferson in 1805. On February 18, 1807, he recognized Aaron Burr, former Vice President, who had been 

charged with treason for allegedly plotting to separate western lands from the Union. Summoning the 

sheriff who made the arrest, Perkins headed a party of men who took Burr to Richmond where he  was 

given $2,000 by Jefferson, which he reportedly invested in Williamson County real estate.  As previously 
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of depreciated farm prices, Joseph McGavock wrote to his father in February 1820 of his 

continuing progress in establishing a homestead: 

I have built me a house to work in wet weather so that I can make my 
plows, & harrows, and every other necessary essential and lose no time.  I 
have built me a fine large smokehouse, the logs nicely hewn and the roof 
of cedar shingles.  It is said to be the best in the county; also a kitchen of 
the same description, the principal part of the work done by myself.  I 
have also built me a blacksmith shop.45 
 

There were poorer parts of the county, particularly in the western, “barren” 

regions where cotton and tobacco agriculture was difficult (though not barley, oats, and 

millet), but by 1820 in many places the trappings of conspicuous consumption had taken 

root.  Whether through speculation, agriculture or slavery, Williamson County was a 

prime location for the have-nots to become the haves.  In some cases, like the Hardeman 

family, which settled early, bought out the Revolutionary land grants of others, and even 

operated a store, they eventually followed the nation west and increased their prosperity 

as they went. 46 There were other examples. William R. Nunn, came to Williamson 

County with nothing and in a short time was in the land business as administrator, 

executor, and appraiser of estates. By 1810 he owned several thousand acres and 30 

slaves; by 1850, when he decided to move to Texas, he owned more than 50,000 acres 

across Tennessee.47  Newcomers could also get the land and slaves—like the Wilsons, 

Perkins, Claybrookes and McGavocks, among others—become promoters of turnpikes 

and (eventually) railroads, and stay put.  It was hard not to thrive in this atmosphere of 

gain.  The county did not create a poorhouse until 1829 and it never had more than 20 

residents.48 

Williamson County, by the early 1820s was already connected to the world by 

road and river, which made it connected economically and soon made it connected 

                                                                                                                                            
noted, by the time of his death in 1848, he was one of the wealthiest men in the county. Ridley Wills. “Two 

Centuries at Meeting of the Waters”, Williamson County Historical Society Journal Number 30, 1999 

(Franklin, TN: Williamson County Historical Society): 30. 
45 Joseph McGavock to Hugh McGavock, 20 February 1820. Randal William McGavock Papers, TSLA. 
46 Nicholas Perkins Hardeman, Wilderness Calling: The Hardeman Family in the American Westward 

Movement, 1750-1900 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1977).1-42.  The Hardemans 

intermarried with several Williamson County families.  The ledger from their store in Franklin, 1802-1806 

is in the Missouri Historical Society in Columbia and is a key source for the frontier period in the county. 
47 Marymaud Killen Carter.  Fifteen Southern Families (New Orleans: Polyanthos Press, 1974), 193. 
48 See chapter 2. 
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politically.  There were roads—however primitive—to Nashville to the north, and then by 

steamboat virtually anywhere, and roads to the south, west and east.  The steamboats cut 

the time to the New Orleans markets and back from weeks to days. There was a bank in 

Williamson County, located in a substantial brick building on the square in Franklin.49  

And there was a weekly newspaper.  Copies of a sporadic paper called the Home Press, 

exist for 1814, but by 1822 The Independent Gazette, owned and edited by Henry Van 

Pelt was bringing in the news of the world, including an ominous portent of things to 

come: the report of a thwarted slave insurrection in Charleston led by Denmark Vesey.50  

The paper did not flinch from reporting the facts of the case and its attitude set a standard 

for county opinion over slavery and repeated attempts to steer a middle course over the 

contentious issue. “The whole system is evil, the existence of which we deprecate; but as 

it is unfortunately entailed upon us, we ought to govern our conduct by the state of things 

as we find it and are compelled to submit to it, and not by that which we would be glad, if 

we could, to substitute for it.”51   The paper chided the authorities in Charleston for 

blaming the plot on the “public discussions which took place on the Missouri question,” 

one of the few references in any state paper to the Missouri Compromise.52   

During the war, the Nashville newspapers published the latest news from New 

England, culminating in the 1814 Hartford Convention and the possibility of disunion.  

For a period of more than 10 years, political sentiment in the South and West was 

decisively affected by New England’s conduct in the war, plus the attempts in 1818 and 

1819 to condemn Andrew Jackson for his role in starting the first Seminole War and 

hanging two British citizens, and finally by the Missouri agitation.53 If the future of 

slavery was not a burning issue in Williamson County, many residents shared resentment 
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52  Ibid.,  Glover Moore, in, The Missouri Controversy, 1819-1821 (Lexington: University of Kentucky 

Press, 1952), 231, noted how little interest the Tennessee press showed in the subject, probably because of 

the Panic of 1819.  
53 Phillip Langsdon.  Tennessee: A Political History (Franklin: Hillsboro Press, 2000), 54. 



 

 23 

over New England’s actions and treatment of Jackson, and thus political opinion took on 

a personal and sectional hue that appeared to have more to do with an affront to honor 

than true policy agreement.54  Jackson’s rhetoric of anti-privilege and equal access 

(which became pronounced after the onset of the Panic of 1819) might sound good, but it 

also caused a large part of the Middle Tennessee business community—which included 

the export planters of Williamson County—to be ambivalent toward him.55 For example, 

both John Overton and William Carroll—one Jackson’s law partner and the other his 

second-in-command at New Orleans—remained personally supportive of Jackson while 

questioning his policies.  It was not until 1844 that Henry Clay, running for President as a 

Whig, carried the county, though even before 1832, it was clear that most of his proposals 

were in accord with county sentiment.  Memories of Clay’s role in attempting to obtain 

congressional condemnation of Jackson were long, and followed by his role in electing 

John Quincy Adams to the presidency created a personal suspicion among most county 

voters that outweighed policy agreements.56 

A key to the county’s early political leanings lay in its support for John Henry 

Eaton, who served as Jackson’s aide during the war and co-wrote the first Jackson 

biography.  Eaton was from Franklin and maintained a home there most of his life. His 

uncle was a speculator who had amassed nearly 5,000 acres.57 When he was appointed by 

Governor Joseph McMinn to fill the U.S. Senate seat of George W. Campbell in 1819, 

Eaton was the youngest man, 29, ever to serve in that body.  Eaton was extremely 

popular in Williamson County and his three election victories (ending in 1829 when he 

was appointed secretary of war) coincided with the peak of Jackson’s popularity.58  Still, 

the ambivalence, hearkening back to Jackson’s treatment of the Williamson Country 

troops during the war, was apparent early, even as the buildup to Jackson’s first attempt 

at the presidency unfolded.  “I am willing to allow to Gen. Jackson all the credit he 

deserves as a military character,” wrote a “Tennessean” to the Independent Gazette in 

1823. “Yet I do not believe him qualified to discharge the duties of chief magistrate of 

                                                
54 See, for example, the Nashville Clarion, March 15, 1819; the Independent Gazette, Franklin, August 20, 

1822.  Anita Shafer Goodstein discusses the personal nature of early allegiance to Jackson. Anita Shafer 
Goodstein, Nashville, 1780-1860 (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1989), 93-115. 
55 Goodstein, Ibid., 93. 
56 The Western Weekly Review, Franklin, June 16, 1843. 
57 Bowman, Historic Williamson County, 123. 
58 Langsdon. Tennessee: A Political History, 54-55. 
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this great republic. …There are traits in the character of Gen. Jackson…which in my 

opinion should keep him from the presidency.”59 

The Panic of 1819 furthered Jackson’s suspicion of privilege and banks (which, 

Charles Sellers argued, had been latent since his own financial misfortunes in the 1790s) 

and muted criticism against him, despite such dissenting voices.60 The depression hit all 

of Middle Tennessee particularly hard, as declining prices on the Richmond market 

paralleled a decline in bank stocks.  By June of that year, cotton was selling for twenty 

cents a pound, down from thirty-three cents and tobacco prices had plunged from $40 per 

100 pounds in 1816 to $4 in June 1819.  The prices on other county commodities, such as 

bacon, flour and whisky dropped by 10 to 30 percent.61 Middle Tennessee planters, who 

borrowed heavily from the banks and federal government to buy land and slaves and 

make improvements were devastated.  More than 500 suits for debt were brought at a 

single term of the Davidson County court and the Independent Gazette in Franklin carried 

long lists of public sales forced by the crisis.62  State banks in the southern and western 

states, which had overextended on long term loans to fund the speculation, were 

particularly at risk, a situation not helped by the chartering of the Second Bank of the 

United States in 1817. Seen as a rival by many state banks, the B.U.S. sought to win 

favor by a liberal policy of specie notes to the smaller banks, until by the middle of 1819, 

half the capital of the B.U.S. was controlled by southern banks.63 When the B.U.S. placed 

restrictions on credit and demanded payment from the state banks, the state banks 

                                                
59 Independent Gazette, April 20, 1823. 
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suspended specie payments, the Farmers and Mechanics Bank in Nashville on June 18, 

1819, the Nashville Bank on June 23, and every other bank in Middle Tennessee by 

July.64 The depression temporarily slowed immigration in the trans-Appalachian frontier 

as speculators who had invested heavily in land near the Chickasaw Bluffs (Memphis) 

could not find buyers and became objects of ridicule.65 By the middle of 1823—two 

years after recovery had started in older parts of the nation where the banks had not 

extended so much speculative credit—a candidate for the state legislature from 

Williamson County could complain that 

The present situation of the banks is a matter of great concern with the 
people, and upon this subject I feel every disposition on my part to enforce 
an act passed at the session of 1820 requiring the banks to resume specie 
payments on the 1st day of April, 1824.  The banking system in this 
country has done much evil.  The rich may have derived some benefit 
from it, but the poor have been the constant and almost silent sufferers 
under this engine of misfortune and oppression.

66
 

 

The economic distress had the inevitable political consequences across the state 

and in the county.  In Nashville, Franklin, and other incorporated towns, aldermen who 

were bankers and other business leaders were swept from elective office in the early 

1820s, though the urban centers, hit first by the panic, were also the first to begin 

recovery.67   Turner Saunders, Franklin’s first mayor, abruptly resigned in December 

1819,  and city aldermen did not meet for six months as conditions worsened.  The effects 

of the panic were uneven. Some large landowners like Lucius Polk traveled throughout 

Middle Tennessee desperately “renting lands,” in seven different counties to help pay his 

debts, while in Franklin, at virtually the same time, the Independent Gazette  (perhaps in 

a show of boosterism) boasted of “one grist and two saw mills…now in operation…and 

                                                
64 Ibid., 111. 
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 26 

several others nearly ready to be put into operation.”68 That the newspaper may have 

been engaged in wishful thinking is evidenced by the failure of “Bell Town,” an early 

subdivision laid out and financed by attorney John Bell.69 

The hard economic times did not begin to lift in Middle Tennessee until April of 

1824, when the legislature, under the prodding of Governor William Carroll began 

enforcing the specie payment act (although not every bank resumed specie payments until 

1826), which effectively put at least two Nashville banks out of business. Carroll, after 

his military days, became a successful hardware merchant, and brought the first 

steamboat— named after Jackson— to Nashville in 1818. He was nearly ruined by the 

panic and, supported by a series of key leaders—including Congressman Newton Cannon 

of Williamson County—was elected governor on a platform that pledged penal and 

education reform and state sponsored internal improvements. Even in mid-decade, 

Williamson County blacksmith Basil Berry could write to Stephen Childress that “times 

is very hard, that is money, and that makes property low….Since our banks are losing 

credit very much, they have never commenced payment since you left the country and I 

wish you would write to me as soon as you have an opportunity about your money.”70  

 Ironically, Carroll’s victory was Andrew Jackson’s short-term loss. Jackson, in 

1821, despite having opposed the Bank of Tennessee’s paper-money loan office, did not 

have the widespread reputation as champion of the common man that he acquired during 

his presidency.71  He had married into the Donelson family (one of the largest speculating 

families in the state), had been a partner in the speculative land ventures at Memphis, and 

his friends, such as Edward Ward (whom he supported against Carroll) and John 

Overton, were bankers.  Thomas Perkins Abernathy—no fan of Jackson’s—argued that 

speculation and money-making were the keys to Jackson’s life and that “he was not even 

a real leader of democracy,” a statement hotly disputed by such later historians as Arthur 
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Schlesinger Jr. and Charles Sellers.72 Much of Jackson’s political maneuvering between 

1821 and 1824, first as territorial governor of Florida, then in the U.S. Senate, was an 

attempt by the Overton faction to take the state back from Carroll’s “radical” 

supporters.73 Carroll’s victory in 1821 was largely in reaction to the Overton faction’s 

legislative maneuvering in protecting its own banking interests.  East Tennessee yeoman 

farmers, for example, denounced the new Bank of Tennessee’s paper-money loan office 

as an “untried and dangerous experiment” designed to alleviate the suffering in wealthy 

Middle Tennessee but not the rest of the state.74 Jackson, himself, in his denunciations of 

all banks, came closer to what he believed to be Carroll’s position—though Carroll was 

on the board of the Farmers & Mechanics Bank and in 1817 joined with Felix Grundy in 

seeking to establish a branch of the Bank of the United States in Nashville, indicating that 

not even Jackson’s closest political advisors shared his stated convictions. This made it 

easier for some of them—like John Bell and John Eaton of Williamson County—later to 

become Whigs.75  Jackson’s rhetoric led to Overton’s secretly backing another candidate 

in 1823 for the U.S. Senate, a move which might have ended Jackson’s presidential hopes 

had it succeeded.76  Thus, much of the Tennessee political struggle in the wake of the 

panic can be perceived as rival business factions fighting for control, struggles that often 

penetrated to the county level. 

Fueled by the hard times, twin currents of personality and economics met in 

Jackson and his policies and tugged at the electorate in counties like Williamson.  By 

1824, the force of Jackson’s personality and well-cultivated image as a “pure servant of 
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republicanism” combined with sectional suspicions after a divisive war, the Missouri 

controversy and anger at the Bank of the United States (seen largely as a creature of the 

East) not to mention state banks, for three elections overwhelmed the capitalist impulse 

behind the settlement of Williamson County and all of Middle Tennessee. Circumstances 

helped voters obscure that impulse in Jackson himself.  Thereafter, the impulse 

triumphed. 

While county export planters might secretly applaud John Quincy Adams and his 

support for federally-funded internal improvements, the pressure to support a Tennessean 

for president in 1824 was overwhelming, and Jackson received more than 98 percent of 

the vote in the state and county.77  The machinations behind the eventual election of 

Adams and the opening of the 1828 campaign (which began when the Tennessee 

legislature nominated Jackson six months after the 1824 elections) gave county voters 

barely time to pause.  For three years, many state newspapers assailed Henry Clay for his 

role in the “corrupt bargain” and scorned his attempts to explain it.  Yet in Williamson 

County, and in the corridors of state power, Jackson had his doubters from the beginning 

for the simple reason that they were not sure where he stood on the issues.78  Newton 

Cannon, for example, had ample reason to dislike Jackson personally, but Jackson’s 

shifts on internal improvements as well as his pre-1828 conflicting statements about 

banks, ruled out Cannon’s support. Cannon himself had moved from opposition to the 

1817 Bonus Bill to support the General Survey Bill of 1824, and by 1830 was firmly in 

favor of some federal role in internal improvements as well as the Bank of the United 

States, a progression that many others made.79 Jackson, on the other hand, voted for 

seven different federal improvement projects between January 1824 and March 1825,  
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but coupled with his vetoes once he became President, led one historian to conclude that 

he “had no clear cut policy on the issue.”80  

Governor William Carroll epitomized the conflicts that confronted Jackson’s 

business friends and which made it possible for many later to abandon him. After the 

Tennessee legislature nominated Jackson in 1822, Carroll became his campaign treasurer, 

while at the same time secretly encouraging Clay to oppose Jackson as the Democratic 

candidate.  Upon hearing of Clay’s nomination by the Kentucky legislature, Carroll wrote 

Clay that this step might encourage Clay forces in Tennessee, and expressed confidence 

that the state would go for Clay if Jackson failed.  Carroll also lobbied for Clay in letters 

to friends in the Louisiana legislature.  Carroll’s secret support for Clay continued up to 

the 1828 election.81 

Press reaction to the 1828 campaign in the county was carefully ambivalent.  

Henry Van Pelt allowed anti-Jackson letters in the pages of the Western Balance, and in 

August 1827, reprinted Henry Clay’s entire speech in Lexington, Kentucky, covering the 

front page and two inside pages in which Clay attacked Jackson and tried to exonerate 

himself, yet again, from the “corrupt bargain” charge.  But there were balancing letters 

about and from such county natives and Jackson supporters as Thomas Hart Benton and 

John Eaton and Jackson’s friendship with Scots-Irish county families, such as the 

McGavocks and McEwens, had the result of ingratiating him with the county electorate.82 

It is worth noting that just a few days after Jackson swept the county, Franklin 

aldermen elected attorney Nicholas Perkins mayor, a man noted for his anti-Jackson 

sentiments and eventual role in the Whig Party.83 Still, Jackson won Williamson County 

with 1,524 votes to just 190 for Adams in the wake of a vicious personal campaign that 
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led one Williamson County Jackson supporter to accuse the Adams campaign of “tearing 

open old wounds that a lapse of twenty years had well-nigh cured,” a reference to attacks 

on Rachel Jackson and Andrew Jackson’s history of personal violence.84  

If Jackson had a not-so-secret weapon in Williamson County in 1828, it was John 

Bell.  Younger and less well-known than Benton or Eaton, Bell epitomized the class of 

young acolytes who (sometimes grudgingly) gave vigor to Jackson’s early efforts, only to 

grow disenchanted at his political maneuvering and abandon him for the Whigs. Others 

would be the legendary David Crockett, Richard Keith Call, and finally Eaton himself. 

Both Bell and Eaton were, in the early 1820s, on the boards of banks, yet supported 

Jackson anyway. Bell was a director of the Nashville Bank, and Eaton—along with 

Carroll—was a director of Farmers & Mechanics Bank.  In addition, Bell’s brother was a 

director of the Nashville branch of the Bank of the United States.85 Though, by 1827, Bell 

had not lived in Williamson County exclusively for five years, he started his law practice 

there in 1817 and represented it in the state senate in the early 1820s.  He was also 

married to Sally Dickinson, granddaughter of Hardy Murfree, the largest landholder in 

Williamson County and one of the largest in Middle Tennessee. Brilliant (a college 

graduate at 17), ambitious, proud and often brooding, Bell better represents the 

antebellum ties between Nashville and Williamson County than any other figure and also 

represents the county’s tendency toward moderation and non-ideological political 

sympathies.   

In the 1827 congressional election, Bell challenged incumbent Felix Grundy (who 

had his own waxing and waning relationship with Jackson) to represent Davidson, 

Williamson and Rutherford Counties, and won despite Jackson’s support of Grundy.86 It 

was a personal contest (Bell apparently punched one heckler), and one that presaged the 

divisiveness of the second party period in Tennessee, despite the fact that Bell was, 

perhaps, the last of Tennessee’s pre-party politicians.87  He seems never quite to have 
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been at home either as a Jackson Democrat, Whig, Know-Nothing, or Opposition 

Politician.  Only in 1860, when he was a third-party candidate for President under the 

general slogan, “The Union, the Constitution and the Laws” did he seem fully 

comfortable.   

Like many of his constituents, he fastened upon Jackson in the 1820s because 

Jackson seemed to rise above partisan, and especially sectional politics, a position that 

seemed to encompass the county in the 1830s and 40s.  In a letter prepared for the public 

on September 25, 1826, Bell formally endorsed Jackson for the presidency, saying that 

the administration of John Quincy Adams owed its existence to a “union of discordant 

and hostile interests, brought about by the arts of political management and intrigue.”  

Perhaps hoping for an endorsement in his own race that never came, Bell extolled 

Jackson as a “man whose purposes are always admitted to be pure, whose mind seemed 

formed for great emergencies, whose splendid services placed him in deserved public 

favor, an immeasurable distance in advance of all others,” an example of overkill that 

made Jackson only more suspicious of Bell.88  In some ways they were alike.  Both were 

personally ambitious.  Both sought wealth (both found it in their marriages though both 

also liked to speculate in land); both enunciated national interests over the sectional.  But 

Bell seemed to be fundamentally distrustful of political parties, of the idea of parties, and 

the partisanship that the party system required; this sometimes strained his political 

alliances, such as his refusal to endorse Newton Cannon for re-election in 1837.  His 

extolling of Jackson’s personal virtues in 1826 had the air of someone who hoped that 

they were true. That may explain his pronounced hostility to Martin Van Buren (a man 

who loved and helped create political parties) in both 1832 and 1836, and his persistent 
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in-state and national rivalry with a man almost his exact contemporary—James K. Polk—

whose party loyalties were never in question.89   

John Bell always had the air of someone who declared party allegiance because 

he had nowhere else to go at the time, an attitude that made him fundamentally distrusted 

in Jackson’s circles. 90 Still, in 1826 at the age of 29, he was a rising young star in state 

and possibly national politics, and judging from the references to him in both the 

Nashville and Franklin papers, someone to whom the voters paid attention.  His support 

of Jackson in 1828 was genuine and there were many voters in his district to whom that 

mattered. Bell supported Jackson on such key issues as nullification, the Bank Veto, and 

Indian removal, not to mention the tariff, but he seems to have had a growing distrust of 

Jackson’s personal nature and political maneuvering that did not find voice until the 

removal of the bank deposits and the Van Buren succession argument.91 

Jackson’s first two years in office marked the peak of his popularity in 

Williamson County. Taking advantage of the election, the Independent Gazette carried a 

large advertisement for the “Jackson Wreath,” a “national souvenir”—apparently a 

book—containing engravings, a life of Jackson, and music, all designed “in 

commemoration of the great civil victory achieved by the people through the Hero of 

New Orleans.”  The souvenir was, apparently, almost wholly a celebration of Jackson’s 

personal attributes. He was both a man of the people and above partisanship.92   

Those personal attributes, which included decisiveness, loyalty and gallantry 

toward women came to the fore in the Eaton affair. The “Petticoat War” in which he 

defended the honor of Margaret (Peggy) Eaton, made both him and John Eaton hugely 

popular.   In 1830, as the controversy engulfed Washington D.C., Jackson and the couple 

came to Franklin.  Jackson and Eaton were there to conclude a treaty with the Chickasaw 

                                                
89 Polk’s party allegiance allowed him to be breathtakingly specific.  His primary slogan in 1844 was “Polk, 

Dallas and Texas.” 
90 Goodpasture, “John Bell’s Political Revolt and his Vauxhall Garden Speech,” 257-ff; Parks, John Bell of 

Tennessee, 25-32; Polk’s own correspondence, collected in eight volumes, 1817-1848, evinces a profound 

dislike and distrust of Bell by most Democrats.  For example, John W. Childress to James K. Polk,  2 

August 1834. Correspondence of James K. Polk, ed. Herbert Weaver (Nashville: Vanderbilt University 
Press, 1972), 2: 443. 
91 Joesph Parks, Bell’s biographer, writes that on several of these issues, particularly nullification, Bell 

supported the Administration, but doubted the advisability of its actions.  Bell often found himself playing 

the role of peacemaker, which made all sides doubt his sincerity. Parks.  John Bell of Tennessee, 60-65. 
92 Independent Gazette, June 19, 1829. The cost of the souvenir was two dollars.  
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Indians that would result in the tribe’s removal across the Mississippi.  It was also a good 

opportunity to escape the controversy in Washington.  While opinion in Nashville was 

split on the Eatons, in the smaller, less sophisticated Franklin it was not.  More than 500 

citizens (approximately 3/4 of the adult, white population of the town)  prepared a large 

barbecue for the couple, and the town’s women went out of their way to receive Margaret 

Eaton “in the most friendly manner.”  Following a dinner at the Hermitage, Jackson 

protégé John Overton hosted yet another party for the Eatons, this one heavily attended 

by Williamson County residents.  Jackson called them “the bone and sinew of the 

country,” one of his favorite phrases.93 

The dissolution of Jackson’s cabinet in 1831 over the Eaton scandal culminating 

in John Eaton’s appointment three years later as territorial governor of Florida refocused 

the nation—and Williamson County—away from personalities onto issues, though 

county residents had more chances to show their support for the couple.  In October 

1831, the Eatons returned to Middle Tennessee after the cabinet resignations to a series of 

dinners.  On November 11, more than 100 people attended a banquet in Franklin where a 

litany of toasts culminated with one to Margaret Eaton: “The Law of the Jewish 

Talmud—He that slandereth his neighbor, or those of this neighbor’s household, shall be 

taken without the gates of the city and beaten with stripes, and all the people shall say, 

Amen.”94  Eaton’s eventual return from Tallahassee, and his attempt to be elected for the 

second time to the U.S. Senate from Tennessee in 1833, presaged both the splits in the 

state Democratic Party and the rise of the Whigs.  Eaton lost to Felix Grundy (perhaps 

because of the lingering effects of the scandal), despite Jackson’s support, and by 1840, 

after a period as minister to Spain, formally joined the Whigs by supporting William 

Henry Harrison.95  The Eatons continued to spend their winters in Washington and their 
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summers in Franklin, and remained favorites of the county. Accounts are numerous of the  

“dinners, suppers, barbecues and jamborees” that the Eatons gave for the county.96 

The movement of Williamson County away from support of Jackson occurred in 

increments over a five-year period as personal political rivalries mixed with economic 

concerns over Jackson’s banking and currency policies. The combination made most 

county voters change their perceptions of Jackson from an epitome of republicanism to a 

threat to its continuation.  The break with Jackson began gradually, and ended with a 

rush. John Bell, for example, as chairman of the House Committee on Indian Affairs 

pushed Jackson’s 1830 Indian removal bill through Congress, and resoundingly voiced 

support for the President’s veto of the Maysville Road bill.97  When the U.S. Supreme 

Court, in January 1831, refused jurisdiction on a request by the Cherokees to enjoin 

Georgia from beginning expulsion, the Western Balance—by now The Western Weekly 

Review, voiced approval with a confusing ambiguity: 

If you are under obligation to many, it is prudent to postpone the 
recompensing of one, until it be in your power to remunerate all, otherwise 
you will make more enemies by what you give, than by what you 
withhold.98 
 
When Congressman David Crockett broke with the administration by opposing a 

bill that would have ceded to Tennessee title to unappropriated lands in Crockett’s district 

(a bill that Crockett believed would leave squatters at the mercy of speculators), the 

newspaper approvingly reprinted a mock announcement from the Jackson Gazette: 

“Strayed or stolen from the Jackson ranks, a certain member of Congress from the 

Western District, named DAVID CROCKETT” and offering a reward for Crockett’s 

return.99  When the question was land and its acquisition, the voices of Williamson 

County still supported Jackson.  That carried over to the nullification fight. On other 

issues it changed.  

                                                
96 Kay Shelburne Trickey, “Small Town Boy Makes Good” , Williamson County Historical Journal 13, 
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99 Ibid.  



 

 35 

Despite the fact that most of Middle Tennessee was not isolated in the manner of 

East Tennessee (where clamor for improved turnpikes and a railroad was increasing, as 

well as some manner of circumventing the feared Mussel Shoals on the Tennessee River) 

there were calls by members of the state legislature, as well as the governor in favor of 

state funding for internal improvements, if not yet some federal role.  The early roads out 

of Williamson County had been locally mandated and built.  In December 1829, the state 

incorporated the Franklin Turnpike Company to run a macadamized road from Franklin 

to Nashville.  The commissioners, who included prominent landholders in both counties, 

were authorized to receive subscriptions in the amount of $75,000 to be divided into 

shares of $25 each.100 Though still largely privately financed—often through a series of 

Tennessee Improvement Lotteries in which the lucky winner could take home up to 

$5,000—at least two of the chartered companies in the county did receive financial aid 

from the state, though most of the roads were built by private subscription.101  Two years 

later, legislators granted a charter for the Franklin and Columbia Pike, and in 1841 for the 

Nolensville Pike.102  If, as one correspondent to The Western Weekly Review claimed, 

[Henry Clay’s] “American System…has but few advocates among southern planters, and 

its author still fewer adherents,” improved means of communication and transportation 

were of increasing importance.  Internal improvements and their funding would create a 

new generation of capitalist entrepreneurs in the county. 

John S. Claybrooke, who epitomized the spirit of entrepreneurship traveled 

extensively before moving to Tennessee in 1829 from Louisa County, Virginia. always, 

As he wrote home, Claybrooke always had the Big Picture of the nation in mind:  

Why did I traverse the sandy plains bordering on the Gulf of Mexico?  
Why did I go and view the Choctaw country inhabited by uncivilized 
man… I expect & hope the result of my journeys will prove to be of much 

                                                
100 The commissioners for this first road were Randal McGavock, John Watson, James Swanson, Lawrence 

Bryan, Joseph Wood, Robert B. Currey, H.R.W. Hill, Robert Weakley, William Hadley, Christopher E. 
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321. 
101 Marshall, “Pertaining to the Early History of Franklin and Williamson County,” 25;  The Western 

Weekly Review, July 1, 1831. 
102 Goodspeed’s History of Maury, Williamson, Rutherford, et al. Counties 792. 
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utility to me and my country.  I have now a knowledge of my country 
from the great river Mississippi, as far as the Potomack [sic].103 

 

After several years as a teacher at Hardeman Academy, Claybrooke made a fortune in the 

tried and true method of Williamson County residents—through land and slaves. But he 

also helped build the turnpikes and in a few years became president of the first railroad in 

the area.104  James Hazard Wilson owned most of the stock in the Harpeth Turnpike 

Company, built the first suspension bridge in Nashville and was worth more than two 

million dollars. In Tennessee alone, he gave each of his sons a fortune in lands, stocks, 

servants and cash, besides the homes he built for each of them. 105 

The first efforts to build a railroad to Franklin occurred in November 1831, when 

the books were opened to receive subscriptions for the Nashville, Franklin & Columbia 

line.  Success was slow in coming; the committee on subscriptions sought to raise 

$200,000 in shares of $25 each.  A railroad was not completed through the county until, 

quite literally, the eve of war in 1859, and then largely through the unremitting efforts of 

Claybrooke whose life spanned nearly the entire century.106 One reason for this delay 

may have been a lack of a sense of urgency from Middle Tennessee residents.  Unlike 

East Tennessee, which desperately wanted a railroad to Charleston to carry goods from a 

mountainous and largely inaccessible region, and West Tennessee, where travel for a 

visitor like Alexis de Tocqueville was a ghastly experience, Middle Tennessee had good 

roads and a good river, and enough money to finance at least some improvements 

themselves.107  Still, the fact that the area wanted a railroad and was making efforts—
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however desultory—to build one reemphasizes a basic point about the whole Middle 

Tennessee culture: it was oriented toward material progress, and making money.  A 

railroad itself might not be vital in the 1830s, but county entrepreneurs knew that it would 

be. The railroad symbolized, as Michael Kammen has pointed out,  “dramatic and 

unimagined progress.”108
 In the 1830s, in Williamson County, the railroad meant the 

future, and particularly from politicians like William Carroll and Newton Cannon, there 

was beginning to be a feeling that government—on some level—ought to take a hand in 

the future.  Each, as governor, sought state funding for internal improvements, and 

Cannon was instrumental in drawing up the 1835 state constitution that mandated it. On 

the other hand, the fact that it took 28 years to build a railroad, indicates that not 

everybody agreed. 

The idea that economic progress as evinced in the markets was a key component 

of republicanism and that government should aid the markets was an emerging point of 

polarity between Jackson and his followers and those who would form the Whigs. 

Jackson might appeal to the working men of Philadelphia, to the working men of most 

American cities, and even to a segment of farmers (and larger planters) in Williamson 

County, but there was beginning to dawn in business-oriented Middle Tennessee, a 

feeling that behind the still somewhat vague rhetoric, he was an impediment to progress, 

at least on some issues.109  County voters seemed to believe in economic nationalism and 

saw the role of government as a means to further it. Jackson believed in—or employed 

the rhetoric of— hard money, a society without banks and debt, a throwback to a 

subsistence culture that, in 1830, was already long in the past.110  

In the fall of 1831, four major events were coming to confluence that would have 

long-term effects on the county’s economic sentiments, and which combined with 
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individual political ambition and thus voters’ political sentiments: the fight over the tariff, 

the fight over nullification, Indian removal (and the Supreme Court’s involvement with 

it), and the Bank of the United States.  The fact that all of these were reaching critical 

mass in an election year gave them added potency. If Williamson County residents felt a 

degree of ambiguity over some of these issues (the tariff and Indian removal), on two 

they did not (nullification and the B.U.S., especially when Jackson started removing the 

deposits), and coupled with the volatile argument over who would succeed Jackson, they 

decisively altered county voting patterns.111 Historian Sean Wilentz has called 1832 

“Jackson’s crucial year.”  For his political future it was.  But the events which consumed 

it began at least four years before and were not resolved until well afterwards.112 It is 

necessary, therefore, to examine the county’s reaction to each. 

If William Freehling is right that Tennessee was  “mildly anti-tariff and 

passionately pro-Jackson,” then Williamson County, at least in the fall of 1831, seemed 

to fit the pattern.113  It may be that county leaders understood that for parts of the South 

the argument over the tariff and nullification, like that over federal funding for internal 

improvements, and like that which had occurred over the admission of Missouri, masked 

the real subject: federal power and what it might mean for slavery—including disunion. 

During the 1830s, the pages of The Western Weekly Review, as well as the Nashville 

papers, on a regular basis, warned that the real goal of the nullifiers was to disrupt the 

Union.   The “Old Republicans” from Virginia, such as John Taylor and John Randolph, 

had made the argument from the beginning that any departure from strict constructionist 

limits on the power of the federal government would imperil slavery. 114 Even Tennessee 
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newspapers had done their best to ignore the Missouri issue. Now, a dozen years later, at 

the beginning of a decade (the 1830s) that saw the founding of “The Liberator” and Nat 

Turner, previous nationalists like John C. Calhoun were coming to believe that any 

expansion of federal power was a step toward emancipation. “The Carolina frenzy 

against [tariff] protection,” wrote Charles Sellers, “ was at bottom a frenzy about 

slavery.”115  In Williamson County, across most of Middle Tennessee, there was no 

frenzy.  

In 1830, there were more slaves than ever in Williamson County, 10,473 

compared to 16,006 whites, up nearly 80 percent in ten years, and the new lands being 

taken from the Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Cherokee tribes guaranteed a brisk domestic 

slave trade, which made the institution even more profitable.116  More than one fourth of 

all slaves were males between the ages of ten and thirty-five, and they were expensive.  

John S. Claybrooke complained that “negroes are so high and …are so difficult to obtain” 

and “are a curse and a vexation, even the most faithful.”  Still, he was in the planter’s 

dilemma of needing them and saw no choice but to purchase: 

You say negroes are very high.  Is it probable they will be lower by next 
March?  I fear not.  Then I think I had better purchase now and give as 
high as $500 upon an average for the four mentioned in my letter…No the 
slaves are too high…I am sometimes disposed to sell off my property in 
this state…and go to a non-slaveholding state!!!117  
 

The institution had become vital to the economic well-being of the county, yet county 

spokesmen never, through the 1830s, 40s or 50s used the “positive good” argument to 
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justify it. Based upon the printed press,  the ambiguity expressed by some in the county, 

and the continued refusal to base voting patterns on sectional fears, it appears that most in 

Williamson County were able to separate legitimate complaints about the tariff from the 

implications of nullification. James Hogan Jr. of the Western Weekly Review detected a 

deliberate ambiguity in Calhoun’s Exposition designed to mask disunionist sentiment.118 

Hogan admitted the nature of slavery (or at least the possible violence inherent in it), 

while at the same time lamenting the murder of the white victims:  

[I]t behooves us, while we can, to make some humane disposition of them. 
…. Shall we not do something to remove evils of such magnitude?  The 
blood of those recently slain in Virginia is a sacrifice over which sorrow 
sheds its measure of tears.  But shall the event pass without 
improvement?119

 

 

This willingness to admit the evil results of slavery coupled with the lack of 

debate over its legality (or the unwillingness to challenge the status quo), meant that 

Hogan, and others like him in the county, could argue nullification, tariffs, and other 

issues on their merits, not as a mask for something else.  Still, as Hogan and Claybrooke 

demonstrated, some county whites seemed to understand on some level a contradiction 

between the rhetoric of republicanism (with its economic component) and the evils of 

slavery. The Nat Turner revolt spooked Williamson County residents, as it did in most of 

the South.  Over the next several months, after August 1831, the newspapers reported on 

the trial and execution of the Turner conspirators at the same time that they alerted the 

public to reputed slave plots in several nearby communities.  Responding to the 

appointment of a watchman for the town of Franklin, The Western Weekly Review called 

for patrols throughout the county, and as it had for some years, published the proceedings 

of the annual meeting of the American Colonization Society, emphasizing the paper’s 

                                                
118 It did not take editor Hogan long to exhibit skepticism and hostility to both Calhoun and Jackson.  
Regarding Calhoun’s Exposition Hogan referred readers to the August 31 U.S. Telegraph, “where he will 
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asserts any such thing.”  The Western Weekly Review, September 9, 1831. 
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belief in one solution.120 Ultimately, planters like John Claybrooke could not repudiate 

slavery because of the wealth it brought to them. 

The contradictions and anxiety of a slave society exacerbated an already volatile 

political season and exposed the strains between the language of republican inclusion and 

the reality of an economic elite that would strive to hold onto power as the nation was 

changing. In June 1832, for example, calls for a public meeting to discuss most of these 

national issues (the tariff, nullification, but specifically the nomination of Martin Van 

Buren by national convention) argued that failure to attend would “amount in effect to an 

acknowledgement of the right [of the few] to rule, and the substitution of their will, for 

the will of the many.” Yet, in reporting on attendance in its next issue, the newspaper 

emphasized, without irony, “the better class of citizens” who turned out to speak against 

Van Buren.121 

Williamson County planters had opposed the 1828 Tariff of Abominations like 

most other Southerners, but had muted opposition in the face of Jackson’s election and 

his compromise rhetoric.  Though a series of anti-tariff meetings were held throughout 

the midstate in late 1831 and early 1832, the language of the resolutions was deliberately 

designed to be non-provocative.  Maury County residents, for example, next door to 

Williamson (and the home of Jackson lieutenant James K. Polk) were decidedly 

moderate: 

So far as a system of imports designed for revenue merely, may have 
contributed to the growth and prosperity of Domestic Manufactures, we 
have witnessed their prosperity, not only without envy, but with pleasure. 
… [But] We look upon all legislation in the general government, the 
object of which is to regulate and control the industry of the community, 
as a usurpation, and when it effects this purpose by depressing one branch 
of industry to foster and promote another, we regard it as unjust and 
ruinous oppression.122 
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A similar meeting in Nashville a week later led to the expression of a “diversity of 

sentiment” on the issue, as those in attendance refused to send delegates to the national 

anti-tariff meeting in Philadelphia.123  Williamson County, located between Nashville and 

Maury County, held no meeting specifically to express citizen feelings on the tariff, but 

by February 1832, James Hogan Jr. could write with approval of Congressman John 

Quincy Adams’ attempts to modify the tariff “in some of those essential parts,” and 

confidence that the issue would be ameliorated.124 

It was the offshoot of the tariff controversy—nullification— that caused more 

discussion. There were citizens who argued through the pages of The Western Weekly 

Review, in favor of South Carolina’s position.  “Publius” denied that the terms 

“Nullification” and “Disunion” were synonomous and then argued that the United States 

was a compact of states.  But the letter came from South Carolina. Hogan, speaking for 

the paper, countered that in other public documents such as “the Virginia and Kentucky 

resolutions…the writings of Mr. Jefferson…the Constitution of the United 

States…we…never heard of its [Calhoun’s opinions on the relation of the states and the 

general government] being advocated till it took root in the sands of South Carolina since 

Mr. Calhoun became known as the leader of a party.”125  Throughout 1832, as the 

nullification crisis deepened, so did suspicion of Calhoun in Williamson County. 

At the same time that the nullifiers were contemplating defying the federal 

government, the Worcester v. Georgia U.S. Supreme Court case, and Georgia’s reaction 

to it, caused some to question over which issue the Union might founder—the tariff or the 

Indians.  County planters and slave traders might profit from the lands at stake, but the 

prospect of defying the federal courts caused much unease. Andrew Jackson’s refusal to 

enforce the court’s edict on the one hand, coupled with his pro-federal views toward the 

nullifiers on the other, had the result of both solidifying and undermining support for him 

even as he contemplated his veto of the bank rechartering bill, an act that met with much 

more ambiguity—if not hostility— in Williamson County.  County spokesmen seemed 
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willing to admit that Jackson might be right on some of these issues, but that his means of 

achieving his goals undermined his republican rhetoric and indeed the republic itself; the 

ends did not justify the means.  “In common with every American, we view it as a matter 

of regret, that Georgia should show herself hostile to the determination of the Federal 

Court, [sic], and that the different presses of the state should array themselves against its 

decisions,” wrote Hogan.126  The Western Weekly Review further predicted that Georgia 

authorities would “shoulder their muskets” to prevent the two missionaries who had been 

jailed for visiting the Cherokee and urging resistance to removal, from being released.127 

The county view on the Indian question had always been mixed.  Speculators and 

planters wanted the land, but since most of Williamson County had been cleared of tribes 

prior to settlement there was not a legacy of widespread brutality and violence.  When 

Jackson met with the Chickasaws in Franklin in 1830, there was wide sympathy for the 

Indians.  In like manner, when the Choctaws signed a removal treaty in October 1830 

with Jackson confidants John Eaton and John Coffee and prepared to move across the 

Mississippi, the reaction in Williamson County was anything but celebratory: 

We stop not now to examine the conduct of the government towards them, 
which has operated so powerfully to accomplish this mighty change; to 
argue the justice or injustice, its righteousness, or its iniquity.  We have 
given but a few passing thoughts, melancholy, indeed they may be, but 
still they are those which will find place in the heart, when pondering on 
the scattered tribes and broken remnants of a noble people, worthy of a 
better fate, and a higher destiny.128

 

 

On the heels of these two already percolating controversies came the Baltimore 

general convention that nominated Martin Van Buren to run with Jackson in 1832, and 

the Bank Veto.  In combination with the other issues and what they reinforced about 

Jackson’s character (particularly from those, like Newton Cannon, who had served with 

him in the War of 1812), the foundation for a revolt against Jackson and the formation of 

the Whigs was laid.  The county might applaud Jackson for the way he handled South 

Carolina, but it would not be enough to offset the unease at the rest of his actions. 

                                                
126 Ibid., April 6, 1832. 
127 Ibid., April 20, 1832. 
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There had been agreement across the state when Jackson bypassed the traditional 

congressional caucus nominating process in 1828 in favor of the Tennessee General 

Assembly, and nomination by legislatures had spread to other parts of the nation as part 

of a decentralized, grassroots effort.  In May 1832, when the first Democratic Party 

national nominating convention met in Baltimore to ratify Jackson’s choice of Van 

Buren, the idea of taking the process away from the local level caused controversy.  

Although Jackson’s biographer, Robert Remini, asserted that Tennessee was “fully 

represented” at the Baltimore convention, many East Tennessee counties and some in 

Middle Tennessee, including Williamson, refused to appoint citizens to attend the 

Nashville meeting which chose the delegates.  Eventually 15 individuals from nine 

counties composed Tennessee’s delegation. Embarrassed at the turnout, supporters of the 

convention held a series of public meetings across the state to justify it.129  The 

opposition press continued to lambaste both the Nashville meeting and the Baltimore 

convention as “an entire subversion of Republican [sic] principles.”130 There had been 

sectional unease over Van Buren for his support of the 1828 tariff, among other things, 

and many in Williamson County, while professing neutrality, refused to condemn the 

U.S. Senate for defeating his appointment as minister to Great Britain.131  Many in the 

county also followed the lead of Virginia in urging a state convention to nominate Phillip 

B. Barbour of that state as vice president.  Hogan, whose anti-Jackson sentiments seemed 

to become more pronounced with every issue of The Western Weekly Review, was at his 

sarcastic best: 

There is one great difference between the manner in which this convention 
is got up, and the manner in which our Nashville convention of March 10th 
was got up:  the people of Virginia are holding meetings and electing 
delegates to represent them…in our own state, the delegates kindly saved 
the people the trouble of electing them, or of giving them advice as to 
what their will was on the subject.132

 

                                                
129 Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Freedom, 356. The Western Weekly Review, April 

6, 1832. 
130 Ibid., June 1, 1832 
131 James Hogan Jr., while admitting that Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun had “personal” arguments with 

Jackson, refused to assign their opposition to Van Buren on those grounds.  Ibid., March 2, 1832. 
132 Ibid., June 15, 1832.  It is a sign of just how much of an irritant Hogan and the opposition press already 

was to the Democrats that James K. Polk took an active role in attempting to start Jacksonian newspapers.  

The Union in Nashville, was finally started in 1836; a year later, Henry Van Pelt, who had edited the old 

Independent Gazette, started the Franklin Recorder, which apparently received very little county support 

and soon went out business.  William G. Childress to James K. Polk, 17 September 1837, in 
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Two weeks later, on June 23, more than 250 persons crowded into the Williamson 

County Courthouse in Franklin.  Though some Van Buren supporters were present, the 

overall tone of the meeting—and the resolutions which came from it—were decidedly 

opposed to him.  Speakers tried to separate Van Buren from Jackson (“We scorn the 

imputation that all those who oppose the nomination [are] unfriendly to the present 

administration,” one said), and called for a state convention to nominate Barbour.133  One 

of those in attendance later wrote The Western Weekly Review: 

I would here ask the community if they are in favor of high protecting 
duties; a tariff that taxes what you wear, eat and drink, lessens the value of 
your staple productions, and makes you tributary to the North.  If so you 
ought to support Van Buren, who has uniformly supported the tariff and 
who, as it is said, bought twenty thousand dollars worth of sheep soon 
after the woolen bill was passed in 1828. …134 
 

One passage encapsulated the charges of sectionalism and corruption that would be used 

against Van Buren for the next eight years.  

Jackson’s Bank Veto, issued three weeks later on July 10, had the effect of 

transforming the 1832 Presidential election from a series of issues centering upon 

presidential power to a single one—the power of the bank versus the power of the 

presidency.  Though Jonathan M. Atkins asserted that “most Tennesseans received with 

delight Jackson’s veto,” in commercially-minded Middle Tennessee that was not 

necessarily the case.135  It is true that, since the Panic of 1819, there had been a suspicion 

of banks even in this area, but by 1830, with only one state bank and one private bank in 

operation, planters such as a neighbor of John S. Claybrooke were depositing money in 

the “U.S. Bank”  to “purchase land…whenever a good opportunity offers.”136 The 

Nashville Branch of the Bank of the United States was the only public bank with an 

                                                                                                                                            
Correspondence of James K. Polk , ed. Herbert Weaver (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1977), 4: 

241. 
133 The Western Weekly Review, June 29, 1832.  At partial list of attendees at the meeting reveals the basis 

for the future Whig Party in Williamson County: Swanson, Rucker, Bostick, Marshall, Sawyer, 

McConnico, Stith and McLemore were just a few of the family names. 
134 Ibid., July 12, 1932. 
135 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 33. 
136 John S. Claybrooke to _________ Claybrooke, 5 January 1833, Claybrooke-Overton Papers, TSLA.  

Virtually all Tennessee banks, except Hugh Lawson White’s Bank of Knoxville, the Wood, Yeatman 

private bank in Nashville had closed by 1827. 
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office in Middle Tennessee, and thus commercial interests wanted to keep it open.137  

When the minority report of the House Ways and Means Committee, written by B.U.S. 

opponent James K. Polk (and largely directed, critics argued, at Polk rival John Bell, 

whose brother was a director), charged that the Nashville branch was founded upon a 

“vast debt of hollow and rotten securities” Nashville merchants and bank supporters 

(along with many planters from the outlying counties) held a public meeting in Nashville 

to defend the branch and Middle Tennessee’s commercial credit.138  James Hogan Jr., 

though mindful of the shaky legacy of banks in the region, still wrote that 

we do honestly believe that at the present the exigencies of the people are 
such as to demand the continuance of an institution of this kind for some 
years to come at least; it is not merely the mercantile interest which now 
suffer, but the agricultural and the manufacturing interests. …139

 

 

The need for banks of some kind soon forced the state legislature to charter three 

new state banks, the Union Bank in anticipation of Jackson’s veto, and in 1833, the 

Planters Bank and the Farmers & Merchants Bank.  The first two had offices in Nashville 

(and eventually Franklin) and the last in Memphis.140 As “A Mechanic” wrote to The 

Western Weekly Review, “without it [a state bank] the spirit of individual enterprise will 

be totally checked, and the energies of the whole community effectually cramped and 

destroyed.” 141 Williamson County merchants and planters were key in the chartering of 

both the Union and Planters Banks.  Such future Whigs as Dr. Edward Breathitt and 

William B. McClellan were instrumental in calling a county meeting in August 1832, to 

appoint a delegation to petition the legislature for a charter.  Other future Whigs such as 

Hardin Bostick, William P. Campbell, and Robert C. Foster (brother of Whig U.S. 

Senator Ephraim Foster) were chosen for the delegation.  So was William G. Childress, a 

cousin of Sarah Childress Polk, and a Democrat who had pro-bank sympathies.142 Once 

                                                
137 Goodstein, Nashville, 1780-1860, 118. 
138 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 34. 
139 The Western Weekly Review, July 27, 1832. 
140 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 33; Goodstein, Nashville 1780-1860. 
118. Bowman, “Financial Institutions of Williamson County”, 93-95. 
141 The Western Weekly Review, August 3, 1822. 
142 Childress remained a Democrat and served as one of Williamson County’s two delegates to the 1834 

Constitutional Convention.  He later served in the Tennessee General Assembly and was a delegate to the 

1844 Democratic Convention that nominated Polk.  His support of Van Buren in 1836 was extremely 
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the Union Bank was chartered in October, the “counting rooms” of Breathitt and Curran 

were opened on November 9 to sell stock for $10 a share, with such prominent county 

residents as William Owen, Nicholas Perkins, and William Maney overseeing the 

process. More than $2 million of stock, more than anticipated, was sold and the Union 

Bank opened its Nashville branch on March 4, 1833, with the Planter’s Bank opening in 

Franklin later in the year.143  Versions of the Union Bank opened throughout the South, 

and in most cases served to solidify the power of the economic elite of the community.  

Bostick, Campbell and Foster were all large landholders in the county, and Foster was the 

county’s state senator, a position he yielded to Childress in 1835. 144 Perkins was a 

member of an extended family that owned more than five plantations and vast acreage in 

Tennessee and Mississippi; he had also served as Franklin’s mayor.  The availability of 

credit meant that the county planters could buy more land and slaves, and bring unused 

acreage under cultivation.  The bank began to lend money almost immediately and the 

local economy which had sputtered under the combination of drought and political 

uncertainty, got a needed boost.  “Every Saturday, I am either at Nashville, Franklin, or 

Shelbyville,” wrote J.S. Claybrooke in answer to an inquiry from his sister about his 

marriage prospects, “settling up business with various individuals.  The truth is I have not 

time to get married at present.”145 

Jackson’s veto had not killed the Bank of the United States; it merely allowed its 

charter to run out in 1836. Though banks were largely blamed for the Panic of 1819, for 

many in Middle Tennessee, the economic slowdown that began again in 1831 (and would 

reoccur with greater impact in 1837) was blamed on Jackson’s war against the B.U.S., 

though some also blamed Nicholas Biddle, the bank’s president, for attempting to restrict 

credit.  When Jackson, home for the summer of 1832 in anticipation of a sweeping re-

election victory, was feted in Nashville, those who arranged a reception for him could not 

                                                                                                                                            
tenuous and earned Polk’s distrust, which accounts for his ability to get elected in Williamson County.  

William G. Childress to James K. Polk, 10 January 1837, in Correspondence of James K. Polk, 4: 21-23. 
143 The Western Weekly Review, August 10, 1832,; November 9, 1832, Bowman, “Financial Institutions of 

Williamson County”, 93. 
144 The Western Weekly Review, August 10, 1832. 
145 J.S. Claybrooke to his “relations”, 17 August 1833, Claybrooke-Overton Papers, TSLA. For an account 

of how the Union Bank affected another community—Tallahassee, Florida— see Edward Baptist, Creating 

an Old South: Middle Florida’s Plantation Frontier Before the Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), 112-119. 
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get enough votes to approve a resolution of approval for the veto.146  That the bank 

dispute did seem to have hurt the local economy was evidenced by John S. Claybrooke, 

still teaching school at Hardeman’s Crossroads and buying land.  Claybrooke’s letter 

indicates not only that times were hard, but that debtors, even in Williamson County, had 

more sympathy for money owed a schoolteacher than a banker: 

[A] great friend of mine…took me to one side… and told me he had 
deposited in his hands bonds & accounts belonging to me to the amount of 
$800 to collect and the times were so hard that the people could not pay 
me, but if it would be any accommodation to me, he would give me a 
check for any sum I might need and accordingly did for $500…but let the 
notes stand as mine as the people would pay them, believing they were 
mine, much sooner than if they were known to be his.147 
 

As Harry L. Watson has shown in his study of Cumberland County, North 

Carolina, the creation of a formalized opposition party to Jackson was a slow and often 

painful process.148 It did not reach fruition in most parts of the nation until 1836, though 

Michael Holt asserts that in Tennessee, the election of Williamson County native Newton 

Cannon to the governorship in 1835 marked its solidification in the state.149  In the county 

itself, though Jackson carried it in 1832, through the newspaper columns, through the 

letters of prominent families bothered by the swirling maelstrom of Jackson’s various 

controversies, the opposition seemed to crystallize even before the 1832 election, in spite 

of the lack of a formalized party apparatus.  In September 1832, Hogan admitted that 

Jackson would win, but insisted that “We have not spoken against it merely for 

opposition’s sake; we simply wish to record our own opinion and the opinion of hundreds 

of the independent voters of Williamson County. …”150 

On October 10, three weeks before the election, in response to a petition signed 

by fifty-four citizens, anti-Jackson voters gathered at the courthouse in Franklin and 

resolved to vote for Col. Richard Swanson as the elector from the district.  Swanson, the 

son of Edward Swanson, who had laid out the first homestead in the county, would 

                                                
146 The Western Weekly Review, August 24, 1832. 
147 John S. Claybrooke to ______ Claybrooke, 5 January 1833, Claybrooke-Overton Papers, TSLA.  
148 Watson, Jacksonian Politics and Community Conflict, 196 
149 Michael Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party: Jacksonian Politics and the Onset of the 

Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 56. 
150 The Western Weekly Review, September 28, 1832. 
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become a consistent Whig and was pledged to vote against the Jackson/Van Buren ticket.  

Jackson was savaged for “dereliction of constitutional duty…departure from the 

principles of Republicanism” and “dangerous doctrines advanced for the first time, by 

himself, in his late message on the Bank Bill” that are “fraught with dangers, subversive 

to the liberties of the people.”151 

Robert Remini has questioned the vote total for Tennessee in 1832, which 

historically has shown Henry Clay receiving less than half the votes attributed to John 

Quincy Adams in 1828.152  “As a westerner,” Remini wrote, “Clay enjoyed far greater 

support in Tennessee than Adams.”153  Remini offers no proof for his assertion and since 

many of the totals were reported in anti-Jackson newspapers, such as in Williamson 

County, it is far more likely that for the last time, personal affection for Jackson overtook 

discomfort at his policies, a conflict that would not exist in succeeding elections.  Clay 

did receive fewer votes than Adams in the county (119 to Adams’ 190), much more likely 

indicative of memories over his role in 1824.  But Jackson’s vote total was less than half 

of what it had been in 1828, 689 votes as opposed to more than 1,500.  One reason for the 

decline may have been the weather; it rained most of the week and the Harpeth River 

reached more than thirty feet above flood level. Perhaps because of that factor, plus the 

reports from the other states that already made a Jackson landslide apparent, The Western 

Weekly Review reported “little excitement was felt in this county, respecting the 

election.”154 With the exception of William Childress’s two years in the state senate, 

1835-1837, Jackson’s victory in the county was the last time for thirty-six years that a 

candidate of the Democratic Party—at either the local, state, or national level— carried it. 

                                                
151 Ibid., October 27, 1832. 
152 Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Freedom, 390. 
153 Ibid. 
154 The Western Weekly Review November 9, 1832.  Jackson and Van Buren received 689 votes in 

Williamson County;  a Jackson/Barbour ticket just five. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE REVOLT OF THE ELITES 

 

Most people in Williamson County accepted Andrew Jackson’s 1832 re-election 

as preordained, and there was little bitterness expressed afterwards from those who 

opposed him. But several of the issues which had most animated discussion during the 

last year remained unresolved.   These included the nullification standoff between the 

federal government and South Carolina and the future of the Bank of the United States, 

which still had millions of dollars in government deposits.  While citizens were solidly 

behind the president on the former, his decision to remove the federal deposits from the 

bank effectively ended Jacksonian political strength in Williamson County.  Jackson’s 

insistence that Martin Van Buren succeed him made sure that Democratic fortunes did 

not revive for a generation as county reaction was transferred against James K. Polk and 

other Democrats.  Administration policies collided with the personal ambitions of men 

opposed to one or more of them, and economic unease, which ushered in a generation of 

interparty competition in Tennessee.  The competition dealt with such substantive issues 

as a national bank versus an independent treasury, and finally war itself.  But underlying 

it were strongly held views about republican values which, as Jonathan Atkins has 

asserted, Democrats believed Whigs threatened, and which Whigs believed about 

Democrats.  “ [Both] Whig and Democratic leaders…consistently portray[ed] the defense 

of freedom as the fundamental issue in American politics,” Atkins wrote.1 The state as a 

whole became evenly divided between the parties.  In Williamson County, Whig 

sentiment became and remained overwhelming. Across the nation, the mutually exclusive 

aspects of a market economy and republicanism dominated in many places.  But wealthy 

Williamson County, with a coterie of ambitious politicians, seems by 1833, to have made 

the benefits of the market system a key part of its conception of republican liberty. 

As early as a week after the election, indications that South Carolina was going to 

nullify the tariff sent alarms through the Upper South.  “Governor Hamilton has thought 

                                                
1 Johnathan M. Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Crisis in Tennessee, 1832-1861 (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1997), xiv. 
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proper to convene a special and extraordinary session of the new legislature before it has 

a constitutional existence,” wrote a correspondent to The Western Weekly Review.  After 

South Carolina did nullify the tariff on November 24, another citizen wrote that “South 

Carolina is determined in her purposes—determined even to desperation—and nothing 

but the firm and unified efforts of all who fearlessly and decidedly support the 

Constitution and the Union can turn aside the threatened discussion.  Apart from this 

there is no hope.”2  Jackson’s proclamation, which separated the issue of the tariff (which 

he admitted was negotiable) and nullification (which he insisted was not) and which 

threatened armed force against South Carolina raised hopes in the county.  “It is 

decidedly the most eloquent document that has yet emanated from the National 

Executive,” wrote James Hogan Jr., editor of The Western Weekly Review, “and shows 

the determination of the President to meet the crisis as it should be met—firmly and 

fearlessly and to maintain at every hazard, the supremacy of the laws and Constitution.”3 

Williamson County’s lack of sympathy for nullification should not have been 

surprising given the changing status of Middle Tennessee’s economy in 1833.  Farmers 

were diverting their attention from cotton and tobacco staples to food crops and livestock 

for a domestic market, not a foreign one.  For the first 40 years of settlement, the cotton, 

tobacco and hemp culture seemed destined to turn the region into a copy of the plantation 

South. But wasteful practices leeched the soil and affected the profitability of the staple 

crops.  During the 1820s, climate changes moved the northern limit of cotton cultivation 

further south, though planters in the southern part of Williamson County continued to 

grow the short-staple variety.4  

Beginning in the early 1830s and lasting into the 1840s, a series of recessions, 

culminating in the Depression of 1837, combined with the changing climate to reduce 

quality and devastate cotton and tobacco prices.  Planter Leland Bradley wrote to his 

brother Robert that though his “small grains turned out pretty well, corn is bad in most 

places, cotton and tobacco very short.”5 Aggravating the situation was the increasing 

demand for slave labor in Mississippi, Alabama, and other areas to the southwest, which 

                                                
2 The Western Weekly Review, Franklin, November 16, 1832; December 14, 1832. 
3 Ibid. December 24, 1832. 
4 Edward E. Baptist, Creating an Old South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 23. 
5 Leland Bradley to Robert Bradley, 26 September 1838, Bradley Family Papers, Williamson County 

Archives, Franklin, TN. 
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increased the price of slaves and threatened to take many of the best laborers, as owners 

could not resist the huge profits.  Over the next twenty-eight years, grain, oats, millet, 

bluegrass, red clover and rye (and the horses, cattle and hogs that would graze on the 

fields and win a national reputation) assumed increasing importance to Williamson 

County planters and were keys in the economic nationalism that made them see their 

well-being entwined with the fortunes of the country, not simply the South.6  By the time 

of the Civil War, 98 percent of Middle Tennessee farmers reported growing some corn 

and 99 percent grew livestock, including, pigs, cattle, horses and sheep.7 Though 

Williamson County cotton planter S.C. Cannon reported to his cousin A.P.  Maury a yield 

of “50,000 pounds of cotton out, and supposed to be 4,000 yet to pick” in 1837 only 12 

percent of farms across the region grew cotton by 1860 even as corn production 

increased.8  Williamson County remained, however, a major tobacco producer, a 

similarity with the counties north of Nashville rather than to the southern counties in 

Middle Tennessee, such as Maury and Marshall, where cotton production continued on a 

large scale.9  

 Many of the county’s early settlers came from Virginia, North Carolina and 

South Carolina, where depleted soil forced migration.  Crop diversification was a means 

of heading off the same problems.  Clover and oats, for example, both fed cattle and 

replenished the soil.  There was even an attempt in the county, and across the region, to 

grow silkworms.10   This diversification created a yeoman class in the county, largely 

self-sufficient, owners of from 100-500 acres, with from one to twenty slaves, and which 

strove, through the raising of export crops and livestock, to achieve the wealth already 

                                                
6 Some planters, like Nicholas Perkins would still produce several thousand pounds of cotton in a year, but 

also bacon and other products.  At his death in 1848, Perkin’s estate showed 40,000 pounds of bacon, 9,000 

pounds of iron and 3,000 pounds of leather.  “Williamson County in Black and White” Williamson County 

Historical Society Publication No. 31, 2000 (Franklin TN.: Williamson County Historical Society): 41; 

Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 28-29. 
7 Sam B. Hilliard, Hog Meat and Hoecake: Food Supply in the Old South, 1840-1860 (Carbondale: 

University of Illinois Press, 1972), 193-195; Lewis C. Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United 

States to 1860 (New York, 1949), 644-45.  Both noted in Stephen Ash, Middle Tennessee Society 

Transformed, 1860-1870, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), 17-18. 
8 S.C. Cannon to A.P. Maury, 25 November 1837, Collection of Frederick Smoot, Tennessee State Library 
and Archives. As Stephen Ash noted, the planting, maturing and harvest seasons of the two crops 

coincided, Ash, Middle Tennessee Society Transformed, 18.  
9 Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States, 821-822. 
10 Blanche Henry Clark, The Tennessee Yeoman, 1840-1860 (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1942), 
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extant in many areas.  The 1835 Tax Record of Williamson County showed just how 

widespread the county’s natural bounty had become. The county had 277,250 acres of 

taxable land; 716 landowners owned between 100 and 500 acres; ninety-seven 

landowners owned between 500 and 1,000 acres.  Although there were approximately 

10,000 slaves in the county, 4,414 of them were taxable (between the ages of twelve to 

fifty years) and 938 households owned slaves, 926 of them owned between one and 

nineteen; 639 persons owned land but no slaves. The largest landowners were either 

descendants of the recipients of Revolutionary War grants, or speculators who had 

bought from them and decided to settle in the county.  A few absentee speculators still 

owned land. The Perkins, Murfree, Dickerson, Lytle, Ewing, Green, Johnson, Jordan, and 

McGavock families were just nine of twenty-seven landowners with more than 1,000 

acres.  Thomas Hardin Perkins was the largest landowner with 5,385 acres and eighty-

nine slaves, and his extended family owned nearly 11,000 acres and 250 slaves. 11 

As economic power consolidated, political power seemed to become more 

equitable, though no politician elected outside of the town of Franklin had fewer than 500 

acres.  Of the twenty-seven largest landowners in 1835, none held elective office.  

Newton Cannon owned 600 acres in the county (but almost as many acres in West 

Tennessee),  David Dickinson owned 950, A.P. Maury, 535, and former Franklin Mayor 

Nicholas T. Perkins (a cousin of the more affluent branch of the family), 702 acres.  All 

were large landholders, but not among the largest. On the other hand, the aldermen 

elected for the town of Franklin in 1835 were definitely not of the economic elite, 

indicating a further separation of economic and political power. Henry Baldwin Jr. was 

                                                
11 Agricultural wealth spread across Middle Tennessee and was not determinative of political allegiance. 

Maury County (Democrat), immediately to the South of Williamson and the home of the Polk family had  

354,754 acres of taxable land; 5,027 taxable slaves for a value of $3,095,472.  Only seven planters owned 

more than 1,000 acres, and twenty-five between 500 and 1000 acres; 105 planters owned more than ten 

slaves with the largest owning 144.  In Wilson County (Whig), there were 315,144 acres of taxable land 

and  2,688 taxable slaves valued at $1,629,474.  Only one planter owned more than 1,000 acres, with seven 

owning between 500 and 1000; twenty-two planters owned more than ten slaves with the largest owning 

fifty; Rutherford County (Whig) had 275,061 acres of taxable land,  4007 taxable slaves for a value of 

$2,508,590; ten planters owned more than 1,000 acres and thirty-two between 500 and 1000; eighty-two 

planters owned more than ten slaves with the largest owning forty-one1.  Finally Sumner County 
(Democrat) had 267,618 acres of taxable land,  3118 taxable slaves valued at $1,590,315. Six planters 

owned more than 1,000 acres and twenty-two between 500 and 1,000; fifty planters owned more than ten 

slaves. Total taxes collected in the counties were remarkably close with the exception of Wilson.  Tax 

Record for Williamson County, 1835; 1836 Tax Rolls for Wilson, Rutherford and Maury Counties; 1838 

Tax Roll for Sumner County. 
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taxed for one-half lot and five slaves; Dr. A.B. Ewing was taxed for one acre, five town 

lots and four slaves; William Maney was taxed for two lots and six slaves; R.P. Currin 

was taxed for four lots and four slaves; James Park was taxed for twelve and one-half 

acres, three lots and five slaves; L.H. Woldridge was taxed for one lot and one slave, and 

the town’s new mayor, Holland L. White, was taxed for one-half  acre, six  and one-half 

lots and three slaves. Currin was a merchant, Ewing a physician, Park, a hatter and Henry 

Baldwin, a banker whose father owned twenty-eight slaves. The constitution of 

1834/1835 with its elimination of property requirements and change to valued taxation of 

land gradually opened up the political process and the economic process, but overall 

Williamson County was already a wealthy county becoming wealthier.12  

Economics seemed to cut across political sympathy and as in neighboring 

Davidson County, wealth and prominence did not automatically favor the Whigs.13 Of the 

Franklin aldermen elected in 1835, Wooldridge, Park, and Ewing were Democrats; 

White, Maney, Currin and Baldwin were Whigs.14 Of the twenty-seven largest property 

owners, slightly less than half, twelve, can definitely be identified as Whigs and seven 

can be identified as Democrats, suggesting that wealth was not determinative in party 

allegiance.15 As for the Bosticks, the McGavocks, the Perkins and the other large 

                                                
12 Tax Record of Williamson County, 1835. 
13 The McGavocks, the Neely’s and the McEwens, for example, were as wealthy and prominent as any 

family from Williamson County and all remained Democrats.  Burton W. Folsom’s convincing 
examination of Davidson County, with heavy cross-pollenization into Williamson (the McGavock family, 

for example had huge landholdings in both counties) revealed a stronger connection between family and 

party than between wealth and party.  Both Whigs and Democrats were large slaveholders, both sat on the 

boards of banks and universities and membership of both crossed class lines.  Folsom’s conclusion for 

Davidson county and other “ethnically homogenous southern communities” was that “prominent men were 

not universally pro-Whig.”  Burton W. Folson II, “The Politics of Elites: Prominence and Party in 

Davidson County, Tennessee, 1835-1861,” Journal of Southern History XXXIX (1973): 359-378. 
14 Virtually all of these men were still alive in 1853 when The Review and Journal published a party 

breakdown of prominent men. Review and Journal, Franklin, August 1, 1853. 
15 The twenty-seven largest landholders were: John B. Bond, Ed Breathwit, Sherwood Green, William Hay, 

Mary Hilliard, Andrew Hunt, Matthew Johnston, Ben Johnson, Johnson Jordan, William Lytle, Randal 

McGavock, William Murfree, James Maney, William Maney, Mathis Murfree, John Preston, Samuel 

Perkins, Nicholas Perkins, Thomas H. Perkins, Richard Rudder, John Swansey, Edward Scruggs, John 

Thompson, Thomas Wilson, John Watson, W.S. Webb, James H. Wilson. Of the 27, John Preston never 

lived in Williamson County; he lived N.C. The Hiliards, Murfrees and Maneys were heirs of Col. Hardy 

Murfree and were Whigs, along with Ed Breathwit, William Lytle, three members of the Perkins family, 
Edward Scruggs, Johnson Jordan, and Sherwood Green.  Altogether 12 of the largest landholders can with 

some degree of certainty be identified as Whigs. William Hay, Andrew Hunt, Randal McGavock, Richard 

Rudder, Thomas and James H. Wilson, W.S. Webb and John B. Bond were Democrats, leaving seven 

whose party affiliation is inderterminable. It is worth noting that slave holders may be a better judge of 

wealth since some of the land holdings were more valuable than others. A 100 acre farm near Franklin 
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planters, many of whom had moved from speculation to settlement, the large holdings 

they owned, such as “Carnton,” “Meeting of the Waters” and “Westview” were worlds 

unto themselves, containing their own blacksmith shops, slave artisans, waterworks, 

cotton gins and tobacco sheds, gristmills and slaughterhouses.16  

These changing economic circumstances and broadening wealth shaped political 

sentiment, reinforced a sense of nationalism, and increased suspicion of sectionalism. 

Voters soon created the permanent image of the “Nullifier” in Tennessee’s political 

culture as, to use Jonathan Atkin’s definition, “a politician who threatened disunion as a 

means to achieve selfish political ends.”17  The nullification crisis mended some political 

rifts in the state, if only temporarily.  Governor William Carroll, whose support for 

Jackson had been lukewarm, offered to lead a force of 10,000 men to South Carolina to 

enforce the federal law.18   The crisis created other rifts. Ephraim Foster challenged 

Senator Felix Grundy’s bid for re-election, alleging that Grundy was sympathetic to 

South Carolina.  When Jackson supported first John Eaton, then Grundy, a disgusted 

Foster denounced him and ultimately became a Whig. 19  

The resolution of the conflict, which came with the Force Bill, and the 

compromise tariff of March 1833 brought visible relief to the county and renewed 

approbation for Jackson.  “Many who have heretofore been the President’s strongest 

opponents, are now the most decided in supporting the doctrines and principles of the 

proclamation,” The Western Weekly Review wrote on January 4, and the paper hailed 

Henry Clay’s role in forging the compromise by exclaiming “the time has not yet come 

when our confederated republic is to be resolved into the original elements of anarchy 

and confusions; nor will it come, so long as our citizens remain true to themselves, and to 

the principles of their departed fathers.”20  

Yet nullification had settled nothing, and a few voices in Williamson County 

asserted that Jackson’s proclamation not only contradicted his states’ rights position on 

other issues (such as Indian removal), but was yet another manifestation of a “coercive “ 
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383. 
19 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 29-33. 
20 The Western Weekly Review, March 8, 1833. 
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nature by which he might “intimidate…by threats, and foment insurrection and 

violence.”21 Most Southerners supported Jackson against South Carolina, but the end of 

the confrontation was disquieting.  As Charles Sydnor put it, “after this date [disunion] 

may not have had a great number of Southern advocates, but it became a familiar part of 

Southern thinking.”22 That was true in both the lower and upper South, where, in the 

latter, it would continue to be spoken of in dread.  But there were other issues, both local 

and national, which now took precedence. By the end of 1833, virtually all good will that 

Jackson had promulgated in Williamson County, Tennessee by his clash with Calhoun 

was gone. 

One month after the compromise tariff and the Force Bill became law, seventy 

Williamson County citizens sent a petition to Newton Cannon asking him to run for the 

state senate, representing Williamson and Rutherford Counties.  The accompanying 

letter, written by W. G. Childress—a pro-bank Democrat— stated that a “very large 

portion of the people of this county” would support a Cannon candidacy. Cannon 

responded (probably with mock surprise) by claiming that “however little I may have 

anticipated that I should, at this time, be placed before the people…I feel it my duty to 

acquiesce and will…endeavour to serve them to the best of my ability.”23  The back and 

forth was indicative of a candidate and an electorate that seemed somewhat 

uncomfortable with the emerging rules of democracy.  Cannon, who except for a brief 

period as commissioner to the Chickasaw Indians, had held no government office for 

eight years.  His loss to Sam Houston in the 1827 governor’s race seemed to end his 

political career, but with anti-Jackson sentiment rising in Middle Tennessee, he knew a 

good opportunity when he saw it.  But still, under the passing culture of republicanism—

which Jackson seemed to threaten—he had to pretend disinterest and surprise.  Ironically, 

before the end of the year, Cannon was back in the public eye, but as the Chairman of the 

Committee of the Whole after being chosen to represent Williamson County in the 

production of a new, more democratic state constitution.24 

                                                
21 Ibid. January 4, 1833. 
22 Sydnor, The Development of Southern Sectionalism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1948), 220. 
23 The Western Weekly Review, April 8, 1833. 
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At virtually the same time that Cannon was contemplating a run for state office, 

John Bell was being gerrymandered out of representing Williamson County in Congress.  

Beginning in 1833, Bell represented Davidson and Wilson Counties, and David 

Dickinson, a Franklin attorney and Bell’s brother-in-law represented Williamson and 

Rutherford Counties.25  Dickinson was a nominal Democrat who realized that there was 

growing opposition to the Jackson Administration in both Williamson and Rutherford 

Counties. Dickinson encapsulated the dilemma of most Williamson County Jacksonian 

politicians, first favoring the Bank of the United States, then opposing it, leading a 

Williamson County farmer to complain, “What strange conduct!  What an inconsistent 

course!  Can you tell me the cause of such a course?”26 Eventually Dickinson became a 

Whig, as did the man who succeeded him in 1835, A.P. Maury, the son of Franklin’s 

founder, Abram Maury. Even though Dickinson, Maury and Bell all had strong doubts 

about the Jackson Administration, it was Bell who continued to hold the affections of 

county voters.  Bell and Cannon were two of the three key political leaders who, over the 

next two years led Williamson County’s antebellum political sentiments irrevocably into 

the Whig ranks.  The third was, in 1833, practicing commercial law in Williamson 

County and expressing increasing outrage over the policies of Andrew Jackson.  

Meredith Poindexter Gentry was contemplating a run for the Tennessee House of 

Representatives when he came of age, a position that many felt would be a platform for 

higher office.  Three very strong personalities—each made wealthy by Williamson 

County’s bounty (in Bell’s case marrying into it) and either already, or poised to become 

enemies of Andrew Jackson and his legatees—were about to come onto center stage.   

Gentry’s family was an old one in the area, his parents having emigrated from 

Rockingham County, North Carolina, before the turn of the century and settling near the 

tiny community of College Grove close to the Williamson County/Rutherford County 

line, where Gentry was born in 1809.  Gentry was the youngest of ten children and a 
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spoiled one; as a young child, he was prone to temper tantrums and his parents finally 

allowed him to quit school at the age of fourteen.  Educational facilities were not wanting 

in the county; Franklin had five different academies.27 Nevertheless, he educated himself,  

became a lawyer, joined the local militia and earned the traditional southern honorific 

“colonel.”  Descendants remembered two things about him: his deep, “melodious” voice 

and his eloquence and ability as an actor.28  Cannon, Bell, and Gentry became the 

spokesmen for county voters, convinced that Jackson, while preaching at the same time 

expanded democratic values and, conversely, a return to the nation’s republican roots, 

was in reality inculcating a dangerous expansion of executive power at the expense of the 

other branches of government and potentially at the expense of individual liberty and 

economy.29   

The electorate that Cannon, Bell and the others represented, seemed ideal for their 

concerns. Williamson County voters encompassed a combination of social conservatism 

and economic daring, a combination that some historians have made typical of the 

Whigs.30 Thus, while there was some support for specific changes to Tennessee’s 1796 

Constitution, most were opposed to the new document that came out of the 1834 

convention because it seemed to be an attack on the county’s traditional economic 

interests by its change in tax structure.  In addition,  fears of Jacksonian “monarchism,”  

led voters to believe the new document endangered the independence of the judiciary.31  
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The push for a new constitution was part of a national effort at liberalization, particularly 

over voting rights, taxes and property requirements.   Delaware, Missouri, Mississippi, 

New Jersey, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and Vermont were just eight of the states that 

had revised their constitutions since 1828;  between 1834 and 1850, Florida, Illinois, 

Kentucky and Michigan, among others, joined the movement.32 Governor William 

Carroll, entering his sixth two-year term in 1833, twice pushed for a constitutional 

convention to enact penal and educational reform but state voters rejected it. In 1831, a 

proposed convention failed to receive a majority by only 2,200 votes, prompting the 

legislature to call for another referendum that same year.33 

Caught up in the democratic surge sweeping the nation, the more subsistence-

based counties of West and Middle Tennessee overcame the opposition of the 

commercial and export-agricultural areas, which feared a loss of influence.34  The 

legislature then passed an ordinance for the election of delegates to meet on May 19 in 

Nashville to “revise and amend” the old Constitution.35 In January 1834, Williamson 

County voters met to elect two delegates to the convention.  Though he had favored a 

convention in the past, principally to deal with the internal improvements issue, Cannon 

was a conservative man who did not want wholesale change; he objected, for example, to  

the direct election of judges.  His slow and deliberate style became evident when he 

wrote constituents that “there are some…amendments…which are advocated and 

believed by many to be necessary, to which I feel no decided hostility…and which…I 

might under certain circumstances feel it my duty to endeavour to accomplish.”36  

Cannon praised the 1796 constitution, but noted that it had become defective.  He 

believed the number of legislators should be doubled, that land should be taxed according 

to value and that the legislature should retain appointment power of judges.  He also 

believed that county officers such as justices of the peace and sheriff should be elected by 
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the citizens. He took the position that it was safer for the convention to do too little than 

too much.37  Other Williamson County candidates for delegate also stated their opinions.  

Like Cannon, most were willing to go only so far.  R.C. Foster agreed with Cannon on 

appointment of judges, popular election of local officials, classification of property for 

taxation, and enlargement of the legislature.38 A.P. Maury called for a stronger state 

executive who would appoint judges, land taxes based on value, and removal of property 

qualifications for office.39 Other candidates suggested the removal of property 

qualifications, a larger legislature, limited tenure of offices for judges, and popular 

election of local officials.  The Western Weekly Review claimed that the most egregious 

clause in the existing constitution was the property qualification clause.40  Cannon’s 

views were so well received that the newspaper called his “opinions and 

sentiments…worthy of imitation in these electioneering times.”41  Cannon was elected 

delegate along with W.G. Childress who favored land taxation based on value, 

nomination of judges by the governor, restrictions on banks, removal of local business 

items from the legislative agenda, and term limits for legislators.42  

Meeting for fourteen weeks beginning on May 19, the sixty delegates hammered 

out a serious reform-minded document.  On the second day, Cannon was named 

chairman of the Committee of the Whole.43 Each day, the Committee went through the 

1796 Constitution section by section, voting and discussing amendments before the final 

report was given on the convention on July 28.  Though Cannon later said that “we have 

no NEW CONSTITUTION but…the same good old Constitution, revised and amended 

or changed in some parts only,” historians claimed that the new document made 

Tennessee one of the most democratic states in the union.44  Voting districts, which had 

traditionally been formed around the presence of militia units (by 1835, Williamson 
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County had twenty-two) now dropped any official connection with the military and 

became civil districts; property qualifications for state representative, state senator, and 

governor were eliminated as were property qualifications for voting rights.  

Apportionment of representation to the General Assembly was now based on “qualified 

voters” rather than “taxable inhabitants”  a move that increased apportionment in the 

larger Middle and West Tennessee counties at the expense of East Tennessee.  

Legislative appointment of county officials was eliminated in favor of direct election.  

The legislature retained the right to appoint state judges and attorneys, a provision that 

was one of the keys to stated opposition in Williamson County.45  The other provision 

that engendered the most opposition was in the changing of the tax structure for land.  

The 1796 constitution had favored large landholders by providing that all property be 

taxed on a uniform and equal basis; by the 1830’s smaller landholders were demanding 

that property be taxed according to its value.  The Western Weekly Review, in opposing 

the new constitution, accused the delegates of “taxation without representation” and 

“increasing instead of lessening our taxes.”46  Finally, as did most new state constitutions, 

the new document deprived free blacks of the right to vote and deprived the General 

Assembly of the power to emancipate slaves without the consent of their owner.47  On the 

question of slavery itself, a special subcommittee brought in a report which attacked the 

institution, but opposed emancipation as a “premature attempt on the part of the 

benevolent to get rid of the evils of slavery.”48  

The constitution’s clause on internal improvements was more significant than the 

language indicated. Those who framed it merely stated that they “ought to be encouraged 

                                                
45 James Hogan Jr. accused the new constitution of “breaking down the independence of the judiciary by 

making it subordinate to, instead of coordinate with, the other constitutional branches.”  Ibid. Sept. 5, 1834.  

In 1853, the constitution was amended to allow for the direct election of judges. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Eric R. Lacy, ed. Antebellum Tennessee: A Documentary History (Johnson City, TN: the Overmountain 

Press, 1980), 171-184; Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennessee, 38-39. 
48 Journal of the Convention of the State of Tennessee Convened for the Purpose of Revising and Amending 

the Constitution, Thereof 1834 (Nashville, 1834) quoted in Cassell, “Newton Cannon and the 

Constitutional Convention of 1834”, 233. The debate over slavery and emancipation was more heated than 

generally acknowledged.  A small group of East Tennessee delegates insisted upon debate in the 
Committee of the Whole and violently attacked the report by the three-person special committee.  The 

motion to outlaw emancipation without consent of the owner passed only by a vote of thirty to twenty-

seven with ten negative votes from Middle Tennessee. Durwood Dunn, An Abolitionist in the Appalachian 

South: Ezekiel Birdseye on Slavery, Capitalism and Separate Statehood in East Tennessee, 1841-1846 

(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1997), 13-14. 



 

 62

by the General Assembly.”  This phrase seemed to be an after-thought. But the push for 

railroad and turnpike construction forced the General Assembly to take action.  In 1836, 

it committed the state to subscribe one-third of the stock of chartered railroad and 

turnpike companies , and in 1838, provided for government expenditures of up to $4 

million and upped the subscription percentage to one-half.49 Many (but not all) of the 

new provisions had been those advocated by Cannon, and he has been praised for giving 

the new constitution “direction and bearing.”50 It also put him back in the public eye with 

a gubernatorial election coming up.  Despite being a product of the period associated with 

Jackson and its democratizing trends, the Constitution of 1834 (and its formal ratification 

by statewide vote in March 1835) worked to Cannon’s political advantage.51 Williamson 

County voters were able to separate Cannon’s conservatism from his work on a document 

most of them rejected. Pride in Cannon, plus his public disagreements with Andrew 

Jackson combined with the negative reaction over the removal of federal deposits from 

the Bank of the United States and the Van Buren succession, made Williamson County 

and at least half the state, Whigs by 1835.  Though the bank and Van Buren were 

paramount, they were part of a series of events, including the decision for a constitutional 

convention, the election of John Bell to be Speaker of the House of Representatives in 

1834, his defeat by James K. Polk in 1835, and the decision of Hugh Lawson White to 

run for president in 1836 that completely reoriented Tennessee politics.  And Williamson 

County politicians were at the forefront of the changes. The collision of longstanding 

personality issues and concerns over national policies was at hand. 

Jackson’s September 1833 cabinet message announcing the withdrawal of the 

bank deposits hit like a thunderbolt in much of Middle Tennessee, though he had been 

planning it since at least March.52  Most newspapers printed the message across the front 

page; in reaction, bank supporters held a series of protest meetings in Nashville and 

adjoining counties, and renewed efforts to charter a second state bank.53  The bank 

deposit decision reawakened the issue of executive tyranny, especially since the bank was 
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a creation of Congress, and the House Ways and Means Committee had recently voted 

that the deposits were safe.54  Most southern congressmen—including David 

Dickinson—had voted against rechartering the Bank, but many now felt that Jackson had 

gone too far. Though John Bell managed to avoid taking a definite stand on the 

rechartering issue, the removal of the deposits plus Jackson’s stated preference for Van 

Buren pushed both Dickinson and Bell toward the opposition and Bell toward the 

Speaker’s position, which he won in June 1834, over Polk.  Hugh Lawson White, though 

he voted against the censure motion for Jackson’s deposit actions, followed Bell to the 

Whigs.55  It occurred very quickly.  By December 1834, Tennessee’s congressional 

delegation (with the exception of James K. Polk and Cave Johnson) met and formally 

nominated White as a presidential candidate.  Over the course of little more than a year, 

September 1833 to December 1834, a political revolt had succeeded.  An opposition 

framework to Jackson was in place; as early as May 1834, Williamson County 

newspapers were using the term “Whig” to describe it; Bell formally announced a 

structured opposition in his May 23, 1834 speech at Nashville’s Vauxhall Gardens. 56  

Those who led the opposition continued to speak of personal affection for Jackson and of 

themselves as his true heirs.  It was unscrupulous “demagogues” like Van Buren who had 

misled him.57 

Van Buren had never been popular in the South, ostensibly because of his 

uncertainty over the tariff issue, but also slavery.  As Michael Holt pointed out, the 

reaction against him reached fever pitch at the very moment that Northern abolitionists 

were beginning to flood the mails with their literature.  If Whigs could galvanize 

opposition against Van Buren in time for the 1835 state elections, they could win.58 In 

state after state, White was publicized as a “friend of the South,” a not-very-veiled 
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reference to slavery, and an early indication that the national Whigs, united in their hatred 

of Jackson, were not united on much else.59  In most of Tennessee, in Williamson 

County, there was less emphasis on White as a Southerner than on White as the paragon 

of “Republican principles…public virtue and integrity,” and the “true Jacksonian”—a 

slap at Van Buren, whose nickname, “the Magician” was regularly used to indicate 

trickiness and unreliability of character. 60 But there was also reaction to what was seen 

as Jackson’s high-handedness.  In November 1834, The Western Weekly Review attacked 

those who assumed 

that Tennessee is but the bounden [sic] servant of the present Executive 
[sic] of the general government, and her citizens the base and subservient 
vassals of his will; and that as a matter of course, they are necessarily 
compelled to give the vote of the state to Martin Van Buren. …61 
 

The intersection of all of this—presidential power, personal ambition,  a 

vacillating economy, worries over slavery and reaction against Van Buren—could be 

seen in Williamson County.  Though a “Whig” writing to The Western Weekly Review in 

June 1834, could condemn Jackson’s arbitrary exercise of power, he did not think the 

U.S. Senate should censure “…because they, by possibility, may be called upon to act in 

a judicial character—in a word, to try the president upon an impeachment. …”62  In 

response, “A Friend to Education” stated that “Whig” had taken Jackson’s own position 

on censure, to which he answered sarcastically, “Think of that!”63 

But if Van Buren was not overtly attacked in Tennessee over the issue of slavery, 

the debates over the new state constitution revealed a continuing general unease over its 

continuation. Up until now, Williamson County spokesmen had apparently been willing 

to recognize the evils of the institution and to express hope in its eventual extinction.  By 

1834, the words still came, but also discomfort at the rise of the abolitionists. “The 

agitators and fanatics of the east have been recently engaged in some highly 

reprehensible measures,” quoted The Western Weekly Review from the Nashville Banner. 
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“In this state we have nothing to fear from such men: they dare not show their faces.  

Here, the great moral principle is at work, which in the end will inevitably accomplish the 

great work in a lawful and constitutional way.”64  Still, by 1835, with the seizure of the 

mails in Charleston, the imposition of the “Gag Rule” in Congress, and the rumor of 

slave insurrection prominent in the Mississippi Valley, fears of outside agitation brought 

firm reaction.  In August, a student at Lane Seminary named Amos Dresser was arrested 

in Nashville for “disseminating tracts and pamphlets of a very inflammatory character, 

regarding slavery.”  After being interrogated by a local vigilance committee, Dresser was 

flogged and forced to leave town.65  

Whatever slavery’s undercurrent in the political debate, other issues were more 

outwardly prominent.  By March of 1835, Williamson County was definitely for White, 

supported by the incessant drumbeat of James Hogan Jr. and his newspaper.  “No Party—

No Caucus—No Dictation” appeared as headlines in eighteen-point type directly over a 

pro-White petition signed by seventy-two Williamson County voters that included both 

Whigs and Democrats; as the May national convention in Baltimore approached, the 

rhetoric became more heated.  Hogan’s voice was seen as so important in the debate that 

he was petitioned to run for state representative, a petition he declined in favor of “the 
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Western Weekly Review headlined the discovery of an insurrection plot in the eastern part of the county.  

The state legislature was sufficiently alarmed so as to empower the county’s civil districts to appoint 

patrols to “safeguard against disorderly or mischievious conduct among the negroes.” 
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continued prosecution of my business.”66 Two opposition editors in Nashville also 

refused to run for office, an indication of just how important in the political process the 

press had become in Middle Tennessee.  Jackson and Van Buren were late in taking  the 

opposition seriously.  Despite the loss of the Speaker’s position, despite the outspoken 

hostility over the bank deposit question, despite the agreement of much of Middle 

Tennessee with the censure resolution, Jackson apparently believed that the state would 

fall in line behind Van Buren.  It did not and in all the controversy the administration 

realized in the spring of 1835 that it did not even have a party newspaper in Nashville, the 

state capital, so funding was quickly put together to start the Union, which immediately 

equated White’s supporters with the nullifiers.67 

The April 10, 1835 standing-room-only-meeting at the Williamson County 

Courthouse that officially opposed the Baltimore convention as being “unrepublican in its 

principles” and which endorsed White was chaired by Newton Cannon, who within two 

weeks declared his candidacy for governor.  At the same time, Meredith P. Gentry, at the 

age of 26, declared for the state house of representatives.  The victory of each in the 

August election, along with A.P. Maury’s re-election to Congress, put in place a Whig 

hierarchy in Williamson County that—with some change in personnel—ruled for the next 

25 years.68 

Cannon’s election was helped by both the furor over White/Van Buren and 

Governor William Carroll’s insistence on running for a seventh term.  Each of these 

seemed to support the idea that Andrew Jackson and his allies were willing to abdicate 

basic republican tenets in order to maintain power.  Officially calling themselves the 

                                                
66 Ibid. April 3, 1835.  Hogan changed his mind two years later and did serve in the legislature. 
67 Ibid., March 20, 27, April 3, 1835.  The newspaper wars in Middle Tennessee during this period were 

often scurrilous.  The editor of the Union later found it impossible to be ordained into the Episcopal Church 

because of the opposition of the Whig members of the committee of clergy and laity.  Nashville Union, 

July 20, August 5, 1835. Goodstein, Nashville, 1780-1860, 110.  Few newspapermen seemed to relish the 

combat more than Hogan, who in 1837, would become a state representative while continuing to edit his 

newspaper, then later move to Nashville to run a newspaper there. 
68 Support for White was so overwhelming in Tennessee that the state refused to send a delegation to the 

May1835 Baltimore Convention,   A Rutherford County businessman named Edmund Rucker happened to 

be in Baltimore on business, when he was persuaded to attend and cast all 15 of Tennessee’s votes for Van 

Buren.  The ensuing uproar further diminished Van Buren’s chances in Tennessee and made Rucker an 
object of ridicule. Ibid., June 5, 12, 19, 1835.  Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in 

Tennessee, 40-51.  The only questionable note in Williamson County elections in 1835 was the election of 

W.G. Childress to the State Senate, largely from voters in Rutherford County, but by 1837, it was conceded 

that Childress could not win re-election. W.R. Rucker to James K. Polk,  2 January1837, in  

Correspondence of James K. Polk ed. Herbert Weaver (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1977), 4: 7. 
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“White Party” (though many were already calling themselves Whigs), Tennessee Whigs 

wanted foremost to stop Van Buren and embarrass Jackson and used the idea of another 

favorite son from Tennessee as a means to rally opposition.  Carroll, though he had 

continued disagreements with Jackson over such issues as banking, was seen as Jackson’s 

protege in Tennessee.  In the 1820s Carroll was elected governor for three two-year 

terms, was defeated for a fourth, and then when Sam Houston resigned, served three 

more terms.  The 1834 Constitution placed a three-term limit on governors, a provision 

that Carroll chose to interpret as making him eligible to run again for three more terms. 69    

Carroll’s insistence on running, coming weeks before the Baltimore convention 

that nominated Van Buren and Kentucky’s Richard Johnson localized in many minds an 

anti-republican disregard for the people, and state newspapers overwhelmingly opposed 

both actions.70 Anger at Jackson and Carroll, plus Cannon’s proposal for state funding of 

internal improvements was more than enough for Cannon to defeat Carroll by 11,000 

votes and for Whigs to capture a majority of the state’s congressional delegation.  More 

than 38,000 additional voters participated over 1833, an indication of voter anger.71  

Cannon’s margin in Williamson County was not as great as expected (1,429 to 999) 

perhaps because county voters perceived Carroll—also a friend of internal improvements 

and banks— as being less opposed to their interests than Jackson.  Carroll actually 

carried three of twelve districts and lost by only 150 votes in Franklin.  Childress was 

elected to the state senate over Nicholas Perkins by 200 votes but carried only seven of 

the county’s twelve voting districts, most of those south toward the Maury County line.  

Meredith P. Gentry and Richard C. Hancock, both Whigs, were elected to the state house 

of representatives with Gentry having the highest vote total in all but three districts. The 

overall Whig margin in the race was two-to-one over the lone Democrat.  Finally, A.P. 

Maury, Whig, was elected to Congress in a five-to-one margin over Democrat Lewis 

                                                
69 Lacy ed, Antebellum Tennessee: A Documentary History, 171.Langsdon, Tennessee: A Political History, 
61. 
70 Northern newspapers accused the Opposition in Tennessee of “buying up” all but two presses in the state 

and muting debate, which caused James Hogan Jr. to call them “cowardly and irresponsible libelers.”  The 

Western Weekly Review, May 15, 1835. 
71 Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennessee, 46. 
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Jetton from Rutherford County.  In Rutherford County, Jetton defeated Maury by 500 

votes, not enough to overcome Maury’s huge margin in Williamson County.72 

What do the 1835 results tell us about Whigs and Democrats in Williamson 

County? First of all, the Democrats who did well—Carroll and Childress—had some 

record of disagreement with Jackson over issues that were important to Williamson 

County voters: banks, internal improvements and Martin Van Buren.73 Secondly, as 

overwhelming as the Whig advantage would become across the county, there were still 

pockets, particularly to the south and east toward Maury and Rutherford counties such as 

Versailles Knob, Peytonsville, and Evans Crossroads where anti-Jackson animus was less 

pronounced.74 All of the county’s “urban” areas  of Franklin, Nolensville, and Hillsboro 

went for Cannon, but by margins that indicated the county’s commercial class was not 

overwhelmingly opposed to an incumbent governor who had encouraged the state’s 

business development. In Franklin the margin was 433-281; in Hillsboro it was ninety-

nine to-sixty-one, and in Nolensville, it was 153-108, substantial, but not overwhelming.  

These same areas split in the Childress/Perkins race with Franklin going for Perkins 416-

329, Hillsboro for Perkins ninety-four to sixty-eight, but Nolensville for Childress 156-

106. Childress had served as sheriff of Williamson County and that combined with his 

pro-bank leanings obviously helped his cause. Gentry won the highest vote total over 

Hancock in nine of the twelve districts and carried all three urban centers, but Franklin by 

only eighteen votes and Hillsboro by ten. Both ran as Whigs, but Gentry was outspokenly 

in favor of White and opposed to Jackson’s methods.  Hancock favored  a state bank and 

internal improvements, but could not support White over Van Buren.  His refusal to 

support White in the legislature ultimately led to his resignation and departure from the 

state.75   

The only Democrat elected in the county—Childress—was one who supported 

banks, internal improvements and who had voted in legislative caucus for Hugh Lawson 

White.  The Democratic governor who lost by 500 votes had pro-business policies that 

                                                
72 The Western Weekly Review, August 8, 1835. 
73 Childress’s letter to James K. Polk on January 10, 1837, trying to explain his allegiance to both White 

and Van Buren is a confused attempt at trying not to alienate anybody and therefore ultimately alienating 

everybody. Correspondence of James K. Polk, 4: 21-25. 
74 Versailles and the area around Eagleville would eventually become part of Rutherford County. 
75 Richard C. Hancock to James K. Polk,  3 March 1838, in Correspondence of James K. Polk, 4: 377. 
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had encouraged capital formation.  Despite these two races, there was no question that 

Williamson County was firmly Whig or anti-Jackson to a degree that went beyond mere 

opposition to Van Buren, so much so that in 1837, Democrat William R. Rucker could 

explode to James K. Polk that 

Williamson has perhaps more Federalists & anti Jackson men than any 
other county in Tennessee…There are fully half of that county that will 
vote for any man who is an enemy of Jackson or who will subserve the 
interest of Col. [John] Bell in his attempt to destroy the ascendancy of 
Republicanism.76 
 

Rucker’s outburst came in the aftermath of the Tennessee legislature’s refusal to 

instruct its U.S. senators to vote for Thomas Hart Benton’s expunging resolutions, a 

debate in which Williamson County’s new representative, Meredith P. Gentry, 

prominently attacked the bill’s sponsor Josephus Guild of Sumner County to the applause 

of The Western Weekly Review and other Whig newspapers.77 Gentry spoke for the 

county at the state level, while Maury and John Bell helped promote the state landslide 

for White in the 1836 presidential election.78  Guild’s resolutions were designed to put 

White in an untenable situation, since he had declared against expunging the 1834 

censure resolution. Van Buren supporters in the legislature believed that if White 

deliberately ignored instruction he would be forced to resign from the U.S. Senate and 

end his presidential bid because of lack of support from his own state.  But Gentry and 

the other opposition members in Tennessee House of Representatives repeatedly 

produced enough votes to table Guild’s resolutions.79 

                                                
76 William R. Rucker to James K. Polk,  2 January 1837. Ibid., 6;   Bell’s May 1834 speech at the Vauxhall 

Gardens in Nashville. earned him accolades in the opposition press, but infuriated Democrats.  The speech 

had more than political results for Bell; at the dinner he met his second wife, Jane Ervin Yeatman, daughter 

of one of Jackson’s bitterest enemies and widow of one Nashville’s wealthiest merchants and bankers.  The 

resulting marriage made Bell one of the wealthiest politicians in Tennessee.  Goodpasture, “John Bell’s 

Political Revolt and his Vauxhall Garden Speech,” 262-263. 
77 The Western Weekly Review, October 10, 1835; Giles County Clarion, October 17, 1835; Nashville 

Whig, October 10, 1835. 
78 Gentry was suspicious of any hint of executive power, no matter if it seemed to strain his consistency.  

He supported censure of Jackson for removing the deposits from the Bank of the U.S. and led the fight 
against instructing Tennessee’s U.S. Senators, Felix Grundy and Hugh Lawson White, otherwise.  On the 

other hand he opposed chartering of a state bank because he believed it conferred too much power in the 

governor.  Gentry, “Meredith P. Gentry,” 109. 
79 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Conflict in Tennessee, 49.  The Western Weekly Review called 

Guild’s resolutions “an evil against which we protest” and a “shameless fraud of political legislation” and 
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So overwhelming was White’s support in Williamson County—or animus to 

Jackson/Van Buren—that Van Buren supporters made almost no effort to campaign in 

the county in the 1836 election.  White himself appeared at a dinner in Franklin on 

October 20, 1835, attended by both Whigs and Democrats just days after the state 

legislature tabled Guild’s resolutions and then nominated White for the presidency.80  

Throughout the next year as Van Buren’s small coterie of supporters tried to rally the 

state behind him, White was never seriously threatened in the state.  By election day, 

James K. Polk was warning supporters that Williamson County voters might cross the 

Maury County line to vote for White.81  Polk need not have feared: Maury County and 

eleven other counties in Middle Tennessee went for Van Buren, but he still lost Middle 

Tennessee by 1,000 votes.  That was his strongest showing in the state, as White took 

Tennessee with more than 58 percent of the vote in a race that saw only 56 percent of the 

eligible voters go the polls (one year later 80 percent of eligible voters voted, and in 1839 

turnout reached 89 percent).82  The Seventh and Eighth Congressional Districts, one 

containing Davidson and Wilson County, the other containing Williamson and 

Rutherford, gave White his greatest margin in Middle Tennessee, with Williamson 

County giving the greatest margin to White in the region, 1491 votes to 402.83 With the 

exception of W.G. Childress, Whigs in Williamson County were firmly in control, a 

process that started twenty-three years before during the military campaigns of the War 

of 1812.  Much of it was due to two factors, the economic possibility that the county 

offered and the entwined personalities of several, gifted, ambitious and abrasive 

individuals:  Newton Cannon, John Bell, James K. Polk, Meredith Gentry, but above all, 

Andrew Jackson.  Beginning in 1837, Jackson was no longer president, but his influence 

                                                                                                                                            

commended Gentry’s role in keeping it from coming to a vote.  The Western Weekly Review, October 10, 

1835. 
80 The Western Weekly Review, October 23, 1835.  Democrats on the banquet committee included C.E. 

McEwen, Nelson Childress and Andrew Park. 
81 James K. Polk to A.O.P. Nicholson, 3 November 1835, in Correspondence of James K. Polk, ed. Herbert 
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more than 30 Tennesseans were at the Alamo including former Whig Congressman David Crockett. 
82 Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennessee, 44-45. 
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remained, and so did reaction against him and Polk, widely viewed as his most passionate 

defender.  Tennessee’s two-party system continued to split the state almost evenly for the 

next twenty years.   

By 1837 Williamson County was the most stalwart Whig county in the state 

outside of East Tennessee.  With a diversified agricultural export economy that had 

produced a majority of mid-to-large property owners, with an ever-increasing base of 

slave labor, the impulse to achieve more than just a subsistence livelihood predominated.  

Virtually every adult white male owned something. 84 This predilection toward economic 

independence drove the county’s political culture in two opposite directions, one of 

which was an economic nationalism whose basic premise was that as the nation expanded 

and prospered, so would county farmers and planters.  The other direction, of course, 

subsumed beneath the rhetoric of nationalism and republican values, was to the South, 

toward more and more slaves and more wealth invested in slaves.  American markets 

fueled Williamson County slavery; and Williamson County slavery fueled American 

markets, even if, as Elizabeth Fox-Genovese has argued, Southern capitalist tendencies 

had something of a hybrid quality.85 For twenty-five years county voters and politicians 

would seek to deny, ignore, and finally bridge through compromise what Charles Sellers 

called “the Great Contradiction” between the nation’s economic reality and its political 

idealism.86  In the end, it was all for naught. 

 The pro-business, pro-bank, pro-internal improvements Whig culture was so 

firmly in control in Williamson County that not even the Panic of 1837 could shake it.  If 

anything, Whig power was consolidated because county planters, farmers and merchants 

were able to blame the depression on Jackson and Van Buren. Problems with the nation’s 

money supply were evident before the first of the year, but not until May did banks 

across the nation signal real difficulty. Both the Union Bank and Planters Bank in 

Tennessee stopped specie payments on May 25, following Middle Tennessee’s only 

                                                
84 See 1835, 1836, 1837 Williamson County Tax Rolls.  Even in the midst of the Panic of 1837, the 
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85 Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household:  Black and White Women of the Old South 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 54-59. 
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private bank, Yeatman, Woods and Co. 87 By June, The Western Weekly Review was 

running long columns detailing the bank failures across the nation.  James Hogan Jr., the 

paper’s owner and editor—and soon to be a candidate for the state legislature—

sarcastically displayed in large type a quote from Jackson’s farewell address: “I LEAVE 

THIS GREAT PEOPLE PROSPEROUS AND HAPPY.”88  

The panic affected county farmers in much the same way as had the Panic of 

1819; its very agricultural productivity worked against farmers as prices plummeted.  Yet 

there was no other way to pay debts than to keep growing. Leland Bradley wrote his 

brother Robert that widespread drought conditions had affected vegetables, grains, and 

corn.  “Consequently Tennessee will have but little to export to pay her debts,” Bradley 

wrote.89 As in 1819, foreclosure sales were advertised in The Western Weekly Review in 

increasing numbers, along with calls for payments of outstanding debt.90 With state 

elections coming up in August, the economic conditions were bound to have an effect on 

Tennessee’s political situation. The panic drove the political parties in Middle Tennessee 

and across the nation in two opposite directions:  Van Buren adhered to the Jackson 

Administration hard money policies and eventually proposed a subtreasury bill  

supported by Polk and state Democrats that would remove the nation’s finances from all 

banking influences; the Whigs rallied around the idea of a national bank.  The national 

economy, plus an incumbent Whig governor swept Whigs to power in the state and 

county in 1837 as voter participation jumped. 91  Williamson County rhetoric against Van 

Buren and the Democrats became even more pronounced during the campaign, and with 

Jackson out of office, any pretense of admiration toward the former president was 

dropped.92 

                                                
87 Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Crisis in Tennessee, 57. 
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Still, the Whigs’ path to power in the state was not easy as the party sought to 

unify disparate branches.  In this respect, Williamson County seems to have mirrored the 

state, particularly in regard to the governor’s race. Commercially-minded Whigs near the 

urban centers of Nashville and Memphis championed a new Bank of the United States as 

official policy even if it meant they would have to endorse Henry Clay for the presidency 

in 1840 as the foremost advocate of the bank.  However, more conservative Whigs who 

had most ardently supported Hugh Lawson White in 1836, held back, because White had 

opposed a national bank and supporting one now would, in effect, be a repudiation of 

him.  The White candidacy had been propelled by opposition to Jackson, Van Buren, and 

the “party” which seemed the master instead of the instrument of the individual citizen.  

The tension between the “pro-bank, positive economic legislation” branch of the Whig 

Party and the branch that based its existence on the “opposition to the demagogic 

politicians who had seduced Jackson” waxed and waned on both the national and state 

level and sometimes played into the hands of the Democrats.  But when the branches 

agreed, as they did in Tennessee during most of the next twenty years, the state was 

solidly Whig in presidential elections and half of the gubernatorial ones.93  

In 1837, in Williamson County, the as-yet-imperfect coalition seemed personified 

in Newton Cannon and John Bell.  Despite a lingering sentiment for White’s candidacy, 

his name soon disappeared from the pages of The Western Weekly Review, driven out by 

news of the panic, opposition to Van Buren, and the statewide political race which 

primarily involved securing the re-election of Cannon.   James Hogan Jr. published a long 

column late in the year that attempted to unify the two branches.  His words presented the 

Whigs as “constitutional republicans desiring a government Republican [sic] in its form, 

and rendered safe in its administration by constitutional safeguards” to keep up the 

attacks on the Democrats, then came out in favor of a national bank and a treasury 
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department “not under the control of the executive” as a positive program.94 The 

combination of the two in the county made the Whigs unbeatable. 

There was little doubt that Cannon would be re-elected governor in 1837, despite 

the fact that Williamson County’s own favorite son, John Bell, supported his opponent, 

Nashville Postmaster Robert Armstrong, who led Tennessee volunteers in the recent 

Seminole War.  Bell’s opposition seems to have mirrored the Whig party divergence: he 

had been the force behind the White candidacy and still saw himself primarily in 

opposition to Jackson and the Democrats.  Bell always had problems with party labels. 

Cannon, on the other hand, was the favorite of the pro-bank branch despite having been 

elected in 1835 largely in rejection of Carroll.  Without mentioning Bell by name, The 

Western Weekly Review wrote that White supporters who now resisted formal party labels 

“must be strangely out of joint” and that refusal to support Cannon would only help Van 

Buren.95 Williamson County’s own congressman, A.P. Maury, was solidly behind 

Cannon, but throughout the antebellum period, no matter who represented the county, 

Bell got the lion’s share of the press.  The last thing Democrats wanted was Bell’s 

support of Armstrong; they felt it would breed opposition to the nominee in his own 

party.  “He has been involved in caucuses and in concert with Mr. Bell as to be 

exceedingly crippled with our friends,” wrote future Supreme Court Justice John Catron. 

“Then he cannot speak and is radically defective in intelligence.” 96 Armstrong’s case 

was not helped when he and Cannon agreed not to make a statewide canvass, and it was 

revealed that he had been unpopular with his soldiers in the Seminole War.97 

Cannon’s statewide victory margin in the August elections—60.7 percent—was 

the largest by any gubernatorial or presidential candidate until after the Civil War, and 

coupled with the Whigs’ capture of ten of Tennessee’s thirteen congressional seats and a 

majority in both houses of the legislature, put the Democrats in such a precarious position 

that Polk decided in 1838 to resign from Congress and run for governor himself.98 The 

election cemented Whig hegemony in Williamson County.   Cannon carried every 

precinct and tripled Armstrong’s vote total in Franklin, Nolensville and Hillsboro.  
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Armstrong won just 480 votes in the county to Cannon’s 1,998.  Meredith Gentry and 

James Hogan Jr. were both elected to the state house and Franklin Attorney John 

Marshall defeated William G. Childress for the state senate,  making Williamson 

County’s local and national representation uniformly Whig.  A.P. Maury defeated 

Democrat Granville Crockett for Williamson County’s congressional seat. 

The Whigs’ victory made it easy for Williamson County voters to forgive John 

Bell’s lack of support for Cannon, and it was anticipated that Whig gains in Congress 

might enable Bell to defeat Polk for the Speaker’s post, their third head-to-head meeting 

in three sessions. Despite the worsening economy, after the elections the Democrats had a 

margin of forty-eight in the House of Representatives.  Since Polk had defeated Bell in 

1835, Democrats expected to win again.  But Polk’s margin over Bell this time was only 

thirteen votes, an indication that, with economic conditions worsening, the Democrats’ 

hold  on power was tenuous, with the 1840 presidential election three years away.99 

Even with the lopsided nature of the Whig control of the county, the Democrats 

believed that with the proper candidate they could win.  After all, a solid minority of the 

wealthiest landowners in Williamson County remained Democrats, due to friendship with 

Andrew Jackson or extended family networks.  Many, like the Dillahuntys had sent 

members to war in 1812 with Jackson.100 John S. Claybrooke, was the nephew of John 

Overton, Jackson’s key supporter and financier, and had overseen the dispersal of 

Overton’s estate in 1833 when he died.101 Randall McGavock had been a partner in 

speculative ventures, clerk of the Nashville land office during the frontier period, and had 

amassed a fortune in Williamson County land.  McGavock was an early supporter of 

Jackson and family members had married into other prominent Democratic families, the 

Grundys and Hardings, to create a network of Democratic wealth and influence across 
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Middle Tennessee.102 Personal allegiance often trumped economic and political 

differences such as in the case of the Childress family.  The few districts in the county 

that tended Democratic were those closest to Maury County and in the parts of the county 

furthest away from commercial centers.  Party loyalty does not appear keyed to slave 

ownership.  James Hazard Wilson II, who competed with the Whig Nicholas Perkins for 

the honor of being the county’s wealthiest citizen, was a loyal Democrat with nearly 

1,000 slaves in Tennessee and Mississippi.  When Wilson was married, Sam Houston 

was his best man, and his home in the northern part of the county, “Ravenwood” was 

named for Houston.103  

Despite the formidable political climate, William G. Childress felt comfortable 

with his chances to be elected to Congress in 1839 as a Democrat, succeeding Maury who 

announced in early 1838 that he would not seek another term.104 Childress’s opponent 

was Meredith P. Gentry, whose brief career in the Tennessee House had already made 

him so notorious to Democrats that they were looking for means to “hold him back.”105 

Former Franklin Mayor William E. Owen expressed for many Democrats the dismay 

they felt at the control the Whigs now had in Williamson County—and the man 

responsible for it: 

There is no man who knows more of John Bell than I do.  We commenced 
our career in the town of Franklin in the same year, was [sic] friendly, and 
very intimate and I am satisfied no man in the county was of more service 
to him in all his elections than I was…[but] had he avowed the same 
principles then as he does at this time he would not have recd two hundred 
votes in the County of Williamson.106 

 

Democrats in the county repeatedly tried to make Bell’s “apostasy” to Jackson the 

issue in the 1839 elections, with little success.  When the Franklin Recorder, the county’s 
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Democratic newspaper, criticized a Bell speaking tour of New England as an “alliance 

with federal Massachusetts” thus raising all sorts of specters from the Federalist Party, to 

the Hartford Convention, to abolitionism, the Western Weekly Review reminded voters 

that Bell did not officially represent the county anymore and defended Massachusetts as 

“the Cradle of American Liberty, whose sons first resisted British Oppression.” 107 Hogan 

later devoted the front page of an issue of his paper to an examination of “John Bell and 

his Enemies,” naming the “Polk-affiliated presses” in Nashville, Shelbyville, 

McMinnville, Columbia and Franklin as the prime instigators “in the invasion of his 

private affairs…his family connections, his private fortunes.” 108 There seemed to be an 

almost paranoid suspicion of Bell among Democrats in late 1837 and 1838, particularly 

because of his intense rivaly with Polk.  The two had long since stopped speaking.109 

Democrats feared two things from Bell: that he would endorse a national bank thus 

formally allying the state’s White conservatives with the pro-U.S. Bank Clay adherents, 

and secondly that such ventures as his tour of New England would help unify Northern 

and Southern Whigs.  Animosity toward Bell was such that in May 1838, he was 

involved in fisticuffs on the House floor with fellow Tennessee Congressman Hopkins 

Turney.110 In fact,  Tennessee Whigs were already on the way to unifying in favor of a 

national bank by the end of 1837 when newspapers in Nashville and Memphis endorsed 

both a bank and Henry Clay.  In August 1838, when Hugh Lawson White announced he 

would not run for president again, the breach was largely healed, though in many portions 

of the state a lingering suspicion about Clay existed.111 

Van Buren’s subtreasury plan, unveiled in a special session of Congress in 

September 1837, helped force Williamson County and state Whigs to support a national 

bank, though county spokesmen remained conspicuously silent on Clay, a silence that 

                                                
107 No copies exist of the Franklin Recorder, which ceased publication shortly after the 1840 Presidential 

election.  The quotes are from the December 1, 1837 Western Weekly Review. 
108 Ibid. March 9, 1838. 
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legislature instructed him and Felix Grundy to oppose Van Buren’s subtreasury bill and then came close to 

endorsing a new Bank of the United States.  Atkins, Parties, Politics and the Sectional Crisis in Tennessee, 
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allowed Democrats in 1838 and 1839 to accuse Whigs of hiding their true allegiance.112 

The aspects that seemed to bother Whigs most about Van Buren’s plan were, in the words 

of Hogan of The Western Weekly Review, “gold and silver currency for the office holders, 

and a depreciated paper currency for the people,” and the issue of power.  By making the 

new treasury department a creature of the executive branch, Van Buren seemed to be 

following in Andrew Jackson’s footsteps.  “This is the union of the MONEY POWER 

with the POLITICAL POWER,” thundered Hogan, “the concentration of ALL POWER 

in the hands of the Executive…The GRASPING AMBITION OF DESPOTISM COULD 

ASK NO MORE.”113 

With a presidential election scheduled for November 1840, the issues in the 

August 1839 governor’s race inevitably became entwined with national politics.  James 

K. Polk was the one Democratic candidate unaffected by the Whig’s sweeping victory in 

1837 and his decision to run energized the party.  Newton Cannon seeking his third term, 

faced several liabilities:  his strict interpretation of a state-sponsored internal 

improvements act had angered both East and West Tennesseans, and communities in 

several key areas of East and Middle Tennessee were angered at not getting branches of 

the new Bank of Tennessee, created to help fight the panic.114 Polk nationalized the 

election and ran an energetic campaign linking the Tennessee Whigs to both Clay and the 

Federalists. Cannon was not as adept as Polk on the stump, but nevertheless agreed to a 

joint campaign around the state.  He supported a national bank and Clay, and thereby 

made the statewide election very clear and very close, but not in the candidates’ adjoining 

counties of Maury and Williamson. Polk later claimed that Tennessee voters  “repudiated 

and rejected the idea that they could be brought to the support of Mr. Clay, or any man of 

the same political principles,” but Clay’s subsequent success in the state makes more 

likely Paul Bergeron’s assessment that the political sentiment for the two parties had not 

yet hardened. 115  
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Bergeron, Antebellum Politics in Tennessee, 53. Bergeron implies that Polk’s 1839 victory saved the 

Democratic Party in Tennessee, a remarkable thought just seven years after Jackson’s re-election. 



 

 79

Polk’s statewide margin was just 2,500 votes, but he gained more than 18,000 

votes over Armstrong in 1837 as 89 percent of eligible voters went to the polls.  The 

Democrats improved in all three regions of the state and captured both houses of the 

legislature, but Polk carried only Middle Tennessee. Michael Holt argued that the 

Democratic resurgence came in the least prosperous and most remote sections of the 

state, which were the areas least affected by the financial panic.  But in those areas, 

Polk’s accusations of high taxes, high debt and aristocracy gained saliency.116  

Once again, Williamson County was an anomaly to Tennessee where, from 1839 

on, statewide races were inevitably close.  Cannon had been good to his home county: the 

state bought one half the amount of stock necessary to complete the Harpeth Turnpike, 

for example.117 When the votes were counted, Williamson went for Cannon, 1,788-919, 

one of only nine out of twenty-five counties in Middle Tennessee that Cannon won and, 

with the exception of Wilson County, his largest margin.  Since Cannon lived in 

Williamson County, this was not unexpected.  Polk carried two precincts in Williamson 

County, Nolensville, and Owens Store near the Davidson County line, and a third was a 

tie.  Cannon’s margin in Williamson County was enough to help Meredith P. Gentry win 

his congressional race. Gentry defeated W.G. Childress by 501 votes.118 Two things 

worth noting about the election were that the Whig margin in the county would remain at 

a minimum of two-to-one until the beginning of the Civil War, and that not until July 

1839, did The Western Weekly Review feel comfortable both supporting a national bank 

and openly crediting Henry Clay.  James Hogan, anything but subtle in his likes and 

dislikes, had made it plain where he was going the previous November when he 

published the following song lyrics, a paen to Clay:  

Old Henry Clay’s a very great man, 
The greatest man in all the nation, 
He’s in favor of a United States Bank, 

                                                
116 Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party, 84-85.  
117 The Western Weekly Review, June 1, 1838. 
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Likewise opposed to all dictation. …119 
 

As Jonathan Atkins has noted, Tennessee’s two party system was now firmly in 

place.120  Polk and the Democrats  profited in 1838 and early 1839 when the banks 

resumed specie payments and Middle Tennessee farmers enjoyed their best harvest in 

years.  In October 1839, however, a second suspension in the East inaugurated a deeper 

depression and doomed Martin Van Buren’s chances for re-election.121 This time, 

Tennessee banks did not resume full specie payments until August 1842.122 Tennessee 

Democrats in the legislature overplayed their hand by instructing both of the sitting Whig 

U.S. senators, Ephraim Foster and Hugh Lawson White, to support Van Buren’s 

subtreasury plan.  Both resigned instead.123 The outcry, which increased when White died 

shortly afterwards, put Democrats on the defensive.  

Though Polk’s victory rejuvenated the Democratic Party across the state, it was 

shortlived.  State Whigs, who had based much of their opposition to Van Buren on the 

“anti-republican” national conventions that received “dictation” from Jackson, now 

realized that national party hegemony required one.  Thus, the December 1839 Whig 

national convention at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, that nominated William Henry Harrison 

and John Tyler, received approval in Williamson County. The result helped state Whigs 

rebound because Clay’s absence on the ticket made it harder for Democrats to unify 

against a traditional boogeyman.  “Some of our friends think the nomination of Harrison 

more difficult to contend with than Clay, “ wrote Alexander Anderson, whom Democrats 

                                                
119 Ibid., July 19, 1839, November 3, 1838.  Hogan did not stop with praising Clay.  He also printed the 

second verse of the song, which criticized Vice President Richard Johnson for his open liason with a black 

mistress and resulting children: 

Richard Johnson’s purple crew 
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formative years in Williamson County, with respect.  When the subtreasury bill passed the Senate in March 
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in the legislature chose to fill White’s Senate seat.  “Of this I could not at this moment 

form an opinion upon which to reply.”124 

   Polk’s open desire to be Van Buren’s running mate in 1840 also caused 

disaffection when the Democratic convention adjourned without picking a vice 

presidential candidate and Polk declined to run without his party’s endorsement.125 

Tennessee Democrats ultimately supported Van Buren, but treatment of Polk dampened 

enthusiasm. State and Williamson County Whigs, on the other hand, had no difficulty in 

rallying around Harrison, and their campaign tactics—mass rallies complete with liquor 

and the depiction of Harrison as a common man—copied those that Democrats had used 

so effectively.  For the first time, the use of bold graphics in the newspapers caught 

readers’ attention.  When Andrew Jackson’s former secretary of war, John Eaton and his 

former military aide Richard Keith Call (both with Williamson County ties) endorsed 

Harrison, James Hogan ran the news in twenty-four-point type over a rendering of “Old 

Tip’s” cabin.126 And Hogan used a thirty-six-point banner headline to accuse Van Buren 

of wanting to create a standing army of “Kingly Power.”127  Finally, when Harrison won 

Williamson County by 1,337 votes on the way to carrying the state, Hogan headlined his 

“brilliant victory” above the American eagle.128 It was all part of a new, sophisticated 

party politics. The Whigs dominated the 1840s in the state in part because of the 

economy, in part because of an unpopular war, and in part because they managed to unify 

themselves to a greater degree than the Democrats.  So dominant did the Whigs become 

in Williamson County that after the 1840 elections, Democrats ceased funding their local 

paper, the Franklin Recorder.129  Editor Henry Van Pelt then moved to Memphis where, 

in 1841, he founded The Weekly Appeal.130 
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Williamson County Whigs were in a unique position to influence both state and 

national affairs because of their unity, wealth, and the strength of a few personalities.  

Arguably, between 1840 and 1855 John Bell and Meredith Gentry were—along with East 

Tennessee firebrand William “Parson” Brownlow— the most important Whigs in the 

state. Certainly Bell, who had directed a presidential campaign, enjoyed that influence. 

 Bell was now in his thirteenth year in Congress, represented Davidson County,  the 

home of the state capital, but he still had a home and business interests in Williamson 

County where he was immensely popular.  Bell’s presence in Middle Tennessee—and his 

rivalry with Polk—tended to overshadow other Whig office-holders, and that remained 

the case.  But in Gentry, Williamson County not only had one of the finest orators in 

Congress, but one who seemed to relish tongue-lashing his opponents.131 The two had 

much in common, not the least of which was an abiding dislike of Andrew Jackson, 

James K. Polk, and any notion of executive “tyranny.”  Though both were slaveholders 

(Gentry five in 1837 and nineteen by 1848; Bell more than 100 after his marriage to Jane 

Erwin Yeatman) both repeatedly supported compromise measures that brought them 

much  criticism in the South as the sectional crisis increased.132 One of Gentry’s first acts 

in Congress in 1840 was to speak and vote against the “Gag Rule” on anti-slavery 

petitions, stating that “The Representatives of the South should look at the question 

practically, without passion or resentment.  They ought to meet it and discuss it.  They 

ought to receive the petitions, refer them to a committee to be reported on, and such a 

report would show why it was that the prayers of the petitioners should be granted.”133 

Gentry and Bell were the only members of the Tennessee congressional delegation to 

vote against the rule, and their action astonished the Democrats.134  

                                                
131 John Quincy Adams, for one, was so impressed with Gentry’s style that he called him “One of the most 

able orators among all the present members of Congress.”  On the other hand, Adams generally deplored 
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Historical Society, 2004), 73; Charles Francis Adams ed, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams, Comprising 

Portions of his Diary from 1795 to 1848 (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1874-77) 10: 195,292; 11: 194. 
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By the middle of 1840, Bell and Gentry had formed a close working alliance, one 

that began when Gentry spoke in favor of Bell’s bill to prevent federal employees from 

engaging in electioneering.  In reporting on Gentry’s speech, a Baltimore newspaper 

reported that “the lashing which Mr. Gentry administered to this person was so severe 

that some of his partisan friends, feeling for his manifold agony endeavored to stop Mr. 

G. by questions of order.” 135 Not surprisingly, Democrats came to despise Gentry, with 

Democratic Congressman Cave Johnson calling him one of the “bitterest Whigs in the 

House.” 136 Bell’s choice as secretary of war temporarily ended the legislative teamwork, 

but Harrison’s sweeping victory in Tennessee and the role of Bell and Gentry in the 

election gave both men substantial influence in federal appointments.  Hardin Bostick 

was just one of several Williamson County Whigs who made the pilgrimage to 

Washington seeking a reward for supporting the ticket.  “I have made out a statement or 

schedule of all my testimonials and letters to be presented to tomorrow to Mr. [Daniel] 

Webster by Col. Gentry, if when our delegates meet in council with Mr. Bell the 

appointment should be presented,” Bostick wrote his wife.  “I will enclose all my 

documents to General Harrison and return home immediately and quietly wait the 

result.”137 

Harrison’s election and Whig control of Congress had meant the probable 

rechartering of a third Bank of the United States, but Harrison’s death in April 1841, and 

the accession of John Tyler, an anti-bank Whig called by Sean Wilentz  “a partisan ploy 

gone fatefully wrong” threw Whig power in Washington into chaos.138  Both Bell and 

Gentry abandoned Tyler over a series of vetoes, and when Tyler threatened to veto the 

second bank bill, Williamson County Whigs followed suit.  “We do not believe he will 

veto Mr. Clay’s bill,” wrote The Western Weekly Review, “but if he does, he will either 

stand alone ‘with none so poor to do him reverence’ or he will throw himself into the 

chaste embrace of loco focoism, a victim at the shrine of his personal jealousy and 
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136 Cave Johnson to James K. Polk, 17 July 1841, in Correspondence of James K. Polk, 5: 712. 
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political ambition.”139 When Tyler did veto the measure, a Whig meeting in Franklin 

concluded by hanging the president in effigy.140 By September, when Bell and most of 

Harrison’s original cabinet resigned in protest of Tyler’s actions, the paper was openly 

promoting Henry Clay for the presidency, a sea change from just three years before when 

Hogan had been reluctant to raise his name.  Bell’s resignation returned him to private 

life until 1847 (though some state Whigs began urging him to run as Clay’s vice 

president) and Gentry was out of Congress from 1843-1845 due to the death of his first 

wife.  The two re-entered the U.S. Senate and the U.S. House in time for the controversy 

over the Mexican War and what followed.  

County Whigs’ support of Clay was due to more than reaction to Tyler. The 

county’s continuing economic development, ties to the commercial economy of 

Nashville, and distrust of the Democrats had, in twelve years, moved county voters from 

reluctant acceptance of Jackson’s veto to specific approval of a national bank and other 

nationalist economic measures despite the fact that Tennessee banks, by late 1841, still 

had not resumed full specie payments.  Nationwide markets for Williamson County 

produce had, by the 1840s, put in place an economic expansionist sentiment that could 

allow representatives like Bell and Gentry to vote against the Gag Rule on the basis of 

national harmony and cause county spokesmen to keep the dispute over slavery in 

perspective.  James Hogan undoubtedly spoke for a majority when he wrote 

Our Southern cotton planters will perhaps be pleased to hear that Boston is 
one of our best cotton customers.  Her manufacturers buy our cotton and 
pay their money without grumbling—they don’t cry out that the north is 
thus made tributary to the south, but show their willingness to aid the 
common interests of our whole country without regard to sectional 
feelings.  We like this spirit—may the north continue it, and the south 
reciprocate it, until all mere partizan [sic] and geographical distinctions 
are entirely forgotten.141 
 

Hogan wrote of cotton; he could just as well have written of Williamson County’s 

wheat, corn, oats, peas, tobacco and livestock, of which planters had an abundance. 

Despite the economic depression, by 1840, one half of the county’s free white population 
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of 15,641 was engaged in agricultural pursuits and the slave population had grown to 

11,207.   There were more farmers and planters in Williamson County than in any other 

Middle Tennessee County except Davidson.  The agricultural lifestyle had improved 

most facets of life: there were now nine different schools and academies in the county, 

several of them for girls and the illiteracy rate was at less than 10 percent among whites, 

exemplary for the South during the antebellum period.142  

The Williamson County planter culture had always produced a class of men 

looking for the main chance.  Democrats and Whigs all seemed to embrace the markets.  

Men like James Hazard Wilson owned plantations in Mississippi and Texas, along with a 

steamboat line and had an income of more than $500,000 a year.  “I could make money if 

I was chained to a rock,” Wilson boasted and the same could be said of many of the 

county’s elite.143 Even when county residents were on military duty in such far-off places 

as Florida, they sought, as Edward Baptist has shown, to increase their wealth and 

recreate the world they left behind.  “If I had enough money to purchase the necessary 

‘fitting out’ I would go south and survey a piece of land,” wrote J.B. Boyd to his father 

back at Riggs Crossroads in the county. “If you could move here your negros [sic] could 

make more in one year than they can in Tennessee in ten. …If I had a little start, I have 

no doubt but what I could soon make a fortune in land speculation owing to my 

knowledge of surveying.”144  

This expanding prosperity had other ramifications; sometime between 1830 and 

1840, the county’s antebellum white population peaked.  From then until the Civil War, 

as land values increased, the slave population and the white population inched closer 

together until, by 1860, the number of slaves was greater.  The greatest white exodus—

fully one fourth—came in the 1850s, but by 1835 there were already some who were 

finding it too expensive to live in the county, were finding the source of their wealth 
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elsewhere, or were just following the American tradition of migration.145 A good 

indicator of the county’s prosperity and the desire/necessity of many to make their way 

elsewhere is in the records of the county’s poor.  As early as 1829, the county court had 

purchased 40 acres for a poorhouse.   By 1844, there were just fourteen residents, eight of 

them more than sixty years old and six diagnosed as “lunatics” or “deranged.”  The total 

would remain more or less constant until after the Civil War.146 

With full prosperity still not returning in 1841, state Whigs hoped to drive Polk 

from the governor’s office, fueled by his repeal of the state’s internal improvement 

law.147 Since no prominent member of the party was willing to challenge Polk, the Whigs 

held a state convention and chose James C. Jones, a Wilson County native, who at thirty-

one, was barely old enough for the office.  Polk campaigned with his usual vigor, but 

Jones astonished everyone with his country humor that called attention to Polk’s 

inconsistencies.  Jones upset Polk, winning the state by 3,344 votes, winning East and 

West Tennessee and barely losing Middle Tennessee, home territory to both men.  Like 

most voters, Williamson County Whigs had barely heard of Jones, but still gave him a 

two-to-one victory in a race where he carried all but one precinct.148 Gentry won again, 

too, beating Rutherford County Democrat Thomas Hogan in a race that saw Gentry carry 
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both counties for a 1,613 vote margin.149 Jones’s second victory over Polk in 1843, 

fought largely over the issue of the inability of a divided state legislature to appoint U.S. 

senators, resulted in a Whig sweep of the governor’s office and the legislature.  In 

Williamson County, William H. Sneed was elected state senator, and A.P. Maury and 

Joel Walker were elected state representatives.150 David W. Dickinson was elected to 

Gentry’s congressional seat, now the 7th District, encompassing Williamson, Rutherford 

and Cannon Counties.  But Dickinson was in failing health, and his position was 

considered a caretaker one until Gentry should return.151 

Tennessee Whigs interpreted their 1843 victory as an endorsement of their early 

stand for Henry Clay, and with good economic times still not at hand, even Democrats 

acknowledged that Clay’s promise of a national bank had saliency. 152 Williamson 

County’s delegation to the Tennessee Whig Convention that nominated Clay included 

most of the prominent Whig families:  Swanson, Maury, Andrews, Marshall, Henderson, 

Bostick, and Richardson, to name a few.153 Whig confidence was immense, as Clay 

Clubs sprang up around the mid-state, and large party conventions were held in Columbia 

and Nashville.154 There was surprise—but not consternation—when the Democrats 

nominated Polk, and The Western Weekly Review, now owned and edited by Donald 

Cameron, predicted that “Clay will carry Tennessee by a majority of thousands.” 155 

 But Polk had his own issue—the annexation of Texas—and Clay’s opposition to 

it hurt him in the state.  Democrats argued that failure to annex would give Great Britain 

a foothold in the southwest;  Tennessee Whigs argued that annexation would lead to war 

with Mexico and would increase sectional tensions. 156 Both of Tennessee’s two Whig 

senators voted against the Tyler Administration’s joint resolution of annexation, a vote 

that hurt Ephraim Foster when he ran for governor in 1845.157 Dickinson missed the 

February 28 vote in the House because of illness and died five days later in 
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Murfreesboro.  Tennessee had close political and emotional ties with Texas (Sam 

Houston, David Crockett and the fact that more than thirty Tennesseans died at the 

Alamo), and the popularity of annexation vied with the popularity of a national bank.   

In the end, Clay carried the state by a miniscule 250 votes, and carried Polk’s own 

district.  But Polk won the election.  “No one believed, or dreamed, that Mr. Polk would 

make the run he has,” wrote Donald Cameron.  “No one dared hope for his election.  

Everybody expected Mr. Clay to walk over the course, almost without an effort.”  Polk, 

Cameron added gratuitously, “runs best where he is not known.”158 Clay’s margin in 

Williamson County was 1,135 votes (virtually the same margin that Jones had won a year 

earlier)  and he won twenty-one of twenty-four precincts.159  

National issues had driven presidential politics in Tennessee—and Williamson 

County—since 1824, when the “corrupt bargain” made John Quincy Adams president 

and Henry Clay secretary of state.  That had not changed in the intervening twenty years 

and would not in the following sixteen; but now national issues would penetrate to most 

levels of the political process.  The issue that had undergirded most of the others since the 

1820 Missouri controversy was about to be exposed for what it was: territorial acquisition 

and the expansion of slavery.  As North and South became more and more polarized over 

the issue, as sectionalism replaced partyism, a few enclaves of the Upper South, including 

the staunchly Whig county of Williamson in Middle Tennessee, refused to go along.   

County planters, awash in a renewed prosperity that  commenced in 1846 wanted both 

the Union with its promise of economic largesse, and wanted slavery which had propelled 

both the plantations and by their products, the textile factories of the North.  There was 

no reason, they believed, why they could not have both.  Through the Mexican War, 

through the debates over territory and compromise, through worsening sectional tensions 

of the 1850s, Williamson County’s market planters would attempt just that.  Finally, in 

1861, the grandsons and great grandsons of the original speculators and settlers who had 

seen the makings of their fortunes in the county, would speculate once more upon the 

idea of a Southern nation, and they would lose.  But that was in the future and few men 

                                                
158 The Western Weekly Review, November 15, 1844. 
159 Ibid., November 8, 1844. 



 

 89

could see it.  In 1846, the Whig political aristocracy of Williamson County reigned 

supreme. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

Whig hegemony in Williamson County was based on the presence of gifted 

political leaders and spokesmen, fears of what was seen as Jacksonian and Democratic 

Party threats to republican liberty, and economic prosperity based on a diverse 

agricultural export system that tied its wealth to that of the nation.  The economic 

prosperity reinforced beliefs in republicanism.  This political and economic nationalism 

was so strong that during the 1850s, Whig/Opposition victory margins slightly increased 

as sectional tensions worsened, and the county’s federal representatives consistently 

voted against the sectional position on such issues as the Kansas/Nebraska Act.1 

But underlying this Whig political culture was slavery.  County spokesmen and 

voters never enunciated the “positive good” argument so prevalent in the Deep South 

after 1831 and never supported acts that would have led to its expansion to the new 

territories. But despite lip service as to its true nature, they never sought to abolish it 

either.  It had made them too wealthy.  Barring some unforeseen circumstance, the 

constitutional protections offered slavery meant that the institution—and the prosperity—

would go on and on.   

On February 8, 1861, Robert Hopkins Hatton, who represented the Tennessee 

counties of Williamson, Rutherford, Cannon, Sumner and Wilson in Congress, rose to 

speak.  Hatton was a thirty-four-year-old Opposition politician who held on to the seat as 

the Whig Party crumbled in the 1850s. The day before, in Montgomery, Alabama, 

representatives of seven seceded southern states had approved a provisional constitution 

for the Confederate States of America.  Tomorrow, February 9, Tennessee citizens were 

scheduled to vote on the question of calling a convention for the purpose of examining 

the state’s relationship to the federal government.2  Hatton, who served on the Committee 

of Thirteen which tried to find compromise between North and South, had grown 

                                                
1 John Bell was the only southern Senator to vote against the bill, and ignored legislative instruction to vote 
for the admission of Kansas as a slave state, votes that brought him condemnation in the lower South, and 

calls for his resignation by Democrats who after 1856 controlled the state legislature.  Parks, John Bell of 

Tennessee, 315-328. 
2 Charles M. Cummings, “Robert Hopkins Hatton: Reluctant Rebel,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly 

XXIII (1964): 177. 



 91 

increasingly pessimistic over the winter.  As his speech went on (eventually covering four 

pages of the Congressional Globe), he grew more impassioned about the prospect of 

disunion and the results of almost certain civil war. Finally, in tears, he ended with these 

words: 

[W]hen the youth of the country shall have been cut down like grass, our 
cities and villages burned, our fields laid waste; when our ears shall be 
greeted by the weeping of widows and the wailing of their children, with 
merited scorn and maledictions, we will be pointed at by our fellow 
citizens who will say, as in shame we avert our faces, ‘He was a member 
of the Thirty-Sixth Congress.’3 
 

The next day, Tennessee voters rejected the call for a convention.  Then came Fort 

Sumter and Abraham Lincoln’s call for troops and state voters, even in Williamson 

County, changed their minds. Within fourteen months, Hatton was dead as a general in 

the Confederate army.   

Williamson County’s representatives, several of whom led the emergence of 

Whig political power against Andrew Jackson also chose the South when Lincoln called 

for troops.   John Bell, Constitutional Union Party candidate for president in 1860, once 

convinced of Lincoln’s moderation, now called for a “united south” to meet “the northern 

war of subjugation.”4  Meredith P. Gentry, with Lincoln one of the most vocal opponents 

of the Mexican War and who had been suggested for a place in Lincoln’s cabinet, 

invested all of his money in Confederate bonds and accepted appointment to the 

Confederate Congress.5  The economic elite chose, too. James Hazard Wilson II spent 

$10,000 outfitting an entire company of soldiers, and like William Faulkner’s Thomas 

Sutpen, sent his son to war, as did James F. Claybrooke.6  The economic and political 

leaders who had led the revolt against Jackson now joined in the revolt against the Union, 

with much more disastrous results. 

                                                
3 Congressional Globe, 36th Congress. Appendix, 170-174. 
4 Joseph Howard Parks, John Bell of Tennessee (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1950), 

399. 
5 Susie Gentry, “Meredith Poindexter Gentry,” Williamson County Historical Publication Number 23, 

Spring 1992 (Franklin TN.: Williamson County Historical Society): 112-114. 
6 Virginia McDaniel Bowman, Historic Williamson County: Old Homes and Sites (Nashville: Blue & Gray 

Press, 1971), 45. 
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