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On 5/22/56, there was physical violence in the Senate, when Representative Preston Brooks of SC beat Senator Charles Sumner of MA over the issue of slavery. The Constitution didn’t give the government the right to destroy slavery where it existed under state law. Most Northerners didn’t like slavery, but hated abolitionism. The tradition of free North states and slave South states broke down when new territories were wrested from Mexico. Texas was admitted as a slave state, but Northerners looked to OR as a balance. But the Mexican War raised the possibility that CA and NM would both be slave, and since the North assumed that Congress had the power to prohibit slavery, a movement developed in Congress to do just that. The free-soil crusade began in 8/46 when Congressman David Wilmot proposed an amendment that would ban slavery in any territory acquired from Mexico. Wilmot spoke for the Democrats who felt betrayed by the party’s choice of Polk over Van Buren. PAs were upset because the tariff of 1846 reduced duties to a level unacceptable to the manufacturing interests of their state. Others were upset that Polk vetoed a bill to provide funds for rivers and harbors. Polk had waffled on Oregon and then went to war with Mexico. Wilmot defined his cause as involving the rights of white freemen to go to areas where they could live without slavery. Wilmot proposed that slavery in the Mexican territory be prohibited. Northern Whigs backed Wilmot’s Proviso. In the first House vote, party lines crumbled and were replaced by a sharp sectional split. Every Northerner voted for it, and every Southerner vetoed it. The Proviso was blocked in the Senate by southern influence and loyalty to the President. When it went back to the House, the administration managed to convince enough northern Democratic votes to not vote for the Proviso. After a futile attempt to extend the MO Compromise to the Pacific, a new approach was devised that appealed to Democrats. It was headed by Senator Lewis Cass of MI, who would leave the determination of slavery to the settlers. It was known as squatter or popular sovereignty. The North felt that the settlers could vote at the first meeting of a territorial legislature. The South felt that a decision would only be made at the time a convention drew up a constitution and applied for statehood. Taylor won the election of 1848, and he refused to commit himself on the issue of slavery. Taylor tried to speed up NM and CA’s admission to the Union so he could avoid congressional debate. CA applied as a free state, and fearing that NM would be free, Southerners attacked Taylor. Calhoun spoke out to create a southern bloc, and in 1849-1850, Southerners met to decide to air grievances and made demands. When it became apparent that Taylor wouldn’t abandon his plan, Congress got Clay to offer a series of resolutions to restore harmony. He wanted to admit CA as free and the rest of the Mexican cession without the Wilmot Proviso. He also wanted to resolve a boundary dispute between TX and NM by giving the region to NM, but paying TX. He recommended outlawing the buying and selling of slaves in DC, and permitted the abolition of slavery there with the people’s consent. The compromise plan took several months. Taylor was opposed to it, congressmen didn’t want to vote for the whole package, and then Taylor died and Millard Fillmore decided to break up the compromise and vote on separate bills. The popular sovereignty principle was included in the bills organizing NM and UT. Slave auctions were outlawed in DC, and a new slave law was enacted which denied fugitives a fair trial. The Compromise of 1850 served to create peace for a short time. But, Southerners demanded strict adherence to the Fugitive Slave Law, which some Northerners didn’t want to do. In Boston in 1854, an armed mob tried to free a fugitive who was having an unfair trial, but they couldn’t. Now that there was no place left to expand, and since their policies were outdated, the Whig party started to fall apart and was supplanted by a purely sectional free-soil party-the Republican party. The Whigs could’ve won the election of 1852, but their candidate was anti-slavery. The Democratic candidate, Franklin Pierce, won the election. 


