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	The American Party reached its zenith in 1856 when it elected members to local and federal positions and nominating ex-President Millard Fillmore as its presidential candidate. By 1860, this nativist party was essentially defunct. That same year marked the fusion of the Republican Party with the northern American Party members. The process by which the nativists joined the Republican Party presents historians with many problems. Recently, many historians contend the GOP absorbed the nativists without making any concessions to them at the state or federal level. However, through a close examination of northern state political record’s, this paper will argue Republicans gained northern nativist votes by making concessions to them at the state rather than the national level. Specifically, New York, Massachusetts, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Michigan’s state records will be analyzed. Among other things, many states passed voter registry laws to curb the voting rights of immigrants. This becomes important if one wishes to gain a better understanding of Lincoln and the Republican’s rise to power in the late 1850s.  







 “We Meet Them and Treat Them as Brethren”: Nativists and Republican Appeasement
	In the opening battle scene of his film, “The Gangs of New York”, director Martin Scorsese depicts the sharp divide between Protestant nativists and Irish Catholic immigrants. Occurring in 1846, this battle means to determine who controls the New York Five Points area. The nativist leader, Bill the Butcher, declares this battle settles, “…who holds sway, over the Five Points. Us Natives, born rightwise to this fine land or the foreign hordes defiling it!”[endnoteRef:1] The two sides commence to slaughter each other with knives, axes, and spikes. Eventually, Bill and the nativists defeat the Irish-Americans. The nativist’s outright hatred of Catholicism and the Irish manifests itself in the villain Bill. The utter disdain he possesses for foreigners, especially the Irish, is palpable throughout the film. His logic in despising foreigners hinges on the paucity of their sacrifices in comparison to native born Americans. He exclaims to a politician sympathetic to the Irish, “My father gave his life, making this country what it is…Do you think I'm going to help you befoul his legacy, by giving this country over to them (the Irish), what's had no hand in the fighting for it? Why, because they come off a boat crawling with lice and begging you for soup.”[endnoteRef:2] The movie ends with the death of an unrepentant Bill in 1863, while the New York draft riots rage. [1: 1. Gangs of New York. DVD. Directed by Martin Scorsese. New York: Miramax Film Corp., 2002. 
]  [2: 2. Ibid.
] 

	While these feelings of visceral hatred towards immigrants exhibited by Bill were commonplace in the United States during the 1840s and 1850s, by 1860 no viable political party existed for northern nativists to vent their frustrations. With no national candidate to support, nativists splintered into various political parties in the presidential election of 1860. The process Bill and other nativists underwent—going from leading a major national movement to being completely ignored in a presidential election—is the story of the Republican ascendancy. The election of 1860 marked the fusion of the Republican Party with the northern members of the former nativist party, the American Party. Interestingly, the Republican national platform, and Lincoln privately, condemned nativist legislation before this election.[endnoteRef:3] Why and how these nativists decided to support Lincoln presents historians with many problems. Recently, many scholars have argued that the Republican Party absorbed northern nativists without indulging them at the state or national level.[endnoteRef:4] This certain viewpoint, however, is misguided. Through a close examination of northern state political record’s, this paper will argue Republicans gained northern nativist votes by making concessions to them at the state rather than the national level. Specifically, New York, Massachusetts, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Ohio’s records will be analyzed. [3: 3. Tyler Anbinder, Nativism and Slavery: The Northern Know Nothings and the Politics of the 1850s. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 267.
]  [4: 4. Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).
] 

	These nativist sentiments peaked during the 1850s due to the rapid increase in immigration from Ireland and Germany. As conditions deteriorated in Ireland due to the potato famine, millions of immigrants fled to the United States. Between 1845 and 1854 almost three million immigrants entered the U.S. to make 14.5 percent of the American population. Massachusetts alone accepted 100,000 Irish immigrants in the decade after 1846. By the end of that period, the Irish made up a majority of Boston’s population and twenty-five percent of Worcester’s. Generally in the Bay State and elsewhere these immigrants were poor, unskilled laborers working in factories. This poverty alarmed many nativists because they feared poor immigrants would accept low paying jobs leading to depressed wages of all American workers. Additionally, many employers exploited these workers and placed them in pseudo-ghettos which transformed inner cities into slums reminiscent of crowded European metropolitan areas. To compound this problem, the economy sharply slowed down in the latter half of 1854. It had been booming since 1849 due to the California gold strikes, but entered a recession in 1854. Unemployment combined with inflation stemming from new money supplies created a volatile political situation. Many working class Protestants blamed the Catholic immigrants for their misfortunate. In turn, these immigrants clung to Catholicism even more vigorously as it represented a familiar comfort. All things considered, 1854 marks a vocal point in nativist agitation. Their first mission would be the harassment of the immigrant’s Roman Catholic religion.[endnoteRef:5]  [5: 5. Stephen E. Maizlish, “Know-Nothing Movement in the Antebellum North,” in Essays on American Antebellum Politics, 1840-1860, ed. Stephen E. Maizlish and John J. Kushma (Arlington: Texas A&M University Press, 1982), 170; David Donald, Charles Sumner and the Coming of the Civil War. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1974) 269; Michael F. Holt, The Political Crisis of the 1850s. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1978) 160.
] 

Primarily, Catholicism aroused suspicions among the Protestant nativists because they worried that the Pope would exert undue influence in America. Nativists became paranoid about the unnatural solidarity of Catholics at the ballot box. This distrust seeped out into anti-foreign and anti-immigrant legislation. William G. Brownlow, a Methodist minister from Tennessee, echoes these sentiments, writing in 1856 of Catholicism:
Popery is a system of mere human policy; altogether of Foreign origin; Foreign in its support; importing Foreign vassals and paupers by multiplied thousands; and sending into every State and Territory in this Union, a most baneful Foreign and anti-Republican influence…Every Roman Catholic in the known world is under the absolute control of the Catholic Priesthood, by considerations not only of a temporal, but an eternal weight. This is what gives their Priesthood such power and influence in elections; an influence they are using in every State, against the American party.[endnoteRef:6]  [6: 	6. William G. Brownlow, Americanism Contrasted with Foreignism, Romanism, and Bogus Democracy. (Nashville, 1856), 4-8, 36, 54-55, 58-60, 106.

	7. Thomas R. Whitney, A Defence of the American Policy (New York: De Witt & Davenport Publishers., 1856), 135,140, Google Books, www.books.google (Accessed April 16, 2012).] 


In other words, Know Nothings feared the German and Irish immigrants would listen to the Pope over the U.S. government. According to nativists like Brownlow, the intrusion of the Pope’s power onto American soil corrupted democracy and would lead to an eventual theocracy in America. Unsurprisingly, many nativists wished to restrict immigrant voting rights and immigrant political opportunities. Thomas Whitney, a nativist organizer, agreed with the idea of keeping American politics pure of foreigners. He wrote that that one may, “invest an alien with the rights and privileges of a native citizen, or subject, but you cannot invest him with the home sentiment and feeling of the native.” He would go on to write that Americans should afford immigrants a, “social family, but not with the political family of the country and afford to him all the advantages of citizenship, except the right to take part in the government.”[endnoteRef:7] [7: ] 

Politically, nativism appeared in the form of the American Party. The party conducted much of its business in secret and when asked what went on in their meetings, the members were instructed to reply with the infamous phrase “I know nothing.” Accordingly, the party and its members became known as “the Know Nothings.” The American Party reached its zenith in 1856 when it elected representatives to local and federal government positions and nominated ex-president Milliard Fillmore as its presidential candidate. However, Fillmore, a pro-slavery candidate, divided the American Party on the question of slavery and by 1860 most northern nativist voted Republican. Historian Eric Foner contends that many Republicans and Know Nothings linked slavery and the Catholic Church together as antithetical to the republican ideals of free labor. Foner further maintains that some Republican leaders such as William Seward held that nativism, much like slavery, was incompatible with republicanism and that Republicans succeeded in drawing in Know Nothing support without making major concessions to them.[endnoteRef:8] While Foner’s argument about free labor is commendable, he underestimates the vital role state politics played in garnering nativist support for the Republican Party.  [8: 8. Foner, 232.
	] 

	Analogous to the way Republicans courted nativists, the Democrats pursued the immigrant vote. Conveniently, nativists like Whitney and Brownlow fail to mention who Catholics were voting for. Since Catholic immigrants began arriving on American shores, the Democratic Party overwhelming had received their votes much to the consternation of Republicans and Know Nothings. Republicans understood both the nativists’ fear of the Pope’s influence and the political realities of immigrant voting strength. After the presidential election of 1856, Republicans formulated a plan to increase their support with both demographics. In that election, the American Party chose to nominate Milliard Fillmore who lost to the Democratic nominee, James Buchanan. Meanwhile, the Republicans believed their candidate, John C. Fremont, failed due to the many northern nativist votes Fillmore received. They felt in order to control the future of America they needed to attract nativist support without estranging the immigrants. Their plan was simple. On the state level, they would appeal to the nativists, while on the national stage they would appeal to the Catholic immigrants. After Fremont’s loss, one Republican member espouses this view in a letter to the Ohio Governor, Samuel P. Chase. He wrote, “The element most to be dreaded is the American vote…If we make judicious nominations and emphatically show no disposition to court the Catholic vote, and if practicable, open our batteries against the political tendencies of that institution, we can command the largest portion of this vote.”[endnoteRef:9] This prima facie evidence shows Republicans understood they needed the votes of nativists to defeat the Democrats and were actively courting them. This paper will detail how Republicans ceded to Know Nothing panic about Catholic power at the ballot box by passing naturalization laws which made it difficult for immigrants to vote. Republicans in New York, Massachusetts, and Michigan all acquiesced to Know Nothing pressure and supported some form of legislation which increased the duration between entering the U.S. and gaining the ability to vote. These naturalization laws, among other tactics at the state level such as political appointments, made the Republican Party more attractive to nativists.  [9: 9. Holt, Political Crisis,179.
] 

While Republicans dabbled with nativism on a state-by-state basis, they simultaneously wished to eradicate it on the national level. It became quite clear that the national party leaders would have no such connection. Speaking in hindsight, one of William Henry Seward’s top advisors said, “For my part I don’t want any of them in the Republican Party—it was a great blessing to get rid of them.” During the Republican Convention of 1860, German-Republican leaders such as Carl Schurz and Gustav Koerner, stressed that Republican must nominate a candidate with the ability to win foreign votes. Schurz called on Republicans to disavow, “All violations of equal rights among citizens, without regard to creed or birthplace.”[endnoteRef:10] Moreover, these two men included an amendment to the national platform condemning the aforementioned naturalization laws. The fourteenth plank of the Republican Party platform, or the Deutches Haus resolution, states that:  [10: 10. William E. Gienapp, “Nativism and the Creation of a Republican Majority in the North before the Civil War,” The Journal of American History 3 (Vol. 72), http://www.jstor.org/stable/1904303 (Accessed February 7, 2012) 537. 537. Foner, 257. 
] 

The Republican party is opposed to any change in our naturalization laws, or any state legislation by which the rights of citizens hitherto accorded to immigrants from foreign lands shall be abridged or impaired; and in favor of giving a full and efficient protection to the rights of all classes of citizens, whether native or naturalized, both at home or abroad.[endnoteRef:11] [11: 11. “Republican National Platform, 1860”. http://cprr.org/Museum/Ephemera/Republican_Platform_1860.html (accessed April 16, 2012). 
] 


This amendment shows Republicans were careful not to disenfranchise immigrants.
As noted in the opening, New York was a hotbed of nativist activity. Nowhere were Republican concessions more obvious. In 1855 there was a sharp divide between Republicans and Know Nothings in the state. The Republican platform included a strong condemnation of slavery and, alone among all states in the Union, an explicit denunciation of the Know Nothings and their nativist principles. It deemed secret organizations, “…inconsistent with the liberal principles of free Government.” It went on to declare, “We repudiate and condemn the proscriptive and anti-republican doctrines of the order of Know-Nothings, and all their secret constitutions, oaths, rituals, and organizations.” Conversely, the American Party presented both an antislavery and anti-Catholic platform.[endnoteRef:12] The American Party defeated the Republicans in state elections by garnering 34.1% support to their rival’s 31.3%, a clear indication that Republicans could no longer attract Know Nothings votes simply by promoting an antislavery platform.[endnoteRef:13]  [12: 12. Gienapp, Nativism, 537.
]  [13: 13. Joel H. Silbey, The Partisan Imperative: The Dynamics of American Politics before the Civil War. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985) 133.
] 

By 1860, however, the American Party had virtually disappeared from state and national politics and this dramatic demise of the Know Nothings was due primarily to appeals Republicans at the state level made to the nativists. While prominent national Republicans like William Seward rejected Know Nothings, those at the state level were more pragmatic.  The reappointment of Nathaniel Benton as Auditor for the state of New York serves as a prime example. In 1858, Republican Governor John King had the opportunity to reappoint Benton, a nativist who had been elected auditor on the American ticket in 1857. Many Republicans, Seward included, advised King against the reappointment, while others saw an opportunity to secure the support of nativists. Eventually, King sided with the pragmatists and reappointed Benton. In a letter to Seward, King explained that, “As a party…we owe the Americans nothing...” but if Benton was appointed, “it would conciliate the better portion of the American party to join with the Republicans.” Concerned that the nativists might join forces with the Democrats, King warned Republicans against conveying the wrong image of the party. “We put on the skin of the hedge hog & present nothing but bristles…always raised against everybody…” he observed. “A common scold is hateful. A party that becomes a common scold is hateful…I prefer & think it wiser to agree when I can with people on other topics & soon win a hearing for that one.”  Another Republican appointment, this one more of symbolical significance, occurred in the election year of 1860. That year New York Republicans nominated James O. Putnam to head the Republican electoral ticket and represent the state at the national convention. Previously as a legislator Putnam wrote the state’s anti-Catholic church-property law. He even actively campaigned with Lincoln without apologizing for or retreating from his nativist beliefs and actions.[endnoteRef:14] [14: 14. Ibid, 140-141; Gienapp, Nativism, 550.
] 

	Republicans also sought to curry the support of nativists by eliminating the anti-nativist rhetoric in newspapers. Horace Greeley, founder and editor of the influential New York Daily Tribune, was an outspoken opponent of both slavery and nativism, but once Republicans began to gain American Party supporters through concessions, his newspaper softened its acerbic attacks against nativism. Stressing cooperation, a Tribune editorial in 1858 insisted that, “…we make no distinction between Republicans and those Americans who united with us…We meet them and treat them as brethren, not as adversaries: and we know that only by acting in this spirit is cooperation possible.”[endnoteRef:15]  [15: 15. “To Correspondents.” New York Daily Tribune, October 14, 1858. http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030213/1858-10-14/ed-1/seq-4/ (Accessed March 5, 2012).
	] 

	Probably the most blatant concession New York Republicans made to the Know Nothings occurred over the voter registry law. As the immigrant population in New York swelled in the 1850s, many Know Nothings reignited a long dormant debate about voter registration. Because immigrants usually voted for the Democrats in the North, American and some Republican Party leaders feared their rising power at the ballot box. In response, voter registry law became a hot debate between Democrats, Republicans, and Know Nothings. Nativists supported extending the time between naturalization and voting from two to five years. Also, they mandated all voters possess the ability to read the English language. This debate began in earnest in the mid-1850s and by 1858 it became an issue Republicans could no longer ignore. Once again, this issue pitted anti-nativists such as Seward against those Republicans advocating concessions to the nativists, and once again, Republicans at the state level decided in favor of concessions. In Governor King’s 1858 annual message, he called for enactment of a registry. Fully aware of the effect his message will have on Americans, he writes in a letter to Seward, “I recognized the great object of the American party by recommending a Registry Law in my message.” [endnoteRef:16] That same year the Republican made another blatant attempt to win over America votes. Using language and a tone very similar to the American state platforms, the Republicans included two planks in their platform explicitly supporting a voter registry. These statements had not been seen on campaign literature before the convention. This first of these planks resolved, “That some stringent and effective measure to prevent fraudulent voting is imperatively required, and we urge upon our next Legislature the necessity and the duty of enacting such safeguards for the elective franchise as will render illegal voting thenceforth impossible.” The second stated: [16: 16. Silbey, 142-144.
] 

Resolved, that the principle involved in our present State Constitution of requiring some time to intervene between the act of naturalization and the consequent exercise of the right of suffrage is sound and just, and we recommend such extension of that intervening time as will preclude the future naturalization of voters under the auspices of partisan committees with the view of using the votes so procured in a pending election.[endnoteRef:17]  [17: 17. “Republican Platform.” New York Daily Tribune, September 18, 1858, http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030213/1858-09-18/ed-1/seq-5/. (Accessed March 5, 2012).
] 


In just three years the Republican platform went from condemning Know Nothings and nativist principles to actively promoting anti-immigrant legislation. This type of specifically nativist rhetoric pandered to an anti-Catholic sentiment present in New York. After much political wrangling the registry bill passed in 1859.
	Similar to New York, Massachusetts’ state political parties wrestled for support of the Know Nothings via concessions. In the mid-1850s the major political player in Massachusetts was Governor Henry Gardner. He represented the North American Party, an offshoot of the American Party. An unapologetic nativist, Gardner embodied the values many anti-Know Nothing Republicans especially despised. Nevertheless, during the 1856 presidential election Republicans clearly began to concede to Gardner and the nativists, so they could eventually lure them away from the North American Party. As noted earlier, this election splintered the American Party along slavery lines with the pro-slavery Milliard Fillmore representing the American Party and John C. Fremont running on the Republican ticket. To ensure his reelection, Gardner offered his Party’s and his own support to Fremont if the Republicans would not contest his reelection. After much debate within party ranks, the Republicans acquiesced.[endnoteRef:18] Like New York, Massachusetts offered up state concessions for national votes. [18: 18. Mark Voss-Hubbard, Beyong Party:Cultures of Antipartisanship in Northern Politics before the Civil War. (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002) 195-196; Gienapp, Nativism, 557.
] 

	Believing he outwitted the Republicans, Gardner became confident he held a stranglehold on the state government. However, the Republicans unleashed the perfect politician to fuse both nativist and anti-slavery sentiments. Nathaniel P. Banks ran for governor on the Republican ticket in 1857. A former Know Nothing member, Banks enjoyed the admiration of the both anti-slavery Republican members and nativist proponents. His campaign combined an anti-slavery message with nativist appeals. For example, he promised to investigate fraudulent immigrant voting and enforce the state’s 1855 prohibition law. The latter would disproportionately affect Irish and Germans due to their propensity to celebrate occasions with alcohol. He easily won the election over Gardner due to this free soil and nativist appeal. The crucial issue that won him nativist support was the famous naturalization amendment. In 1857, die-hard nativists—backed by Gardner—introduced a constitutional amendment that instituted a 14 year naturalization period for immigrant voting rights. In other words, it would take 14 years upon entering the U.S. for immigrants to gain the right to vote. Anti-nativist Republicans immediately blasted the amendment. Yet, many nativists in the state supported the bill. Republican leaders, Banks included, realized the magnitude of this issue during an election year, so they offered a concession of a 2 year waiting period to which Gardner refused.[endnoteRef:19] With his willingness to support a naturalization period on record, Banks offered a major concession to Know Nothing members. Upon taking his office, he solidified his nativist appeal. In his inaugural speech, he called for “legislative safeguards…to maintain the purity of elections and to protect the rights of American citizens.”[endnoteRef:20] The Republican led Congress passed the two-year naturalization amendment in 1858 to which the voters ratified in 1859. The Two-Year Amendment provides indisputable evidence of Republicans catering to nativist sentiments. [19: 19. Voss-Hubbard, 205-206; Gienapp, Nativism, 550, 557-8.
]  [20:             20. Voss-Hubbard, 206.
	] 

	Unlike Massachusetts and New York, Michigan state politics were much more blurred in the mid-1850s. In his exhaustive study of Michigan state politics, The Birth of Mass Political Parties: Michigan, 1827-1861, Ronald P. Formisano details how a “Fusion” party came to dominate state politics by 1854. This party, leaderless and unorganized, consisted of abolitionists, temperance supporters, and anti-Catholic nativists.[endnoteRef:21] As in Massachusetts and New York, eventually the Republican Party grew out of these evangelical groups. Also similar to those states, Republicans pandered to Know Nothing sentiment in order to push their anti-Southern and anti-slavery agenda. In protest of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, Michigan legislature in 1855 sent delegates to Washington D.C. to oppose the Act. Further, they passed a law offering fugitives free legal defense, habeas corpus, and trial by jury to defy the Fugitive Slave Act.[endnoteRef:22] These anti-slavery legislations were passed with the caveat that Know Nothing support for them would be rewarded. Unsurprisingly, this same legislature also passed “An Act Concerning Churches and Religious Societies”. In response to growing fear over clerical property ownership, this act afforded government trustees the power to, “take into their possession…all the temporalities of such church, congregation or society, whether the same shall consist of real or personal estate.” In other words, the act gave the state precedence over canon law in the acquisition of property. Trustees could forcefully take land from religious institutions. Also, it banned the transference of land to the churches stemming from a will signed “during the last sickness”.[endnoteRef:23] This act represents a direct attack against Catholic property ownership. [21: 21. Ronald P. Formisano, The Birth of Mass Political Parties: Michigan, 1827-1861. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1971) 237.
]  [22: 22. Ibid, 255.
]  [23: 23. Ibid. 257
] 

	As the Republicans consolidated their power in the late 1850s, nativists continued to demand concessions in return for their votes. At first, Republicans seemed disinterested with the nativist movement. This did not change until the encroachment of votes by the Democrats in the 1858 election. The Republicans responded to this erosion by vowing to renew the sanctity of the ballot box. Borrowing the idea from other states, Republicans pursued a registry bill blocking foreigners from voting. The Lansing Republican, a newspaper pushing Republican causes, argued in support of the bill, writing, “Illegal voting, both by unnaturalized persons, and by actual residents of another country and subjects of another form of government has become an intolerable evil.” As in most states, the registry bill was aimed to hurt the Democrats due to their support from immigrants. The registry bill passed 42 to 34 with all 42 votes being Republican.[endnoteRef:24]  [24: 24. Ibid, 285-6.
 ] 

	Lacking the political prowess present in the previous states, Pennsylvania Republicans took a much more circuitous route in wooing nativists to their side. As the Whig Party disintegrated in 1854, both Democrats and anti-slavery proponents wished to fuse with them. When this proved to be impossible, those opposing the extension of slavery wanted to form an antislavery Republican Party. The seemingly universal quandary which plagued all northern states also threatened the infant Pennsylvania Republican Party: How to join forces with the Know Nothings without antagonizing the heavy German population? At the initial state convention in 1855, it seemed the party would be much more Know Nothing than Republican. The former secured 19 of the 25 positions on the first Republican state central committee. This outcome offended some Republican members. Influential editor of the Pittsburgh Daily Gazette, D.N. White wrote an editorial announcing that he, “…opposed the methods of the Know-Nothings, but still hated the spread of papal power.” Here White’s very careful not to completely censure the nativists. Despite the presence of Know Nothings on the Republican ticket, the Democrats still blasted their opponent and swept the entire ballot. The presence of a separate Native American ticket siphoned votes away from the fused Republican Party.[endnoteRef:25] [25: 25. Michael F. Holt, Forging a Majority: The Formation of the Republican Party in Pittsburg, 1848-1860. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1969)162-168.
] 

	Still licking their electoral wounds, Republicans revised their strategy for the upcoming election of 1857. Because many Pennsylvania Protestants tied the name “Republican” with anti-Know Nothing, Republicans ran on a simple Union ticket. They appeased these nativists with direct anti-Catholic language in their state platform. The Union state platform pledged to end fraudulent voting practices and warned of the danger in admitting “fair participation” and the benefits of American institutions to, “any man who acknowledges a foreign supremacy which he cannot conscientiously and without mental reservations abjured and forever renounce, whether the supremacy be civil or spiritual.” These words however, comprised the only real concession the Republicans offered to the Know Nothings. In what turned out to be a critical blunder, they nominated David Wilmot as their gubernatorial candidate. An ex-Democrat, Wilmot had consistently joined organizations opposing Know Nothings. Predictably, he campaigned solely on the slavery issue rather than incorporating a nativist message into the fold. Immediately, a separate American Party candidate emerged igniting Wilmot to swiftly change course. He finally mixed in a Know Nothing message into his campaign. He wrote to the American state central committee endorsing their state platform as well as criticizing the Catholic Church. His plea for forgiveness failed to convince the committee of his nativist bona fides and the American candidate stayed in the race. Wilmot’s miscalculations cost him the election. His Democratic foe defeated him soundly with Wilmot gathering the lowest percentage of votes for an anti-Democratic gubernatorial candidate since 1847. Even before the election, Republican leaders realized their mistakes and vowed to rectify them in the future. Russell Errett, another Republican editor of the Pittsburgh Daily Gazette wrote to Salmon P. Chase, explaining that Republicans, “…must honor them (Know-Nothings) for a time until they are able to conquer their prejudices.”[endnoteRef:26] These remarks show the Republicans believed if they made a tender enough offer to the Know Nothings, eventually they could win them over. [26: 26. Ibid, 221-224
] 

	Determined to make inroads on nativist support, Republicans endeavored in 1859 to make even more obvious appeasements to that illusive demographic. They continued tweaking with the state platform designing it so as to attract Know Nothings. It included a demand for a pure ballot box and prohibition of foreign criminals. Using cryptic language, the platform appealed to men who wanted, “…to restore the Government to its original purity, and to preserve the proud heritage of American institutions.” It even delved further into nativist waters with a plank that called for a homestead bill giving 160 acres to every citizen. The use of “citizen” was crucial to the nativists because it excluded aliens from the bill. These Republican offerings prompted many Know Nothings to support Republican candidates. In a decisive victory, the Republicans swept every office on the ballot. The Republicans had finally won over nativists through an array of concessions.[endnoteRef:27]    [27: 27. Ibid 258-261
] 

	Behind Massachusetts and New York, Ohio was the third largest state in 1856, so it seems appropriate to include the Buckeye State into this study. Following the pattern of many northern states, Ohio Republicans wished to strengthen their position within the state by attracting the votes of Know Nothing members. Ohio Republicans main goal consisted of repealing the Kanas-Nebraska Act. Passed in 1854, this controversial Act stipulated that those two states could decide if they would allow slavery in their territories based on popular sovereignty. In Ohio, this Act helped shape the political playing field by dividing the state into three rough groups: staunchly anti-Nebraska Republicans, Know Nothings, and the pro-Nebraska Democrats.[endnoteRef:28] While Republicans and Know Nothings both shared antislavery sentiments, most Republicans saw nativism as a blatantly racist belief system.  [28: 28. John B. Weaver, “Ohio Republican Attitudes Towards Nativism. 1854-1855,” The Old Northwest: A Journal of Regional Life and Letters 9, no. 4 (1983-84): 289.
] 

	More than any other politician in Ohio, Salmon P. Chase was acutely aware of the vital importance the Know Nothings held for both the Republican Party’s future and his own political fortunes. Chase, a fierce anti-slavery, anti-Nebraska Republican, aspired not only for the Republican gubernatorial nomination in 1855, but also the Republican presidential nomination in the following year. Much like his Republican cohorts, Chase personally disliked Know Nothings due to their secret meetings.[endnoteRef:29] However, because he heeded nativist power at the ballot box, he went out of his way not to alienate Know Nothing members. Chase precipitated the Republicans 1860 presidential playbook; he attempted to satisfy Know Nothings in his home state, while at the same time abstained from openly criticizing Know Nothings boosting his presidential prospects. His equivocation is on fully display in a statement on the Catholic Church. Chase writes in 1854: [29: 29. Ibid.
] 

I am well aware that in the action of certain Catholic priests and certain conspicuous foreigners there has been something justly censurable and calculated to provoke the hostility which has embodied itself in the Know-Nothing organization. But cannot what is wrong in that action be remedied without resort to secret political associations? Is it right to punish all for the faults of some? Can antislavery men especially join in the indiscriminate proscription of those Americans of foreign birth who stood shoulder to shoulder with us in the Anti-Nebraska struggle of last fall?[endnoteRef:30] [30: 30. Salmon P. Chase to John Paul, Washington, Dec. 27, 1854, in The Salmon P. Chase Papers: Correspondence, 1823-1857, ed. John Niven (Kent, Ohio: The Kent State University Press, 1994), 393-394.
] 


This shows Chase’s harmonizing political efforts and his focus on the antislavery movement, but it also shows an attempt to attract immigrant votes.
	Chase’s political dexterity would be exercised during the 1855 fusion or People’s convention. This fusion party consisted of Know Nothings and Republicans with the latter caring solely about the repeal of the Kansas-Nebraska act. Before the convention in July 1855, both segments threatened to run a separate ticket. Chase understood the precarious political situation the Republicans were in. To defeat the Democratic nominee, both Republicans and Know Nothings needed a large chunk of one another’s votes. Fully aware of his party’s distaste for nativism before the nominating convention, he sought to fuse these two groups under an anti-Democratic ticket without officially endorsing any nativist platforms. He advised one of his anti-slavery supporters to “abate something of your tone against the Kns (Know Nothings),” for what “is objectionable in their organization will be most likely to cure itself.”[endnoteRef:31] When criticized by his fellow anti-Nebraska members, he makes a fine distinction between ‘fusion’ and ‘cooperate’. Just before the convention, he writes to one of them: [31: 31. Frederick J. Blue. Salmon P. Chase: A Life in Politics.(Kent, Ohio: The Kent State University Press, 1987) 99.
] 

I said I could not fuse with the Kns without making myself responsible for their doctrines. When I speak of fusing I mean uniting with them in the same party, their principles or tenets being made tests for nominations or in platforms. I do not men cooperation for the sake of promoting a common paramount object, such as the freedom of the territories, by support of a common ticket or individual nominees, brought forward in a spirit of conciliation & harmony, and without the application of any such test. I can cooperate with Kns but I cannot fuse. I doubt not that there are many Americans who are as sincere, as earnest, & as fixed in their opposition to Slavery & Slavery Extension as I am myself.[endnoteRef:32] [32: 32. Salmon P. Chase to Lewis D. Campbell, Cincinnati, June 2, 1855. Ed. Niven, 414.
] 


These clarifications mark Chase’s proverbial line in the sand. His political finesse would eventually serve him well in the convention. The convention’s purpose was to publish a party platform as well as nominate nine men to nine different government positions. These included the governor, lieutenant governor, and state Supreme Court justice. After much political wrestling and many empty threats, Chase and his fellow Republicans persuaded the Know Nothings to nominate him as candidate for governor. In return, the other eight positions would be filled with Know Nothing members with his main nativist rival serving as lieutenant governor. Both sides agreed to a party platform void of any nativist sentiment or nativist denunciations.[endnoteRef:33] This quid pro quo follows the familiar pattern seen in other northern states. [33: 33. William E. Gienapp, “Salmon P. Chase, Nativism, and the Formation of the Republican Party in Ohio,” The Scholarly Journal of the Ohio Historical Society Vol. 93, (1984): 25-29, http://publications.ohiohistory.org/ohstemplate. (accessed April 3, 2012).  ] 

	Chase’s tight rope walking experience was indicative of the challenge many national Republican leaders faced. Many, like Chase, viewed the abolition of slavery as the paramount goal for America in the 1850s. But because of their larger aspirations for senate positions or even the presidency, these men were careful not to openly criticize nativists. As Chase’s crucible showed, a successful politician could not completely disenfranchise the Know Nothings. The successes and failures of men such as William Henry Seward and Charles Sumner provided the Republicans with a blueprint on how to gain sufficient support to claim the presidency. 
	The two senators from Massachusetts typified this complex relationship Republican leaders shared with nativists. Henry Wilson and Charles Sumner each reacted differently to the rise of Know Nothingness. Having served in Congress since 1851, Wilson envisioned greater political power for himself in 1854. He adamantly opposed slavery and was a member of the short-lived, anti-slavery Free Soil Party. As that party wilted away in the early 1850s, he moved into the fusion Republican Party. Though still against slavery, Wilson shifted his focus to nativist concerns in order to attract the votes of the burgeoning Know Nothing ranks. He actively campaigned for Gardner, the Know Nothing candidate for governor, during the 1854 gubernatorial election. In a return favor for supporting Gardner, the nativist state legislators elected Wilson to the U.S. Senate. During his first term he continued to cater to nativist sentiment. Writing to Chase, he pondered introducing a bill that would increase the naturalization waiting period for immigrants from five to ten years. He even went so far as to support the Massachusetts’s Two-Year Naturalization Amendment. Clearly, Wilson had no qualms about catering to Know Nothings.[endnoteRef:34] [34: 34. Donald, 268; Gienapp, Nativism, 534.
] 

	Unlike his Massachusetts colleague, Charles Sumner conducted himself in a much more nuanced fashion towards the nativists preferring to focus on the repeal of slavery. Along with politicians such as Pennsylvania’s Thaddeus Stevens, Sumner was famous for ferociously opposing the institution of slavery. On the senate floor he was prone to vociferously castigate slavery. Similar to Chase, he privately viewed nativism as bigoted and inconsistent with republican ideals. He resented Wilson’s decision to use Know Nothing support for political expediency. Yet like Wilson, he realized slavery did not command the full attention of the Massachusetts citizenry. After the 1854 elections that saw great success for Know Nothing candidates, Sumner refrained from criticizing the movement. He simply said of the election, “The explanation is simply this. The people were tired of the old parties and they have made a new channel.” Later in 1855, Sumner presented to Congress a Massachusetts petition that sought a tax of $250 per person on immigrants. When a religious leader called for Sumner to renounce this petition, the minister was met with silence. His meek response speaks to the power of nativism. Eventually, Sumner did strike out a different path than his Massachusetts counterpart. Instead of being held hostage by the nativists, Sumner decided to finally speak out against them. He declared, “I am not disposed to place any check upon the welcome of foreigners. Ourselves the children of the Pilgrims of a former generation, let us not turn from the Pilgrims of the present…A party, which, beginning in secrecy, interferes with religious belief…is not the party for us.”[endnoteRef:35] Unlike Wilson, Sumner decided to stake his political future outside the nativist’s realm. While mollifying his conscience, this decision made him a less palatable figure on the national stage because it alienated the northern nativist vote. [35: 35. Donald, 269-274.
] 

	The absorption of the Know Nothings into the Republican Party benefited many politicians including Abraham Lincoln, but the largest political casualty went to one of America’s most famous politicos of the time: William Henry Seward. A Senator and former Governor of New York, Seward yearned for the Republican presidential nomination in both 1856 and 1860. But unlike Chase or Sumner, he absolutely refused to stoke the nativist’s ego or even steer clear of their political wrath. From their political inception, Seward constantly criticized the organization and everything they represented. His wuthering attacks earned him the nativist’s palpable enmity. He became their archenemy. Foreshadowing Sumner’s words, Seward equates the Catholic immigrants with the Puritans in an 1854 speech. He defiantly spoke out against the nativists, saying:
The Pilgrims…had come from a Europe that, though teeming with change and progress, showed signs of slipping into reaction. They believed themselves to be God’s chosen emissaries on earth, and they appealed to the law of God and Nature as their highest authority…From their teachings, and their example there derived in America the inviolability of the right of conscience, the right of all men to political equality, the absolute separation of church and state, and the great principle of republican government…We should take courage from their example and recognize that progress in society and government, though slow, is not only possible but certain.[endnoteRef:36] [36: 36. Glyndon G. Van Deusen, William Henry Seward. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967) 164.
] 


	Though eloquent, Seward’s words would not go unpunished. His penance for offending the nativists would come on the national stage.
	As the 1856 presidential election approached, Republican leaders wished to present a national anti-Democratic ticket that attracted both Know Nothing and Republican support. During the Christmas holidays in 1855, Republican leaders such as Chase and Nathaniel Banks began planning the party’s convention. Thurlow Weed, Seward’s advisor and New York party boss, had been meticulously strategizing for the election. Much to Seward’s chagrin, Weed deemed the New York Senator unfit to run for the presidency amidst such a strong nativist sentiment. Because he repelled rather than attract Know Nothings, Seward ceded the Republican nomination to John C. Fremont. His stubborn opposition to nativism was his undoing. An almost identical situation occurred four years later at the 1860 Republican convention. Because the Know Nothing tide had ebbed considerably in the previous four years, Seward believed his nomination chances bad risen considerably from his 1856 debacle. Moreover, New York party leaders such as Greeley and Weed were intent on garnering the nomination for Seward. However, his proverbial Achilles heel came back to haunt him again. In a replay of 1856, electability drove the nomination process past experience or previous achievements. Lincoln’s silence on the Know Nothing issue made him substantially more attractive than the outspoken Seward. If a fervent anti-nativist was nominated, Republicans feared the Know Nothings would run a separate ticket splitting the votes in crucial northern states. To avoid this, Seward was blocked from the nomination and offered the Secretary of State position. Lincoln had learned from Seward’s experiences in 1856. He crafted a strategy very similar to Chase’s which was to refrain from embracing or openly rejecting the Know Nothings. Seward had pushed himself too far into the radical camp to be a viable candidate for president.[endnoteRef:37] [37: 37. Ibid, 174, 224.

38. Joseph Schafer, “Who Elected Lincoln?” The American Historical Review Vol 47, No. 1 (Oct. 1941), 55-63, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1838770. (Accessed May 9, 2012).
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[bookmark: _GoBack]	The inevitable question these facts lead to is whether the Republicans concessions were worthwhile? Did the trade-offs on the state level actually lead to national support? Probably the best way to find answers would be to investigate Lincoln’s presidential election. For years after the Civil War, historians believed it was the German vote that pushed Lincoln ahead of Stephen Douglas in the election. According to this school of thought, the Republicans denunciations of nativism at the convention gave the rail-splitter the crucial German vote. This common wisdom prevailed until Joseph Schafer began to question the veracity of this assumption. In his article, “Who Elected Lincoln”, Schafer contends that Lincoln’s supposed German support is vastly overblown. Using common sense mixed with hard facts, Schafer finds it suspicious that many rural German farmers would have an erudite knowledge of American politics at the time. He makes a fine distinction between them and the “German Forty-eighters” who came to America after a failed revolution in Germany in 1848. Naturally, the latter would be more politically radical and active, while the former more conservative. These Forty-eighters would be much more influenced by the works of Republicans German leaders such as Carl Schulz and Gustav Koerner. Because of this, Schafer shows how more Germans than previously believed continued to vote for the Democratic Party. Specifically, he cites the statistical data in Ohio and Michigan as greatly flawed. He writes of the dubious statistics, “Ohio’s German contingent was much larger, 168,000; adding a third to that number to represent the native-born children, we have a body of 224,000 Germans and a possible 44,800 German voters. But the Lincoln majority over Douglas was 44,378, which doubtless exceeded he entire German vote actually polled.”38 After Schafer many historians have corroborated his contention that Lincoln won the election due to support from Know Nothings. From this information, it appears the Republicans attempts were well worth the effort.
	It seems ironic that Lincoln, a man famous for his quest to secure freedom for all Americans, came to power on the votes of a bigoted organization. This fact rarely gets mentioned in history books. In 1854, the future of American politics lay in the party that could win over the northern states which were more populous than the southern ones. Republican leaders understood this. They also realized the political make-up of these states. Filled with immigrants and nativists, the Republican tried to stop some immigrants from voting via naturalization and voter registry laws which appeased the nativists. At the same time, they wooed these immigrants at the national level with a platform explicitly condemning the same naturalization laws. It was a masterful plan that reaped the great reward of the presidency.               
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