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I. Introduction 

The Missouri Compromise represents an important moment in United States history, as it 

facilitated the open discussion of the future of slavery—a debate which was brushed aside during 

other disputes of the national legislature to allow for the strengthening of the newly created 

government—and ultimately led to the sectional division of the country.  Unbeknownst to most 

Americans, the tension over slavery began as early as the birth of the United States, when the 

Founding Fathers wrote the Constitution.  Ultimately choosing to protect slavery in order to gain 

Southern support for ratification, the Founding Fathers decided that creating a unified 

confederation of states took precedence over prohibiting slavery.  In the years following 

ratification, tensions gradually escalated on the slavery issue. When Missourians sought to move 

from territory to state status, the proposed restrictions on slavery as a condition for statehood 

politicized the country.  Southern states in particular saw this measure as a threat to their own 

slave population, and Georgia was no exception.  The adamant solidarity of the southern states 

on the slavery issue became the catalyst for mounting sectionalism within the United States.   

While there is a plethora of information on the Civil War and the events leading up to the 

conflict, there is surprisingly scant information on specific events like the Missouri Compromise.  

There have been some scholarly publications on the subject, but the authors focus primarily on 

the regional perspective of the North and South, and not of individual states.  Robert Forbes’s 

Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath provides a comprehensive examination of the politics 

leading up to the controversy and directly afterwards.  However, the work fails to analyze 

important social and cultural aspects that play a role in the development of opinions of the 

different sides.  Forbes never focuses on specific states and factors that may have influenced 

regional decisions politically, but tends to represent the overall views of the two opposing 
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regions. Regional perspectives are definitely important for understanding the major issues of the 

crisis; however, this broad assessment tends to concentrate on the debates in Congress, 

neglecting the opinions and influence of both prominent citizens and everyday people beyond 

public office.  Prior to Forbes’s publication, the earliest book written specifically about the 

Missouri Compromise dates back to 1966, so scholars and interested parties are forced to find 

information in larger volumes that repeatedly provide the same “bare bones” interpretation of the 

events.  Fortunately, this provides an opportunity for researchers to discover the role of specific 

states in this pivotal event in United States history.  By taking a more detailed approach to the 

issues, Georgia’s position as one of the well-established slave-holding states renders the attitudes 

of her inhabitants particularly interesting when examining the events leading up to the political 

crisis of 1820, the Missouri Compromise itself, and the immediate aftermath. 

Dissecting the sectional differences further throughout each region allows for a closer 

examination of the reasons why the “Missouri Question” was such a pivotal event in United 

States history.  The acquisition of Indian lands—and the potential for more in the future—in the 

fertile Piedmont region of Middle Georgia drew more men to Georgia in hopes of prosperity 

through large plantations and slave labor.1  Comfortable in their gentlemen’s society, with white 

dominance at its head, the question over Missouri threatened not just the fortunes of Georgia’s 

white population, but also the society they built on the backs of their human property.  While the 

Georgian opinion on the crisis at first does not appear unique, the state’s history and geographic 

proximity to foreign-owned territory sets her apart from other southern states, increasing the fear 

and paranoia associated with black-on-white violence and slave insurrections.  Through the 

records of Congress, personal letters, and newspaper articles, it is clear that Georgia’s opinion 

                                                           
1 Joyce E. Chaplin, “Creating a Cotton South in Georgia and South Carolina, 1760-1815,” The  Journal of Southern 

History 57 (May 1991) 185-186. 
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and influence on the restrictions placed on Missouri are important—not just to comprehend the 

multiple arguments of the South, but also to give insight into Georgia’s place in the early 

American Republic. 

II. Background 

James Oglethorpe established the Georgia colony in 1735 to assist the poor in owning 

land and preventing the domination of an elite planter class.  By initially banning slavery from 

the territory, he envisioned a colony that did not depend on the work of others for a comfortable 

lifestyle and discouraged “enormous personal wealth associated with plantation economies.”2  

Struggling with the same poverty they wished to escape when they left England and the 

awareness of the flourishing slave economy of South Carolina, early Georgia residents 

demanded slavery—a wish granted to them in 1750 by the Georgia Trustees.  This piece of early 

Georgia history stands in stark contrast to the slave-dependent state of later years.  Following 

Georgia’s path into the Union offers some insight as to how residents and statesmen approached 

the issue of slavery in the years leading up to the debates over Missouri admission and statehood, 

including the proposed abolition of slavery during the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and its 

relation to “The Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves” of 1807.  In addition to understanding 

Georgia’s background with slavery legislation, reviewing the existing institution of slavery in the 

Louisiana Territory, the mass migration of wealthy planters—and their human property—to 

newly acquired United States territory, and the details of Missouri’s application for statehood are 

fundamental to understanding the concern over the Missouri Crisis. 

During the Revolutionary War, the American Colonies chose to ban the importation of 

slaves as part of a greater plan to break with Great Britain, as they were one of the major slave-

trading regions of the late eighteenth century.  The ban led several northern states to end slavery 

                                                           
2 Betty Wood. “Slavery in Colonial Georgia,” New Georgia Encyclopedia. 24 September 2014. 
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or gradually emancipate their slaves as they saw the institution as immoral and fundamentally 

against the basic ideas of equality and liberty representative of the American Revolution—but 

for the southern states it was strictly a political move.  Nearly two-thirds of the black population 

in the southern states either fled their masters or fought for the British in exchange for freedom, 

ultimately weakening white dominance over slaves.  The atmosphere afterwards saw the rise in 

adamantly proslavery positions in the South as prominent citizens sought to reestablish their 

slave society.3  Georgia repealed the ban on the importation of enslaved persons after the 

Revolution in 1784 to help rebuild both the population and economy.  The northern states—

economically unable to depend on the large-scale production of cash crops due to an unfavorable 

climate—developed a commercial economy that did not require slave labor, often relying on 

shipping and manufacturing in larger cities.  These commercially minded northern states 

benefitted from the slave labor of the South as transporters of raw materials to other parts of the 

world, leading to their concession at the Second Continental Congress to remove Thomas 

Jefferson’s damnation of the international slave trade in the Declaration of Independence—a 

demand resulting from the growing collaboration between Georgia and South Carolina.4   

A similar situation arose at the Constitutional Convention of 1787 when the loose 

amalgamation of states tried to develop a national constitution.  Georgia and South Carolina, 

once again, fought for federal protection of slavery by threatening not to join the Union:  

General Pinkney declared it to be his firm opinion that if himself & all his 

colleagues were to sign the Constitution & use their personal influence, it would 

be of no avail towards obtaining the assent of their Constituents.  S. Carolina & 

Georgia cannot do without slaves.5   

                                                           
3 Watson W. Jennison, Cultivating Race: The Expansion of Slavery in Georgia, 1750-1860 (Lexington: The 

University Press of Kentucky, 2012) 51. 
4 Gary J. Kornblith, Slavery and Sectional Strife in the Early American Republic, 1776-1821 (Lanham: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2010) 19 
5 Max Farrand, The Records of the Federal Convention of 1787 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1911) Vol. 2.  
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These debates led to the three-fifths compromise, giving southerners an advantage in the House 

of Representatives, and preventing the federal government from interfering with the African 

slave trade for twenty years.  Weighing the importance of developing a new country against the 

issue of slavery, the consensus was that the more important issue at that moment would be to 

unite the states as one country since as the population increased, so too would the amount of poor 

laborers needing work and making slavery an anachronism.  By leaving each individual state 

accountable for the outcome of slavery within their borders, the delegates of the Constitutional 

Convention established the Unites States as a “union of equal sections,” with the expectation that 

the South would—like their northern brethren—eventually eliminate the institution once their 

“safety and fortunes” were no longer threatened.6  Owing to the invention of the cotton gin, 

Georgia’s agriculture turned towards cotton as a cash crop and became wholly dependent on 

slave labor, having no intention of emancipation in the near future.  

Georgia took full advantage of the delayed ban on the importation of new slaves until 

1795 when complications arising from the slave rebellion in Saint Domingue—later known as 

the Haitian Revolution—caused residents to fear for the security of their state.  While citizens 

were fully aware of the social unrest in the Caribbean, the problem seemed foreign and remained 

on the periphery until a significant number of refugees and their human property began to arrive 

in Savannah in 1794.  Concerned that the slaves of the West Indies would infect the domestic 

slave population with the spirit of insurrection, residents began to take the proper precautions in 

allowing foreign slaves onto American soil by prohibiting slaves from the West Indies.  This 

allowed for the continual growth of the state while keeping the undesirable human chattel at bay.  

After a string of slave-related assaults towards whites and a minor slave revolt in the area 

                                                           
6 Lacy Ford, “Reconfiguring the Old South: ‘Solving’ the Problem of Slavery, 1787-1838,” The Journal of 

American History Vol. 95, no. 1 (June 2008): 98 
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northwest of Savannah, Georgia legislators officially banned the importation of slaves by 1798.7  

Ten years later, the United States government followed through by ending American 

involvement in the international slave trade—which only applied to South Carolina at this 

time—boosting the domestic slave trade.  This came as a relief to upper southern states like 

Virginia and Maryland, both of which had an overabundance of slaves as their economies moved 

away from the plantation society.  In the years between the Constitutional Convention of 1787 

and the federal prohibition of the African slave trade, Georgia’s slave population quadrupled.   

This ban did not stop the illegal importation of slaves; a further ban in 1820 made 

smuggling African slaves an act of piracy, increasing the punishment.  There was some question 

as to how to deal with those slaves as contraband, should the state sell them in a state auction or 

set them free?  An 1818 article from a man identifying himself as Amadis expresses the concern 

of Georgians on the emancipation issue: 

As there has been so little said or done upon the subject heretofore, it seems to 

argue that the Constitution was not intended to have a bearing of this kind at all, 

when it speaks so emphatically of freedom; and hence I think we might conclude, 

that the principles of our government are not opposed to slavery; and moreover, I 

have never seen or heard sufficient evidence, that the plan of emancipation here 

alluded to, promises the least security, against the danger to be apprehended from 

them; but it appears to me, that it would in practice be found to increase rather 

than diminish our cause of dread.8 

 

Not only does this show the Georgian fear of slave insurrection, but also refers back to the 

decisions made at the Constitutional Convention which favored the opinions of the South.  This 

mindset would prove important to arguments made later by members of Georgia’s inhabitants 

when the Missouri Question entered the national spotlight. 

As shown previously, slavery was a crucial institution to the southern economy.  When 

the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory in 1803, slavery had existed there for 

                                                           
7 Jennison, Cultivating Race, 61. 
8 Amadis,“The Negro Traffic,” Reflector, August 25, 1818.  http://milledgeville.galileo.usg.edu, 3. 

http://milledgeville.galileo.usg.edu/
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decades under both French and Spanish rule.  After the slave rebellion in the French-owned Saint 

Domingue, “an influx of perhaps six thousand planters, slaves, and free people of color” 9 moved 

to New Orleans and the plantations of Southern Louisiana causing it to become a major producer 

of raw materials such as sugar and cotton.  When the United States gained control of the 

Louisiana Territory in 1803, Congress decided severely restrict the domestic slave trade in the 

Orleans Territory.10  The domestic restrictions prohibited the sale of slaves imported after 1798, 

which targeted the profits Georgia and South Carolina could make on their surplus human 

chattel.11  In addition to restrictions on the slave trade, Congress also proposed gradual 

emancipation, freeing adults after one year and freeing children by “ages of twenty one and 

eighteen for females and males respectively.”12  The people of New Orleans depended on slavery 

for functioning plantation life which supported their economic wealth, and began to threaten to 

contest American rule without guarantees for slavery and the ban on the slave trade lifted.  The 

New Orleans citizens’ petitions over slavery “explicitly linked western settlement, economic 

development, and integration into the Union to the ability of white settlers to use slave labor.”13  

Congress agreed that securing the Louisiana Territory, particularly New Orleans and the 

Mississippi River, was more important than fighting the spread of slavery.  They also wanted to 

encourage settlement by Americans in order to increase support for the federal government in 

hopes that it would potentially prove much easier to enforce federal government regulations 

without the threat of secession or an alliance with a foreign country.  Ultimately, the slave 

                                                           
9 John Craig Hammond, “Slavery, Settlement, and Empire: The Expansion and Growth of Slavery in the Interior of 

the North American Continent, 1770-1820,” Journal of the Early Republic Vol. 32, no. 2 (Summer 2012): 182 
10 This was the smaller portion of the Louisiana Territory that consisted of present-day Louisiana. 
11 These would include the surplus of natural population growth through human reproduction for Georgia, and 

internationally imported slaves from South Carolina, as well as African-Americans imported from the Upper South. 
12 John Craig Hammond, “They Are Very Much Interested in Obtaining Unlimited Slavery:’ Rethinking the 

Expansion of Slavery in the Louisiana Purchase Territories, 1803-1805,” Journal of the Early Republic 23, no. 3 

(Autumn, 2003): 362 
13 Ibid., 366 
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restrictions lapsed and Congress chose not to renew them in order to secure the territory with as 

little difficulty as possible. 

Prior to the Louisiana Purchase, slavery had already spread into the Missouri Territory.  

Spaniards introduced African slaves to the area in an effort to move the economy away from fur 

trading, and more in the direction of the plantation economy of New Orleans during the 1760’s.  

The immediate plan was to produce “stores and food for plantations downriver,”14 allowing 

southern plantations to put their sole effort into cash crops.  The slave population grew to 

roughly thirty percent due to the “influx of slaveholders” in the area surrounding St. Louis on the 

eve of the Louisiana Purchase contributing to the mercantile spirit of the region.15  When the 

American government began to take authority of the territory, the inhabitants demanded 

protections for slavery because they feared that the American ideal of freedom might influence 

slaves to believe this applied to them as well as potentially leading to slave rebellions.  Instead, 

in 1804 Congress chose to implement restrictions on slavery, meeting the same reaction as they 

did in Louisiana.  The following year Congress “rescinded the laws restricting slavery…[and] 

quickly cobbled together a slave code drawn from the laws of Kentucky and Virginia.”16  

Although settlement in Missouri continued with slavery, it was a slow process, taking nearly a 

decade before serious migration to the area would begin. 

Another important factor affecting opinion in Georgia on slavery and Missouri was that 

the majority of planters migrated from the established southern states to the newly acquired 

United States territories.17  From 1810 to 1840, many wealthy planters moved themselves, their 

                                                           
14 Hammond, “Slavery, Settlement, and Empire,” 182 
15 John R. Van Atta, Wolf by the Ears: The Missouri Crisis, 1819-1821 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2015) 55. 
16 Hammond, 182 
17 Don E. Fehrenbacher, "The Missouri Controversy and the Sources of Southern Separatism," Southern Review 14 

(June 1978): 660. 
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families, and their human property west to the new lands.  Ceded to the federal government 

through various wars and treaties, the land between the present western border of Georgia and 

the Mississippi River became an ideal destination for Georgians and South Carolinians to 

establish new plantation homes.  Many of these planters were sons of wealthy planters in the 

established slave states, and the ideal climate and fertile soil in the soon-to-be-states of Alabama 

and Mississippi provided a perfect area for these emerging entrepreneurs to make their fortune.18  

Not only could they become wealthy in the new lands, but they were also the only people with 

the means to buy lands, build homes, and begin planting right away.  Once they settled in their 

new homes, these pioneers could purchase more land using slaves as collateral—allowing for the 

quick population of the area and planter dominance of politics.  This fit well with the southern 

agenda to maintain slavery in their region.  By establishing members of prominent slave-holding 

families in the new territories, the South gained more power in Congress which would allow 

those emigrants to influence national decisions in favor of their region.  While Alabama and 

Mississippi were the closest destinations for migrants, many also moved even farther out to the 

Louisiana Territory, adding to the slave population there.  This fit together nicely with the desire 

of the federal government to encourage American citizens to settle in the territory, and ease the 

transition of power in order to enact laws and taxes.  After the ban on the international slave 

trade, these newly settled territories provided a new market for the domestic slave trade.  The 

growing need for slaves relieved the states of the Upper South, as they were unsure of how to 

profit from their burgeoning surplus of human chattel without the ability to export to countries 

like Cuba.   

Once migration into the territory began, the population increased rapidly.  By 1812, the 

United States recognized the government of the Territory of Missouri—and by 1816, the territory 

                                                           
18 James David Miller, South by Southwest, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2002), 7 
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became one “of the highest grade”19 with their blossoming economy and ability to attract new 

settlers to the region.  After their population reached forty thousand and having proven their 

loyalty to the United States through their support and participating in the War of 1812, they 

petitioned the Union for state admission in 1817.  As the first territory—after Louisiana—to 

petition to become a state from the Louisiana Purchase, the admittance of Missouri would 

determine the future of slavery beyond the Mississippi.  When the petition reached Congress in 

February of 1819, James Tallmadge of New York added an amendment stating “that the further 

introduction of slavery or involuntary servitude be prohibited…and that all children of slaves, 

born within the said state, after the admission thereof into the Union, shall be free at the age of 

twenty-five years.”20  This restriction on slavery surprised both Congress and the American 

public, as both assumed the United States would admit Missouri as a slave state due to the 

number of slaves already residing in the territory.  Missourians felt that they had properly 

satisfied the requirements for statehood, and that under the United States Constitution and the 

treaty of cession, the federal government had no business interfering with slavery by deciding 

what Missourians could and could not do.  However, introducing another slave state would leave 

the balance of slave states and free-soil states uneven in Congress, giving Southerners an 

advantage when it came to passing legislation.21  Tallmadge appears to have based his 

amendment on honorable intentions concerning the basic human rights of slaves, but it actually 

underscored the apprehension over the power struggle between the North and South.  While the 

amendment passed in the House, Southerners blocked it in the Senate.  Debate over the 

                                                           
19 Floyd Calvin Shoemaker, Missouri’s Struggle for Statehood (New York: Russell & Russell, 1916) 35 
20 Robert Pierce Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath: Slavery and the Meaning of America (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007) 35-36. 
21 Four states had been admitted to the Union between 1816 and 1819: Indiana (1816), Mississippi (1817), Illinois 

(1818), and Alabama (1819).  Alabama’s admittance disturbed the balance, and made Representatives apprehensive 

about allowing another slave state. 
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amendment lasted several days, and unable to make a decision, Congress adjourned.  By 

November of 1819, “the Missouri issue had become thoroughly politicized throughout the 

country.”22 

Earlier in the year, Massachusetts agreed to allow the district of Maine to apply for 

separate statehood.  The territory petitioned for statehood, and when Congress reconvened in 

December of 1819, they decided to link the admission of Maine as a free state to the admission 

of Missouri as a slave state.23  This measure persuaded the antislavery congressmen of Maine to 

accept the admittance of Missouri with slavery in exchange for their own statehood; however, 

there was still not enough support.  In order to gain further approval by Northern States, Jesse B. 

Thomas of Illinois “proposed that slavery should be prohibited, not in Missouri, but in all the rest 

of the Louisiana Purchase lying north of the 36˚30’ north latitude…the southern boundary of 

Missouri.”24  Through clever maneuvering by Henry Clay, the Speaker of the House, he split the 

two proposals to appeal to the opposing sides which hindered the passage as a single bill.  As a 

result, Maine entered as a free state, Missouri entered as a slave state, and slavery was banned 

above the 36˚30’ line.  The South “felt much better satisfied with the Missouri Compromise”25 

because they secured their way of life in the only part of the Louisiana Territory considered 

habitable and fit for agriculture, guaranteeing the continuation of wealth for those southerners 

that chose to move there. 

What had first seemed like a routine state admission brought the underlying issue of 

slavery into the national spotlight.  The South became unified and unyielding in defense of 

                                                           
22 Forbes, The Missouri Compromise, 36 
23 Zed H. Burns, “Sectional Controversy and the Missouri Compromise,” The Southern Quarterly 5 (1967): 341. 
24 Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2007) 152 
25 Howe, 154 
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slavery.  Those from the Upper South26 wanted to see the continuance of slavery for several 

reasons, one of which dealt with the fact that the plantation society in that region declined, and 

large and expanding slave population made little sense economically to maintain.  Fearing a 

slave uprising similar to Saint Domingue, and federal prohibition on the international slave trade, 

these states saw the domestic slave trade as a way to relieve themselves of their ever-growing 

slave population while still profiting from their investment.27  Another reason, which spanned the 

arguments of the South as a whole, was the belief in the idea of the natural inferiority of African-

Americans and the paternalistic nature of the slaveholder, “making him master not only of 

worlds large and small, depending on the scope of his property ownership, but also of his own 

household, where all dependents, white as well as black, looked to the head of household for 

protection in return for loyalty and obedience.”28  This opinion emerged more prominently after 

the Missouri Compromise; however, its roots as an argument begin during this time.  

Unanimously across the South, however, the main argument became the constitutional issues that 

arose from the controversy.  Most Southerners believed that the federal government simply did 

not have the authority to restrict slavery, because “Congress had no power to interfere with 

slavery in the states where it already existed…it was powerless to do so in new states just 

gaining admission.”29  They thought the decision over slavery should lie with the states 

themselves, and that this limitation was an attempt to gain federal power by Northerners.  The 

rationales of this era are the main causes of the “deepened sectional divisions”30 in the United 

                                                           
26 Virginia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Maryland 
27 Sean Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: Norton, 2005) 222 
28 Ford, 110 
29 Wilentz, 228 
30 Ibid.  392 
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States, and Georgia was one of the most uncompromising of the Southern States in the 

proslavery rhetoric and the Missouri Crisis.31 

III. Political Opinion:  Senators and Representatives 

To understand Georgian opinion and influence on the Missouri Compromise, one must 

first identify the arguments of Georgia’s politicians.  The attitudes of these men influenced both 

public opinion on the matter, and influenced the outcome of the Compromise while it was in 

Congress.  These men—who include Thomas W. Cobb, John Elliot, Freeman Walker, and 

Robert Raymond Reid—openly expressed their opinions in Congress and in personal letters to 

other prominent Georgians of the time.  Through these passionate objections to the restriction on 

slavery in new states and the heated defense of the institution, Georgia’s unquestionable impact 

on the Missouri Compromise is clear.  

Beginning with the debate over the Tallmadge amendment, Georgia’s politicians were 

vehemently against restrictions on slavery for the incoming states.  As a distinguished lawyer 

from Greensboro, Georgia, Thomas W. Cobb32 became a Georgia State Representative on March 

4, 1817, and served in both the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Congress until March 3, 1821.  During 

his time in Congress, Cobb openly criticized the restrictions placed on Missouri’s admission to 

the Union and gave one of the most quoted speeches from the House of Representatives in 

response to the Tallmadge amendment.  In his speech to his fellow representatives he asked, 

“Could they suppose that the southern states would submit with patience, to a measure, the effect 

of which would be to exclude them from all the enjoyment of the vast region purchased by the 

United States beyond the Mississippi, and which belonged equally to them, as to the northern 

                                                           
31 Glover Moore, The Missouri Controversy 1819-1821,  ( Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1966). 
32 He is the namesake of Cobb County, Georgia.  The county seat, Marietta, pays tribute to his wife Mary. 
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states?”33  Cobb continues in his speech to state that Congress had no power to deny the people 

of Missouri the same right given to other states and that there is a “vast difference between moral 

impropriety and political sovereignty.”34  His arguments do not defend slavery as morally wrong, 

in fact, he argues that Northerners cannot determine what Southerners do with their private 

property, but his main concern lies with the preservation of the young Union and the major 

consequences that could arise from restricting Southern interests.  Cobb concludes his speech 

with an ominous warning, stating that he believed “they were kindling a fire which all the waters 

of the ocean could not extinguish.  It could be extinguished only in blood!”35  While Cobb’s 

statement was slightly dramatic at the time considering this was a routine state admission, he 

foreshadows the war on slavery and the huge divide the issue would cause in the United States. 

Prior to his passionate speech in the House of Representatives, Cobb conveyed the 

proceedings in the House with the introduction of the Tallmadge amendment to another 

prominent Georgian, Dr. William Meriwether36—a University of Georgia graduate and physician 

in the War of 1812.  In a letter dated February 19, 1819, Cobb tells Meriwether that “a question 

arose which I prophecy is to shake this Union to its center—the subject over slavery.”37  Cobb 

wrote this letter six days after the proposition of the Tallmadge amendment, but already had 

misgivings over the restrictions on Missouri’s admission to the Union.  He also assures 

Meriwether of the alliance of the southern states to introduce slavery “beyond the Mississippi,” 

but “the creation of the new states then have given the Northern people a majority in the 

                                                           
33 Remarks of Mr. Cobb of Georgia, Daily National Intelligencer, March 26, 1819, 19th Century Newspapers.  In his 

questions he also asked if the Representatives knew what they were about to do, and if they did not think there 

would be civil consequences to proposing such an amendment.  
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Namesake of Meriwether County, Georgia 
37 Thomas W. Cobb,  “Letter from Thomas W. Cobb to Dr. William Meriwether, February 19, 1819,” Robert 

Watkins Lovett Papers, 1787-1916, Manuscripts, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University. 
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House.”38  Not only does this letter highlight the concern over the institution of slavery, but it 

also shows the apprehension regarding northern political power.  Cobb ends his description of 

the events in the House by asserting that “they amended by a majority of twelve,” and “our only 

hope is that the Senate will argue it.”39  This early reaction to the precursor of the Missouri Crisis 

embodies the southern anxieties dwelling beneath the expectation to be part of the republic.   

When the discussion of the compromise commenced in Congress in 1820, both of 

Georgia’s Senators, John Elliot and Freeman Walker, spoke at length about how the restriction of 

slavery was not an issue that Congress could decide.  John Elliott hailed from Sunbury, 

Georgia—a coastal town made up of rice plantations—where he owned 1,400 acres and twenty-

two slaves.40  After earning his degree from Yale, Elliott practiced as a lawyer in the small town, 

and became a Senator for Georgia in 1819.  In his speech to Congress in January of 1820, Elliot 

first points out that under the third section in the fourth article of the Constitution that each new 

state is guaranteed a republican government privy to the same privileges of the old states, and 

“the admission of involuntary servitude into a State does not affect the form of the Government, 

nor violate the Federal Constitution; for one-half of the States in the Union allow it, and the 

Federal Constitution expressly recognizes and sanctions it.”41  He also states that while Congress 

does indeed have the power to “make all needful rules and regulations respecting the territory or 

other property belonging to the United States,” that once those territories become states the state 

reserves the right to change their constitution to best fit the needs of its population.  Quite 

obviously, the Missouri Compromise would function as a significant milestone in how the 

                                                           
38 Cobb Letter 
39 Ibid. 
40 George A. Rogers, Swamp Water and Wiregrass: Historical Sketches of Coastal Georgia, (Macon: Mercer 

University Press, 1984) 21 
41 Annals of Congress, 16th Congress, 1st session, pg. 130 
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federal government would exercise its power and in how constitutional questions with regard to 

slavery would be interpreted.   

Freeman Walker also held a law degree, but came from more humble origins, learning 

from his brother.  After making a positive impression on the people of Augusta, he became the 

first official mayor of the city.  Walker accepted a seat in the Senate after the resignation of John 

Forsyth.  In the same January 1820 congressional debates as Elliott, Walker made similar 

arguments about how the restriction of slavery was unconstitutional in his speech.  He believed 

that “Congress may exercise the right of judging whether the territory is in a state of 

preparedness for admission into the Union” in reference to the “needful rules and regulations” 

power given to them, meaning that they could assess whether the state had enough people and 

whether it was conducive to the Union as whole.42  Walker did not think Congress had the power 

to impose rules upon territories in respect to the citizen’s personal property.  He goes on to 

describe how Congress lifted the restrictions on slavery in both the Louisiana Territory and then 

Missouri Territory, and that the people of Missouri were under the impression that once they 

applied for statehood those restrictions that the federal government would not reinstate the 

policy, arguing that the inhabitants would not have settled the area if they would not be allowed 

the right to their property.43  Akin to Thomas Cobb’s foreshadowing of war, Walker makes a 

similar prediction which included “father armed against the son, and son against the father…a 

brother’s sword crimsoned with a brother’s blood…houses wrapt in flames, and our wives and 

infant children driven from their homes.”44  He saw the issue of slavery as a foundation for the 

sectionalism that would cause the dissolution of the Union.  He would later fight in the very war 

he predicted. 
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Another prominent Georgian, Robert Raymond Reid, had very powerful opinions about 

Missouri’s admission to the Union.  Reid was a lawyer from Augusta, Georgia, who served on 

the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth Congresses as a Georgia State Representative.45  In his 

defense of slavery in the House of Representatives on February 1, 1820, he claims “The 

slaveholding States have not brought this calamity upon themselves.  They have not voluntarily 

assumed this burden.  It was fastened upon them by the mother country, notwithstanding the 

most earnest entreaties and expostulations,”46 circumventing the blame of southern dependence 

on slave labor, and eventually returning to the argument that slaves needed guidance and 

protection from their white masters.  Reid not only refers to these honorable intentions often 

cited by the slave-holding men of the South as the reason to keep slaves, but he also mentions 

that even the discussion of freedom puts both Georgia’s citizens and their slaves in danger.  By 

planting the idea of freedom, Reid believed that slaves would revolt, leading to their ultimate 

demise and perhaps the deaths of their white masters.  As mentioned before, these were 

ostensibly realistic fears of the white populations in any of the slave states.  These reservations 

led to his discussion of the unconstitutionality of the restriction on Missouri declaring, “What the 

Constitution dictates is to be done; what it prohibits is to be avoided; but when it is silent, 

Congress possesses not authority to direct citizens or states!”47  His arguments fall in line with 

that of Georgia Senators, pointing out the lack of hard rules provided by the Constitution, which 

protects a citizen’s private property and does not prohibit slavery. 

In a letter to his friend—William Jones, a member of the Georgia Legislature—on March 

31, 1820, Reid explains that the compromise was “settled in a manner wholly unexpected to 
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most of the members of both houses.”48  Proving the difficulty with which the compromise 

passed in Congress, his statement reflects the surprise experienced by both northern and southern 

Congressmen.  Reid attributes the passage to the “most moderate of the Restrictionists” because 

they wanted to “avoid a civil war and a broken union.”49  Not only does this indicate a truly 

southern perspective on the outcome, but it also shows that the southerners had taken a keen 

interest in the events of the compromise by communicating details and offering opinions on the 

matter.  Reid sums up the ordeal by telling Jones “it is a measure which will be productive of 

immediate advantage, and no disadvantage for a long time to come…it nevertheless seems to me 

to be contrary both to the Constitution and the Treaty of 1803.”50  While the compromise delayed 

the inevitable split of the Union, the tension over differing interpretations of the Constitution and 

beliefs on slavery caused tension to escalate which culminated in a Civil War—which they had 

hoped to avoid.    

IV. Popular Opinion 

Georgia’s statesmen were not the only people in the state with opinions on the Missouri 

question.  Prominent newspapers covered the debates in Congress, which triggered intense 

reactions and criticisms from the editors and Georgia citizens.  While many of the arguments 

made by the press echoed the opinions of Georgia’s politicians, these newspapers offered more 

freedom for the population to express other ideas that fell outside the standard defense of both 

state’s rights and the institution of slavery, but the “heart” of the arguments rested with 
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“slavery’s importance to Southern survival.”51  Therefore, popular opinion is instrumental in 

revealing the diversity of Georgia’s population. 

As a controversial new topic, the Tallmadge amendment garnered some attention in 

Georgia’s newspapers, but fell to the wayside as far as a major topic of discussion due to more 

pressing matters which included “the tariff, internal improvements, a Presidential election, the 

national bank, a bankruptcy bill, and public-land policy.”52  In Milledgeville’s Georgia Journal, 

an unnamed man from the North published a letter to the people of Georgia over an eight week 

period titled “Thoughts of Slavery, On Slavery in the Southern States.”  In his letter, the man 

explains that he grew up in New England, and diagnosed with an unknown illness, he moves 

south—specifically to Georgia—per the recommendation of his doctor, and is surprised that he 

does not witness the horrors of slavery he learned about in the North.  He then decides to travel 

through the state and document his perceived misconceptions about slavery in Georgia while 

also commenting on what effect immediate emancipation would have on the African-American 

population of the South.  The man’s observations are exceptionally thought-provoking, as he 

compares the treatment of slaves to the freedmen of the North, contending that southerners 

treated their slaves more like human beings and they, therefore, dealt with less discrimination.  

While he makes an unpopular argument, it is the response from the publisher that links the 

“Yankee” letter to the Missouri Question.  The “Note by the Publisher,” vaguely uses the 

arguments of the “Yankee” to criticize Tallmadge for making “the bold assertion, in a debate 

upon the admission of Missouri, that ‘the negroes of Georgia were even prohibited from being 
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taught to read.’”53  This statement seems to have annoyed the publisher, as he begins to make an 

argument against the political motivations of the northern congressmen and their determination 

in restricting slavery in Missouri.  The publisher insists that Tallmadge is an “instrument of 

another great character,” and “that the subject of slavery, introduced by his friends into the 

debate on the Missouri bill, is another weapon, by brandishing of which, he hopes to draw the 

north to his assistance.”54  This argument frames Tallmadge—and, therefore, his amendment—in 

a foolish light by claiming that he introduced the amendment to appease another important 

congressman to banish slavery in an effort to weaken southern representation in Congress.  This 

article shows that Georgia citizens—not just statesmen—knew about the politics surrounding the 

Missouri controversy, and openly expressed their dislike of Tallmadge and apprehension over his 

proposed amendment. 

The beginning of 1820 brought an increased amount of attention to the Missouri Question 

in Georgia’s newspapers.  Most of the arguments of the press mirrored the arguments of 

Georgia’s politicians, the most popular being that the restriction on slavery went against the 

limits of the amount of power granted to the federal government by the Constitution.  An article 

in the January 18th issue of the Georgia Journal claimed that “the violation of the constitution is 

so daring and outrageous, that the people of Missouri would be justified in calling upon the 

confederacy to aid them in asserting to the last extremity, their fair and rightful claim, and the 

Congress should be made to understand, that an invasion of the Constitution, more impudent 

than that by sedition law, can result in nothing but dismemberment and civil war.”55  Perhaps 

incensed by the arguments of their more prominent citizens—or perhaps not—the press also 

knew the Missouri crisis would be a defining moment in the early American Republic which 
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could possibly lead to the destruction of the union.  Many articles pointed out “that slavery is an 

evil of no small magnitude…admitted on all hands,”56 but since the Constitution—“that model of 

human legislation”57—neither banned slavery nor gave the federal government the right to 

impose restrictions on the states, slavery and all of the moral arguments surrounding it should 

remain outside of the debate. 

In the same vein as the argument against the constitutionality of the restriction of slavery, 

Georgia’s press also found that it was a violation of state’s rights.  Georgians—as well as many 

other Americans during this era—believed that whatever legislative decisions not specifically 

allocated to the federal government by the Constitution fell, by default, under the jurisdiction of 

each state government.  The Savannah Daily Republican offers a concise description of the 

issue: “This is no question with us whether the north or south shall hold the reins of power—it is 

a question whether the Constitution shall remain inviolate and the sovereignty of the states be 

maintained.”58  Milledgeville’s Georgia Journal published a fiery article calling the people of 

Georgia to stand up for their beliefs and their statesmen because they “have with firmness, 

opposed these alarming advances to absolute power—these encroachments on state 

sovereignty,”59 playing on the fear that increased federal power would absolutely diminish the 

power of state governments.  Alarmed by the prospect of losing the ability to govern their own 

territory, Georgia’s citizens felt they had no choice but to rally against the restrictions placed on 

Missouri’s admission to the union. 

Another point of contention in Georgian newspapers alleged that the restrictions on 

Missouri’s admission were a clever ploy by northern congressmen to seize power of both the 
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Senate and the House of Representatives.60  Georgian newspapers consistently vilify and draw 

attention to the fact that northern men “care but little about slavery,” and their “unhallowed lust 

of power” was the actual catalyst for the predicament within the United States.61  A letter 

reprinted in the Providence Patriot, Columbian Phenix from the Savannah Daily Republican 

blamed northerners “for illegally importing slaves into the United States—preaching freedom in 

Washington, while also stealing them from Africa,” and “their apparent hostility to negro slavery 

is more the result of political expedient to decry their sister States of the Union than a real 

philanthropic feeling.”62  These accusations strengthened the southern arguments pertaining to 

the constitution and state’s rights by leading the reader to believe that those men so loudly 

protesting against the expansion of slavery actively participated in sustaining the institution, and 

their true motivation could only be gaining and maintaining political power.  Claims that the 

politicians of the North “hate this Republican government, and who keep constantly in view its 

destruction as the best means of promoting and forwarding the cause of ignorance and bigotry,”63 

casting them in both an unfavorable light and as enemies of the United States government.  

Another article from the Savannah Daily Republican from November 22—after the compromise 

had already taken place—called the legislation “an unwarrantable and dangerous usurpation of 

power,”64 condemning the northerners for attempting to deny the people of Missouri the same 

property rights as other states.  These arguments certainly influenced public opinion on the 

Missouri issue, leading to an intensified feelings of sectionalism throughout the crisis and 

afterwards.   
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The last of the main arguments from Georgia’s newspapers charges the northern 

statesmen of provoking disagreement between the North and the South—which is particularly 

important for the purposes of this topic, as the sectional division of the country culminates in a 

civil war between the two sections.  Georgia’s press blamed northern congressmen for “exciting 

sectional feelings…feelings which threatened…to shake this government to its very foundation,” 

and worried that “the union of these states is at the present moment in danger of political 

faction.”65  While the issues between the two regions had existed since the birth of the United 

States, this was the first time a disagreement had pitted both sides against one another.  The 

South—remaining oblivious throughout 1819 to the amount of time and effort northern states 

used to organize, rally, and petition for the abolitionist cause—seemed caught off guard by the 

determination of the anti-slavery restrictionists in Congress. Southerners—relying on the 

solidarity of their region—felt confident in their fight for slavery until the debates of the 

Sixteenth Congress began in January.  The preparedness, coupled with passion, of the 

representatives of the northern states led the press to believe that “the discussion will produce 

asparity of feeling and mutual ill-will between the two great sections of the country in this pave 

the way to dissolution of the Union.”66  These predictions proved true throughout the course of 

the Missouri Compromise, and had a defining effect on the way in which the two sections 

reacted to pieces of national legislation for decades after. 

These points reflect the expected arguments of most southern states; however, an article 

from the Southern Recorder on February 15th proves that not all southerners retained the same 

theories in their defense of allowing Missouri into the Union unrestricted.  The author67 explains 

that prior to America’s procurement of the Louisiana Territory, “the people of that territory then 
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held slaves, they still have them”68 revealing the difficulty in restricting slavery in the newest 

portion of the country.  How would this proposed restriction affect the people already settled in 

the territory with their human property?  According to the author, the restriction would force 

them to relinquish their property or relocate once again.  The author finds this discriminatory 

toward the planter because “having purchased his slaves by the sweat of his brow, he does not 

choose to give up his property, so necessary for improving his lands, merely to gratify the 

caprice or prejudices of pretending philanthropists.”69  Unlike previous arguments, the author 

focuses on property rights—a cornerstone of the Constitution and the founding father’s vision for 

a successful republican government—as a major issue in the case of restriction.  He goes on to 

envision the western lands populated entirely by “emigrants from the East,”70 due to excluding 

southern planters from also purchasing land despite the fact that he believes they should have 

that opportunity since the southern states were “paying for the national domain extravagant 

prices.”71  Lastly, the author passively blames the “protection of Domestic Manufacturing”72 as a 

reason for the disparity between North and South since there were not similar protections for 

planters, forcing the people of the South to “take care of themselves”73—insinuating that 

northern manufacturers were incapable of doing so.  The arguments in this article may deviate 

from the above-mentioned pieces, but it offers valuable insight into more specific concerns for 

the exclusion of slavery in the western territory—specifically Missouri. 

Little evidence exists on how Georgia’s anti-slavery citizenry felt about the restriction of 

slavery in Missouri, however, a letter to the editor in Milledgeville’s Southern Recorder offers a 
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glimpse at one man’s view on the subject.74  Signed as “Equal Rights,” this man warns that his 

views may not coincide with those of Georgia as a whole, but he believes the Missouri question 

affects “the happiness and welfare of future generations.”75  He argues against the Constitutional 

argument laid out by the Senators, because he believes the people of Georgia should have a voice 

in the continuance of slavery.  Since he is writing in March of 1820 when newspapers fully 

covered the Missouri question, allowing Georgia’s population to stay informed and have 

opinions on the subject, it is entirely feasible that “Equal Rights” represents the opinions of the 

people that fall below the planter class.  Another reason he discourages the spread of slavery is 

the fact that in the event that multiple international powers waged war on the United States, 

having large slave populations “weakens the power of our country” since they could potentially 

offer freedom in exchange for military service similar the problems in Colonial Georgia and the 

War of 1812.76  He also argues that since slaves counted towards the representation of the 

population under the three-fifths clause, they deserved the same freedom that the rest of the 

represented population received.  The legitimate arguments made by this individual show that 

not all Georgians believed slavery was right or that it should spread. 

 These many opinions from Georgia’s citizens show the importance of the Missouri 

Compromise while it was still a current event.  The previous arguments of Georgia’s politicians 

coupled with the further opinions of one citizen and the opposing argument of another illustrates 

the magnitude of Missouri debates in Georgia.  The various opinions presented in the press show 
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that while the South represented a united front on the issues comprising the Missouri debates, the 

inhabitants of Georgia clearly expressed their own particular sentiments on the subject.   

V. Reference and Influence in Later Years 

 The tension brought on by the crisis did not subside with the end of the debates, and, if 

anything, increased the competition for control over other new territories as well as create 

animosity between North and South.  The next major sectional dispute, the Nullification Crisis, 

was never directly linked with the Missouri Crisis, but one could make the argument that the 

opposing feelings between the two sections of the country created the mindset that allowed 

seceding from the Union seem like a rational and viable option.  Over the next three decades, 

some of Georgia’s prominent residents referenced back to the Missouri Crisis—either in their 

personal writings or in their published works—reminding their fellow citizens of both the 

struggle and the ongoing disagreement between the two sections. 

The first of these later writings comes from Augustin Clayton, “a politician and jurist of 

national significance,”77 serving as a member of Georgia’s House of Representatives and Senate, 

as well as the United States House of Representatives later in his life.  In 1825, Clayton wrote a 

series of essays entitled “A Vindication of the Recent and Prevailing Policy of the State of 

Georgia” which appeared as a series of articles for the Columbian Centinel and reprinted in a 

number of other newspapers, including Milledgeville’s Georgia Journal.  Part VII of his 

“Vindication” covers the subject of slavery in Georgia and the southern states in general.  

Clayton faults both the British and northern merchants for the introduction and continuance of 

slavery in the United States—angry that both chose to condemn the institution only after they 
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had benefitted from slave labor to make their fortunes.  Within his essay, Clayton references the 

Missouri Crisis, asking the people of Georgia: 

Who does not recollect the angry feelings and violent commotion produced by the 

Missouri debate?  A question no doubt raised by Mr. King for the sole purpose of 

giving public opinion a new subject of division, and by the aid of those powerful 

appeals to the softest passions of our nature, added to the strength of the northern 

population, it would produce a party able to subvert the old republican association 

and give them at once the, mastery of the Government and the command, from the 

President down, all of the appointments.78 

 

Even several years after the Missouri debates, the motives of the northern states remains the 

same in the eyes of the southern men—to gain more power in the federal government allowing 

for the ability to influence public policy in favor of the northern states.  Above all else, in 

Clayton’s writing, he exemplifies the growing tension between North and South.  The passion 

with which his fellow Georgians wrote about the Missouri Crisis years before had not subsided 

by the mid-1820s, and remained the initial blow to the relationship between the regions.   

 Another leading Georgia politician, John MacPherson Berrien, published a pamphlet in 

the late 1840s79 in response to the debate over slavery in the lands ceded to the United States 

from Mexico after the Mexican-American War in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.  Berrien—

“an eloquent lawyer, a U.S. senator, and the attorney general of the United States during U.S. 

president Andrew Jackson's administration” 80—sketches a brief history of both the 

Constitutional Convention of 1787 and the debates of the Missouri Compromise, using unbiased 

language to represent the arguments of both sides pertaining to the institution of slavery.  His 

rationale for the unfair treatment of the South asserts, “For the purpose of immigration, the 

Territories of the United States are open to all the world—to citizens and foreigners, without 
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discrimination as to character, profession, or color…Shall the people of the South alone be 

excluded, or permitted on conditions that deny to them the use of those means which habit has 

rendered necessary to their comfortable subsistence?”81  Different from the explanations 

provided by his predecessors, he justifies the South’s right to slavery and its expansion into new 

territories by emphasizing that the only people excluded from the area were those slave-holding 

citizens of the southern states.  Additionally, Berrien also indicates that the monetary 

contributions the South provided to the federal government should grant her inhabitants the right 

to settle the frontier lands.  While he refers to the Missouri debates as a basis for his argument, 

he uses those reasons to substantiate southern claim to the territory of the Mexican Cessation.   

 The addition of Mexican lands to the United States caused many southerners to revisit the 

terms of the Missouri Compromise.  Charles James McDonald, a lawyer, brigadier general in the 

Georgia state militia, and Governor for two terms in the 1830s and 1840s, wrote to H.W. 

Connor, a Charleston businessman and president of the Bank of Charleston, about the issues he 

identified with allowing the new territory form states under the guidelines set by the Missouri 

Compromise.  Like his fellow Georgia politicians, McDonald saw the Missouri Compromise as a 

“gross injustice of the exclusive appropriation of all the Territory of the Union by one section of 

the country,” believing that “if sectional power be sufficiently strong, it may be exerted for the 

most oppressive purposes.” 82  His arguments are basically the same as those that spoke out 

against restriction on Missouri in the 1820s, but as the country faced yet another sectional crisis 

in the realm of forming states from new territory, the tension—always beneath the surface—

began to appear in the words of the prominent statesmen.  Referring to the debates over Missouri 
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as both “irritating” and “agitating,” he deemed that “it was not authoritative and could not be 

enforced” since states could effectively join the Union with a constitution that banned slavery, 

and after admission, “annul the clause containing the prohibition.”83  McDonald thought that the 

United States should avoid an outcome like that of the Missouri Compromise with the Mexican 

Cessation since “Congress may, by mere usage, acquire a power never delegated to it by the 

people or the States,” and to maintain their sovereignty “those states whose political rights are 

infringed by the un-constitutional legislation, must convene and adopt such measures as their 

interest and safety demand.”84  These make apparent both the political unrest from the Missouri 

Crisis and the escalating discontentment of the South in her participation in the Union.   

VI. Conclusion 

The opinion of Georgia’s politicians and general public on the Missouri Compromise 

reveals the issues Georgia faced in her defense of the institution of slavery.  The crisis forced 

the United States to approach the issue of slavery as a true national concern, which culminated 

in the Northern and Southern states realizing their irreconcilable differences.  This pivotal event 

in United States history concerning the disagreement of the opposing sectional viewpoints led 

either side to cling to respective ideals, creating polarized opinions on slavery.  Georgia, being 

one of the states radically opposed to antislavery thought and a cornerstone of the highly 

developed—and expanding—plantation society, influenced southern opinions on the subject for 

many years as seen from the debates during the Constitutional Convention of 1787 and peaking 

during the Missouri Crisis.  As Georgians and their slaves moved into new territories that would 

later form the Southwestern United States, they brought their beliefs and society with them, 

helping to create the solidarity of the South in later years leading up to secession.  In a society 
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based on racism and a gentlemen’s code of conduct, the southern white population melded 

together to confront and defend their economic interests.  During this time, descriptions of the 

paternalistic slaveholder appeared to uphold the institution as a “necessary evil” because 

southerners believed that African-Americans needed the guidance of their white masters in 

order to resist becoming destitute and immoral. 

The solidarity of the South caused an equal antislavery reaction from the northern states, 

and ultimately led to the disparity between the two sections, creating the definitive North and 

South in America.  Inevitably, this divide led to the South’s decision to secede from the Union 

and taking the country directly into the Civil War.  Georgia’s location put her in an exceptional 

position to feel threatened by foreign influence on the human chattel residing in the state.   With 

the possibility of freedom looming just over the border in Florida, and the threat of 

insurrection—an idea brought by slaves coming to Georgia from the Saint Domingue 

rebellion—created a mindset that discouraged any mention of freedom for slaves.   Georgians 

saw the Compromise as an avenue for the North to gain more congressional power, and extend 

the reach of the federal government since slavery had always existed in these new territories.  

Considering all of these factors, as well as the various components of the actual compromise, 

shows how these opinions of Georgians influenced the compromise itself and contributed to the 

rise in sectionalism.  Nearly forty years later, the seeds of discontent planted during the 

“Missouri Question” would develop into a full-blown sectional war, changing the course of the 

United States forever. 
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