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Praise for
Polk


“Polk is a fascinating tale of expansion—the expansion of one man's political prospects, of the American Presidency's power and influence, and of this nation's size and asserted might.”

—JOHN HOLTZAPPLE, director,
James K. Polk Ancestral Home




“Drawing extensively from Polk's White House diary and voluminous correspondence, scholar Walter R. Borneman's exhaustively researched [book] Polk: The Man Who Transformed the Presidency and America lives up to its lofty subtitle.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“Delineates James K. Polk's achievements to place him among the most effective of American presidents…. Borneman's biography gives Polk his due.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“Absorbing … a fascinating study of a master politician and effective statesman … Borneman humanizes the eleventh president.”

—The Tampa Tribune




“A definitive political biography of a misunderstood and under appreciated American president.”

—Forecast magazine




“A spirited biography of one of the most effective single-term presidents [who] left office having vastly expanded both American borders and the powers of the executive office. Veteran American historian Borneman … makes a convincing case that [Polk] deserves high marks as a hands-on leader who laid the groundwork for an American empire.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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INTRODUCTION
DARK HORSE, BRIGHT LAND
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[image: ]N THE FALL OF 1843, James K. Polk appeared to be politically dead. Despite seven terms in Congress, two of them as Speaker of the United States House of Representatives, Polk's attempt to win reelection as governor of Tennessee had failed miserably—not just once but twice. Even the political power of ex-president Andrew Jackson, now an aging sage ensconced at the Hermitage, appeared unlikely to rescue him.

Yet eighteen months later, this man was inaugurated the eleventh president of the United States. How did this happen? Was James K. Polk really a dark horse who came out of nowhere to win the 1844 Democratic nomination, as conventional wisdom has long suggested, or was he one of the most experienced and astute politicians of his time?

And what of the country? What forces—Manifest Destiny some called them—were at work not only to annex Texas but also in the span of four years under Polk's leadership to nearly double the American nation with the acquisitions of Oregon, California, and all of the Southwest?

Unabashedly proclaiming the policy of the United States to be one of continental expansion, Polk welcomed Texas into the union, bluffed the British out of half of Oregon, and went to war with Mexico to grab California and the Southwest. Yet a change of just 5,000 votes in New York would have elected Henry Clay president instead. Clay appeared content to let Texas remain independent and Oregon remain in British hands. How different the map of the United States might look today if that had happened.

Polk announced his intent to serve only one term even before his election. He immediately became a lame duck, but it allowed him to spend his political capital freely and he did so aggressively expanding the powers of the presidency more than any other president before the Civil War.

Along with James K. Polk, this is the story of aging Andrew Jackson, would-be president Henry Clay, cagey Martin Van Buren, feisty Thomas Hart Benton, and a young Whig from Illinois named Abraham Lincoln, who challenged Polk to name the exact spot where American blood had been spilled as his pretense for war with Mexico. It is also the story of bruising presidential campaigns, spoiler third parties, and less than stunning popular-vote triumphs—all suggesting that recent presidential politics is nothing new.

It has long been popular to paint James K. Polk as a dark horse, but the record does not square with that tradition. If he was indeed one, he chose to ride boldly across a bright land and in doing so opened up the American West to half a century of unbridled expansion.





A PROLOGUE IN TWO PARTS
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March 6, 1836

[image: ]ONG BEFORE DAWN, the rattle of assembling infantry and the jangle of cavalry cut through the night air on the outskirts of the dusty little village of San Antonio. Inside the adobe walls of a 118-year-old mission, some two hundred men—commanded by William Barret Travis and including the legendary David Crockett and James Bowie—waited uneasily perhaps even impatiently.

For twelve days, this meager band had stalled the northward advance of Mexican president Antonio López de Santa Anna's army of some three thousand. By all tenets of international law, Santa Anna was well within his rights. The Alamo and all of Texas were officially Mexican territory, but these Americans—and tens of thousands more spread from the Sabine River to the Brazos and beyond—had other ideas.

Now the reckoning was to be complete. Mexican bugles blared the strains of the chilling degüello. No quarter would be given. The first charge was repulsed; a second also failed to carry the adobe walls. But the attacking lines reformed and swept forward again. Minutes later, there were no Americans left alive within the Alamo save for Lieutenant Almeron Dickenson's wife, their infant daughter, and one of Travis's servants. As Susanna Dickenson assumed the role of surviving matriarch and led these survivors away from San Antonio, legend has it that Santa Anna saluted her.

This day, however, was not an end but a beginning. Over the next dozen years, from the bloodstained courtyard of one Mexican mission to the sweeping dictates of the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the North American continent changed forever. It was, wrote a journalist named John L. O'Sullivan in describing the American national psyche, “the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent.”1 



August 3, 1843

Tennessee politics in the 1840s was a rough-and-tumble game. True, it had been some time since the state's venerable sage, Andrew Jackson, had killed anybody in a duel, but that did not mean that partisan tongues on the stump or words in party newspapers carried any lesssting. Now the populace held its collective breath and waited to see whether Jackson's Democratic heirs or Henry Clay's upstart Whigs would triumph in their attempt to elect a governor.

The first returns from Middle Tennessee were not encouraging for the Democrats. Their nominee, James K. Polk, was “Old Hickory's” boy—Jackson's long-appointed political heir. Once, Polk had been Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives. Once, he had seemed a contender for the vice presidential nomination. But Tennessee politics had not been kind. Now, despite narrowly winning a two-year term as Tennessee governor in 1839, Polk sought to avenge his reelection loss in 1841.

But Middle Tennessee proved a splintered battleground. Waiting in his hometown of Columbia, Polk was too shrewd a political veteran to be given over to wishful thinking that the eastern and western districts might change the apparent outcome. In the mountains of East Tennessee the Democrats almost held their own. In the plantation country of West Tennessee south to Memphis, they even gained some. But it was not enough to plug the hole in the center.

When the final results were tallied, James K. Polk had lost the governorship of Tennessee for the second time. His political career now stood in shambles. Most said that it was irrevocably finished—and many of those were his supporters. Politically James K. Polk was dead.
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JAMES K. POLK INAUGURAL MEDAL

The U.S. Mint commemorated the inaugurations of Martin Van Buren, John Tyler, James K. Polk, and Zachary Taylor by striking a very limited number of presidential medals. The obverse used the presidential likeness from that administration's Indian Peace Medal and the reverse showed the date of the respective inauguration surrounded by a wreath.

Polk's inaugural medal appears to have been struck after February 12, 1846, when Polk noted in his diary that he sat for John Gadsby Chapman, a New York artist commissioned to produce Polk's peace medal likeness. Indian Peace Medals were struck in three sizes (76 mm, 62 mm, and 51 mm) and were long used as gifts for principal Indian chiefs to solemnize treaties and special visits. The four inaugural medals used the medium size (about two and one-half inches in diameter) and were about a quarter of an inch thick in a “mahogany finished” bronze.

Polk's peace medals were ready in July 1846 and had the traditional “Peace and Friendship” with clasped hands and crossed tomahawk and peace pipe on the reverse. It is assumed that his inaugural medal with the March 4, 1845, date reverse was produced at the same time. They are extremely rare and the exact use for which they were intended is unclear.

FROM THE COLLECTION OF THE JAMES K. POLK MEMORIAL ASSOCIATION, COLUMBIA, TENNESSEE; GIFT OF DR. AND MRS. JOHN OLSON TO THE JAMES K. POLK HOME.





KEY DATES IN THE LIFE OF JAMES K. POLK

[image: ]



	1795
	Born in a log cabin near Pineville, North Carolina, November 2



	1803
	Sarah Childress born near Murfreesboro, Tennessee, September 4



	1806
	Polk family moves to Duck River Valley, Tennessee



	1812
	Survives surgery for urinary stones



	1816
	Enrolls in the University of North Carolina as a sophomore



	1818
	Graduates from the University of North Carolina



	1819
	Law clerk for Felix Grundy; elected clerk of Tennessee state senate



	1820
	Admitted to Tennessee bar



	1823
	Elected to Tennessee house of representatives



	1824
	Marries Sarah Childress, January 1



	1825
	Elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, August 4



	1825
	Attends first session of Congress, December 5



	1827
	Reelected to second term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1827
	Appointed to House Committee on Foreign Affairs



	1828
	Campaigns for Andrew Jackson for president



	1829
	Reelected to third term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1831
	Reelected to fourth term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1832
	Appointed to House Committee on Ways and Means



	1833
	Reelected to fifth term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1833
	Appointed chairman of House Committee on Ways and Means



	1834
	Defeated for election as Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives



	1834
	Announces support for Martin Van Buren as Jackson's successor in 1836



	1835
	Reelected to sixth term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1835
	Elected Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, December 7



	1837
	Reelected to seventh term in the U.S. House of Representatives



	1837
	Reelected Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, September 4



	1838
	Announces candidacy for governor of Tennessee, August 30



	1839
	Elected governor of Tennessee, August 1



	1840
	Promotes his candidacy for vice president of the United States



	1840
	William Henry Harrison elected president of the United States



	1841
	Harrison dies in office and is succeeded by John Tyler, April 4



	1841
	Defeated for reelection as governor by James C. Jones, August 5



	1842
	Entertains Martin Van Buren in Columbia, Tennessee, and courts vice presidency



	1843
	Defeated for governor a second time by James C. Jones, August 3



	1844
	Explosion on the U.S.S. Princeton changes Tyler's Cabinet, February 24



	1844
	Nominated for the presidency by the Democrats in Baltimore, May 29



	1844
	Elected president of the United States, November



	1845 
	Arrives in Washington with Sarah, February 13



	1845
	Inaugurated as eleventh president of the United States, March 4



	1845
	Mentor Andrew Jackson dies at the Hermitage, June 8



	1845
	In midst of Oregon crisis, begins keeping presidential diary, August 26



	1845
	Texas admitted to the union as the twenty-eighth state, December 29



	1846
	Orders General Taylor to advance to the Rio Grande, January 13



	1846
	Asks Congress to declare war on Mexico, May 11



	1846
	Oregon Treaty signed with Great Britain, June 15



	1846
	Battle of Monterrey, September 24



	1846
	Iowa admitted to the union as the twenty-ninth state, December 28



	1847
	Battle of Buena Vista, February 23



	1847
	Veracruz falls to Winfield Scott, March 29



	1847
	Sends Nicholas Trist to Mexico to negotiate, April 10



	1847
	Attends cornerstone ceremony for Smithsonian Institution, May 1



	1847
	Travels to University of North Carolina, May 28–June 5



	1847
	Tours New England, the only major trip of his presidency, June 22–July 7



	1847
	Mexico City falls to Winfield Scott, September 14



	1848
	Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo signed in Mexico, February 2



	1848
	Wisconsin admitted to the union as the thirtieth state, May 29



	1848
	Attends cornerstone ceremony for Washington Monument, July 4



	1848
	Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo becomes official, July 4



	1848
	Signs bill establishing Territory of Oregon, August 14



	1848
	Zachary Taylor elected president of the United States, November 7



	1849
	Signs bill establishing Territory of Minnesota, March 3



	1849
	Signs bill creating the Department of the Interior, March 3



	1849
	Zachary Taylor inaugurated president, March 5



	1849
	Takes up residence in retirement home of Polk Place, Nashville, April 24



	1849
	Dies at Polk Place, Nashville, June 15



	1891
	Sarah Childress Polk dies at Polk Place, August 14
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Strike boldly; it [is] your habit,
and the means of your elevation.

—U.S. Supreme Court Justice John Catron to James K. Polk,
September 27, 1837
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[image: ]AMES K. POLK always had what any politician craves—the unqualified support of his era's greatest hero. To be sure, some folks vilified the very name of Andrew Jackson. But they were usually in the minority and from his fabled victory at New Orleans in 1815 until his death in 1845, Jackson cast a huge shadow across the American political landscape. Throughout most of that time, there was never much doubt that James K. Polk was Old Hickory's boy.

It was no small coincidence that the men were born within twenty miles of each other in the frontier hills of the Carolinas. Jackson was the elder by twenty-eight years. Because Jackson's recently widowed mother was traveling to join family there is some doubt which sister's home, and hence which side of the North Carolina–South Carolina border, Elizabeth Jackson was at when her third son was born on March 15, 1767. But young Andrew grew up at his aunt Jane's on the South Carolina side and stayed there until he rode north to Salisbury, North Carolina, to study law seventeen years later.

The law and a lust for adventure soon led Jackson west across the Great Smoky Mountains to Tennessee. In Jonesborough at the age of twenty-one, he fought his first duel, after taking the sarcasm of opposing counsel during a trial a little too personally. Both parties fired into the air, and Jackson left the field satisfied that his reputation was secure. Later in that same year of 1788, he arrived in Nashville.

On the great Cumberland River, Nashville was still very much a fledgling frontier settlement, a town of a few hundred people that nonetheless had already managed to erect both a courthouse and a distillery. Jackson's boisterous personality attracted plenty of attention. In 1796, after helping to draft a state constitution, Andrew Jackson was elected Tennessee's first delegate to the U.S. House of Representatives. He was all of twenty-nine years old.1

By then, back in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, Samuel and Jane Polk had welcomed their firstborn. Jackson's Scots-Irish ancestors had barely reached America when Jackson was born, but the Polk's were old-timers, Scots-Irish themselves. Sam's great-great-grandfather had arrived along the eastern shores of Chesapeake Bay in the late 1600s. The Polk clan soon migrated to south-central Pennsylvania and then to the Carolina hill country.

Jane was a Knox, descended from a brother of Scottish Reformation leader John Knox. She was a no-nonsense Presbyterian, and she named the baby she delivered about noon on November 2, 1795, James Knox Polk after her father.

Just about everyone else in Mecklenburg County was also Presbyterian, but there were various shades to their zeal. Sam Polk's father, Ezekiel, was a case in point. After the children he fathered with his second wife all died in infancy, Ezekiel became disillusioned with Presbyterian orthodoxy and began to espouse deism.

When Sam and Jane presented Ezekiel's grandson to be baptized, a young “fire and brimstone” minister named James Wallis chose to interrogate Sam at length about the depths of his own commitment to Presbyterian doctrine. A heated argument ensued and the result was that little James Knox Polk was taken home without receiving the sacrament of baptism. Jane was mortified.

Quite an uproar ensued throughout Mecklenburg County as Ezekiel voiced his views louder and louder and the Reverend Wallis preached back with equal passion. As if mortification weren't enough, Jane Polk was soon caught squarely in the middle of the debate when her widowed mother married none other than the Reverend Wallis's widower father. But by then, Ezekiel and most of the Polk's were looking farther west.2

In 1803, Ezekiel Polk led four of his children and their families into the Duck River country of Middle Tennessee in search of new land. At first, Sam and Jane stayed behind in Mecklenburg with their son James and his two younger sisters and a brother. By the time another son was born and the crops of 1806 harvested, Sam and Jane had also left Mecklenburg and made the four-hundred-mile trek over the Smokies to Ezekiel's settlement south of Nashville. Ostensibly a farmer and part-time surveyor, Sam Polk quickly turned to land speculation.

With half the area populated by kin, it wasn't long before the Polk clan was instrumental in establishing the county of Maury and the new town of Columbia as the county seat. Sam Polk was soon a county judge, a respected civic leader, and well on his way to becoming downright wealthy One of the influential men of Tennessee to grace the Polk house from time to time was Andrew Jackson, by then an ex-judge of the state superior court and a well-established land speculator in his own right.3

[image: ]am's son James, however, was not doing well. His schooling to date had been marginal, in large part because of his rather poor health. On a rough-and-tumble frontier where robust men like Andrew Jackson epitomized manhood, James was decidedly frail. In time, his chronic abdominal pains were diagnosed as urinary stones, but in this era before general anesthetic or even proper antiseptic agents, a surgical solution was a major undertaking.

In the fall of 1812, Sam Polk determined to send his almost-seventeen-year-old son to Philadelphia to receive the care of Dr. Philip Syng Physick, later known as “the father of American surgery.” Resting uncomfortably on a makeshift bed in a covered wagon, James bounced along as the eight-hundred-mile journey from Columbia began.

But before traveling very far into Kentucky, James “was seized by a paroxysm more painful than any that had preceded it.” Doubting that he could survive all the way to Philadelphia, the Polk's turned instead to Dr. Ephraim McDowell of Danville, Kentucky who—relatively speaking—was also a surgeon of some note.

Relying on a liberal dose of brandy as both anesthetic and antisepsis, Dr. McDowell made an incision behind the young man's scrotum and forced a sharp, pointed instrument called a gorget through his prostate and into the bladder. The urinary stone, or stones, were then removed with forceps. Any way one looks at it, the procedure was a ghastly invasion of one's body. James recovered quickly, however, and outwardly appeared no worse for the wear.4

Relieved of this health burden, James made the most of his newfound energy. Sam Polk offered to set his son up in the mercantile business, but James was determined to get a proper education. In July 1813, James—despite the fact that his principal biographer chose to call him “Jimmy” and “Jim,” there is no evidence that his elders and peers called him anything but James—enrolled at a nearby Presbyterian academy.

After a year, his father agreed to send him to a more distinguished academy in Murfreesboro. James excelled there and by one account was “much the most promising young man in the school.” Such promise was to be rewarded, and with Sam Polk by now well able to afford it, James was admitted to the University of North Carolina as a second-semester sophomore in January 1816. He had just turned twenty.

At that time, the University of North Carolina was staffed by a single administrator, one professor, a senior tutor, and two recent graduates who served as additional tutors. The most valuable education may have come from membership in one of the university's two literary societies. James Polk joined the Dialectic Society during his first term at Chapel Hill and was soon engrossed in its weekly debates and essay presentations. It was here that he learned to speak, write, and formulate an argument.

Unfortunately, no detailed minutes remain from the meeting at which the Dialectic Society debated the question “Would an extension of territory be an advantage to the United States?” Which side did young Polk take? A majority voted no. Another topic asked whether an elected representative should “exercise his own judgment or act according to the directions of his constituents.” Polk favored the latter, as did a majority of his classmates. A less serious question asked “Is an occasional resort to female company beneficial to students?” The all-male assemblage was unanimous in its verdict.5

In due course, Polk was elected to a succession of offices in the Dialectic Society and broke a precedent by winning reelection to the presidency. In presenting a speech on that occasion, Polk told his peers, “your proficiency in extemporaneous debating will furnish you with that fluency of language, that connexion of ideas and boldness of delivery that will be equally serviceable in the council, in the pulpit and at the bar.” Considering the large number of his University of North Carolina contemporaries who went on to public service, including his roommate William D. Moseley, who became governor of Florida, Polk's advice was well taken.

Polk graduated with honors in May 1818, but the studious young man had given his all to his academic efforts, and despite Dr. McDowell's successful surgery, his general constitution was still frail. When Sam Polk arrived in Chapel Hill late in July to take his son home, James was in such a weakened condition that Sam returned without him. Not until October was the graduate fit enough to ride the winding mountain roads back to Tennessee. Unbeknownst to Polk, the next time he set foot in Chapel Hill, he would be president of a much larger union than the Dialectic Society6

[image: ]f James K. Polk came of age intellectually during his two and a half years at Chapel Hill, Tennessee in the interim had also come of age. In fact, the state was booming. Even in Columbia, its population just over three hundred, Sam Polk and his new son-in-law, James Walker, were busy chartering a bank, building a Masonic Hall, and organizing a steamboat company for the Tennessee River.

James Polk might have applied his new education and his meticulous attention to detail to these kinds of business ventures. But the give-and-take of the Dialectic Society had more than whetted his appetite for the public arena, and the most obvious route into it led through admission to the bar. Determined to become a lawyer, James Polk promptly headed fifty miles north to Nashville.

The little frontier settlement that had welcomed Andrew Jackson thirty years before was now a thriving city with three thousand inhabitants and paved streets. It was the commercial hub of Middle Tennessee and was quickly becoming the political center of the entire state.

Jackson had just returned to Nashville from exploits in Spanish-held Florida. His nickname, Old Hickory—as in “tough as hickory”—had been won in the early days of the War of 1812 and his national fame secured by his lopsided defeat of the British at New Orleans at the war's end. Most recently, Jackson had led U.S. army regulars, Tennessee volunteers, and Georgia militia into Florida during the First Seminole War. Largely on his own initiative, he had forced the Spanish to abandon West Florida to the United States.

Now Jackson was building a mansion he called the Hermitage, east of Nashville. Whether Jackson or Sam Polk provided James with an introduction to Felix Grundy is uncertain but probable, and James was soon clerking for one of Nashville's most celebrated lawyers.

Felix Grundy quickly became James Polk's first mentor. Grundy grew up in Kentucky, helped that territory become a state, represented it in the U.S. House of Representatives, and ultimately became the state's chief justice. But Tennessee beckoned, and Grundy climbed a similar legal and political ladder there, representing the state in Congress and achieving some notoriety as one of the war hawks who urged war with Great Britain and then cheered Andy Jackson's every military move.

By the time James Polk came calling in 1819, Grundy was known far and wide across Tennessee for his mastery of juries as well as his wide circle of political connections. Polk readily immersed himself in both Grundy's law library and his school of personal experience.

Polk's fellow clerk was a young man named Francis B. Fogg, who was so studious as to make even the scholarly Polk look like a legal slacker. That year, Grundy was elected to the state legislature, and he suggested that Fogg accompany him to the upcoming legislative session and seek election as clerk of the state senate. Fogg thought a moment and then pronounced himself far too busy with a mountain of legal minutiae to do so. Polk, however, jumped at the chance. After all, to him the law was the vehicle, not the destination.

So, with Grundy's endorsements, Polk accompanied him to Murfreesboro, where the legislature was to meet. On September 20, 1819, the Tennessee senate elected the young man from Columbia as its clerk and proceeded to pay him the then-princely sum of six dollars per day to manage its paperwork. (The legislators themselves were paid only four dollars per diem.) That Polk performed his job effectively and with precision was evidenced by his reelection without opposition when the next legislature convened in 1821. In the process, he learned the full gamut of parliamentary procedure and legislative routine.

Meanwhile, because the legislature rarely met for longer than a month, Polk was able to complete his legal studies with Grundy and gain admission to the state bar when the circuit court convened at Columbia in June 1820. The Polk clan surely celebrated, and Sam Polk even provided his son with his first case by managing to be arrested for public fighting. James secured his father's release with a fine of one dollar plus costs, and Sam was instrumental in paying for the construction of a one-room law office and library for his son's practice.7

That young Polk was a stickler for detail became apparent early. When Jackson protégé Sam Houston, who was then practicing law in Nashville and who would later achieve enduring fame in Texas, sent Polk a judgment from a North Carolina court for execution in Tennessee, Polk rejected it. Finding the paperwork “incomplete, and not authenticated in the manner required,” Polk advised Houston not “to commence an action on this record” until it was corrected. (In their demeanor, Polk and Houston were polar opposites, and Houston is supposed to have once observed that Polk was “a victim of the use of water as a beverage.”)8

But Sam Houston wasn't the only one destined for fame who crossed paths with Polk in those early years. Riding to Murfreesboro for the September 1821 session of the legislature, Polk fell in with a newly elected state representative from Lawrence County. His name was David Crockett, and while he, too, was the opposite of Polk in almost every way Crockett had honed a knack for stump speaking that got him elected by a two-to-one majority.

Some years later, after their political views had diverged, Crockett poked a little fun at Polk and perhaps himself by recounting how in the course of that ride Polk had expressed to Crockett his opinion that the legislature was likely to enact changes in the state's judiciary. “Now so help me God,” Crockett later wrote in his autobiography, “I knew no more what a ‘radical change’ and a ‘judiciary’ meant than my horse, but looking straight into Mr. Polk's face as though I understood all about it, I replied, ‘I presume so.’”9

Just when James Polk became close to Andrew Jackson is uncertain. Most likely, it was a relationship begun in passing at Polk's father's house and nurtured by time and Jackson's connections with the extended Polk family. Having no natural children of their own, Old Hickory and his wife, Rachel, were always taking young men of promise under their wings. Similarly, it can't be said with absolute certainty when Polk met the only person to hold more sway over him than Old Hickory. Her name was Sarah Childress.

[image: ]arah was born in Rutherford County, Tennessee, within a few miles of Murfreesboro, on September 4, 1803. Her parents, Joel and Elizabeth (Whitsett) Childress, were members of Tennessee's old guard, having also emigrated from North Carolina. They were close friends with Andrew and Rachel Jackson, and anecdotal evidence suggests that Sarah and her siblings addressed the Jacksons as “Uncle Andrew” and “Aunt Rachel.” Joel Childress was well established as a merchant, planter, and land speculator, and one well-worn tale avows that Childress personally paid more than five hundred dollars for the full-dress military uniform that Jackson would take with him to New Orleans in 1814.

Certainly, Joel Childress could afford the best that the Tennessee frontier had to offer. His daughters, Sarah and Susan, were schooled at private academies in Murfreesboro and Nashville and then sent east to the Moravian Female Academy in Salem, North Carolina, in 1817, when Sarah was just turning fourteen.

Numerous Polk biographies have attempted—all unconvincingly—to link James and Sarah at an early age, either meeting in passing at an academy in Murfreesboro or while Sarah was in Salem and James nearby in Chapel Hill. It is possible, and indeed Sarah's older brother, Anderson, was enrolled with Polk at the University of North Carolina. But any formal introduction is much more likely to have occurred while James was in Murfreesboro serving as clerk of the state senate and Sarah had just returned home from North Carolina after the death of her father. James was almost twenty-four that fall of 1819, and Sarah had just turned sixteen.

Some nineteenth-century accounts hasten to say that Sarah was everything but beautiful, as if bestowing that compliment would somehow lessen the gravity of her more serious characteristics. She had large brown eyes, long dark hair, and a rich olive complexion. By all accounts, she was vivacious and outgoing, and her formal education was far above the norm for women of her generation.

One way or the other, James K. Polk—as he always signed his letters to her—found those qualities endearing. “See those lovely raven curls clustering around her face, and look in those beautiful brown eyes,” Polk mused after Jackson's artist friend, Ralph Earl, painted her portrait some years later. Earl, Polk contended, “has caught exactly the look of mischief that few people outside of myself ever see.” Was Sarah Childress beautiful? Look at the portrait and judge for yourself.

The details of their courtship are largely unknown, but one oft-told story of dubious veracity begs telling nonetheless. Supposedly, Polk asked his mentor, Jackson, what he should do to advance his political career. Jackson advised him to find a wife and settle down. Asked if he had anyone in particular in mind, Old Hickory replied, “The one who will never give you trouble. Her wealthy family, education, health, and appearance are all superior. You know her well.” It took Polk only a moment to suggest what should have been the obvious. “Do you mean Sarah Childress?” he asked. “I shall go at once and ask her.”10

No one, however, ever accused James K. Polk of being anything less than insightful, and it is doubtful that he needed Old Hickory's push to court the daughter of one of Tennessee's most distinguished pioneer families, particularly given Sarah's individual qualities. James later teased Sarah that she would not have consented to marry him had he remained a mere clerk of the state senate.

But in politics, James Polk needed no spur other than his own ambition. At the close of the legislative session in September 1822, he added a postscript to a letter filled with legal business that advised, “I am a candidate for the House of Representatives in the Tennessee Legislature.”11

In those days, Tennessee elections were held the first week in August in odd years. That gave the young lawyer almost a year to campaign while he practiced law in Columbia, rode the circuit, and continued to court Sarah in Murfreesboro. By election day, just in case persuasive arguments on the stump had not been enough, Polk paid for “twenty-three gallons of cider, brandy, and whiskey in one election district alone.”

What his staunch Presbyterian mother and his fiancée thought of the tactic has gone unrecorded, but such refreshments were a requisite of campaigning, and when the results were tallied, James K. Polk was the new state representative from Maury County. The Polk clan alone must have made up half the electorate—or so it sometimes seemed.12

Indeed, any election celebration was more than matched by the wedding of James and Sarah on January 1, 1824, in the Childress family home near Murfreesboro. He was twenty-eight; she was twenty. Polk's law partner, Aaron V. Brown, served as best man and would continue to stand by him through the next quarter century of political battles.

Receptions given by Elizabeth Childress in Murfreesboro and by Sam and Jane Polk in Columbia were among the social events of the winter. Clearly, James and Sarah Polk were a young couple on their way up.13

[image: ]merica was also on its way up. The census of 1820 had counted 9.6 million Americans, double the population of 1790. Almost all of this increase had come from natural growth, not from immigration. Perhaps most significant, only about a hundred thousand Americans had lived west of the Appalachian Mountains in 1790. Thirty years later, owing to migrations such as those that had taken Andrew Jackson and the Polk and Childress clans to Tennessee, there were 2.2 million people west of the mountains.

As a whole, America was still overwhelmingly rural. Less than one American in ten lived in cities of more than twenty-five hundred inhabitants. The agrarian South was experiencing a boom in cotton—thanks mostly to the increased markets of a growing national population. New plantations, run by slave labor, were springing up throughout the rich soil of Alabama and Mississippi on land that Jackson had wrested from the Creek nations during the War of 1812.

The North was also overwhelmingly rural, but life there ran at a little quicker pace. Aside from the urban centers of Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and a fledgling Pittsburgh, the northern states were dotted with small farms. Some areas, however, were beginning to flex their industrial muscles—mills in New England, shipyards on the Great Lakes, and a network of roads and canals were taking shape.

The nascent system of roads and canals encouraged westward migration and tied together the geographic sections of the country. One primary artery was the National Road, initially linking Cumberland, Maryland, and Wheeling, Virginia. But the real revolution in transportation was the steamboat. The days of floating flatboats one-way down the Mississippi were giving way to steam-powered vessels plying the “Big Muddy” and other rivers in both directions.

By 1824, twenty-four stars adorned the American flag, five of them representing the recently admitted states of Indiana, Mississippi, Illinois, Alabama, and Missouri. All were in western lands that had quickly filled up after the War of 1812. Government here, as throughout the nation, was the province of white males over the age of twenty-one. Even then, it was frequently a close-knit fraternity.

But the boom of increased population and new lands fueled a no-nonsense pragmatism that tended to break down established barriers and to fuel opportunity. For many young men, politics—as James K. Polk had long ago decided—was the way to get ahead.

[image: ]ames K. Polk had seen enough of the state legislature during his years as clerk of the senate to know that politics—particularly in Tennessee—was frequently a blood sport. Andrew Jackson carried considerable clout in the state, but that did not mean that all Tennesseeans hung on his every word. In fact, the political factions in the state were complex and their alliances ever-changing. Polk's challenge as a new legislator was to identify with issues he cared about without becoming intractably pigeonholed into any one faction, and this he seemed to do rather well.

At first glance, it might have been assumed that Polk would gravitate to the older conservative faction of landowners and businessmen led by John Overton. This was Felix Grundy's crowd, as well as Sam Polk's. Tennessee's governor, William Carroll, represented a more progressive group. Among other things, this group sought to quash dubious land speculation and to promote the sale of state lands to fund a public school system. Polk not only supported the Carroll position on state lands but also advocated that remaining federal lands in the western part of the state be ceded to the state to endow a higher education system. One of Polk's allies in this endeavor was the “representative from the cane,” David Crockett.

These land issues, and other issues such as banking reforms, frequently found Polk opposing the position of his legal mentor, Felix Grundy. When Grundy's normally persuasive oral arguments were stymied by the parliamentary maneuvers and debating skills of his one-time student, he was heard to mutter: “I have been preparing a club here with which my own head is to be broken.”

But these political differences were mild compared to the turmoil that ensued when the Overton faction got serious about pushing Andrew Jackson as a candidate for the presidency. The Overton group originally saw Old Hickory's candidacy as a way to build coattails for Overton men throughout the state, and in particular as a way to defeat incumbent U.S. senator John Williams.

Even in Tennessee, no one gave Jackson much chance of actually winning the presidency at this point. To be sure, Old Hickory was a military hero—New Orleans and wars against the Creek and Seminole had seen to that. But no military leader—save George Washington—had heretofore been seriously considered for the presidency let alone elected.

When the Tennessee legislature that was elected in August 1823 met to select a U.S. senator, the pro-Jackson Overton faction found itself divided between businessman Pleasant M. Miller and former congressman John Rhea. Senator Williams, with the support of Governor Carroll, seemed almost assured of reelection. If that happened, Jackson's presidential prospects would suffer.

This likely outcome didn't faze John Overton, who had promoted Jackson's presidential candidacy in the first place merely to aid his own local efforts. But two of Jackson's stalwart friends, Tennessee's other U.S. senator, John H. Eaton, and William B. Lewis, were not so easily called off.

Finding after much bartering that neither Miller nor Rhea had the backing to defeat Senator Williams, Eaton and Lewis had Andrew Jackson's own name placed in nomination. Now James K. Polk faced his first major political decision. Would he continue to vote with Governor Carroll's faction and support Williams, or would he proclaim his allegiance to Andrew Jackson?

While Polk was no doubt lobbied vigorously by both sides, his choice in retrospect seems obvious. Politically, Jackson had begun to voice the sort of “democratic” principles that placed him closer to the Carroll group on some of the issues Polk had been championing, such as land reform and banking. And at a personal level, there was not only the long connection between Jackson and the Polk clan but also Sarah's closeness to “Uncle Andrew” and “Aunt Rachel.”

So on October 1, 1823, as David Crockett and most of Governor Carroll's supporters sided with John Williams, Polk voted for Andrew Jackson to become Tennessee's next United States senator. Polk's vote was not the deciding one, but in a relatively close 35–25 race, it was an important one. Senator Andrew Jackson was soon on his way to Washington, and his presidential prospects were suddenly taken seriously in other parts of the country. As for James K. Polk, after his vote for Jackson, there was never any doubt but that he was Old Hickory's boy14

The question that Polk and Tennesseeans now had to ask themselves was this: just how far was Old Hickory bound? Truth be told, Andrew Jackson despised his new role. “I am a senator against my wishes and feelings,” the general immediately wrote to his best friend, John Coffee, but “I am compelled to accept.” His friends had convinced him that it was his political—nay moral—duty.

And yet, somewhere between Nashville and Washington, Jackson must have realized that the crowds of well-wishers that flocked to see him gave more credibility to his presidential candidacy than any illusion created by his friends in Tennessee. At some point, Old Hickory began to think that he could win it all.15
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