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“Incessant Noise and Tumult”:
Walter Q. Gresham and the Indiana Legislature
during the Secession Cirisis

Charles W. Calhoun*
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In the aftermath of the election of Abraham Lincoln in
1860 and the ensuing secession of several southern states, the
great debate over secession, compromise, and impending civil
war which dominated the national counsels reverberated in
state legislatures as well, including the Indiana General As-
sembly.! Among the legislators journeying to Indianapolis in
the winter of 1861, and thus participating in this discussion,
was Walter Q. Gresham, Republican representative from Harri-
son County. Although Gresham later achieved considerable
prominence as a federal judge, postmaster general, secretary of
the treasury, and secretary of state, his election to the Indiana
legislature in 1860 was the only popular election he ever won.
A man of ambition who said that he loathed politics, he has
been described as “one of the Gilded Age’s most complex and
enigmatic public figures.”?

Gresham was a political jeremiah who lamented that the
politics of his time, which emphasized organizational skills and
party regularity, seemed not the exalted labor of guiding the
nation’s destiny but, rather, a base enterprise not worthy of
self-respecting people.® Inclined to self-righteousness and an
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Department of History, Indiana University, 1968). See also Thomas William
Barnett, “The Indiana Legislative Session of 1861” (M.A. thesis, Department of
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imperiousness perhaps better suited to judicial or executive
office, he had little patience for give-and-take deliberations,
and he saw the normal vicissitudes inherent in government by
party as basely partisan impediments to progress and right.4
While his revulsion for “practical politics” became full-blown
during the corruptions and excesses of the Ulysses S. Grant era
and after, the seeds were clearly present in 1861. He detested
his service in the legislature, considering it an exercise in
futility, and he vowed to steer clear of politics in the future.®

Not yet twenty-nine years old when the legislature opened,
Gresham arrived from a political apprenticeship in southern
Indiana with a sense of partisan affiliation that was far from
intense. His background and upbringing had propelled him
toward the Whigs, but that organization had virtually collapsed
by the time he had come of age.® He had joined the Know-
Nothings in 1854 and had remained a member of the secret
order about a year.” At the same time, as a participant in the
anti-Democratic Fusion movement born of the Kansas-

public, but on those few occasions when he did mount the rostrum, he rarely
failed to attack what he saw as the degraded condition of American politics. He
told a Civil War veterans convention in 1879 that the leadership of the parties
had passed into the hands of “mere tricksters, with no proper notions of social
or political duty” Such men were, he said, “politicians who believe that con-
science is out of place in politics.” Report of the Proceedings of the Society of the
Army of the Tennessee at the Thirteenth Annual Meeting Held at Chicago,
Illinois, November 12 and 13, 1879 (Chicago, 1879), 25-42. See also Address of
Judge Walter Q. Gresham at the Unveiling of the Grant Statue, Chicago, Octo-
ber 7, 1891 (Chicago, 1893). Gresham’s private correspondence was dotted with
similar lamentations. After a year in President Chester A. Arthur’s cabinet he
concluded: “No great questions agitate the public mind, and there is little but
sharp, disagreeable and disgusting contests for place between men. The more 1
see of political life at Washington, the less attractive it is to me. You encounter
insincerity and meanness every day.” Walter Q. Gresham to William A. Woods,
May 26, 1884, Walter Q. Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of
Congress, Washington).

4 A friend, writing in 1884, described Gresham’s temperament as “rather
hot than cool” He had “too much impatience and . . . a tendency to ‘cut across
lots’ and jump at conclusions.” Benjamin F. Babcock, The Presidential Favorites
(Chicago, 1884), 50-54. See also remarks by William P. Fishback in Proceedings
of the Meeting of the Bench and Bar, Indianapolis, May 31, 1895, in Memory of
Walter @. Gresham (Indianapolis, 1895), 11.

5 Gresham to Mrs. Walter Q. Gresham, January 16, February 3, March 1,
6, May 31, 1861, Gresham Papers.

¢ Gresham’s mentors in law and politics, Dennis Pennington, his great-
uncle, William T. Otto, and William A. Porter, were all prominent in the
Indiana Whig party. Matilda Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin Gresham, 1832-
1895 (2 vols., Chicago, 1919), I, 26-28. For a discussion of Gresham’s career
leading up to his term in the legislature see Charles W. Calhoun, “‘The Ragged
Edge of Anxiety: A Political Biography of Walter Q. Gresham” (Ph.D. disser-
tation, Department of History, Columbia University, 1977), chapter 1.

7 Gresham to S. Wolf, May 24, 1888, Walter Q. Gresham Papers (Indiana
Division, Indiana State Library, Indianapolis).
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Nebraska controversy, he had twice run for local office and had
lost both times.® Fusionism evolved into Republicanism in the
1850s, but even though by 1860 Gresham referred to himself as
a Republican, he was not a Republican above all else.”

Like many other Hoosiers, Gresham hated slavery but was
no abolitionist.!® He endorsed the strictures in the Republican
national platform of 1860 against the spread of the institution

8 The Fusionists nominated Gresham for district prosecuting attorney in
1854 and for Harrison County clerk in 1855. Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin
Gresham, 1, 59-60, 62-66.

9 In the legislature Gresham occasionally flouted party discipline even in
matters of patronage. Doubting the “wisdom of carrying politics” into the
election of the directors of the state’s benevolent institutions, he refused to
attend the Republican caucus to select nominees. He also spearheaded an
unsuccessful attempt to take the selection of the state printer—elected by the
legislature—out of partisan politics and to let the printing to the lowest bidder.
When one Republican claimed that, since the party had won a majority in the
General Assembly, the office of printer belonged to the Republican party,
Gresham replied: “When it comes to that, sir, your government will be rotten-
ness, and there will be no more hope for the patriot” Indiana, House Journal
(1861), 21, 143; Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 13, 83, 197-98, 289-91,
350.

10 Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin Gresham, 1, 55, 97.
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and hoped to “keep it out of free territories.”'* But above that
consideration, a commitment to order and stability in society
lay at the heart of his political creed. Disunion, whether caused
by northern abolitionists or southern fire-eaters, was the great-
est calamity he could conceive of. In addition, he represented a
constituency which had strong social and commercial ties with
the South.!? Consequently, he bent his every effort in the Indi-
ana House toward avoiding the disaster of disunion. Before
Sumter he was more willing than many of his fellow Republi-
cans in the legislature to permit the spread of slavery below
the old Missouri Compromise line as a way to resolve the
sectional conflict. In this respect he showed a willingness to
suspend partisan animosity in the search for a peaceful solution
to the problems dividing North and South.!?® After Sumter,
when it became clear that war was inevitable, he again hoped
for a submersion of politics and for a vigorous military effort to
preserve the Union.'4

In early December, 1860, as a result of his election to the
Indiana General Assembly, Gresham received an invitation
from unionists at Brandenburg, Kentucky, to offer assurances
that that state’s future was safer in the Union than out of it.
Addressing a mass meeting, he solemnly promised: “Myself, my
associates, and my party are pledged not to attempt to interfere
with slavery in any of the States.” He acknowledged that people
in the South might have legitimate grievances but warned the
Kentuckians that “secession is no remedy for any evil. The
Union dismembered, all will be lost. Within the Union all
differences can be settled, all rights adjusted.”'s

In this spirit Gresham set off in early January for Indian-
apolis, but once there he found the prospect for a settlement
“anything else than cheering.’'® Convening on January 10, the
House of Representatives confronted the secession issue even

11 Donald Bruce Johnson and Kirk H. Porter, comps., National Party Plat-
forms, 1840-1972 (Urbana, Ill., 1973), 32-33; Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, Febru-
ary 24, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).

12 Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin Gresham, 1, 124-25.

13 In the course of the legislative session the House of Representatives
voted twice on the question of endorsing an extension of the Missouri Com-
promise line. Each time Gresham was one of only a handful of Republicans who
favored the proposition. Indiana, House Journal (1861), 556-58. See also Brevier
Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 168-69; and Indianapolis Journal, March 12,
1861.

14 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, April 25, 28, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manu-
scripts Division, Library of Congress).

15 Quoted in Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin Gresham, 1, 122-25.

18 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, January 7, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manu-
scripts Division, Library of Congress).
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before it was able to organize. With the clerk of the former
House in the chair, Horace Heffren, a thirty-year-old Democrat
representing Harrison and Washington counties, introduced a
resolution that the House elect no officers who were not com-
mitted to the Crittenden Compromise.!” The chair ruled the
resolution out of order, and the House proceeded to the election
of officers by a strict party vote, Heffren losing the speakership
to Republican Cyrus M. Allen of Knox County. With the House
organization completed, Heffren again tried to secure an en-
dorsement of compromise with a resolution that the General
Assembly elect no one to office—the legislature would soon
choose a United States senator—“who is not in favor of the
preservation of the Federal Union at any sacrifice of partizan
theories or beliefs, upon a compromise of the slavery question
which will secure the rights of each and every state” The
Republican majority promptly shelved this move as well.18
Heffren’s resolutions were but the opening salvos in a bat-
tle that raged throughout the session. Although a state legisla-
ture could do little to resolve the national crisis, Republicans
and Democrats alike were convinced of the symbolic importance
of the image that Indiana projected to the South. The Hoosier
legislators believed that a gesture on their part would be read
by southerners as an index of northern intentions. Beyond this
premise, however, agreement ended. Democrats, fearful of los-
ing their political allies in the seceding states, generally fa-
vored placing Indiana squarely on the record for compromise
and conciliation.’® To Republican banker Calvin Fletcher these
Democratic conciliationists seemed little better than “traitors”
who would “go with the South” in the event of conflict.?2® On
their side, most Republicans saw secession, in part at least, as
a scheme to deny them the victory they had won in November.

17 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 7-8. The Crittenden Compromise,
introduced in the United States Senate by John J. Crittenden of Kentucky, was
the most important of several compromise proposals bandied about during the
secession crisis. In the main it called for an unamendable constitutional
amendment dividing all present and future territory at 36°30’, banning slavery
above the line and recognizing and protecting it below; an unamendable
amendment forever prohibiting congressional interference with slavery in the
states; and a more effective and equitable enforcement of the Fugitive Slave
Act. Edward McPherson, The Political History of the United States of America
during the Great Rebellion (2nd ed., Washington, 1865), 64-66.

18 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 9-10; Brevier Legislative Reports (1861),
Iv, 8-9.

19 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 9-12, 44-45, 56; Indiana, House
Journal (1861), 269-77.

20 Calvin Fletcher Diary, February 12, 1861 (Indiana Historical Society
Library, Indianapolis).
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Unwilling to back down from their campaign stance against the
extension of slavery, they were less fearful than the Democrats
of “coercing” the South.?! Indeed, to Democratic Congressman
William S. Holman, Republican leaders seemed “to love the
Chicago Platform infinately [sic] more than the Union.”?? De-
spite their 62-38 edge, however, the House Republicans could
not match their opponents’ unity. To give themselves added
control over the secession debate, the majority party created a
select Committee of Thirteen on Federal Relations to which all
resolutions and motions on “the present excited state of our
country” would be automatically referred.2®

Nevertheless, despite Democratic cries of “gag,” discussions
of the country’s “excited state” frequently drew the legislature’s
attention away from pressing state matters such as the chaotic
condition of Indiana’s finances.2* The tone of these debates was
set by the speeches of two governors—the annual message of
outgoing Democrat Abram A. Hammond and the inaugural
address of Republican Henry S. Lane. Hammond traced the
underlying causes of the “alienation of affection” between
North and South to “the unwise, and, in many instances, fanat-
ical agitation of the question of domestic slavery,” especially by
northern ministers, which had “naturally produced ultraism at
the South.” He dismissed the issue of slavery extension as a
mere “abstraction” since the “natural laws” of “climate, soil,
and productions” in the territories would repel the institution.
The real cause of the trouble, he argued, was “the triumph of
the Republican party in the late Presidential contest” which
victory had pricked the South’s “instinct of self-preservation.”
Maintaining that it was the duty of northern conservatives to
reassure the southerners, Hammond exhorted the General As-
sembly to demonstrate that Indiana would “extend to the South
all rights in the territories belonging to this Government that
she would claim for herself . . . and that all property recognized
by the Constitution and laws shall be alike protected.”2s

In his address Lane acknowledged that abolitionist
speeches and literature had “contributed largely to the present
state of things in the South,” but, he declared, because souther-
ners had refused to listen to northern conservative answers to

21 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 24, 34-36, 58-59, 70-71.

22 William S. Holman to Allen Hamilton, January 11, 1861, Allen Hamil-
ton Papers (Indiana Division, Indiana State Library).

23 Indiana, ‘House Journal (1861), 25-26.

24 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 15; Stampp, Indiana Politics,
61-63.

25Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 20-22.
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abolitionist appeals, they had acquired “a false impression as to
the objects, aims, and doctrines of the great body of the North-
ern people.” The roots of secession, he argued, lay less in anti-
slavery agitation than in “the treasonable doctrines taught in
1832 and 1833 by the leaders of the nullification movement.”
Rather than Lincoln’s election, the immediate cause of the
crisis was the abandonment of the Missouri Compromise, the
repeal of which Lane labeled a “sin against the cause of free-
dom and the cause of peace” Like many other Republicans,
Lane overestimated the ability of southern unionists to “baffle
and defeat all the mad schemes of traitors and disunionists,”
but he also recognized that it might be necessary to use mili-
tary force to punish overt acts of treason. Far less inclined to
conciliation than Hammond, Lane offered only the repeal of
personal liberty laws as “a peace offering worthy of a great,
intelligent and free people.”?8

With neither of these positions did Gresham feel comfort-
able. He did not share Lane’s apparent sanguinity about
unionists prevailing in the southern states, but he was unwill-
ing to bend completely backward, as Hammond and the Demo-
crats seemed to be, in order to appease the seceders.?” Like
many other border Republicans, he searched for some accom-
modation which would stay the tide of disunion without a
sacrifice of principle. Early in the session he added his own set
of resolutions on the state of the Union to those which his
colleagues were piling on the speaker’s desk. Gresham’s reso-
lutions were a rather bland offering, drawing heavily upon the
euphemistic code in which much of the sectional debate was
carried on. Without ever using the word “slavery” he declared
that “the people of Indiana are opposed to any interference by
the Government or people of our State with the domestic in-
stitutions of another.” As for the extension of slavery, he re-
ferred southerners to Hoosiers’ “respect for the rights of other
States which they zealously exact for their own” and promised
that “the constitutional laws of Congress [shall be] impartially
enforced in all the States and Territories.” Avoiding the term
“personal liberty laws”—itself a euphemism—he called merely
for states to repeal any statutes in conflict with the Constitu-
tion or congressional legislation. With no mention of fugitive
slaves he referred to the “duty of the Federal government, and

26 Ibid., 39-41.
27 Ibid., 49, 168-69, 321-22; Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, January 7, Febru-
ary 24, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).
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of the several States, to secure to the citizens of each State all
the privileges and immunities of citizens of the several States
as guaranteed in the Constitution”’—thereby employing
phraseology so vague as to appeal both to harassed northern
free blacks and to southern slave catchers. But on the question
of secession he pulled no punches, equating it with “treason”
and an “open, armed rebellion against . . . power and authori-
ty,” a revolution which threatened the “overthrow of the Gen-
eral Government.” To avert that disaster he was willing to
pledge “the entire power and resources of the State of Indiana.”
There was nothing particularly original in Gresham’s resolu-
tions, and they, like those of his colleagues, went to the Com-
mittee of Thirteen.28

On January 22 Chairman Martin L. Bundy offered the
report of the Committee of Thirteen to the House. Recent
events had lent increasing urgency to the crisis; a few days
earlier Georgia had become the fifth state to secede, and only
the day before Jefferson Davis and four other southerners had
bade “a final adieu” to the United States Senate. Bundy re-
marked that his committee had examined the several resolu-
tions submitted by the members and had unanimously arrived
at a report affirming Indiana’s commitment to the Union, deny-
ing the right of secession, and calling for the execution of the
laws in all the states. Further, the committee’s resolutions
disavowed any interference with slavery where it existed,
called for repeal of personal liberty laws, and requested the
governor to appoint two eminent citizens to go at once to ad-
dress the legislatures of Kentucky and Tennessee to “give as-
surance to them of the ardent desire of the people of Indiana to
preserve the American Union, and protect and secure the rights
of the people of all the States” The fifth resolution, which had
given the committee the most trouble and about which sharp
differences still existed, stated: “Indiana proposes as a basis of
settlement, by proper enactment, to restore the Missouri Com-
promise line of 36 degrees 30 minutes, with all the rights of the
people North and South as they formerly existed; or any other
reasonable and just arrangement which shall not require the
sacrifice of the rights of the people of any part of the confeder-
acy.”?®

Gresham approved the general “tone” of these resolutions
and hoped they would “strengthen the hands of the Union

28 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 49,

29 Ibid., 83-84; Indiana, House Journal (1861), 145-46; Everette B. Long,
The Civil War Day by Day: An Almanac, 1861-1865 (Garden City, N.Y., 1971),
27-28.
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loving men in the South” But he also believed that they were
“too indefinite” as to the reestablishment of the Missouri Com-
promise line. He told the House that he was “willing to vote for
any reasonable compromise—[but] not an ignominious one.”
Abandoning the ambiguity of his own earlier resolutions, he
argued that the fifth section should be clarified to show that its
intent was to permit, but not to mandate, slavery in the ter-
ritories below the line.3° After a brief discussion the House set
formal consideration of Bundy’s report for a week later.®!

When the legislators returned to the subject of federal
relations on January 29, they confronted a somewhat altered
situation. Governor Oliver P. Morton (who had succeeded to the
office of governor from that of lieutenant-governor upon Lane’s
election to the Senate) had received the Virginia legislature’s
invitation to send delegates to Washington, D.C., on February 4
to discuss possible constitutional amendments to allay the
crisis. Although Morton foresaw little usefulness in the pro-
posed peace conference, he accepted it as a “measure of proc-
rastination” until Lincoln’s inauguration and believed that In-
diana should send commissioners who would “operate as a pow-
erful restraint upon any disposition on the part of other states
to compromise the integrity of the Republican party.”?? Less
cynically, Gresham believed the proposal offered real hope for
compromise. He introduced a resolution accepting Virginia’s
invitation and naming four Republican commissioners—Lane,
Caleb B. Smith, William T. Otto, and John P. Usher—and one
Democrat, reformer Robert Dale Owen. Democrats offered simi-
lar resolutions, although with greater representation for their
own party. Some members believed the House should go into
joint session with the Senate to elect commissioners, while
Speaker Allen favored rejecting Virginia’s invitation outright.
Despite Democratic calls for immediate action, these various
recommendations went to the Committee of Thirteen.33

Two days later the committee returned with an entirely
new measure which lodged appointment of the commissioners
in the hands of the governor and prohibited their taking any

30 Indianapolis Daily Journal, January 23, 1861; Brevier Legislative Reports
(1861), IV, 84.

31 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 83-84; Indiana, House Journal
(1861), 146-47.

32 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 184-86; quotations from Oliver P. Morton
to Abraham Lincoln, January 29, 1861, Abraham Lincoln Papers (Manuscripts
Division, Library of Congress).

33 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 121, 127-28; Indiana, House Jour-
nal (1861), 224, 243-44.
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action binding on the state until nineteen states were repre-
sented at the conference. Moreover, the committee’s resolution
rejected Virginia’s endorsement of the Crittenden Compromise
and declared that “the Constitution of the United States con-
tains ample provisions within itself for the correction of the
evils complained of”3¢ Although this measure limited the man-
date of Indiana’s commissioners, Gresham swung behind it,
believing it essential that the state have some sort of repre-
sentation. He stuck by the Republicans in resisting Democratic
attempts to wrest appointment of the commissioners away from
the governor, to remove the nineteen-state stipulation, and to
endorse the Crittenden Compromise. Both the House and the
Senate passed the resolution handily.3s

In appointing the commissioners Morton further curtailed
their mandate. From each he demanded a commitment to op-
pose any compromise that involved amending the Constitution,
recognized slavery in any territory, or granted any further
guarantees to slavery in the states. In spite of these restrictions
Gresham still believed the conference could accomplish some
good. He persuaded Morton to appoint his friend and former
law partner, Thomas C. Slaughter, as a commissioner—an of-
fice Gresham considered “more honorable than U.S. Senator.”3¢

The restraints placed on Indiana’s delegates reflected a
growing opposition to compromise among Hoosier Republicans.
After the Committee of Thirteen’s unanimous endorsement of
the restoration of the Missouri Compromise, Morton leveled a
blistering attack on the “wickedness and folly” of secession. He
denounced conciliation and those who would “stop and prescribe
the conditions” upon which to maintain the Union.?” Speaker
Allen thought the committee’s compromise proposal had come
“very near breaking up the Rep[ublican] party of Ind[ian]a”
and resorted to parliamentary maneuver to send it back to the

34 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), 1V, 141-42.

35 Ibid., 142-46; Indiana, Senate Journal (1861), 220-22; Indiana, Laws
(1861), 184-85; Henry K. Wilson to John G. Davis, January 29, 1861, John G.
Davis Papers (Indiana Historical Society Library).

36 Oliver P. Morton, “Interrogatories to Peace Commissioners,” February 1,
1861, Oliver P. Morton Papers (Indiana Division, Indiana State Library); God-
love S. Orth to Morton, February 1, 1861, ibid.; Pleasant A. Hackleman to
Morton, February 1, 1861, ibid.; Erastus W. H. Ellis to Morton, February 2,
1861, ibid.; Thomas C. Slaughter to Morton, February 3, 1861, ibid.; Gresham
to Mrs. Gresham, February 3, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division,
Library of Congress).

37 Quoted in William Dudley Foulke, Life of Oliver P. Morton (2 vols.,
Indianapolis, 1899), I, 102-104.
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committee “to get rid of it’3® As a result, the committee’s
former unanimity gave way to intensely partisan differences.
On dJanuary 31, in place of the original report, the Republican
majority offered Joint Resolution 7, recently passed by the Sen-
ate, which merely affirmed the rights of the states to order
their own domestic institutions, commended the antisecession
efforts of unionists in the border states, and pledged for the
preservation of the Union “whatever of power or purpose a
loyal and patriotic State should contribute.” The resolution con-
tained no mention of compromise, and one phrase inserted by
the Republicans aroused particular resentment among the
Democrats: “we [northerners] have not in the past contributed
in any degree to bring about that state of things which
threatens to result in overwhelming calamity and unparalleled
crime” In essence, Joint Resolution 7 represented that end of
the Republican spectrum which saw no need or justification for
compromising the broader issues dividing the sections and
which focused on the suppression of secession as the nation’s
main task.??

The Democrats replied with a minority report which illus-
trated how closely many northern Democrats identified the
fortunes of their party with those of the South. In presenting
his party’s views, Heffren launched a scathing attack on the
Republicans, demanding that they “discard all specious fal-
lacies in regard to slavery” and sacrifice “all abstract theories
and barren creeds” upon “the altar of a common country.” The
Democrats denounced abolitionist ministers who had “disgraced
decency and outraged morality by their infamous and hellish
harangues to aid in the unholy and unchristian cause of bring-
ing about contention and strife” To force the seceders to remain
in the Union, the report declared, would be to subvert “the very
spirit of liberty and of natural right.” If the federal government
should make such an attempt at coercion, one hundred thou-
sand men in Indiana would oppose such “despotism” and would
fly to the aid of the southerners “to protect and preserve their
rights and liberties” and “to keep the fires of equal rights,
justice and liberty burning” So passionate was the debate fol-
lowing Heffren’s report that the House finally resolved to expel
any member who should offer or accept a challenge to a duel.4°

38 Cyrus M. Allen to Lincoln, January 25, 1861, Lincoln Papers.

3% Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 58-59, 141-42; Indiana, Laws
(1861), 188-89.

40 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 142-49, 152-58, 160-62; Indian-
apolis Daily State Sentinel, February 7, 8, 9, 1861. Heffren’s caustic brilliance
finally won him a challenge to a duel from Gideon C. Moody, twenty-eight-
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Heffren’s “constant war-fare on the Republicans” dismayed
more temperate Democrats, who, as Congressman-elect James
A. Cravens put it, saw “no good to come of constantly goading
them.”#! Gresham, who was alarmed both by his own party’s
intransigence and by the minority report’s violence, sought to
use Heffren’s very extremism to attract moderate Democrats to
his own concept of a middle course. In a speech before the
House he told his Democratic colleagues that their “maturer
judgment could not sanction” Heffren’s excesses, and he cau-
tioned them that the “man that puts himself in the way of
resisting the enforcement of the laws, puts himself necessarily
in the position of a rebel and a traitor” Playing upon their
notions of states’ rights, which he shared to a considerable
degree, he noted that it might be justified to “resist coercion
against States, as States” but added that the punishment of
rebels was “quite a different thing from war against a State.”
As for compromise, he offered to “co-operate heartily” with
Democrats but refused to embrace the Crittenden amendments
which “would be construed so as to carry slavery where the
people do not want it” He reminded Democrats that in 1860
they had sacrificed the unity of their party rather than adopt
the southern position that there must be positive federal pro-
tection of slavery in the territories: “Would Democrats submit
now to what they declared at Charleston they never would?”
He contended that a more equitable solution lay in the appli-
cation of Stephen A. Douglas’ doctrine of popular sovereignty to
a reinstatement of the Missouri Compromise. Let the ter-
ritories, all of which were “now free,” be divided by a line north
of which “shall be free—South slave, subject to popular will,
without question or restraint” Such a plan, he argued, was
more just than the Crittenden mandate of slavery below 36°30’,
which did “not recognize the control of the majority in all

year-old Republican from Jasper County. The two traveled to Kentucky with
their seconds, but once they had reached the field of honor, they could not
agree on weapons and called the contest off. Local officials, however, took a dim
view of the affair, and the entire party—principals and seconds—was indicted
by a Kentucky grand jury. Moody hired Gresham to defend him, and eventually
all were acquitted. Back in the House, believing that “they have already
suffered enough,” Gresham opposed efforts to expel Moody and Heffren, and
resolutions against them were dropped. Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV,
216, 228-29; Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, February 18, 24, 1861, Gresham Pa-
pers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress); Stampp, Indiana Politics,
62-63n; James Sutherland, Biographical Sketches of the Members of the Forty-
first General Assembly of the State of Indiana (Indianapolis, 1861), 140-41.

4 James A. Cravens to William H. English, January 20, 1861, William H.
English Papers (Indiana Historical Society Library).
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cases.”¥2 Apgain, Gresham’s suggestions were hardly original,
but they were unusual coming from the Republican side of the
aisle.

The next day the Republican Indianapolis Journal ignored
the compromise portion of Gresham’s speech and noted merely
that he had spoken with “excellent effect against the position of
the secessionists” In the House the Republican majority con-
tinued to block efforts to commit the state to compromise. By a
strict party vote the House passed unamended the Senate’s
Joint Resolution 7, which one Democrat described as “neither
cold nor hot, but lukewarm.”#® Later, the Democrats twice tried
to put the House on record as favoring an extension of the
Missouri Compromise line. The first attempt, embodied in a
resolution endorsing the so-called Border State Proposition,
failed by a vote of 43 to 47, with Gresham and six other
Republicans, most from Ohio River counties, voting with the
Democrats.44 In the second attempt, Heffren himself moved to
replace his own minority report resolutions with the procom-
promise resolution in the original unanimous report of the
Committee of Thirteen. Again the Republicans prevailed by a
vote of 36 to 53, with Gresham and two other river county
Republicans siding with the Democrats.4®

Like many other Americans, Gresham found that his mood
fluctuated with every bit of news brought by the telegraph. In
mid-February the crisis in the South worsened. Texas voted to
abandon the Union, the seceding states organized the Confed-
eracy, and Jefferson Davis assumed its presidency. With the
Democratic administration in Washington apparently standing
idle, Gresham for one brief moment thought the unthinkable
—peace before Union. He wrote his wife:

42 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 168-69.

43 Ibid., 260-61; Indianapolis Daily Journal, February 5, 1861; Indiana,
House Journal (1861), 553-55.

44 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 556. The Border State Proposition, which
grew out of a meeting of about seventy-five United States senators and repre-
sentatives from fourteen border slave and free states, included a resolution
restoring the Missouri Compromise line south of which neither Congress nor a
territorial legislature could abolish or interfere with slavery. McPherson, Polit-
ical History, 73-74; Indianapolis Daily State Sentinel, February 2, 1861.

45 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 557-58; Brevier Legislative Reports
(1861), IV, 262. On March 1 Gresham made a successful effort to kill a bill
introduced by Heffren which called for a statewide referendum on the Critten-
den plan and the Border State Proposition. While reiterating his devotion to
compromise, Gresham pointed out that the Washington Peace Conference had
already rejected the Crittenden proposals and warned that a call for a referen-
dum “might bring shame to our people” Indiana, House Journal (1861), 736-37;
Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 321-22.
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Our country is in a most deplorable condition. . . . It is now so far gone that I
almost despair of any settlement. . . . My opinion is that the sooner the North
& South have a peaceable separation the better—that is if the Border slave
states are not willing to remain in the Union. There are thousands of good &
true Union men in Ky. Tennessee Mo. Md. & Va. but I fear they will be
overpowered. The Democrats have made the Southern masses believe the Re-
publicans are all Abolitionists and Negro thieves.?6

But by the first of March Gresham thought the “prospect
for the Union grows brighter every day”47 On February 27 the
Washington Peace Conference had completed its work and had
sent to Congress a set of resolutions calling for a restoration of
the Missouri Compromise substantially as Gresham had been
advocating.?® The next day the United States House of Repre-
sentatives had finally taken a step toward resolving the sec-
tional impasse by passing a proposed constitutional amendment
forever denying Congress the power to abolish slavery in the
states. A few days later the Senate seconded this action which
seemed to many Americans the long-sought “harbinger of
peace”®® And the imminent assumption of the presidency by
Lincoln, whom Gresham regarded as a “great and good man,”
gave him new hope that “the old ship will weather the storm.”s°

On the last day of the session the Indiana General Assem-
bly took one small step in favor of compromise by passing a
resolution urging Congress to call a convention to amend the
Constitution. Originally passed as a joint resolution, the mea-
sure was changed by the Republican majority to a concurrent
resolution so that it would not be published among the official
acts of the legislature. Chairman Bundy made the final report
of the Committee of Thirteen which noted the proposal for a
convention but maintained that the General Assembly should
not presume to prescribe the terms of any amendments.
Gresham regretted the committee’s half-heartedness and moved
to amend both the resolution and Bundy’s report to insert an
endorsement of the peace conference’s resolutions. The House
rejected both these efforts.5!

46 Long, Civil War Day by Day, 33-41; Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, February
24, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).

47 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, March 1, 1861, ibid.

48 Robert Gray Gunderson, Old Gentlemen’s Convention: The Washington
Peace Conference of 1861 (Madison, Wis., 1961), 89-91.

49 McPherson, Political History, 59-60; Long, Civil War Day by Day, 42-43.

50 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, March 1, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manu-
scripts Division, Library of Congress).

51 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 1039-40, 1071-73; Brevier Legislative Re-
ports (1861), IV, 373; Indianapolis Daily Journal, March 12, 1861.
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The confidence Gresham placed in the feasibility of com-
promise was, of course, ill-founded, and from a later vantage
his efforts in the Indiana legislature seem inconsequential and
not a little foolhardy. Impelled by a detestation of disorder and
by a regard for the well-being of his southern Indiana constit-
uents, he contemplated the separation of the sections with hor-
ror. He was, however, far from blinded to the possibility that it
would require armed conflict to maintain the Union, and he
worked as hard to insure Indiana’s military preparedness as he
did in behalf of compromise.

At the beginning of the legislative session Gresham had
been appointed chairman of the House Committee on Military
Affairs.52 Precisely why so important an assignment was given
to a twenty-eight-year-old first-term legislator is difficult to
say. He had become fairly well known in statewide Republican
circles; the party organ, the Indianapolis Journal, called him
“one of the most promising and able young men in the State.”5?
No doubt his residence in Harrison County influenced the as-
signment, since concern for the state’s defense focused on the
long southern border. In addition, Gresham could boast a de-
gree of military knowledge and experience because he had
served as a captain of a local militia company at Corydon.¢
Whatever the reason for his appointment he brought to the
position a conviction that, should compromise fail, Indiana
must be on a secure footing to defend itself and the North at
large must be prepared to crush the seceders’ treason.5s

The main task before Gresham’s committee was to revamp
the state militia. In January, 1861, the organization consisted
of only a half dozen units, totaling fewer than five hundred
men. The whereabouts of the state’s arms, uniforms, and
equipment was unknown. For ten years the state adjutant gen-
eral had asked for an effective militia law without success, and
now Republican reorganization efforts met serious Democratic
opposition. The militia had long been an honorific organization,
and a succession of Democratic governors had filled its offices

52 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 97.

53 Indianapolis Daily Journal, February 5, 1861.

54 Sketch of Gresham in Chicago Tribune, February 28, 1888.

55 Early in the legislative session Gresham introduced a measure authoriz-
ing the governor to rent quarters for a state arsenal and to have the current
state arms collected and refurbished. Indiana, House Journal (1861), 132.
Rarely missing an opportunity to advance what he considered the state’s urgent
military needs, he tried on one occasion to have the revenues of a new dog-
licensing tax diverted to the military fund, but the effort failed. Brevier Legis-
lative Reports (1861), 1V, 285.
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with members of their own party, some of whom now served in
the legislature. These Democrats feared that any new legisla-
tion would destroy their control of the militia, and their fears
were confirmed when the Republican-dominated Judiciary
Committee reported that upon repeal of the existing law all
officers under the old system would cease to exercise command.
Beyond considerations of office, however, Democrats were reluc-
tant to approve anything which looked toward “coercing” the
South.5¢

On January 25 Gresham introduced Bill No. 105: “A bill
for the organization of the Indiana Militia, prescribing duties of
certain officers, providing for a military fund and its disburse-
ment, for punishing failures, refusals, and negligence in con-
nection with the service, and for the repeal of all existing laws
having reference to said militia.” The bill was extraordinarily
long, and one Democrat drew a laugh from the House with a
resolution “that if the gentleman from Harrison shall introduce
another bill during the present session containing more than 40
pages, it shall be indefinitely postponed.” But levity could not
mask the seriousness with which both parties viewed the sub-
ject, albeit for different reasons, and neither would allow the
measure to be railroaded through. It was nearly two weeks
before the House took it up. By that time the Democrats had
settled upon obstructionist tactics, offering amendments to
strike out over fifty sections. They claimed the bill would create
a “military despotism” to which the people of Indiana “never
would submit” and vowed that it would never pass “in its
present shape” After its second reading the bill was referred to
the Committee on Military Affairs.5?

When Gresham reported his bill out of committee, the
Democrats were repelled most by a provision for the popular
election of officers by the militia companies. Determined to
defeat the measure, they attempted to substitute an entirely
new bill calling for the retention of the present generals and
regimental officers until September, 1861, at which time the
units would hold elections. Presumably, the current Democratic
officers, who would have organized the units to their liking by
that time, would then be secure enough in their positions to

56 Joseph A. Parsons, Jr., “Indiana and the Call for Volunteers, April,
1861, Indiana Magazine of History, LIV (March, 1958), 1-2; Foulke, Life of
Oliver P. Morton, 1, 110; Indiana, House Journal (1861), 205; Indianapolis Daily
State Sentinel, January 31, 1861.

57 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 200, 311-12; Brevier Legislative Reports
(1861), IV, 110, 173-74.
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win election. The Republicans quickly voted down this substi-
tute, approved the committee’s report, and moved to the third
reading of Gresham’s bill. When a vote was imminent, the
Democrats’ only hope was to bolt the chamber and thereby
break the quorum of two thirds of the one hundred members.
When the clerk began to call the roll, all but six of the minor-
ity party scurried from the hall. During the call, however, a
few of the bolters wandered in and out, and Speaker Allen
instructed the clerk to record enough of them as present to
make a quorum. As a result, the bill passed the House by a
vote of 57 to 10. Fifty-seven Republicans voted in favor of the
measure, and four Republicans and six Democrats voted nay.
Two Democrats were counted as present but refusing to vote.
At the conclusion of the roll call one incensed Democrat moved
to change the bill’s title to “An act making provision for the
complete rout of the Republican party at the next and all
succeeding popular elections.”8

Nevertheless, the Democrats had the final say. With less
than a week remaining in the session the legislature had yet to
approve an appropriations bill. Moreover, the Republican ma-
jority had written reapportionment bills which the Democrats
regarded as attempts to gerrymander the legislative and con-
gressional districts. On the night that Gresham’s militia bill
passed the House, Democrats from both houses caucused and
resolved to stay away from the statehouse “if necessary to
prevent apportionment and military bills pending.”5® Threaten-
ing to prevent a quorum and thereby to obstruct business until
the end of the session, the minority correctly perceived that the
Republicans, as the party in power, would be unwilling to
accept the blame for the failure to provide appropriations to
run the state. The Republicans relented on both apportionment
and the militia, and the General Assembly took no further
action on either.®® In the end the only defense measure enacted
was a law directing the governor to take possession of the
state’s arms and distribute them to counties where they might
be needed.®!

58 Indiana, House Journal (1861), 630-41, 746, 768, 808, 823-48; Brevier
Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 289, 326, 343-44, 347-48. The House Journal
lists 57 voting in favor of the bill; the Brevier Legislative Reports says 56 voted
yea but does not list the names.

5% Indiana, House Journal (1861), 808-21; Brevier Legislative Reports
(1861), IV, 342, 345-48.

80 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 350; Indianapolis Daily Journal,
March 8, 1861; Indianapolis Daily State Sentinel, March 8, 1861; Stampp,
Indiana Politics, 66-67.

61 Indiana, Laws (1861), 129-30.
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Gresham’s experience in the legislature did little to change
the low regard for party regularity that he had acquired in
southern Indiana politics. He concluded that both the endorse-
ment of sectional compromise and military preparedness had
been sacrificed to partisan politics. He had journeyed to Indian-
apolis filled with anticipation for what he believed would be a
gathering of public servants eager to do all in their power to
meet the national emergency. The country faced one of those
crises which were supposed to transform ordinary politicians
into leaders. Yet in less than a week he had concluded that the
“great body” of his colleagues were “perfect asses . . . actuated
by no other desire than a fondness for display.”¢? As the session
wore on, this impression was confirmed. The House conducted
business at a snail’s pace; with one week remaining in the
session the General Assembly had passed only eleven bills out
of hundreds introduced.®® “Great dolts with no influence,” he
complained, consumed the House’s time playing to the ladies in
the galleries, and the “small fry” droned on for hours about
inconsequential matters just to get their names into the re-
cords. He found the “incessant noise and tumult” to be “almost
intolerable” The saddest thing of all was that “in point of
talent” the Indiana legislature was “said to be above the aver-
age”® At the end of the session he summed up his service as
“an intolerable bore” and wrote his wife that he would
“straight way come home and try and stay there. I could not be
induced to come here and spend another winter.” Mrs. Gresham
had been unenthusiastic about her husband’s pclitical career in
the first place. Now, he told her, “I think you may congratulate
yourself upon my election to the Legislature, for it has pretty
effectually disgusted me with public life.”5

Events soon forced Gresham to break his promise, for the
fall of Fort Sumter compelled Morton to call the legislature
back into special session. Gresham admitted that in the regular
session he had been “a sort of submissionist” because of his
efforts to secure Indiana’s endorsement of compromise, but with
the opening of hostilities he recognized that there were “times
when submission would not answer.’®® The government must

62 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, January 7, 16, 1861, Gresham Papers
(Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).

83 Brevier Legislative Reports (1861), IV, 325.

84 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, January 30, February 3, March 6, 1861,
Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).

65 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, March 1, 6, 1861, ibid.

66 Brevier Legislative Reports (special session, 1861), V, 66.
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act swiftly to crush the secessionists’ “hellish design of break-
ing up the Union.” Before Sumter he had looked to compromise
to maintain the Union and order; now he looked to war to
restore them. But he resisted casting the conflict in simply
sectional terms of North against South. “It is all bosh and
nonsense to talk about the North making war on the South,” he
maintained. Southerners were rebelling “against the laws and
mak[ing] war on the government”; the proper response was not
to subjugate an entire section but to crush treason, restore law
and order, and teach the secessionists “that they cannot attack
the government without suffering for their rebellion.”¢”
Gresham’s tendency to view the rebellion less as a sectional
than as an individual crime would lead to a coolness toward
Republican policy in the later days of Reconstruction.®®

The special session of the General Assembly convened on
April 24. Governor Morton urged the members to “approach the
contest, not as politicians, nor as ambitious partisans, but as
patriots,” and Gresham was pleased to observe that “the Demo-
crats, without a single exception, are for the government &
war.”¢® On the opening day Democratic representatives joined
the Republican majority in electing the House officers unani-
mously, with Heffren nominating Speaker Allen for reelection.
Arm in arm Heffren and Gresham escorted Allen to the chair.”®

At the beginning of the session the House passed a resolu-
tion discouraging the introduction of any legislation which was
not of “special and immediate interest” to the state, and
Gresham repeatedly sought to dissuade his colleagues from
burdening the House with matters irrelevant to the national
crisis.”! Believing that the legislature’s overriding concern was
the defense of the state, he was determined to reverse the fate
of his militia bill in the regular session. Because Indianapolis
was full of hastily organized military companies, his Committee
on Military Affairs was able to profit from the knowledge and
opinions of the state’s best military men, some of whom had

67 Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, April 25, 28, 1861, Gresham Papers (Manu-
scripts Division, Library of Congress).

68 See, for example, Gresham to Thomas C. Slaughter, April 10, 1872,
March 3, 1877, ibid.; Gresham to John M. Harlan, January 22, 1876, John M.
Harlan Papers, ibid.; Gresham, Life of Walter Quintin Gresham, II, 459-60.

89 Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 19-24; Brevier Legislative
Reports (special session, 1861), V, 12-15; Gresham to Mrs. Gresham, April 25,
1861, Gresham Papers (Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress).

70 Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 5-9; Brevier Legislative
Reports (special session, 1861), V, 6-7.
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seen action in the Mexican War. Drawing upon their advice
and his own reading, Gresham concluded that centralized
authority was the key to military efficiency. He dropped the
elective principle and wrote an entirely new bill calling for the
appointment of officers by the governor.??

Most of the ensuing debate on the new militia bill focused
on this appointment provision. Facing the prospect of a vastly
expanded militia officered by Republican appointees, Democrats
rushed to the defense of the “elective franchise,” a procedure
which they had opposed in the regular session but which they
now lauded as the very “spirit of our civil institutions” To
lodge the appointment at the top of the hierarchy, they as-
serted, “takes away the rights of freemen—saps the liberties of
the people””® Nevertheless, Heffren, who more than any other
legislator had defeated Gresham’s first bill, was now his most
potent ally. He and other Democrats had accepted militia of-
fices from Democratic governors, he told his comrades, and now
that “we have a Republican Governor, I am not going to object
to his doing what I was willing a Democratic Governor should
do”"* Eventually an accommodation was reached permitting
the election of majors and limiting officers’ commissions to four
years. Three days after it was was introduced the bill passed
the House by a vote of 74 to 5.75 In the upper chamber Senator
Simeon K. Wolfe, a Democrat from Corydon, helped the Repub-
licans squire the measure to passage by a similar margin.”®
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73 Brevier Legislative Reports (special session, 1861), V, 57-59.

74 Ibid., 59-60.

75 For House action on Gresham’s bill see Indiana, House Journal (special
session, 1861), 90-94, 96-100; Brevier Legislative Reports (special session, 1861),
V, 52, 57-61.

78 Brevier Legislative Reports (special session, 1861), V, 72, 80-83, 89-93,
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The militia bill was but one of several measures designed
to shore up the state’s defenses. The Six Regiments Act pro-
vided that the numerous military companies gathered at Indi-
anapolis be enrolled as state troops and that it be left to the
governor’s discretion as to whether or not they would be offered
to the federal army. The legislature appropriated $500,000 for
the governor to purchase arms and another $1,100,000 for fur-
ther military expenses. The legislators further authorized the
issuance of two million dollars’ worth of bonds. In addition, the
General Assembly requested the governor to send five thousand
arms to the river counties and authorized county commissioners
to make appropriations for home defense and for the support of
volunteers’ families.””

Gresham’s concern for Indiana’s security seemed almost an
obsession. After the passage of his militia bill and the Six
Regiments Act he introduced yet another measure regarding
men under eighteen and over forty-five years of age who were
not eligible for the regular militia. These Home Guards were to
be organized in cities, towns, and counties and were to receive
arms from the state arsenal. Gresham convinced the House of
the need, and the bill passed by a large majority. Many
senators argued, however, that another organization would
serve only to dilute the effectiveness of and divert funds away
from the regular militia. By a vote of 21 to 19 the Senate killed
the Home Guards bill.?8

In large measure the anxiety which Gresham and other
Hoosiers felt was due to the uncertain status of Kentucky.
Gresham railed against that state’s professed neutrality as
“sheer folly” and nothing more than a “quasi partnership with
the Jeff Davis concern.”?”® The Republicans in the House de-
feated a Democratic movement to send a committee of five

impossibility. With no way of knowing the nature of the war to come or where
its battles would be fought, Gresham and his colleagues believed the reorgan-
ized militia would perform an important service in the defense of Indiana.
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ana in the War of the Rebellion, I, 14-17.
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legislators to persuade the Kentucky legislature to remain in
the Union and particularly to urge the Kentuckians to prohibit
Tennessee troops from passing through the state to attack the
North. Such a mission, Gresham declared, “would be credited
only to our fears. It would not look well, when war is made on
the Federal Government, for us here to make overtures of
peace.”®® But economic considerations complicated relations be-
tween the two states. Many of Gresham’s constituents traded
with Kentuckians, and he was reluctant to see that trade inter-
rupted. In the early days of the special session he succeeded in
blocking a measure prohibiting commercial intercourse with
Kentucky. Arguing for his conception of the rebellion as an
individual crime, he claimed that there were men in Kentucky
as loyal as men in Indiana. They could not be held responsible
for the “extra-official acts of their Governor” He supported a
bill which made it treasonable to trade with “enemies in open
war or persons in rebellion” but which set no geographical
limits on trade. In the end, he argued, the question of commer-
cial nonintercourse was moot so far as state action was con-
cerned since Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase had banned
the shipment of provisions to states actually in rebellion.8!
Discussion of the alleged lukewarmness toward the Union
cause on the part of some of Indiana’s representatives in Con-
gress threatened to revive the partisan wrangling of the regu-
lar session, and Gresham exerted his influence to exclude such
divisiveness. When Republicans called for the resignation of
any Hoosier congressman who felt “disinclined” to support the
war effort, he counseled against any “hasty action.”’? The con-
troversy centered on Democratic Senator Jesse D. Bright, who
had retained his seat in the United States Senate although
since the election of 1860 he had allegedly taken up residence
at his farm in Kentucky. When Bright refused to answer the
legislature’s inquiry as to his residence and his attitude toward
the rebellion, the General Assembly sought to declare his seat
vacant. Gresham opposed this move as “ill-timed and unneces-
sary” as well as unfair to the senator. Disavowing any “admi-

80 Ibid., 64-67, 110; Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 101,
162.
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ration for him politically,” he asked simple justice for Bright
against whom there had been no proof of wrongdoing. On
Gresham’s motion the recall resolution was tabled.83

While Gresham acted to smooth over differences between
Republicans and Democrats, he grew increasingly antagonistic
toward the leadership of his own party, especially Governor
Morton. The legislative session marked the beginning of a hos-
tility between the two men that lasted until Morton’s death in
1877.84 Gresham was one of a group of Republicans who be-
lieved that the governor was using the crisis and its attendant
military preparations to solidify his domination of the Hoosier
Republican party. These men thought that Morton was playing
politics with the cause of the Union and considered his atten-
tion to political and factional considerations detrimental to the
state’s defenses and the well being of its soldiers.’® As a result,
they sought to impose more legislative control over the execu-
tive’s handling of the emergency.

On the opening day of the special session Gresham secured
adoption of a resolution directing the governor to provide for
the accommodation of military companies in Indianapolis until
otherwise ordered by the General Assembly. After the Six
Regiments Act outlined the procedure by which these units
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were to enter the state service, Morton’s opponents accused him
of ignoring the legislature’s dictates. Gresham charged that
there was “either gross ignorance or gross injustice” in the
acceptance of the troops. Under the terms of the legislation the
companies were to be enrolled in the order in which they had
first offered their services and for a period not longer than
twelve months. There was evidence, however, that Morton was
holding out the promise of quick enrollment to those men who
would agree to sign up for three years rather than one.
Gresham argued that Morton had no right to enlist men for
longer than a year and that doing so was unfair to those
companies who had spent money to organize and journey to
Indianapolis only to be “driven home again” because they re-
fused to submit to the governor’s unauthorized conditions. De-
claring that “the people ought to know how it was done,”
Gresham called for a special investigation. A few weeks later a
select committee reported that there had been irregularities in
the enrollment of troops but that all complaining units had
been mustered into the service to their satisfaction.®® Although
the controversy subsided, Morton no doubt remembered
Gresham’s role in forcing him to submit to the legislature’s
wishes.

Gresham and his associates again locked horns with Mor-
ton on matters of supply. No sooner had the legislators reached
Indianapolis in late April than they began to hear rumors of
the poor quality of provisions supplied to the troops in the city.
Morton had appointed as commissary general his college
roommate, Isaiah Mansur, who owned a meat-packing firm in
Indianapolis. A legislative investigation revealed that Mansur
had adulterated the troops’ coffee, filled pound packages with
only fourteen ounces, and provided meat of “inferior quality”
from his own packing house. The legislature demanded his
dismissal, and Morton was forced to replace him with a Repub-
lican state senator. The Republicans then went on to write
legislation outlining in detail the procedures for the procure-
ment of supplies and setting up a legislative oversight commit-
tee without whose approval no purchases could be made. In-
censed by what he considered a legislative encroachment, Mor-
ton tried to circumvent this auditing committee until finally its

86 Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 10, 85, 104-107; Brevier
Legislative Reports (special session, 1861), V, 80, 111, 165.
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legality was affirmed by the state supreme court.?” In the mat-
ter of arms procurement Morton’s critics were equally dissatis-
fied. Republican George Frasier submitted a resolution direct-
ing the governor to tell the House what steps he had taken to
purchase arms. Gresham went even further, demanding that
Morton furnish copies of all his instructions to purchasing
agents and their replies. But the Republican majority succeeded
in tabling these resolutions on the day before the session en-
ded.88

Morton’s handling of military appointments further
angered the small band of Republican antagonists in the Gen-
eral Assembly. As chairman of the Military Affairs Committee,
Gresham had struggled hard to establish the principle that
officers should be appointed by the governor. Within weeks,
however, he had concluded that Morton was turning this sound
military practice to base political purposes. To Gresham and his
friends it appeared that Morton made appointments with the
primary aim of creating a personal political machine and that
the bipartisanship he professed in the abstract was in practice
designed to draw about himself a coterie of men from both
parties committed to his own political fortunes.?® Among the
officers and soldiers themselves, observers noted “considerable
grumbling . . . at the Governor charging him with favoritism.”%¢
As the special session drew to a close, matters reached a head
when Gresham and a few other House Republicans seized upon
Morton’s conferrence of a military office upon Heffren as an
excuse to register their disapproval of his appointment prac-
tices in general. During the regular session Heffren had hinted
that in the event of conflict he might cast his lot with the
South. After Sumter he had repudiated that position, and in
introducing a resolution condemning Heffren’s appointment,
Lucius Bingham, a thirty-five-year-old first-term legislator

87 Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 80, 116-22, 130, 242-43,
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50, 156, 175-79, 190-92, 206-209; Indiana, Laws (special session, 1861), 4,
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brary); Branham v. Lange, 16 Indiana Reports 497 (1861).

88 Indiana, House Journal (special session, 1861), 349-50, 387; Brevier Leg-
islative Reports (special session, 1861), V, 246.
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from Jennings County, confessed that his purpose was not to
assail Heffren but to “censure the Governor” for a “want of care
which his public duty imposes.” In the judgment of these Re-
publican opponents Morton’s management of the state’s mili-
tary affairs had been marked by “inefficiency and utter confu-
sion.” Such laxity, they asserted, was “entirely unjustifiable,’
but the governor had paid “no kind of adequate attention” to
the legislature’s prescriptions to bring order out of chaos. Few
men in Indiana had had any kind of military experience, but
Bingham nevertheless castigated Morton for appointing officers
who had no military knowledge or experience and for ignoring
all remonstrances against the practice.®® The antiadministra-
tion Republicans could not have expected their resolution to
pass, but they did succeed in airing their criticism of Morton.
Despite Heffren’s unpopularity with the Republicans, most of
them stood by the governor and joined with the Democrats in
killing Bingham’s resolution. Gresham, Bingham, and four
other Republicans voted against the appointment.®?

The legislature adjourned on June 3, having taken impor-
tant first steps outlining the state’s role in the war for the
Union. Despite the success of his militia bill and the substan-
tial influence he had achieved, Gresham left Indianapolis with
the same distaste for politics he had felt at the close of the
regular session. “I have found out a little more of the insincer-
ity of men during my stay here,” he wrote his wife after the
House had adjourned. “Selfishness is the ruling trait in too
many of both sexes” In later years he seldom referred to his
single term in the General Assembly. In 1886 he told Indian-
apolis businessman-historian William H. English, who was
compiling a biographical directory of Hoosier legislators: “I do
not think I could give you much information in connection with
this service which would be of special interest to the public.”®3
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Clearly Gresham’s independence in the 1861 Indiana
House foreshadowed the rejection of party discipline which
marked his later political career. In the regular session he was
one of a handful of Republicans who were willing, for the sake
of compromise, to abandon the Chicago platform and permit the
extension of slavery below the old Missouri Compromise line.
In the special session, while the majority of Republicans more
or less passively followed Governor Morton’s dictates, Gresham
and a few others resisted what they perceived to be Morton’s
attempt to become undisputed leader of the Republican party
and to transform the Hoosier war effort into a vehicle for his
own ambition.

Gresham’s wife later wrote that after the special session
ended “all the friendly relations that had ever existed between
Walter Q. Gresham and the Governor” ended with it. After-
ward, Gresham remained an unremitting foe of Morton and of
his successor as state Republican leader, Benjamin Harrison.
Refusing to follow men whom he considered less worthy than
himself, he stood on the outside of the state party’s ruling
circle, and his influence was more often that of a spoiler than a
leader. Aside from personal animosities, however, he was often
at odds with the party over matters of policy, frequently favor-
ing the Democrats’ Jeffersonian tradition of localism and lais-
sez faire over the Republican tendency toward activism and
centralization. Upon his death one close friend correctly ob-
served: “He did not believe in the immaculate conception of a
party platform” or “in the infallibility of a party caucus or a
political boss.”%4

Perhaps the most enduring impression Gresham carried
away from his first experience in public office was that his
temperament was somehow ill suited for politics. His term in
the Indiana General Assembly also deepened his conviction
that politics was a fruitless enterprise hardly worth the sacri-
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fice of the comforts of private life.?> Even “the most successful
politicians,” he once wrote, “are constantly on the ragged edge
of anxiety”®¢ Even so, he never completely lost his ambition,
and throughout his life a yearning for power and recognition
did battle with his longing for tranquility and made of his
career, as one historian has called it, “a study in frustration.’9?
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