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Chapter 65 -- Northern Opposition To Blacks In The West Stalls Missouri Statehood 

 

Dates: 
1819 

Sections: 
• Missouri Applies For Admission Into The Union  
• Northerners Fear Expansion Of The Black Population 
• The Tallmadge Amendment Renews A Firestorm In Congress 

over Slavery 
• Initial Passage Of The Tallmadge Amendment Shocks And 

Frightens The South 
• The South Looks To The Senate To Defend Its Slavery 

Interests 

 
************************************* 
 
Time: February 13, 1819 
 
Missouri Applies For Admission Into The Union 
 

 
The Proposed State of Missouri (yellow), Bordering Illinois, in 1819 

 
On February 13, 1819, a bill is laid before the House of Representatives to 
authorize the settlers in the Missouri territory to form a state constitution 
and apply for admission to the Union. 
 
Missouri has grown up around the boom town of St. Louis, which the 
French settle in 1673. By 1818 St. Louis is a key port for the new steamboat 
trade along the Mississippi, and it offers its 9500 inhabitants a post office, 
three banks, a flour mill, several distilleries and a brewery, along with 
roughly 40 retail storefronts. As soon as the territory population hits the 
60,000 threshold, Missouri is eager to become America’s 23rd state.       
 
At first glance, this seems simple enough. The process required is laid out 
in the Enabling Act of 1802, and it has been used successfully to admit five 
new western states from Ohio in 1804 to Illinois in 1818.  
 

         A Western Settler 
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But Missouri comes with a difference. It will be the first state west of the Mississippi River, situated on 
“new land” acquired in the Louisiana Purchase.  
 
It will also be the first state where the presence or absence of slavery is not determined according to the 
Ohio River line of demarcation, as laid out in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. 
 
As such, it ignites a fresh debate about what “slavery policy” should apply on this new soil. 
 
An outcome in favor of extending slavery across the river is crucial to the South!  
 
For two reasons. The first is economic. The old South has bet its future wealth on opening new 
plantations in the west to buy its excess slaves and to grow cotton. Missouri is a prime prospect for this 
scenario, but only if slavery is allowed. The second reason relates to political power. If slavery is allowed, 
the South would gain a 24-22 edge vs. the North in Senate seats and greater leverage over all forms of 
future federal legislation.     
 
The Southern case is also bolstered by the fact that over 10,000 slaves, about 1 in 6 of all settlers, already 
reside in Missouri by 1819.  
 
Surely, the argument goes, the federal government has no right to deprive owners of migrating with their 
existing “property in slaves” into whatever territory they choose. 
 
************************************* 
 
Time: 1819 
 
Northerners Fear Expansion Of The Black Population 
 
Northern legislators are not, however, ready to go along with the southern plan. 
 
Their publicly stated rationales vary widely. 
 

• Some point to a map showing that 90% of the Missouri landmass lies due west of Illinois, a “free 
state” – under the 1787 Northwest Ordinance line of demarcation traced by the Ohio River. 

 
• Others argue that making Missouri a “slave state” would set a precedent for its western neighbor, 

the Nebraska territory, drawing plantation owners onto land already set aside for the “relocation” 
of the eastern Indian tribes. 

 
• A few rail against the South for trying to use Missouri to gain a voting edge in the Senate. 

 
But behind these rationales lies a simpler truth – recognition by northern politicians that their white 
populations hope to cleanse all blacks, slave or free, from living in their midst. 
 
Attempts to do so are already well established by 1819. “Black codes” discouraging freed men from 
living in Ohio, Indiana and Illinois are already in place, and “modifications” to state Constitutions begin 
to materialize. Thus the apparently high-minded first clause opposing slavery in the states… 
 

Neither slavery not involuntary servitude shall be hereafter introduced in this state.  
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Is followed by a subsequent clause which bans free blacks from taking up residency within state borders:   
 

No free negro or mulatto not residing in this state at the time of the adoption of this constitution, 
shall come, reside or be within this state 

 
The message here is clear – all blacks, slave or free, stay out! They are viewed as a menace to white 
society, and it is up to the South to deal with their problem,” not spread it to the North 
 
On February 3, 1819, a New York congressman delivers this same blunt message to his colleagues in an 
amendment to the Missouri admission bill.  
 
************************************* 
 
Timeline: February 13, 1819   
 
The Tallmadge Amendment Renews A Firestorm In Congress Over Slavery 
 
The congressman is James Tallmadge, Jr., a 41 year old graduate of Brown University, a lawyer and ex-
soldier in the War of 1812. When the Missouri bill arrives on the floor, he is about to end his one and 
only term in congress, and is away from DC mourning the recent loss of an infant son.  
 
He returns, however, with a proposal, forever known as the Tallmadge Amendment, which seeks to attach 
the following rider to the bill granting statehood for Missouri: 
 

Provided, that the further introduction of slavery…be prohibited…and that all children born 
within the said State after the admission thereof into the Union shall be free, but may be held to 
service until the age of twenty-five years. 

 
In a flash, the floor debate shifts from admitting Missouri to banning the spread of slavery! 
 
For two days, Tallmadge is attacked by Southerners in the House, before he rises on February 16 to 
defend his proposal, with arguments that will echo all the way to 1861.  
 
He reassures the audience by acknowledging that slavery was thrust upon America by the British rather 
than initiated here.  
 

Slavery is an evil brought upon us without our own fault, before the formation of our government, 
and as one of the sins of that nation from which we have revolted. 

 
He also points out that his amendment does not call for abolition in existing states.  
 

When I had the honor to submit to this House the amendment now under consideration I 
accompanied it with a declaration…that I would in no manner intermeddle with the slaveholding 
states. 

 
While we deprecate and mourn over the evil of slavery, humanity and good morals require us to 
wish its abolition, under circumstances consistent with the safety of the white population. 
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I admitted all that had been said of the danger of having free  blacks visible to slaves, and 
therefore did not hesitate to pledge myself that I would neither advise nor attempt coercive 
manumission.. 

 
Instead, his focus is on opposing the spread of “the evil” into the new territories. 
 

But, sir, all these reasons cease when we cross the banks of the Mississippi, a newly acquired 
territory never contemplated in the formation of our government, not included within the 
compromise or mutual pledge in the adoption of our Constitution — a territory acquired by our 
common fund, and ought justly to be subject to our common legislation.  

 
He expresses shock over the intemperate responses he has experienced. 
 

When I submitted the amendment now under consideration…I did expect that gentlemen would 
meet me with moderation. But…expressions of much intemperance followed. Mr. Cobb of 
Georgia said that “if we persist the Union will he dissolved ; and, with a fixed look on me, he told 
us, “ we have kindled a fire, which all the waters of the ocean cannot put out ; which seas of 
blood can only extinguish !”  

  
Sir, has it already come to this — that, in the legislative councils of Republican America, the 
subject of slavery has become a subject of so much feeling — of so much delicacy — of such 
danger, that it cannot safely be discussed ? 

 
But is unwilling to back down, even if it were to mean civil war. 
 

Language of this sort has no effect on me ; my purpose is fixed ; it is interwoven with my 
existence ; its durability is limited with my life ; it is a great and glorious cause, setting bounds to 
a slavery, the most cruel and debasing the world has ever witnessed ; it is the freedom of man ; it 
is the cause of unredeemed and unregenerated human beings.  

 
If civil war, which gentlemen so much threaten, must come, I can only say, let it come ! 

 
1 know the will of my constituents, and, regardless of consequences, I will avow it as their 
representative, I will proclaim their hatred of slavery, in every shape. 

 
During the debate, the horrors of slavery have passed by the very windows of the Capitol. 
 

A slave driver, a trafficker in human flesh, has passed the door of your Capitol, on his way to the 
West, driving before him about fifteen of these wretched victims of his power, torn  from every 
relation, and from every tie which the human heart can hold dear.  

 
The males, who might raise the arm of vengeance and retaliate for their wrongs, were hand -
cuffed, and chained to each other, while the females and children were marched in their rear, 
under the guidance of the driver’s whip ! Yes, sir, such has been the scene witnessed from the 
windows of Congress Hall, and viewed by members who compose the legislative councils of 
Republican America.  

  
The slaves are both the greatest cause of individual danger and of national weakness. 
 

Extend slavery, this bane of man, this abomination of heaven, over your extended empire, and 
you prepare its dissolution. 
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By your own procurement, you have placed amidst your families, and in the bosom of your 
country, a population producing, at once, the greatest cause of individual danger and of national 
weakness. 

 
Some slaves may be contented, but others might seek revenge if given the chance. 
 

When honorable gentlemen inform us, we overrate the cruelty and the dangers of slavery, and tell 
us that their slaves are happy and contented… they do not tell us, that the slaves of some 
depraved and cruel wretch, in their neighborhood, may be stimulated to revenge, and thus 
involve the country in ruin. 

 
Spreading their presence only threatens the white population and order in our society. 
  

It has been urged… that we should spread the slaves now in our country, and thus diminish the 
dangers from them.. (But) it is our business so to legislate, as never to encourage, but always to 
control this evil ; and, while we strive to eradicate it, we ought to fix its limits, and render it 
subordinate to the safety of the white  population, and the good order of civil society.  

 
Finally, banning slavery in the new territory in no way violates the 1787 Constitution. 
 

We have been told by those who advocate the extension of slavery into the Missouri, that any 
attempt to  control this subject by legislation, is a violation of that faith and mutual confidence, 
upon which our Union was formed, and our Constitution adopted. 

  
This argument might be considered plausible, if the restriction was attempted to be enforced 
against any of the slave- holding states, which had been a party in the adoption of the 
Constitution. But it can have no reference or application to a new district of country, recently 
acquired, and never contemplated in the formation of government. 

 
Talmadge closes his rebuttal with a call for House support of his amendment. 
 

Sir, I shall bow in silence to the will of the majority, on whichever side it shall be expressed ; yet I 
confidently hope that majority will be found on the side of an amendment, so replete with moral 
consequences, so pregnant with important political results.  

 
In one fell swoop, this February 16, 1819, rebuttal to the South by Tallmadge picks the scab off the 
sectional wounds that threatened in 1787 to derail the effort to arrive at a national Constitution and Union. 
 
The heated exchanges remind many present of those at Philadelphia between Gouvernor Morris, the 
ardently anti-slavery delegate from Pennsylvania, and his pro-slavery antagonist James Rutledge of South 
Carolina.  
 
Tallmadge has let the slavery genie out of the bottle and for the next four decades future members of 
Congress will be left to struggle with this fact.  
 
Two founding fathers weigh in on the debate. In a letter to his wife, John Adams comments: 
  

Negro Slavery is an evil of Colossal magnitude and I am utterly averse to the admission of 
Slavery into the Missouri Territories. 
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Meanwhile, from his peaceful mountaintop in Monticello, the 76 year old Thomas Jefferson, recognizes 
the import of the Tallmadge Amendment:       
 

This momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I 
considered it at once as the knell of the Union.  

 
************************************* 
 
Timeline: February 17, 1819 
 
Initial Passage Of The Tallmadge Amendment Shocks And Frightens The South 
 
On February 17, 1819, the Tallmadge Amendment passes the House, with support from Northern and 
Western congressmen outweighing Southern opposition. 
 
The margin of victory is 87-76 on the clause “prohibiting further introduction” of new slaves and  82-78 
on the clause “freeing any born after admission at age 25 years.”    
 
This loss shocks the South.  
 
Its assumption has been that since some 10,000 slaves are already present in the Missouri territory, 
congress would have to approve the practice as a fait d’accompli.  
 
Instead they are faced with several alarming new realities. 
 
First and foremost, that white people outside the South are ready to resist the introduction of blacks 
within their state boundaries, for a variety of reasons. Simple racism is one, the conviction that blacks are 
an inferior species, only 3/5th of a human. Outright fear is another, the belief that blacks will try to kill 
whites if given the chance. A third centers on western settlers who do not want to compete with rich 
planters in buying farmland. Then there is a feeling among some that the intrinsic value and dignity of the 
white man’s labor is diminished by sub-human blacks performing similar tasks under a whip, and for no 
pay.  
 
A second reality is that the House of Representatives – the people’s house – will henceforth become a 
forum for voicing opposition to the further spread of slavery. The topic will no longer be off limits as has 
been the case for three decades. 
 
And a third reality, the unavoidable reality that the make-up of the House is going against the South, as 
the membership tilts North and West in response to shifts in population density. 
 

Shift In House Of Representative Membership: 1790 To 1820 
 Total North South Border West 
1792 132 72 45 15 0 
1820 205 98 58 22 27 
Change +73 +26 +13 +7 +27 
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************************************* 
 
Time: February 21 – March 2, 1819 
 
The South Looks To The Senate To Defend Its Slavery Interests 
 
To defend itself, the South looks to the Senate where voting power remains evenly split between the 
eleven slave states and the eleven free states. 
 
The House bill is brought to the floor on February 21 by Senator Charles Tait of Georgia, who is serving 
his final year in Congress before appointment as a federal judge. 
 
Vigorous debates follow off and on over the next nine days.  
 
The result, however, is a victory for the South.  
 
The first clause in the Talmadge bill – prohibiting slavery in Missouri – is defeated by a wide margin of 
31 to 7. 
 
The second clause – favoring gradual emancipation – is much closer, although still voted down by 22-16. 
 
In turn, the original Missouri Admission bill – minus the Tallmadge amendments -- is returned to the 
House. 
 
But the House is not about to be ram-rodded by the Senate’s action.  
 
A serious threat to the entire statehood  process is barely avoided when the House refuses a motion to 
indefinitely suspend consideration of Missouri’s application. Instead, the lower chamber votes again in 
favor of the original Tallmadge Amendment bill and returns it to the Senate. 
 
The process is now stalemated, and the 15th Congress adjourns on March 4, 1819 without a final decision.  


