History 310 
Mini Lecture 13
From the late 1830s into the 1850s the single most controversial political and moral issue facing the nation was the expansion of slavery into new territories and states admitted to the Union. The Monroe administration faced this challenge in 1820 with the controversy of Missouri’s admission. The Missouri Compromise maintained the free-slave state balance in Congress (Senate) and established a geographic line (36’ 30) above which slavery was prohibited but allowable below based on the principle of ‘popular sovereignty’. Accordingly, Congress (i.e., the federal government) had no role.  This principle of prohibiting slavery’s proliferation had been first established in the NW Ordinance of 1787 but was now reaffirmed and expanded to the territory of the LA Purchase in this compromise engineered by Henry Clay of Kentucky, Speaker of the House. Southern non-restrictionists howled foul while Northern ‘restrictionists were equally incensed, but Clay deftly pushed the bill through the bitterly divided 15th Congress.  Maine was carved out of Massachusetts as a ‘free state to balance Missouri’s slave state status. It thus maintained the status quo until the next territory applied for statehood.
Then in 1836, the Jackson administration secretly then openly assisted Texas revolutionaries in their revolt against Mexican authority and set the stage for Annexation.. The Texas revolution was a turning point in American and Mexican history and the history of slavery in America. ‘Freedom’ for white Anglos in Texas meant expanded enslavement of blacks. It also meant defiance of Mexican law and violation of the immigration stipulations required by the Mexican government. Finally, it meant that the institution could well become a permanent feature of an America half- slave and half- free.
By dubious constitutional means the Tyler administration annexed the independent Texas Republic to the US, while making specious claims to the Rio Grande border (rather than the  Nueces River far to the east) in violation of the Transcontinental Treaty. Mexico responded with a threat to go to war to reclaim Texas. Democratic President Polk, elected in 1844 on a bellicose expansionist platform (54’ 40 or fight, i.e., ‘Manifest Destiny’) threatening  another war with Britain over the Oregon country, also threatened to take all of Mexico’s western territory by force after the Mexican government refused to be intimidated into selling California for $15million (about 350 million in 2022 value). When the Mexicans refused to cave, Polk then secretly used John C. Fremont in conjunction with naval forces pre-positioned off Monterey to support Californios in their ‘Bear Flag’ revolt, while at the same time provoking a military clash at the Rio Grande to provide a pretext and justify an American declaration of war against Mexico in 1846. When this bloody conflict ended with the capture of Mexico City and Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo two years later, Mexico was stripped of 1/3 of its pre-war territory and Hispanics were systematically deprived of their properties, wealth, freedom, and dignity by American courts. The war was bitterly opposed and denounced by Northern Whigs like Lincoln, Thoreau and future president Grant, while supported by expansionist Southern Whigs and Democrats. The press was equally divided.  It was a war of choice by an expansionist president and a war of naked aggression against America’s southern neighbor that had lasting consequences for the American-Mexico relationship and that of all Latin America through the decades to come.
The election of 1848 was consequential. Two issues predominated: what to do with the territories seized from Mexico. Most were below the Missouri Compromise line. Were they to be slave states? What about all important California? The Oregon Question had been settled through diplomacy (Webster-Ashburton Treaty 1845) but with the discovery of gold in California at Coloma just north of Sacramento in Jan 1849, and the global spectacle that followed in the Gold Rush stampede, the stakes became even more complicated. 
Whig general and slave-owner Zachary Taylor won the presidency (with Millar Fillmore) in 1848 on his war record and it would fall to him and Congress to sort out the complicated challenge of the slave-free state balance, if even possible. But it would be Fillmore upon Taylor’s death who would face this decision. In the Wilmot Proviso Congress signaled how fraught the issue of slavery’s expansion was and it galvanized Abolitionist and ‘Free Soil’ (for white settler homesteads) opposition to slavery’s itself as a moral stain on the nation. All of this drama played out as revolutions in Europe and a killing ‘potato’famine in Ireland brought millions of new immigrants into the nation’s cities and factories straining the social fabric and roiling politics even more with ethnic and religious unrest fomented by white Protestant bigotry (see Gangs of New York movie).
By the Compromise of 1850, California was admitted directly as a free state although pro-slavery forces in Southern California initially appeared to have the edge in the new legislature. Fremont, elected the state’s second governo,r defeated  that effort. The Gold Rush meant that 100s of millions in gold and silver were soon at the disposal of the federal government from mines in California, and other western territories of Colorado, Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico. The principle of popular sovereignty was applied theoretically although the process of eventual admission was chaotic and made more complicated by Western Indian-White conflicts and low populations, delaying admission until the 1870s and early 20th-century. Finally as the South’s demand for a harsher, more intrusive Fugitive Slave Law was enacted, allowing Southern ‘slave-catchers free-range to seize ‘fugitives’ wherever they could be found in northern states, many  Northern cities responded by passing so-called ‘Liberty laws’ not so much to protect blacks but to keep southern law enforcement from acting in northern jurisdictions.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It would prove to be the final compromise on an issue for which compromise was co no longer possible. The stage was set for the final, convulsive endgame in the nation’s showdown over slavery that would produce the gravest constitutional crisis to that time in the nation’s history.

Concepts:
1.What were the myths and realities about immigration and the immigrant experience in mid-19th century America?
2.What realities shaped settler experiences and the settlement dynamic in the West in the mid-19th-century?
3.What role did  national political issues influence debates and actions  my major actors regarding western expansion? 
4.What were the short-and long-term implications and consequences of America’s war on Mexico in 1846 and why were they so significant?
