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The largest Green River military grant was 27,818\.-1 acres, a very
small amount in comparison to the million acre holdings of the
great American speculators. The grantee, William Croghan, had
served as a major in the Revolution and therefore was entitled
to over 5,000 acres through his own bounty. He took advantage
of his position as military surveyor and purchased additional military
warrants to increase his grant. Including Croghan, only fourteen
individuals held more than 5,000 acres of Green River land. 30

Beside Croghan, several veterans or their families claimed the
land bounty. Three of General William Russell's children moved
to the Green River area to settle on his grant. Otto A. Rothert,
historian of Muhlenberg County, estimated that about 5 percent
of the settlers who came before 1800 were veterans and that about
one-fourth were sons or daughters of Revolutionary soldiers. The
names of veterans are prominent in county government and several
were state legislators. Henry Rhoads, a Pennsylvania-German vet­
eran who settled in the district, represented Logan County in the
House of Representatives when Muhlenberg County was created
and influenced the legislature to name the new county in honor
of his commanding officer, General Peter Muhlenberg. 31

During the late 1780s and early 1790s, squatters and warrant
holders both settled in the area. By 1788 veteran Henry Rhoads
had arrived. Around 1790 Jesse McPherson, a squatter, came to
Mud River, a tributary of Green River. He cleared and planted
a field of com and built a hut under a nearby cliff before returning
to Virginia for his family the next year. 32

In 1793 squatters south of Green River began petitioning the
Kentucky legislature for the same right of preemption which
Virginia had extended to settlers in Kentucky County north of
the river. The pioneers claimed that they had "at great risk, trouble,
and expense settled on vacant lands" and prayed that "a right of

lOKentucky Land Office, Virginia Land Grants: Index, 1782-1792 (microfilm at Margaret
1. King Library, University of Kentucky).

lOtto A. Rothert, A History of Muhlenberg CoUnty (Louisville, 1913), 10, 13,30.
l2/bid., 16-17. Information on early settlement is in Margaret B. Stratton, Place-Names

of Logan County and Oft·Told Tales (Russellville, 1950); Finley, History of RussellviUe; and
Edward Coffman, The Story of Russellville (Russellville, 1931).

preemption may be granted to actual improvers." 33 In 1794 a petition
stated that a number of inhabitants of Logan County had "settled
themselves and families on lands therein, under an expectation
of being granted certain portions of those lands for making such
settlement."34

State tax records reveal that over 85 percent of the families
in the Green River area in 1795 were non-landholders. Among
the 545 families in Logan County, which contained nearly all of
the military reservation, sixty-six owned land and 479 were residing
on land for which they held no title.35 The landowners were soldiers
or persons who had purchased military warrants or military land.
The writer has found no evidence that the non-landholders were
paying rent, but it is possible that some of them were. The only
legal way non-landholders could have resided in the area before
1795 was as tenants. It seems probable that they were squatting
on public land, expecting to be granted the right of preemption.

Three-fourths of the settlers in the region in 1795 were small
farmers using two or three horses or mules, working to raise five
to ten cattle and grow com. Among the sixty-six landowners
thirty-eight held farms of 200 acres or less; only twelve had far~
over 500 acres. Slaves were owned by less than 15 percent of the
families and only twelve families had five or more slaves. One­
fourth of the families owned no cattle, mules or horses. The
best-equipped farmer paid taxes on 1,000 acres, 16 slaves, 7 horses
and 40 cattle.36

In 1795 "sundry inhabitants" of Logan County petitioned the
General Assembly once again, "praying that they may be allowed
the preemption of certain vacant lands on paying a moderate price
for the same."3? The legislature had already turned down two
proposals by speculators to purchase Green River lands. In 1794
Lexington businessman Thomas Hart, Jr., and the Reverend Henry
Toulmin offered to buy 250,000 acres for ten cents per acre_ Hart

llKenrucky House Journal (1793), 35.
J4lbid. (1794), 20.

3SKentucky Tax Records, Logan County, 1795 (microfilm at Kentucky Historical Society
Library).

16Ibid.
l7House Journal (1795), 37.



and Toulmin agreed to settle 250 families on the land within five
years. A Joint Committee re{X)rted that the pro{X)sal was reasonable
but the bill was referred to the next session and never reintroduced.38

In the same session Lexington merchant Andrew Holmes' pro{X)sal
to purchase a large pottion of the area was killed in the Senate.39

In -1795 the legislature entertained a proposal by the Elisha
J. Hall Company to buy the unappropriated lands south of Green
River. The Hall Company was com{X)sed of five Eastern proprietors
in Philadelphia and Virginia and five Western proprietors fro~
the Bluegrass area in Kentucky. The five Kentucky propn­
etors-John Brown, James Brown, George Nicholas, H~rr~ Innes,
and John Breckinridge-remained anonymous. Breckmndge, a
Fayette County lawyer who later served as United States Attorney
General under Thomas Jefferson, wrote the three Philadelphia
proprietors commending Halls's lobbying. He wr.ote that H~ll's

"perseverance and negotiation" exceeded "everythmg of the kmd
I have been accustomed to." He also praised Hall for keeping "the

. l f' "40western partners entlre y out 0 view.

The Hall Company promised to pay $250,000, settle 500
families in five years, and sell each current occupant 20~ acres
for 15 cents per acre.41 At a time when United States public lan~

was selling at auction for a minimum of one dollar per acre, thiS
would be a bargain for the squatter.

The Joint Committee appointed to study the Hall plan became
convinced that the land under consideration was nearly worthless
and should be sold to the land company. Representative William
Casey of Green County testified that he had frequently tr~veled

through that. part of the country and to his knowledge it was
"exceedingly broken and the lands except along the ~reeks and
water courses very poor." Logan County Representative Young
Ewing proclai~ed that the best lands had been taken by military

J8House Journal (1794),130-32; Kentucky Senate Journal (1794),49, 55. Henry Toulmin,
president of Transylvania University, 1794-1796, served as Secretary of State of Kentucky
from 1796 to 1804.

lYSenate Journal (1794), 44.
""Elisha ]. Hall, Observations and Documents, Relative to a Calumny: circulated by Jo~n

Brown, ... to the Prejudice of Elisha I. Hall, of Frederick County, V,rgm<a, (n.p.,n.d.) Hall s
middle initial appears here as "I".

4lSenate Journal (1795), 23.

42/bid., 24.
4l/bid., 32.
44House Journal (1795), 129.
45/bid., 129-30.
46/bid., 163.
47Kentucky Acts (1795), 79.

claims and there were "tracts of many miles extent in that country;
on which no person can settle on account of barrens and {X)or
land." William Croghan stated that only 10 percent of the un­
claimed land was fit for cultivation because it was mostly "barren
and broken."42

On December 16, 1795 the Senate voted six to four to sell
the land to the Hall Company.43 Meanwhile, the House received
another offer, this time from Lexington businessman and land
speculator John Fowler.44 On December 11 the House had deter­
mined that it would be "impolitic for the waste and unappropriated
lands south of Green River in this state to be disposed of to any
company of individuals."45 On December 17 the House defeated
the Hall proposal by a vote of nineteen to thirteen.46 It is interesting
that Representatives Casey and Ewing voted in favor of the sale.
Apparently they were under the illusion that the barrens were
invaluable and perhaps they thought they were acting in the interest
of their region-the developers promised to encourage settlement.
Or they may have voted for the sale to enable their constituents
to buy 200 acres from the Hall Company at a bargain. In light
of the actual fertility of the barrens and the subsequent action
of the legislature, the disapproval of the transaction was to the
benefit of Green River pioneers.

During the same session in 1795, the General Assembly granted
the settlers the right of preemption. The preamble of the act "For
the Relief of the Settlers on the South Side of Green River" stated:
"Whereas a number ofpeople have settled themselves on the vacant
land South of Green River, under a belief that they were no longer
liable to be taken by military warrants, and that the legislature
would grant them settlements therefore, on paying a moderate ptice
for same; and it is therefore thought proper to pass an act for
that purpose."47 The law provided for the sale of 200 acres at
thirty cents per acre to each "housekeeper or other free person
above the age of twenty one years, who shall have actually settled

180 REGISTER OF THE KENTUCKY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

I
f THE GREEN RIVER PIONEERS 181



182 REGISTER OF THE KENTUCKY HISTORICAL SOCIETY THE GREEN RNER PIONEERS 183

himself or herself" on the unsurveyed land.48 This was not as
inexpensive as what Hall offered, but when United States public
land was selling at a minimum of one dollar per acre, it was very
lenient.

The law required the settler to appear before a panel of
commiSsioners at the local courthouse to make his claim. The claim
was entered in the records of the county surveyor who was directed
to survey the tract. After paying the state treasurer, the settler
would receive a title from the register of the state land office.49

This method of land sales, modeled after the Virginia system, had
the same defects-the settler preceded the surveyor; entries con­
flicted with each other and with military grants. The result was
much confusion and a great deal of litigation.

In 1797 the legiSlature took another step in the assiStance of
the actual settler by granting preemption for the future. The "Act
for Encouraging and Granting Relief to Settlers," passed March
1, 1797, provided the sale of 200 acres to each settler who took
up residence on vacant Green River land by July 1, 1798, and
cleared, fenced, and tended two acres of com for a year. The price
was sixty cents per acre for first·rate land and forty cents for
second·rate. The deadline on payment for claimants under 1795
law was extended.50 .

When the issue of further relief for Green River settlers arose
in 1798, Representative John Breckinridge spoke out against specu­
lation in state lands. In spite of the fact that he had been a silent
partner in the Hall scheme, he introduced a bill which stated that
it was "the object of the general assembly to extend its indulgence
to poor and permanent settlers only, and not to wanderers and
speculators."5l Breckinridge's bill provided that in order to qualify
for an extension of the time limit, the individual settler had to
file an affidavit with the county court clerk asserting that he did
not own enough personal property to enable him to pay the debt.

<lJ Ibid., 79-81.
49Ibid.
"'Ibid. (1797), 184-87. The standard for first·rate land in Kentucky tax legislation was

that it be considered equal in quality to "the rich lands in Fayette County." Second·rate
land waS land considered inferior to land in Fayette County. Ibid. (1793), 19.

"House Journal (1798), 71.

Individuals who failed to file the affidavit were required to pay
immediately or forfeit their claims. 52

In the vote on the bill eastern Kentucky voted against western
Kentucky. The representatives who voted for ending speculation
in state lands were nearly all from Fayette and surrounding counties.
All six of the representatives present from Fayette County voted
for the bill. However, they were unable to overcome the Green
River voting bloc-every representative from south of Green River
opposed the measure. They also won the vote of representatives
just north of Green River and of a few legislators to the east.
This group defeated the Breckinridge bill by a vote of twenty·four
to twenty-two. 53

Green River representatives then proceeded to pass their relief
law. An act adopted about a week later determined that, since
the Green River settlers "labour under great inconvenience from
the scarcity of money," they should be allowed to pay for their
land in four annual installments. 54

In 1800 and 1801 the settlers were allowed to buy more land
and to go deeper in debt. On December 20, 1800 a law granted
relief by permitting settlers to pay in nine annual installments. In
a separate law to encourage immigration, the legislature increased
the headright offer from 200 to 400 acres. Since new settlers would
be able to preempt 400 acres, it seemed only fair to allow present
residents an additional 200 acres. The price for these claims was
twenty cents per acre.55 In 1801 the General Assembly, concluding
that this was still unjust, provided that pioneers could relocate from
their previous claims and enter tracts of 400 acres under the same
terms as immigrants. If payment had been completed for the first
grant, presumably another 400 acres could be claimed at 20 cents
per acre. 56

When the deadline approached for payment of the 400 acre
headrights, the General Assembly decided that because of their

5%id., 70-71.
5JIbid.
S'tKentucky Acts (1798), 156-57.
55Ibid. (1800), 125-28.
"'Ibid. (1801), 59-61.



184 REGISTER OF THE KENTUCKY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
THE GREEN RIVER PIONEERS 185

"late emigration and the scarcity of money" the settlers should
be allowed to pay in seven annual installments. However, claimants
were reminded that the state held a perpetual lien on their land.57

In 1805 the legislature made clear its belief rhat state generosity
was being misused. The preamble of an act approved in that year
pointed out that "very considerable sums of money" were due
the state for lands. It stated that large quantities of these lands
had been accumulated by speculators who were using funds for
further speculation rather than to pay for their land. The law called
upon the auditor of public accounts to prepare a statement of what
had been paid and how much was owed by each claimant. It also
provided that in 1806 further claims would cease.58

Legislation of December 27, 1806 continued the pattern of
indulgence, reward, and threat. It recognized that the debrors south
of Green River were still unable to pay. It allowed them one year
to pay the first installment of twelve equal annual payments.
Though 6 percent interest was due, if the claimant were to pay
full y within two years, he would be charged no interest. On the
other hand, if he failed to meet his annual payment, his land was
to be sold at public auction. 59

Succeeding sessions, however, failed to follow through on the
threats. Each time the scheduled public auctions became due, they
were postponed. Year after year extensions were given until in
Frankfort the "Green River Debt" became a byword.60 Relief laws
for the Green River debtors continued until 1846, when an act
established January 1, 1850 as the final deadline.61

Conservatives, including Federalist Senator Humphrey Mar­
shall, cringed at the "log-rolling" of the "Green River band." In
1824 Marshall recalled that the Green River legislators were united
to a man, using their votes for "barter and exchange-'you vote
for my law; we want indulgence, we want something done for

51Ibid. (1803), 42-45.
i8William Littell, The Statute Law of Keruucky (Frankfort, 1811), Ill, 306-08.
9JIbid., 385-89.
60William E. Connelly and E. Merton Coulter, History of Kentucky, edited by Charles

Kerr (5 vols., Chicago, 1922), I, 489.
6lAyers, "Land Tides," 176.

Green River; and we will vote for yours.'" Marshall decried the
subservience of the legislature to the will of the majority. "To
the inconsiderate, the indolent, and the embarrassed portion of
mankind, nothing seems so desirable as indulgence; give it but the
name of relief, and it becomes fascinating: not only to the Green
River people, but to such as have been described, universally."62

On the other hand, from the point of view of the actual
settler the legislature had not been overindulgent. Cash needed
for paying for land was scarce. By turning down the bids of absentee
speculators and parceling the land in small grants, the General
Assembly encouraged settlement by farmers who lacked the finan­
cial resources to purchase lands with cash.

The Kentucky legislature was much more favorable to the
settler tllan was Congress at the time. In 1800 when Green River
lands were twenty cents per acre, United States public lands were
selling for two dollars per acre with 320 acres the minimum
purchase. Under the credit system of sales in effect from 1800
to 1820, purchasers of United States land had difficulty meeting
payments. In 1820 Congress terminated credit sales and required
payment of the full price at the time of sale. From 1806 to 1830
Congress passed a series of relief measures providing extensions
of credit, abandonment of interest and other foID1S of relief.
Gradually the price of land and the minimum acreage were reduced.
In addition to charging higher prices and requiring full payment
at time of sale after 1820, the United States land system granted
no general preemption right until 1841.63

Migration into Kentucky was in full force at the tum of the
century; population in the state increased from 73,677 in 1790 to
406,511 in 1810. The Green River area attracted its share of setders.
In Warren County, the population increased from a few families
in 1790 to 4,686 people in 1800, to 11,937 in 1810.64 The attracting
force was vacant land at 20 cents per acre, with no money down.

6'Humphrey Marshall, History of Kentucky (2 vols., Frankfort, 1824), ll. 179, 182.
63Paul'W. Gates. History of Public Land Law Development (Washington, D.C., 1968),

129-43.
64U.S. First Census: 1790; Second Census: 1800; Third ('.ensus: 1810.
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Most of the newcomers walked or rode horseback on two
routes from Virginia and North Carolina. Many passed through
the Cumberland Gap, followed the Wilderness Road to Lexington,
and moved southwest on the Natchez Trace, into the heart of
the Green River area. Others, particularly Scotch-Irish from North
Carolina, came westward to Nashville and thence north into Ken­
tucky. And others moved westward on Ohio River flatboats. ~he
Charles Morehead family left Virginia shortly after the Revolutlon
to rendezvous with other pioneers in western Pennsylvania. They
descended the Monongahela to Pittsburgh and the Ohio to the
falls, now Louisville. The Moreheads proceeded overland to Bards­
town, then southwestward to Warren and Logan counties, where
they settled.65

Taking advantage of lenient state laws, many early settlers
increased their holdings. For example, the percentage of property
owners with over 200 acres increased from 32 percent in 1801
to 49 percent in 1811.66 Local county surveyors, county court clerks
and others acquired claims amounting to several thousand acres.
Russellville's Judge Ninian Edwards advertised Green River lands
in the Frankfort Palladium as early as 1799.67 In the Russellville
Mirror on July 18, 1807, he announced: "I have five or six thousand
acres of Land for sale in this and Muhlenburg County, which I
will sell very cheap and give good titles. I wish to trade for a
good light road Waggon, and one or two horses. Also, one well
broke OX."68 Three months later he advertised to sell 6,400 acres
of land south of Green River.69

In spite of local speculation and increased holdings, the Green
River area remained a region of small farms. In Muhlenberg County,
where 69 percent of the resident families held their own land,
half of the farms were 200 acres or less in 1811. Over 80 percent
of the families owned no slaves and had less than five horses or

6'Memoir of Charles Robert Morehead (microfilm at Tennessee State Library and
Archives, Nashville: original the property of Mrs. Matthew H. Dobson, Jr., Franklin,
Tennessee).

66Kentucky Tax Records, Muhlenberg County, 1801, 1811.
67Frankfort Palladium, April 18, 1799.
68Russellville Mirror, July 18, 1807.
69/bid., Oct. 20, 1807.
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mules. In 1810 the county had a population of 4,181, 11.5 percent
of whom were slaves.70

Jesse McPherson, who came as a squatter, was typical of the
established small farmer in the region in 1801. That year he claimed
a fann of 200 acres, owned two horses, but had no slaves. He
grew com and distilled part of it into whiskey. He tanned hides
for himself and his neighbors and ground wheat and com with
a horse mill. By 1806 McPherson owned 540 acres and in 1809
he paid taxes on 1,102 acres and four horses.71

Farmers raised about the same crops in the Green River area
as they had in Virginia and the Carolinas. The soil-predominantly
a light loam upon a red clay subsoil with a limestone base-was
particularly suitable for tobacco but it was grown at first only for
domestic use. Wheat, hemp, and flax were produced but the leading
crop was com. It was fed to hogs or ground into meal for food
or for distillation into whiskey. Nearly every farmer had a few
hogs and a few milk cows.

Michaux recorded that in 1802 the country was newly settled
with widely scattered farms. The only things the farmers had in
abundance were maize, milk, and forage. The people were so
ill-equipped, Michaux had to spend two nights sleeping on the
floor. 72 Skeggs' Tavern, a few miles north of Green River, had
no stable so Michaux's horse spent the night in a peach orchard.
"The fences were broken, and fearing that he might get out in
the night, I put a bell around his neck, which travelers who are
exposed to the chance of sleeping in the woods, always take care
to be provided with. The peaches were nearly ripe, and, in the
morning I perceived, from the great number of kernels lying under
three or four trees, why my horse had not quitted, that he had
been eating them all night."73

About the same time, another traveler recognized great oppor­
tunity in the Green River area. James Weir rode into the area
on horseback from Tennessee in the fall of 1799. Eight months

7C'fax Records, Muhlenberg County, 1811; U.S. Third Census.
71Tax Records, Muhlenberg County, 1801.1809.
7lMichaux, Travels, 175·81.
73Ibid., 175.
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earlier he had left his home at Fishing Creek, South Carolina "with
the intention to explore the western climes." He, too, described
the area as newly setded. The farms and buildings were small and
the farmers were hindered by lack of proper implements. But the
land, he noted, yielded "exceedingly well, com, wheat, cotton, and
all other grains and plants common to the southern states." While
the grazing was good for cattle, it was especially suited to hogs,
which ranged on the bottomland of the streams. He saw one man
who in three years had produced 200 head of swine from a stock
of four. Weir wrote that the Green River was navigable for large
boats. "It is thought that it will be a place of great trade in time
to come," he concluded. Weir was so impressed that he stayed
and became one of the most prosperous pioneer merchants of the
region.?4

By 1800 Green River farmers were producing a surplus for
export. Kentucky had adopted the Virginia system of state inspec­
tion of enumerated products before they were shipped. By 1800
six inspection stations had been licensed on the Green River and
its tributaries for the regulation of tobacco, hemp and flour. The
number increased until in 1808 over sixty of the 260 inspection
warehouses in Kentucky were south of the Green River.?}

The pioneer farmer bartered his surplus to the local merchant
who shipped it down the Mississippi River to New Orleans.
Proceeds from the sale of tobacco and other produce in New Orleans
were used to purchase supplies in Philadelphia for sale in general
stores to frontier farmers. The Green River-New Orleans-Phila­
delphia trade appears to have been profitable for James Weir. By
1811, according to the Muhlenberg County assessor, he owned
1,052 acres of land, $11a worth of town lots, two retail stores,
ten slaves and three horses. Five years later he paid taxes on 2,451
acres of land and $7,000 in town lots. Before his death in 1845
he owned stores outside the county in Henderson, Hopkinsville,

14James Weir's Journal, quoted in Rothert, History of Muhlenberg, 56-59.
"Leland Smith, "A History of the Tobacco Indusrry in Kenrucky from 1783 to 1860"

(master's thesis, University of Kenrucky, 1950),10-15; Littell, Statute Law, I, 10·15; William
T. Smith, A C.omplete Index to the Names of Persons, Places, and Subjects mentioned in
Linell's Laws of Kentucky (Lexington, 1931), 201-13.

Morganfield, Madisonville, and Russellville, Kentucky and in
Shawneetown, Illinois,?6

By 1810 the region had been divided into sixteen counties
with over 100,000 people. Russellville, the county seat of Logan
County and first town in the area, was the economic and cultural
center. It had a population of 532, compared to Bowling Green's
154 and Greenville's 75. Russellville had a newspaper, jockey club,
nail factory, tannery, and several general stores and taverns. Inn­
keepers in Greenville and Bowling Green advertised in the Russell­
ville paper in 1810.77 In 1806 Joseph Hamilton, the teacher of a
grammar school in Russellville, wrote: "My encouragement in this
place has surpassed my expectations. I have at this time, twenty
students, and the flattering prospect of a number more."78

Nevertheless, these were frontier towns and currency was
scarce. The cash which merchants like James Weir obtained in
New Orleans for Green River products was spent in Philadelphia
for goods. In t..he ledger book for Weir's Greenville store from
1813 to 1815, most customers were credited with produce such
as tobacco, pork, and whiskey. Others paid their bill with services
such as "mending wagon" or "working over my hat."79 The lack
of banks in the region prior to 1818 is further indication of the
shortage of currency.

This scarcity, which was general on the frontier, partially
accounts for the inability of land grantees to pay for their land.
After their houses were built and their land cleared, they traded
what surplus they produced for such necessities as furniture and
farm implements. The majority did not have an additional forty
dollars to pay for their 200 acres. In 1806 Gabriel Lewis of the
Russellville area advised a friend back east that western Kentucky
"is not a country that a man can ever Calculate on getting rich
from farming. He may live plentifully but he must live very much

76Rothert, History of Muhlenberg County, 59, 443-48; Tax Records, Muhlenberg County,
1811, 1816.

nus. Third G,nsus; Russellville Farmer's Friend, Oct. 2,1809, May 25,1810; Russellville
Mirror, July 4, 1807.

7BJoseph Hamilton to W. B. Edwards, July 5, 1806, Mary Hamilton Orr Papers (Tennessee
State Library and Archives, Nashville).

79Rothert, History of Muhlenberg County, 117-21.
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within himself.... This country is well calculated for a man who
has but a small property & a large family who he wishes to procure
land for or to have it in his power to procure with a tolerable
degree of ease bread & meat for them. Clothing he ought to

. th th f "80calculate on making or e greater part ereo.

&}uatters benefited from the system of land distribution which
the Kentucky General Assembly adopted for the Green River area.
For a low price actual setders were able to purchase land they
had occupied; and when they found themselves unable to pay they
were granted relief in the form of extensions of time. This was
frontier democracy and egalitarianism in its finest form. Kentucky,
like Virginia, provided land for the poor farmer and his fami~y.
Eventually, in 1841, the United Stat~s government would r~cogmze
preemption and in 1862 preemption would be coupled wlth free
land. But in the earlier years on the frontier, Kentucky was on
the vanguard in recognizing the rights of the squatter.

8'Gabriel Lewis to Peter [illegible], May 25, 1806, Lewis-Starling Collection (Kentucky
Library, Western Kenrucky University, Bowling Green). See ,Helen Barner Crocker, The
Green River of Kentucky (Lexington, 1976) for a study of the Green River region through
1975.

Vice President Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky:

Hero of the Thames-Or the Great Amalgamator?

by

Robert Bolt*

American history is dotted with stories of men whose political
fortunes have been determined by factors which had litde to do
with their political ability. In choosing political leaders, Americans
are swayed at times by a candidate's physical appearance, by his
athletic prowess, or by feats in fields that seem litde related to
politics. A successful football coach and a space hero in recent
times have won nomination by a major political party to the United
States Senate. Several American presidents first achieved fame on
the batdefield, winning recognition that has propelled some of them
into the White House. The nation's first president won the War
for Independence. In the nineteenth century the seventh president,
Andrew Jackson, was the War of 1812's Hero of New Orleans.
In 1840 the Whigs nominated William Henry Harrison and captured
the presidency for the first time as they capitalized on Harrison's
1811 victory over the Indians by calling him Old Tippecanoe. The
twelfth president of the United States, Zachary Taylor, fought in
the Mexican War and became the Hero of Buena Vista. It is unlikely
that the eighteenth president, Ulysses S. Grant, would ever have
achieved that high office had he not defeated Robert E. Lee. After
Grant, all of the nineteenth century chief executives with the
exception of Grover Cleveland had been Civil War soldiers.
Theodore Roosevelt, the first twentieth century president, led the
Rough Riders in 1898 and in so doing became the Hero of San
Juan Hill. More recendy Dwight D. Eisenhower's conquest of
Germany during the Second World War made Ike an attractive
presidential candidate for both major political parties.

Henry Clay, seeing his party pass him over in 1848 in favor
of Mexican War hero Zachary Taylor, understood well the advan­
tage that old soldiers had when they sought high political office.
He reportedly rued the fact that he too had not killed a Mexican. l

On the other hand, the political careers of other Americans

·Ptofessot of History, Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Glyndon G. Van Deusen, The Jacksonian Era: 1828·1848 (New York, 1959), 253-54.
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