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I NTRODUCT I ON 

\.Jhat was the South? Educated guess I ng at the nature of ante-

bellum Southern American civilizat ion has been one of the favorite 

pursuits of professional and amateur American historians from Herbert B. 

Adams and W. J. Cash to C. Vann Woodward and Dewey W. Granthem, Jr. 

Conclusions range widely: a feudal society, an Athenian slaveholding 

democracy, an eighteenth century squlrearchy, a plantation aristocracy, 

an unegalltarian liberal republic, and, In the grandiose verbiage of 

Thomas Nelson Page, a combination of lithe three great civilizations 

which since the dawn of history have enlightened the world." l Part 

of the problem of definition or description results from the Aristotelian 

attempt by some historians to categorize the South as a whole, identical 

or similar to one or more of its historical bedfellows. A multitude 

of elements, however, some Indeed similar to those of other cfvil iza-

tions, composed the South before the War of Secession; and these elements 

were unique to a particular time, place, and action. 

Five regions became Increasingly more apparent after 1820 In the 

area from the Potomac to the Rio Grande: {he Virginia Tidewater under 

the leadership of Richmond, the new cotton states under the leadership 

of South Carolina, the Gulf States under New Orleans, the frontier 

across the Mississippi, and the backcountry . Each region demonstrated 

singular characteristics demanding individual study and inimical to the 

1 Thomas Nelson Page. The Old South (New York: Char I es$cr I bner' s 
Sons , 1893), p. 5. 



myth that the South was "solld." The South began with Virginia, and 

its early history was largely that of the colonial Tidewater. It is 

with the Tidewater, therefore, that this study deals. More precisely, 

it deals with a Virginian, his life and his ideas of self and society 

as reflected in the novels he wrote. Novels are only one source of 

knowledge about a people, but, in many Instances, a source more spon-

taneousl y revealing than any other. Some regard the novel as likely 

lito give back a very imperfect reflection," but even an imperfect re-

flection of life can be an almost perfect reflection of what people 

2 throught or wanted to think and why. To know and to understand moti-

vat ion and Its conditions Is to know the soul of society. liTo know 

the soul of a people and to find the source from which flows the ex-

2 

pression of folk-thought is to comprehend in a large measure the capa­

bilities of that people. lI3 And to comprehend the capabilities of a 

people is to understand some of the riddles of humanity. 

The Tidewater, in the period from the end of the American Revolution 

to the 1850's, experienced Intense political, social, economic, and in-

teHectual fluctuation. This period, in which the new United States was 

scrambling, bounding, and clawing its way over obstacles in the path of 

progress, was doubly traumatic for the Virgin state, because she who had 

once led came to realize slowly and painfully that In this great time of 

national growth she had scarcely a thing to recommend her but her past. 

Virginia, in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, had developed 

2Jay B. Hubbell, Southern Life in Fiction (Athens: University of 
GeorgIa Press, 1960), p. 6. 

3Howard Odum, Folk. Region and Society (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1964), p. 7. 
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a pattern of life which depended on the possession of land and enough in­

come to keep a dignifIed and honorable position . 4 This pattern of life 

was not the product of a cavalier aristocracy but of a potpourri of 

middle-class enthusiasts who aspired to an aristocratic living--freebooters, 

small feudal landowners discontented in England with the depreciating 

value of estate and tenancy returns, tenants discouraged with the Insuf-

ficiency of land, second sons searching for a substitute birthright, and 

others . 5 With the expansion of the tobacco market and the importation of 

African slaves, the "most important single factor in the evolution of the 

Virginia aristocracy," the Virginia of the small farm and the yeoman 

farmer gave way to the Virginia of the great plantation and the planter. 6 

By 1776 the plantation had become the basis of society in the 

Piedmont and Tidewater, and the English yeoman tenant who had once envied 

the trappings of his lord now built a Georgian home, planted boxwood 

hedges, and drove about in a coach-and-four . 7 His heritage, his relative 

Isolation, and the tobacco trade encouraged this new aristocrat to find 

in England and sometimes in France his literature, the models for his 

manners and dress, and the seeming essentials of his value system. He 

cultivated what he thought to be the attrlbutes of a real gentleman, at 

first, In a spirit of emulation, later, by inclination and a sincere 

desire to lead a good life . He joined the Order of the Cincinnati and 

4Louis ',/right, The First Gentleman of Virginia: Intellectual 
Qualities of the Early Colonial Ruling Class (San Marino, California: 
Huntington Library, 1940). pp . 4-5. 

SCharles M. ,"ndrews, The Colonial Per iod of American History 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1937), 1, 56 . 

6\~right, p. 45 . 

7Charles Henry Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia f rom 1776 to 1861, 
(New Yo rk: Russell & Russell Inc., 196' ( ~ 



swore publicly and privately that his great, great-grandfather had 

fought against Cromwell at Naseby. He was generous to all and hoped 

he was humanitarian toward his slaves, whom he consldemd to be a 

necessary evil. If scholastically inclined , he espoused the physiocratlc 

agrarianism of Quesnay and Du Pont de Nemours '" and duly hated capita­

listic exploitation.8' Willingly devoting himself to public service, he 

fought the centralization of national government, valiantly defended the 

personal liberty ideals of the great revolutions. and denied outright 

that all men were equal. He thought he was a good man and a gentleman, 

a squi re of the distinguished commonwealth of Virginia . He was, in 

rea I i ty, a proud and wea 1 thy dreamer, a react lonary en j gma ina count ry 

rapidly outgrowing him. And then the financial basis of his dream began 

to totter •••• 

4 

After 1815 a new trend became evid'ent in Virginia . Gradual exhaustion 

of Tidewater soil, Jure of the West, lack of commercial enterprise and 

facile means of communication contributed to a loss of population and an 

encroaching decademce. By 1824 this change was obvious, and the planter 

was finally forced to accept the fact that the days of Vlrginla·s political, 

economic, and even intellectual hegemony were over . 9 He now had, in 

effect, nothing but his glorious past , and this past eventually became 

for many a more than acceptable reason for living . 

The crucial economic trends of the 1820 · s were inextricably bound up 

with a qualified change In Virginian intellectual life and social thought . 

8Vernon Louis Parrlngton, Main Currents In Pmer ican Thought, Vo l. II: 
The Romant ic Revolution In America 1800-1860 (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, -

91ntellectual leadership passed to Charleston and the school of 
"southern Imperial ism." Ibid . , p. 62 . 



The Tidewater VirgInian was by nature a romantIc. His isolated living 

environment, his legend-producIng frontJer past, his dreams of lordly 

grandeur, and a galaxy of other factors made him so. Jeffersonian 

liberalism, prIor to Its founder' s confrontatIon with the hard realities 

of the presidency, was romantic and Idealistic, if only in intent. Now, 

just as the Virginian awaited an uninspired future and clung to a dream-

like past, the Eu ropean romantic movement In its lIterary and artist ic 

form began to manifest itself in the United States . 

Romanticism as a state of mind was apparent in ancIent times and In 

the Rena issance. 10 It is Indigenous to the ,~erican frontier spirit, 

5 

part icularly, to the South . As a literary and artistic movement, however, 

romanticism began in Europe around 1760 and grew to a "surglng, self­

conscious movement" In a period spanning a century.l1 It was essentially 

an effort to create new values necessitated by the intellectual, social, 

and politIcal revolutions of the eighteenth century. As a reaction 

against the Enlightenment, It emphasized senses over mind, subjectivism 

over objectivism, experience over knowledge, Imagination over fact, myth 

over real ity. 

In New England the romantic movement spent Itself on the Trans-

cendentallsm of Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Alcotts and on the social 

reform of Dorothea Dix and the Grlmk:s. In VirgInia It became a vehicle 

for expressing the patrician dream of an agrarian plutocracy. It began 

in the early 1770's as a form of self-delusion; it expanded Into an opiate 

10Rollin G. Os terweis, RomanticIsm and Nationalism In the Old South 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1949), p. 8. 

11 Ibid. 



to deaden the sense of failure and the suspicion of real moral guilt 

attached to the who le fabric of a slave soclety.12 Manifestations 

of the old Liberalism, exemplified In the legislative sessions of 

1831-2, were mere flicker s of sunlight in an engulfing shadow. With 

the formation of the anti-slavery societies in the early 1830's and the 

horror of the Turner rebellion of 1831, the pleasant myth of chivalric 

I iving became an aggress Ive defense of a past \l-/h ich. some admitted and 

most suspected. had lost its meaning but whi ch was, in the final 

reckoning, all that remained. 

The first literary expression of what became known as the 

"plantation myth" is generally believed to be John Pendleton Kennedy's 

Swallow Barn published in 1832. 13 Evidence indicates, however, that the 

expression of this romantic ideal Is at least anticipated in George 

Tucker's Valley of the Shenandoah (1824). the first novel of importance 

written by a Virginian and one which Included more "typ ical aspects of 

the life of the state" than any other novel of Virginia. 14 Wh ile some 

would argue that Valley Is not properly a sentimental novel. the later 

work of George's cousin Nathaniel Beverly Tucker is unquestionably a 

well-defined expression of Southern romanticism in the 1830's. 

Nathaniel Beverly Tucker was one of those ' ~ho rose to the defense 

of their agrarian, slaveholdir19 society and unleashed a barrage of novels , 

12parrlngton. p. vi. 

13Henry Nash Smith, Virgin land (New York: Random House. 1950). 
p. 172 . 

14Jay J . Hubbell, The South In American Literature 1607-1900 
(Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1954), pp. 251, 252. -

6 
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poems, sermons, and tracts damning the Individualistic North and praising 

the communal South. 1115 He deserves "to be better known and understood 

by modern Americans. 1I16 Why? Many reasons support this contention--he 

is representative of Virginian intellectual life during the literary 

renaissance of the late 1820's and 1830's; he exemplifies the IIbllghting 

effect " of intense sect lonal feeling on 'Iteratur';' he reveals the ap-

parently complex but surprisingly simple psychology of a minority group 

attacked from without, attached to Its past. and frightened by Its future. 17 

Tucker's firs t novel, The Partisan Leader, was published in 1836 

in the midst of the literary renaissance engendered by t he advent of 

the English romantic movement . This movement was represented in the 

early stages of its Amer ican interlude by Byron's poetry, Moore's songs. 

Greek revival architecture, and, especially, by t he novels and poems of 

Sir ,Jalter Scott. It is impossible to deny the impact of the ',.Javerley Novels 

on the American romantic movement. They were America's first best-sellers 

with five million volumes off the presses between 1813 and 1823 . 18 The 

first of Scott's writings to excite the novel-reading South were the 

romantic poems--Lay of the Last Minstrel. Marmion, The Lady of the Lake, 

etc.--published between 1805 and 1815; and from that time forward his 

wo rks enjoyed amazing popularlty . 19 Planters liked to describe themselves 

in terms of liThe Chivalry," "Southron," "arlstocratica1. " Scott's theme. 

15Cllnton Rossiter, Convervatlsm In America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc., 1962). p. 126. 

16'bld. 

17Clement Eaton , Freedom of Thought In the Old South (New York: 
Pete r Smith, 1951) , p. 508. 

180sterweis, p. 42. 

19Carl Van Doren, The Ame rican Novel (New York: The Macmillan Co ., 
1940). p. 3. 



the glorification of the chivalric ideal with emphasis on the cult of 

manners, woman, the knight, caste, found an Increasing empathetic 

reaction. 20 At a time when "Southern thinkers found themselves forced 

to show that slavery was not a necessary evil but a positive good, when 

they abandoned conservatism for reactlon," Scott's blend of romanticism 

and realism permitted them to cover the "shiftless realities" with 

idealism, to rationalize the slave system wi th the feudal principl e .
21 

His romanticism, too, was rooted in intense local feeling and patriot ism, 

both indigenous to the Southern psychology. 22 The Southerner, in short, 

and especially the Virginian, given his inclination and environment, 

could identify with the world of Scott and escape from frustration in the 

enjoyment of a world not his own . 
. 

The vicarious and vehicular qualities of escape and identification, 

with the possible exception of literary techniques, are the extent of 

8 

Scott's influence on the Southern novelist and, most certainly, the extent 

of his influence on Nat haniel Tucker. To assume without individual study 

that Tucker or any other Southern novelist reproduced the images of the 

Scott novels is historical sacrilege; and to assert or to endorse the 

assertion that the Wa verey romances may be the cause of the Civil t.'a r Is, 

in the writer's opinion, patently absurd:23 I·$cott was born a To ry, and 

died a To ry . ••• 11
24 

He was, it is true, the Ileternal Conservative, 11 but 

200sterweis, pp . 46-49 . 

21 Irving H. Bartlett, The American Mind in the Mid-Nineteenth Century 
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1967), p . 80; Par rington, p. 99 . 

220sterweis, p. 42 . 

23The term Ilimages " is used here to denote mental representat ions of 
actualities not present to the senses, in this case, Scott ' s concept of 
the subjects of his writings. 

24 . 
Crane Brinton, The Pol itical _ . ... _ - " ::z.'-" .. _ ... _ .... _._n 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan - --,>< 



what he wished to conserve--the old idea of pe rsonal submission, 

aristocratic government, the richness and variety of a society with 

"pictu resque gradations," in effect, the feudal fabric of the Tory 

myth--was "determined by the conditions of his time . H25 The American 

outherner undeniably borrowed the argument of the feudal reaction, but 

the conditions were different . At the basis of Southern thought was not 

feudalism but slavery . 26 This is the distinction which must be made, 

for slavery by Lits very nature is not serfdom, and the "agricultural 

capitallsmll of Vi rginia and the South was not manoriallsm. 27 

The Southern novelist wrote within the context of his own social 

thought and tradition . Uhile it is cUlpable fraud for this paper to 

presume an opinion on any Southern novelist save Nathaniel Tucker, it is 

entirely justified to propose that he was not an ~merican Tory or a 

$cot tist. He cherished conservati ve principl e s but only to defend a 

way of life which did not fit Ilany basic categories of Hestern social 

theory . ,,~8 He did not wr i te of Rotherwood , Netherby Ha 11, and Gil es 

Gosling's i nn ; he wrote of frontier Missouri, a settlement in the Blue 

Ridge mountains, and a Tidewater plantation . He was not a Tory but a 

Southern conservative; not English but American. I-li th such a framework 

in mind, therefore , this study proceeds with an Investigation of the 

thought of a Virginian, Nathani el Beve r ly Tucker, the elements which 

molded his thought, and the symbols of that thought, the major novels 

25 I b id, p. 117. 

26Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition i n ~merica (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & ' . .Jo rld, Inc . , 1955) pp . 46-47 . 

9 

27Stan ley M. Elkins, Slavery (New Yo rk : Grosset & Dunlap, 1963) , p. 43 . 

28Hartz, p. 147. 



he wrote . Here was a man born to a tradition. He set out for new 

frontiers but, finding them wanting, returned to his past. He , too, 

was an Ilete rna 1 Conse rvat i ve . II 

10 



I. A VIRGINIAN IS BORN 

The war had been over since January of the prev ious year. From 

the seaboard settlements to the Mississ ippi i t was America for the 

l\mericans. Thomas Jefferson and hi s committee were hard at work on 

a plan for temporary government in the l./est , a plan which would serve 

as the basis for the Northwes t Ord inance. Robert livingston had re-

cently resigned as first Secretary of Foreign Affairs; and John Jay, 

now in Europe, would, after a long delay , be named to succeed him . 

Captain John Greene and the Empress of China dropped anchor In Canton 

ha rbor on August 30; and tea and silk wou ld soon crowd the docks of 

Boston, Philadelphia, and Providence. Congress wou ld presently vote 

itself out of Trenton and into New York, and commissioners had been 

appointed to layout a federal district on the banks of the Delaware . 

It was a year of beginnings . It was 1784. 

Virginia gardens were purple with fall colchicum when Nathaniel 

Beverl y Tucker was born on September 6, 1784, at h is mother's plantation 

'.'Matoax. 1t1 He had been well-provided by hi s parents with a properly 

impressive and acceptably Virg ini an Engl ish background. Mr~. Tucker, 

n~ Bland , was the widow of the elder John Randolph and mother by h im 

of three sons, Theodorlck, Richard, and the soon-to-be-famous John. 

Nathaniel was her fourt h child by her second husband, St . George Tucker . 

l About two miles west of Petersbu rg, near the mou~h of the 
Appomatox River. 



St. George Tucker had fll1l1igrated to lJ'llerica in 1771 at the age of 

nineteen and was heir to an illustrious name and an admirable array of 

1 
2 

ta ents. ,~ccording to legend, the Tuckers, of Norman descent, bore 

the original name of Tout Coeur (all heart) which had been modified to 

Toukere, Toucker, Tuckere, and, eventually, to Tucker. Another legend 

attributed the name to the occupation of weavers or tuckers of cloth. 

;fhatever Its origins, however, the name of Tucker soon came into 

prominence. 3 

tJ il1fam Tucker, a Norman yeoman who crossed the Channel with the 

Conquero r in 1066, established the English branc h of the family; and 

his son was granted the estate of Lamertln in Devonshire . ~ 11 the 

Tuckers, henceforth, traced thel r earnest i~nglo- Saxon loca Ie to th i s 

area and that of Kent, both in Southeastern England . The Conqueror 

granted the family a coat of arms in 1079, guaranteeing it hegemony 

over Its own fraction of English land and life. The story of the 

Virginia Tuckers prope rly begins with Daniel, who was appo inted 

Master-of-tbe-Port-of-the .. Thames by ?ueen El t zabeth and granted an 

estate on which he built Milton Manor . Daniel's brother George was a 

member of the ~Jarwick party in the VIrginia C)mpany, and his son, 

George Jr., immigrated to Bermuda in 1648. 5 The Bermuda Tuckers, in 

12 

2Noma l ee Goodwin, liThe ?ub llshed ~iorks of Nathaniel Beverly Tucker" 
(Unpublished Master's thesis, Department of HIstory, Duke Unive~lty, 
1947), p. 2. 

3Severly Randol ph Tucker , Tales of the Tuckers: Descendants of the 
Male Line of St . Geor e Tucker of Bermuda and Vir infs (Richmond: The 
Dietz Pri nting Company, 19 p. xv. 

4 IbId . , pp. xv-xvi~ 

5 Ib id . , p . xvI. 



the person of St . George Tucker, Nathaniel's father, fostered the 
~ 

Virginia branch of the famlly.o 

St . George Tucker, the personification of the well-rounded 

eighteenth century man of letters, was graduated from the college of 

'>l illlam and Mary in 1772 and obtained a license to practice law.? On 

September 23, 1778, he married the widow of John Randolph, the brilliant 

and vital Frances Bland Randolph and united the Tucker line with the 

proud old Tidewater house of Randolph which traced its lineage to John 

Rolfe and Pocahontas . The American Revolution had already enlisted the 

13 

sympathies of the elder Tucker; and, after sending his family to Bizar re, 

another of Mrs. Tucker's plantations ninety miles up the Appomatox, he 

joined Greene against Cornwallis at Guilford.
8 

At the war's end, 

Colonel St . George Tucker returned with his family to Matoax where 

Nathan iei was born the following year . 

Young Beverly's early boyhood was spent in the plantation world of 

Matoax wh ich revolved around a "kind and admlrable" father and "an af-

fectionate and excellent" mother. 9 It was a leisured world for a boy , 

a world of dogs and Negroes, of cock fights and sling shots; a world 

of sunny gardens and soft winds, tall pines, cool clear water, and clay 

6 Ibid., p. 1. 

70lctlona ry of ~me rrcan Biography (New York: Chartes Scribner's 
Sons, 1936), XIX, 3S. 

SHe later became a lieutenant-colonel and took part in the siege 
at Yorktown. ,ibid. 

9He rarely used his first name . 
Henry Adams , John Randolph (Boston: 
1898), p. 6. 

Beverly Randolph Tucker , p . 18; 
Houghton, Mifflin, and Company , 
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roads cutting thin red gashes through fields of wheat and tobacco. It 

was also a world of reading and music, of danci ng and the refinements 

of the drawing room. It was a life which encouraged a boy to be free 

and to emulate the better qualities of his elders. It could also encourage 

him to imitate the worst characteristics of his Inferiors. Life, in 

short, was a J'S"adox In which liberty was deified and equality denounced. 

But this was not a boy's worry •••• 

Mrs. Tucker died in 1788, and after her death (or shortly before, 

possibly at the time of St . George's appointment to a Judgeship in the 

general court of Virginia) the Tucker family took up r~sldence in Wil­

liamsburg .
10 

Their home stood with other notable edifices on the 

tree-lined Palace Green . It was a wide, double, frame house of colonial 

architecture, connected by a wide hal l and facing two directions, one 

toward the Duke of Gloucester Street and the other toward the meadows. 

Wide, hewn, pine planks covered the floor; and panelled pine wainscoting 

adorned the walls. From the main floor, two similar staircases swept 

upwards to the second and top story.'1 It was a wonderfully roomy place 

for a boy to play, advantageousl y located In a faSCinating college town 

well-populated by historical ghosts. 

Many times young Beverly must have passed the Governor's Palace 

now half-burned and fallen Into disrepair, stopped, perhaps, to peer 

through the tree box hedges at the bowling green or even surreptitiously 

invaded the holly maze or the shadowy yew alleys of the North Garden. 

Many times, too, he must have visited the dark brick home of George Wythe, 

10webster's Biographical Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: G. & C. 
Merriam Co., 1953), p. 1490. 

11 
Beverly Randolph Tucker , Tales, p. 4. 



his father's old teacher, picked the paw-paws arching over the Brinton 

Chu rchyard wall, and played in the shade of the two proud elms guarding 

the Ludwell house on Duke of Gloucester St reet. Here, the scent of 

hyacinths, the patchwork shadow of grape arbors, the rosy hues of 

Flemish brickwork created a timeless charm and simple elegance . And 

the chann, the elegance. the memories of Jefferson, Spotswood, and 

Patrick Henry, the traditions of balls. fairs, races, and a "season,1I1I 

'rJill lamsburg bequeathed its children . So well did Beverly assimilate 

the values of the Tidewater and so well did he love them that he unques­

tionably deserves the epithet, "Virglnlanl sslmus . 1I12 

15 

As a result, perhaps, of his mother's early death and his father's 

remarriage to lelia Carte r on October 8, 1791, Beverly Tucker was per­

iodicallya difficult child. moody and restless, often complaining that 

he was taken advantage of and misunderstood. 13 His subsequent close 

association with his half-brother, the morose and irascible John Randolph 

for whom he felt deep affection, served only to intensify the,se tem­

peramental qualities. 

Having previously been tutored at home. Tucker matriculated at 

\,/i 1 t lam and Mary where his father was a professor of law. 14 These were 

scarcely the days of the ,tattlc society" of Governor Francis Fauquier, 

George './ythe, and the young Jefferson, the era when \/i 1 I iamsburg had been 

a glamorous and exc iti ng capital; but the intellectual revolution of the 

12pa rr ington, p. 35. 

130ictionary of American Biography, XIX, 38; Hubbel', South, p. 424. 

1401ctionary of Ame r ican Biography, XIX , 38 . 
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eighteenth century encouraged young men t o read Locke, Montesqu leu , 

Voltaire, to debate the 1aN of nature, deism, the contract theory of 

government , in short, to experiment, to conjecture. t o pe rmi t theIr m~nds 

a freer range than at any other time in Christian history . 15 Fo r Beverl y, 

who found "pleasure in a mind \olell stacked with robust prejudices and a 

\.., f t t o ph ra se them tellingly, lI the c1 imate was stimulat i ng . 16 Had he 

not p rac ticed Virglntanhm so religi ous l y, the br il li ance and versat ility 

of his mi nd might one day have r evealed to h im the pathe ti c , lud icrous, 

and f raudulent pattern of Southern 1 ife and 1 iberat Ism. 11 11 croyait 

sl nce rement au caracte re sac ra des ins t itut ions 5ud lste s , escl avage 

compris, 1! however. and , g iven h is heri t age, he could scarcely do ot herwlse. 17 

At \11 11 iam and Ma ry, Beverly studied under h is fa ther and e lected to 

fol low the legal p rofess ion. 18 He was gradua ted I n 1801 and began the 

pr actice of l a\lll in Charl otte County. He conti nued to read Jaw in Staunton 

under the tut orship of John Coalter whose sister Mary became the f i r s t of 

his three wives . 19 Bever l y 's prac t ice in Cha r lotte County, meanwh i le, 

met with l ~t t l e succe ss, partly as a r esu l t of h is poor voice. 20 In 1809, 

therefore, he moved his sma l l household to 'IRoanoke. " t he pl antation of 

his half-brot her , John Randolph. 21 

15Carl Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realitfes (New York: Atheneum, 1965) . p. 36. 

16parrlngton, p. 35. 

17Theodore, Hunt . Le Roman Amerlcaln 1830-1850 (Par is: Lib rair ie L. 
Rodstein, 1937). p. 49. 

18 8everly Randolph Tucker. Tales, p. 18 . 

19 
~ • • p. 19. 

20Hubbell, South, p. 424. 

21John dtd not take up residence at IlRoanoke" until he left "Bizarre" 
after quarreling with his brother' s widow In 1810. Adams p. 248. 
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Tucker's associ at I on with his ha 1 f-brother I s one of the most 

fascinating and, certainly, crucial episodes of his life. He deeply loved 

that romantically rationalistic, sentimentally cynica l, madly sad and 

morbidly glad, philanthropically avaricious, liberal conservative (who 

proudly exclaimed, "I am an aristocrat; I love liberty·, I hate equality. "), 

22 that brilliant and eloquent Tertium Quid, John Randolph. And It was 

this human contradiction in terms who profoundly influenced the life and 

thought of Be\erly. 

The move to "Roanoke" exposed Beverly to the studious and literary 

tastes, the general kn~edge of John; but the Isolated life with a 

crotchety older man Intensified his early tendency toward depression. 

Wh ile his mind grew, he became morose and restless. John Randolph enjoyed 

flattery, attempted to arouse Jealousy, and with cunning perception played 

off one admirer against another. He encouraged Beverly to resent and to 

criticize others by making him feel that only he, John, understood him 

and that only they revered the memory of their mother, Francis. 23 

Randolph's influence over his young half-brother grew to such an extent 

that It prevailed over Beverly's Inclinations toward his father. Around 

1810, John had quarreled with the good-natured St. George over the I'ights 

of entail and had broken off relations with his stepfather. In the same 

year he was barely dissuaded from bringing suit against the Judge for 

fraudulent management of his estate during the Judge's guardianship, even 

24 though he knew the charges were false. These actions were not sufficiently 

22Russell Kirk, John Randolph of Roanoke (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 
1964), p. 28. 

23Beverly Randolph Tucker, Tales, pp . 18, 21. 

24Adams, pp. 248-249. 



incendiary to prevent Beverly from his move, which implied that he had 

cast his lot with his half-brother. 25 

18 

The young Tuckers remained at Roanoke until 1812 when they took a 

home of their own in Charlotte County .26 The "Roanoke" years of intermit -

tent close contact with Jack Randolph, however, must have crystalized 

much of Beverly's political and social thought, for not long after he 

b 11 h • •• 27 egan to voca ze IS opinions . He advocated, as did Randolph, a 

strong defense of slavery, states' rights, free trade, and, for that 

matter , all so-called Virginia institutions . In this approach, he broke 

with the traditions of Jeffersonian democracy and, more specifically, on 

an Intellectual plane, with his father who, as early as 1796, had publ ished 

his Dissertation on Slaverx in which he portrayed the institution as an 

unmitigated evil . His position indicated, moreover, the generation gap, 

the difference between the Virginian of the 1700's and his son . St . 

George Tucker, for all of his impressive English background was an im-

migrant . The tradition of Virginian land, which lay behind the Randolphs , 

did not clutter the scope of his vision . His son, on the other hand, was 

more a Randolph than a Tucker and , in some ways, a typical product of an 

affluent generation . Even though a member of the intelligentsia as op-

posed to the planter class, Beverly Tucker envisaged the p lantation 

system as the preserver and protector of the life he loved. He wanted t o 

guarantee that this life would survive, and , responsibly enough , he was 

25 Ne ithe r brother, perhaps, eve r forgave the father for h is remar­
riage . Fr ances Bland Randol ph Tucker was a difficult woman to replace . 

26Goodwin, pp . 4-5 . 

27Rando lph, as a congressman, was in Wash ington part of the yea r. 



wi 11 ing ~o work for that guarantee . "11 craignait et meprisait la forme 

republ icaine" and understandibly . 28 He fai led to real ize, however, that 

in his intent he was pathetic; there simply was no such guarantee. 

28 4 -Hunt, p . 9. 
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I I . A VIRGINIAN MEETS THE FRONTIER 

The war was over ! Mad ison ' s " fug it ive adm inistrat ion" was safely 

back in Washington; the Un i ted States had an insp i ring new anthem; and 

a good deal of cotton on the north bank of the Miss i ss ipp i near New 

Orleans had been badly and needlessly Qullet-r idden . 1 Not much else 

had been accomplished . An exc i ting new era, however, was in the mak ing , 

an era in wh ich the American became aware of America and her potential . 

Manufactu ring supplanted shipp ing and fa rming in New England and Pen-

nsylvan ia , and even the Carolinas expe ri mented with cotton mi lls . The 

Northwest expanded in populat ion and began to figure as a political 

ent i ty , wh i le the cotton kingdom advanced from South Carolina and Geor g i a 

into the new gulf states . In the Senate , Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun 

began trading the internal improvements necessary to the South and West 

for the protective tariffs desired by the East; and, in the House, 

James Tallmadge introduced a measure proh i biting the further introduction 

of slaves into Missou ri . ~nlliam Lloyd Garr i son would bec ane an app ren-

tlce to the editor of the Newburyport Herald; and Beve r ly Tucker, hav ing 

seen some action during the war , f irst as a lieutenant and later as 

Adjutant General on the staff of Major General John Peg ram , decided to 

k h • I • f "M" • 2 see I S e uSlve ortune In Issourl . 

1 Samuel El iot Marison , The Oxf ord History of The Ame rican People 
(New York: Oxford University Press , 1965), p. 393 . 

2Coodwln , pp . 4-5 . 
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Dur ing the westward rush after the war , several thousand 

slave-holders had moved into the territory of Upper Louisiana where they 

establ ished corn and cotton plantat ions i n the rich bottom lands of the 

lower Missour i or on the west bank of the Mississippi near St . Louis . 

In this energet ic and expanding pioneer society, a knowledge of law 

was a financial and social asset . On this assumption, Beverly Tucker, 

his wi fe , and their two children left his beloved Virginia in 1815 and 

set out to meet the frontier . 

The Tucker family l i ved for a time in a log cabin near Florissant, 

an old French town located north of St . Louis in the right angle of the 

Missouri north-west of its confluence with the Mississippi . 3 
Li fe was 

ha rd, and the two children died of fever shortly after their arrival . So 

primitive were facilities that Tucker kept his office inside the stump of 

a huge sycamore tree, an experience recorded in one of his novels . 4 He 

soon became , however, a person of importance in the area . Lawyers were 

needed fo r every kind of case--those centering around farming, land 

speculation , fur trading. lead mining , boating, merchandising, and othe r 

activ i t ies vital to the economy of a mush rooming front ier community . ~ On 

the front ie r, people regarded law as a shield against governmental authori t y , 

and lawyers gained popularity and respect if they held themselves ac­

countable to the general will . 6 For Beverly Tucker, who feared the 

3Hubbe ll , South, p. 425 . 
I 

i.f '_bJE.. 

5Wi lli am Franci s Eng li sh, The Pioneer l awyer and Juris t In Missour i 
(Col umb ia: Un i ve r s ity of Missouri, 1947) , p. 66 . 

6 lbid . , p. 19. 



the ever-growing tentacles of t • .Jashington, serving in this capacity was 

singularly rewarding . 

~uccess came quickly. In 1816, Tucker assisted in the organizati on 

of Jefferson County, and in 1818 Governor William Clark appointed him to 

succeed David Barton as judge of the northern circuit, a position he was 

to hold for five years . Circuits were huge and covered miles of back-

woods country . The only transportation was horseback, and the territory 

was tempestuous and turbulent. Tucker became known for his remarkable 

vitality, a trait possibly inherited from his mother who thought nothing 

of ordering her carriage and spending half the night at assembly in the 

neighboring market town after a day of ' household drudgery . '~ Often 

Beverly would mount his horse, ride thirty or fifty miles at a gallop , 

hold session, and ride back as rapidly . 9 Combined with such great en-

thusiasm was a markedly increased ability to handle himself before a 

22 

jury. The years with Randolph had done much to transform the "poor voice" 

of the Charlotte County days . Beverly's charge to a grand jury in ~t . 

Louis in 1820 "was a classic in English prose , the product of a classi cal 

scholar and an able jurist."10 

The legal profession was not the only field In which the new Judge 

acquired prominence . From 1817 to 1820, he served on the Board of 

Directors of the Bank of St . Louis , as President of the Missouri Puxilia ry 

7Goodwin, p . 5; English, p. 64 . His sa l ary was not less than 
$2,000 . 00 per year . ~uch high salaries created so much criti c ism tha t an 
1822 amendment allowed the leg i s lat ure to se t them. In 1824, they were 
reduced to $1 , 000 . 00 . l£l£., p . 81 ; Goodw in , p . 5. 

8Ki rk , p . 230 . 

9En91 ish , p . 30 . 

10 lbid • 



Bibl~ Society, as a committee member to raise funds for a Protestant 

Church, and as an unsuccessful candidate for election to the Missouri 

House of Representatives. 11 Such a social and professional position, 

In addition to a decided penchant for political Involvement, ordained 

that Judge Tucker be immersed in Missouri's critical battle for state­

hood, an Issue which, like one of a thousand streams feeding a great 

river, wore away at the groundwork of American unity until that ground­

work crumbled away in a mighty flood. 

23 

In the February of 1819, a bill for Missouri's statehood came before 

the House of Representatives. The proposed constitution of the ter­

ritory permitted slavery. Representative James Tallmadge of New York, 

in an upsetting move, proposed an amendment prohibiting the further 

Introduction of slaves into Missouri and requiring that all children 

subsequently born therein of slave parents should be free at the age of 

twenty-five . This amendment, which immediately aroused the amazement 

and hostility of the South, passed the House but was lost In the Senate . 

Cong ress adjourned in March, and the quest Ion of rls lave or free " 

\A!ent to the people of Mlssourf. Everywhere it was discussed and 

argued--In the newspapers, the legislature, the journals, the taverns, 

on street corners, and at church socials . Slavery had not yet become 

the overt moral issue of the 1830's on. It was, more properly, a question 

of sectional political balance and prestige. This question was settled, 

of course, by the next session of Congress which constructed the great 

and fair Comp romise of 1820. For a decade or more, the problem of 

slavery expansion would lIe dormant; but for one brIef flaming moment the 

l1Goodwln, pp . 5-6. 
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dark angel had waved a brand over the land, and that brand had kindled 

a fire in men1s souls. 

Tucker 1s contacts with northern men during agitation over Missouri1s 

admission (and It Is reasonable to assume that in this transitional area 

these contacts were extensive) made him something of a Yankeephobe, in 

addition to his cherished role as defender of Southern rights and 

traditions . He became so enraged as to urge the expulsion of all Yankees 

from Missouri . He disliked everyone and everything from politicians, 

authors, and teachers to New England speech and Webster1s dictionaries . 

Half-humorously and half-seriously he proposed a plan for expulsion: 

every newcomer ferried across the Mississ ippi should be required to 

12 pronounce ~; all who said keow were to be kept out. The Missouri 

Comp romise, which he violently opposed, removed Tucker, for a time, 

from the field of combat; but the reaction It elicited was to crystalize 

as events transpired . 

After the Compromise controversy, Tucker turned his organizatio'nal 

abilities to the field of soclo-religlous endeavors. He was one of the 

creators and second Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Freemasons of 

Missouri f rom 1821 to 1824. In 1832, he made one last attempt at 

political office, offering himself as a candidate on the Democratic 

ticket for a seat in the Federal House of Representatives . Once again, 

he was defeated, and this defeat , while a provocative commentary on 

the political sympathies of the area, marked the end of his political 

aspirat ions In Mlssourt. 13 

12Hubbell, SO\.lth, pp . 424-425 . 

13 6 Goodwi n, p. • 



Tucker. perhaps, regarded his defeat as symbolic of the passing of 

political control from the hands of the Southern gentleman. He bemoaned 

this passing as well as the election of 1828 which realized it. 14 In 

what other light could this Tidewater aristocrat, this man of letters, 

this lover of the South and all it stood for view the rising power of 

masses of newly enfranchised voters and all that power represented? He 

feared it, for it threatened his Image of white columned mansions; 

book-lined, secluded libraries; velvet lawns; blooded horses; silks and 

madiera; in short. the culture. prestige, privilege, and wealth of the 

life he idealized. Not that he had always enjoyed that kind of life; he 

had not . But he was a Southerner; and Southerners are romantic. He was 

25 

also sufficiently perceptive to realize increasingly that what he thought 

was beauty rested on the reality of slavery. The defense of the Southern 

myth would soon be tantamount to a defense of slavery. The battle would 

presently be joined; and for his role upon the field. Nathaniel Beverly 

Tucker would return to his homeland, Virginia . 

14 8 Eaton. Freedom, p. 2 • 



I II. A VIRGINIAN COMES HOME 

It was 1833. More than a year had elapsed since the son of 

John Marshall and the grandson of Thomas Jefferson had launched their 

abortive anti-slavery campaign in the Virginia legislature. Eastern 

Virginians still recoiled with disdainful horror at the name of Nat 

Turner, and Southern resentment against Garrison and the Liberator had 

reached hysteria proportions . South Carolina's legislative-summoned 

convention would repeal the nullification ordinance in March but claim a 

victory, and on December 4, the American Anti-Slavery Society would be 

formed in Philadelphia with a doctrine of "immediate emancipation, defined 

as gradual emancipation Immediately begun. 1I1 Slavery would soon become 

a moral as well as political issue; supporters, for and against, would 

come to embrace their positions with religious enthusiasm and to construct 

pseudo-theologies no less zealously. John Randolph was dying, and Beverl y 

Tucker returned to Virginia. 

The reasons for Tucker's return to Virginia are vague . h~y should a 

social and financial success In Missouri decide to return to a locale 

where he had not enjoyed such good fortune? John Randolph was partly 

responsible for the decision. Randolph was dying, and, perhaps, he knew 

it . He had started upon the long and arduous journey to the Continent 

in the hope of revitalizing his health, but his last reserve of strength 

lOwight lowell Dumond, Antislaver Ort Ins of the CIvil War in the 
United States (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 19 , p. 27. 



2 
lapsed when he reached Phi ladelphia. There he died in a public inn 

on May 24. 3 Before his departure Randolph had, apparently, offered 

"Roanoke" to his half-brother as a residence during his absence . This 

was a strange offer. for Tucker's father had died in 1828. and the home 

on the Palace Green now belonged to him. The Tuckers at any rate, were 

on their way home when they learned of Randolph's death. and the Judge 

immediately took them to IJllliamsburg and his old home . 4 It is very 

likely that he, quite simply , was homesick. The condition and offer of 

his half-brother may have been coincidental to his basic plan . The 

traumas of frontier life had never quite agreed with this product of 

Tidewater sophistication; he had always longed for the peace and t ran-

quillty of his childhood . The years in Missouri had been successful in 

27 

many respects . They had been tragic in others. for the new family on the 

Palace Green was far different from the foursome that had set out in 

181S. Mary and her two chIldren died in MIssouri, and In 1828 Tucker 

married Elizabeth Taylor who died five months later. S On Apr il 13. 1830, 

he marrIed for the third time, this time the beautiful and accomplished 

6 lucy Ann Sm ith, daughter of Brigadier- General Thomas Adams Sm ith. Two 

years later, a daughte r was born. Cynthia , who was to become her father's 

7 favorite. Five more children lived to adulthood, two daughters and 

2Adams, p. 303. 

3KI rk, p. 191. 

4Beverly Randolph Tucker, Ta les, p. 19. 

SGoodwin, p. 6. 

6Beverly Randolph Tucker, Tales, p. 19. 

7Goodwin, pp. 6-7. 
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three sons--St. George, Thomas, and Montague. 8 

To support his growing brood, Tucker accepted a position as Professor 

of Law at ./ llllam and Mary, a position once held by his father and one 

peculiarly suited to his temperament and abilities. Academic affiliations 

and inclination soon flung him into the maelstrom of controversy over 

states' rights and slavery. Tucker did not condone South Carolina's nul­

lification policies, but he did favor secession; and his course of action 

represents the heretofore relatively unlnvestlgated relationship of 

academia and the intellectual to the South and secession. His philosophy 

was rooted in eighteenth century agrarianism, and he represented, along 

with his mentor, John Randolph, the survival of eighteenth century thought 

in pre-war Vlrglnia. 9 Aristocratic government, self-determination, landed 

property, a stratified society, all constituted a life Tucker loved and 

tried to preserve . An attack on slavery, which he romantically interpreted 

as a pat ria rchal institution, or on any other Southern Institution was an 

attack on all Southern rights and privileges . The disastrous results of 

emancipation in the West Indies, the Turner insurrection, and the in-

creased violence of the Garrisonian abolitionists served only to augment 

his fears that hIs South was fast fading away. 

Three years passed. In the election year of 1836, Duff Green, owner 

end publisher of Washington's Telegraph and an Intimate of John C. Calhoun , 

secretly published In Washington a two-volume romantic novel of intrigue 

and insurrectlon--The Partisan Leader: A Tale of the Future by Edward 

Jill i am Sidney, The author, accord ing to the tale, was an artilleryman 

8Beverly Randolph Tucker, Tales, pp . vi, 21 . 

90ictlonary of American Biography, XIX, 37 . 
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wno 'lwitnessed and partook" in Virginia's future "struggle for freedom. 1I10 

The title page was fictitiously dat~d 1856. Six or seven years after 

the actual date of publication, Beverly Tucker admitted that he was the 

author of The Partisan Leader . The book was a financial failure. It 

appears to have been in some fashion suppressed, or, at least, Tucker 

thought 11 so. At the request of friends , he had permitted its publication 

before completion In the hope of swaying the electlon . 12 They hoped In 

vain; Mart~n Van Buren, Jackson ~s candidate and the heir to his 

"democracy," captured 170 votes out of 294 and became the eighth President 

of the United States. 

Van Buren's success did not mar the enthusiasm of the new novelist . 

In the same year he completed a second and more subtle exposition of his 

phllosophy--George Balcombe--published by Harper & Brothers in New York 

13 and rated by Poe and Simms as one of the best of American novels . It 

was superficially the story of a Missouri gentleman-pioneer and his ad-

ventu res; but the gentleman was a thinly-veiled portrait of Tucker and 

what he wanted to be . 

Tucker's literary attempts were not an unusual turn of events. He 

belonged to a family caught up in the intellectual milieu of the times, 

and his position as an academician served to encourage him further . 

10Edward 1,/111 iam Sidney (Nathaniel Beverly Tucker ] . The Part isan 
Leader: f\ Tale of t he Future (New York: Rudd & Carleton , 1861), I , xi Ii. 

l ' Hubbell, South, p. 429 . 

120 ict ionary of American Biography, XIX, 37. 

13see Chapte r V. 
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He was probably, In addition, much concerned wIth the movement to sponsor 

a distinctive regional lIterature in the South. The success of the 

waver~y novels undoubtedly demonstrated to him the advan t ages of popu-

larizl"g a p011tlcal Idea through the medium of fiction. He had, tn fact. 

issued at least The Part Isan Leader prfmarily as a "pont ical t .ract," 

and he thought of h'roself as a lawyer, first. and a nove list "on Iy by 

avocatlon . ,,14 This self-designation was confirmed in 1837 when \/ llllam 

and Mary conferred on him an Lt. o. 15 

Tucker soon mafntafned, in addition to his teaching, a considerable 

1 iterary output . Letters and essaV$ began to appear In n.ewspapers under 

the pseudonym of "A State Rights Man . 1I16 The Southern Literary Messenger. 

one of the three most distinguished periodicals of Its kind to circulate 
. 

in the ante-bel1um South, published his a rtlcles-·on states' rights, the 

Importance of studying polit leal science. oratory, the Canst ftut Ion of 

the Unl ted States, and 8 nove I, Gertrude. The Southern Quarterly Review, 

e Charleston publication and the second of the Southern 1 iterary trium-

virate . provided another outlet for Tucker's writings. Increased involve-

ment In the p011tical and literary world brought Increased contact with 

the excIting and strangely fasclnat 'ng men of that world . Thomas W(1 tis 

Wh I te. owner of the Southern LI terary Messenger, counted the Judge among 

his trusted advisers; and William Gilmore Sims, newly appointed to the 

editoria l chair of the Southern Quarter1x Review, regarded him as a fast 

friend. 17 Thomas R. Dew, president of \J l1l1am and Mary and one of the 

14Edd Winfield Pa rks, Ante-Bellum Southern literary Critics (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1962), pp. 67. 66. 

1Seeverly Randolph Tucker, Tales, p. 24. 

16 Hubbe11, South, p. 425 . 
17 .!.2.!&., p. 431 . 



ablest pro-slavery writers of the period. was not only another personal 

friend but an Inspiring contributor to Tucker's formulation of his 

already-determined political views, as well. Legendary names from the 

rolls of the United States Senate frequently appeared in his corres-

pondence--John C. Calhoun, John Tyler. James Hen ry Hammond, and 

Henry A. Wlse--and met their literary counterparts--Edgar Allan Poe, 

18 
Thomas Carlyle, and the publisher, Duff Green. 

Though beginning as late as 1849. Tucker's correspondence with 

William Gilmore Simms reveals much of his matured personality, a per-

sonallty not unappealing In Its Inclinations. His friendship with the 

Charleston novelist and editor developed from a mutual interest In 

literature and secession and began when Simms. the new editor of t he 

Southern Quarterly Review, asked Tucker to review Macaulay's Hlstory!9 

Simms, In the same letter. expressed a wish to meet and to correspond 

with the Judge as he had been favorably Impressed by George Balcombe 
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and thought the author "a sound man. an able thinker and a charming writer." 

18vIrglnla's aristocratIc Henry A. Wise. leader of t he states' 
rIghts Whigs in the House and, later, Governor of Virginia. was a close 
friend of Tyler. He and Tucker tried to Influence the then-- Presldent 
Tyler to oppose Henry Clay's "centralism", for example. his attempt to 
establish a United States Bank In 1841. Glyndon G. Van Deusen. 
The Life of Henry Clay (Boston: Little, Brown and Company. 1937). 
pp. 344-345; James Henry Hammond, Senator and, later. Governor of South 
Carolina, was a fiery defender of the Southern system, also, a corres­
pondent of Simms; Mistaking Carlyle's Toryism for his own Southern Con­
servatism. Tucker fostered a correspondence with the British aut hor. He 
was unpleasantly surprised, however, by Carlyle's letter of October 31, 
1850, In which he held that ' ~he relation of the white man to black Is 
not at present a Just one •.•• " Elkins. pp. 216-217; Duff Green. a Wash­
Ington publisher and close friend of Calhoun. became editor of the 
United States Telegraph In 1826. He aided In the managing of Jackson's 
campaign but turned against him after his break with Calhoun. 

19Mary Simms Ollphaf.lt et a1. (eds.). The Letters of \Vi lilam Gilmore Simms 
(Columbia; University of South Carolina Press. 1952). II, 498,500. 
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Tucker compIled with Simns ' request for a rev Ie .... " and the editor read 

his work '\-Jith great pleas ure . " From tha t ti me until Tucke r' s death, 

two years later, the two mainta ined almost constant contact . Simms 

confided to Tucker that there was ' ~ot h i ng, certa inly , which I better 

prefe r to read than your letters, which I find always at once racy & 

thoughtfu1." Tucker , doubtless, felt the same of Simms' contributions . 

Their feeling for each other was warmly affectionate but always dignified. 

In a letter to John Es ten Cooke, written eight yea r s after the Judge's 

death, Simms revealed that he had once written to the Judge and Inad -

vertently closed with "You rs lovingly . " Tucker was "touched by the use 

of a word which men employ femininely only •••• " He displayed, on the 

othe r hand , all the testiness of p ri de puffed up, perhaps, by old age 

wheneve r Si mms ventu red a diplomat ic criticism or suggested a topic for 

an arti cle . His retaliation in these cases cons isted of long silences 

usually concluded by ~ imms' abject appeal for some kind of response . 20 

During the brief as sociati on with Simms, Beverly Tucker became a 

"valued con t r ibutor" to the Southern Q_uarter ly Revi ew.
21 

His publ ica-

ti ons included the re v iew of Macaulay, a scat h i ng rev iew of Gar-l and's 

Life of Rando lph, a play , Viola , and an article, "The Present State of 

Europe . " The Southern ~uarterly Review , meanwhile, developed into the 

leading qua rterly of the South and one of the best of the perlod . 22 

20lbid . , pp . 300 , 510: 11 1,93; IV , 164; 11,536,539. 

21 I b id. , I, cx Iii . 

220sterweis , p. 117. 
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Beverly's assoc iation with It and with the Southern literary Messenger 

along with his letters and his teaching made It possible for him to exert 

strong influence in furthering his vlews. 23 His growing reput ation pro-

vlded him one last great opportunity to serve his cause--the Nashville 

Convention of 1850. 

Wh ile Webster, Clay and Calhoun debated Clay's proposed compromise 

on the admission of Ca liforni a and the restriction of slave territory, 

citizens of eastern Virginia talked of secession and the formation of a 

Southern Confederacy . At the Instigation of Calhoun, a Mississippi con-

ventlon (October 1, 1849) and the state legislature (March 6, 1850) had 

adopted resolut Ions calling a convent Ion of the s lave states t o meet at 

Nashville on June 3. The purpose of this convention would be the con-

slderation of the Southern position on Clay's compromise and the broader 

problem of Southern rIghts. The Virginia Assembly, t herefore, under t he 

control of the east passed resolutions recommending that the state send 

delegates to this proposed convention; and It was not surprising that 

Judge Beverly Tucker, distinguished professor of constitutional and com-

mon law, was chosen as one of these delegates. 

In the opp ressi ve heat of the surrmer of 1850 , delegates from nine of 

the slave states met In the terminal ci t y of the famous Natchez Trace. 

The extremists, of whom Tucker was one, under the leadership of South 

Carolina's Robert Barnwell Rhett, were Intent on increasing the support 

for secession. Tucker, himself, addressed the convention In behalf of 

disunion and the formation of a Southern Confederacy.24 It was said that 

23Hubbell, South, 425 

24For the text of the speech see the Petersburg Intelligencer , 
Jul y 2], 1850, and the National Intel1lgencer, August 3. 1850. It was also 
reprinted by West and Johnston as "Presclence" In Richmond in 1862. 
Ambler, pp. 245-246. 



he Imitated the oratorical style of John Randolph and proved himself 

"one of the most violent delegates present. ' 12S The moderates, however. 

cont roll ed the assembly, and the convent ion adjourned on June 12 after 

passi ng severa l harmless resolut ions denounc ing Clay ' s comp romIse ~nd 

ca lling for the extension of the Missouri Compromise I ine westward to 

t he ?aclfic. This turn of event s thoroughly d isgusted the Judge who 

claimed , with some validity. that Ol d HIckory's ghost st ill walked at 

Nashvi l le . 
26 

In early Septembe r, the essential bills of the second 

Great Compromise passed Congress . Both No rth and South obtained what 

they wanted, but the t ime for comprom Is ing was over . 
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Beve.rl y Tucker did not live to experience the seces si on which he had 

so greatly desired, a l t hough one of hIs sons would carry the Tucker name 

Into the muste r rolls of t he Army of No rthern Virginia . In the summer of 

1851, Itlill lam Gil mo re Sil11T1s v is i ted his friend t he Judge for the firs t 

and las t t ime . As Simms descrIbed him, Beverly Tucker was tall, about 

si x feet, slender. and erect with fine eyes and forehead. He must have 

f ulfilled Simms' expectations complete1y. Together t he two men set out 

fo r a brief vacat ion at Capon Sp rings, and on August 13. 1851. Simms 

wrote to George F. Ho lmes that Tucker was "se rl ously Indlsposed. 1I27 

Simms left the Springs to return home; and. soon after , on August 26. 

Nathaniel Beverly Tucker died in I'; inchester at t he age of s ixty- s ix. 

The cause of death, most probably. was heart failure brought on by a 

combination of heart trouble, heat. and exertion. 

25 d Eaton , Fr •• om, p. 51 . 

26Van Duesen . p. 408, 

270llphant , 111.345.120,139-140. 



The death of Tucker marked the passing of a true Southern gentleman 

not far removed from the Ideal. He was, in modern terminology, a racist 

and a react ionary. He was also the dignified, kind-hearted scholar who 

took the German refugee, Charles Minnegerode, into his home, delighted 

in the German Ch ristmas which young Charles planned and executed, and 

made the candles, the gilded nuts, the songs, and the games a family 

custoa. 28 He was a fine friend and an able enemy. an orator and an 

artist of sorts, a public man with the courage of his convictions, and, 

finally, a romantic with an Impossible dream. This dream he defended In 

his novels, the most creat ive. by their very nature. of all his writings 

and. perhaps, the most truly representative of his thinking and that of 

others in his situation. The South and much of what it symbolized was a 
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distorted shado\'/ on a petal-flecked stream. but it was real In the hearts 

of its people. 

28Hlnnegerode served as a Confederate soldier during the war and 
afterwards became an Episcopal clergyman and rec~or of St. Paul's in 
Richmond. Beverly Randolph Tucker, Tales, p. 20. 



IV . /1, VIRGINIAN ~JR'TES OF REBELLION 

He was p resumptuous, but he had th e audacity (or was it honesty) 

to write of it in those years when the plant at ion legend was jus t 

beginn ing . ' He was wrong about its scope and intent ; but he admitted 

It could and would and di d happen, while Caruthers and Kennedy and h is 

cousin George limited themselves to l i tera ry desc riptions of soc ial life . 

Beverly Tucker's The Pa rtisan Leader: I\, Ta le of the Futu r e was pub l ished 

by Duff Green in I/ashington In 1836 under the pseudonym of Edward 4i lli am 

Sidney and wit h the fictitious publication date of 1856 . It was re-

printed in New Yo rk In 1861 as A Key to the Di su nion Consp iracy and , 

aga in , in 1862 by \-/est and Johnson cf Ri chmond . It was a tale of insur-

rect ion based on an idea wh ich supposedly came from John Randolph's let-

ter of Ma rch 17, 1832, t o William Wallace ; and it blatantly admi t ted that 

the Vi rginian way of I ife - -that is, the Virginian way of life , as Tucker 

sa ... , it--demonstrat ed a growi ng Incompatib ili ty wi th t hat of the "northern 

re gime . 1I2 

The Partisan Leader, even f or t he contempora ry reader, '~s t emovant 

e t ter rib le a cause de I' impression qu' 11 donne d'une t raged le immlnente , " 

a tragedy arising not from a conf li ct of real values but from a confl ict 

of myt h ical values which gave substance to the re al ity Tucker and his 
3 

soc ial group believed to exist and wh ich structu red the ir own ex iKtence . 

l The mos t acti ve period of Sout hern mythmaking began In the eighteen 
th ir t ies . Taylor , pp . 43 and 126 . 

2Hubbell , South, pp . 429-430 ; Sidney [Tucker ], Leader, 1, 130 . 

3 
Hunt, p. 51 . 



Soc ial groups, as a unit, and the Individuals with in them form I~ental 

pictures" or myths of what they think t hey are or ought to be, what they 
4 

hope t o be, and what other groups thi nk they are. Such myths, partly 

emotional and partly Intellectual, become more than mere ideas; they 

become controlling images in accordance wi th which a man will mold his 
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entire life Insofar as he is able; they become reasons fo r living and, if 

the circumstance dictate, reasons for dyi ng. And, in the end, men did 

die, men from the North and men from the South . They died for a myth; 

and, in the i r own time, they became myths for anew group and in a new 

literature. 

The close and reciprocal relationsh ip of literature to the myth-making 

process of a social group is the most conv incing a rgument for its use In 

understanding the actions and motivations of that group, Literature like 

myths is composed of symbols--in the first instance, the symbolization of 

wo rds and word-constructs; in the second , that of words, actions, emblems, 

etc. which of themselves are capable of conjuring up the entire image . 

The function of literature is to describe , through the use of such 

symbols, the reality which Its author bel ieves to exist, an Image com-

posed, ag9in, of symbol-patterns. In a literary work, therefore, myth 

builds upon myth. The so-called reality which the literature describes 

Is only what the author believes to exist; the description is, in turn, 

communicated through symbols loosely defined: and those same symbols, 

4From an essay by George B. Tindall. Dewey \.J . Grantham, J r. 
(ed.), The South and the Sectional Image (New York: Ha rper & Row, 1967), 
p. 9; This "myth" Is not to be confused with the legends associated with 
religious rites and beliefs, although religious myths may be part of a 
social group1s collective Image. 



worked upon by the imagination, give rise to other, more elaborate 

images. Peeling back successive layers of myth by a careful study of a 

piece of literature and the known fact content of the times which pro­

duced it gradually reveals the original canvass of a man a nd hi s 

tlmes--what he bel ieved to exist, what may actually have ex isted, what 

he believed himself to be, and what he actually may have been. Th is Is, 

in pa rt, the value and the fascination of literatu re for the historian. 
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Three images control the narrative of The Partisan Leader: a divided 

country, a divided state, and a divided family. The diametric opposition 

within these three concepts Immediately Indicates the romantic quality of 

t he book. The tale begins in 1849; the Southern states have seceded as a 

result of the North's resolve lito give a master to the Southll ; Virginia 

is disturbed by guerrilla warfare to determine her loyalties; and the 

Trevor family of Virginia is split in sentiment. 5 

The North and its government, In Beverly Tucker's eyes, was the 

personification of crushing despotism. A league of Southern states for 

good and sufficient reasons have seceded from the "Central Government," 

negotiated a treaty with England on a free trade basis, and achieved 

growing economic and political advantages. The League's reasons for seces­

sion are Tucker's and indicate the thinking of his constituents. The 

"Southern States, Including Virginia, are properly and almost exclusively 

agricultural ••••• it Is not certain that any labor can be Judiciously 

taken from the solt to be applied to <.any other object whatever. " The 

manufacturing interests of the North are fatal to the South which needs 

free trade. Nowhere In the book does Tucker attempt to Justify the 

5SIdney [Tucker] , Leader, 1,40. 



secess ion on the grounds of No rthern aggression agai nst t he ins ti tution 

of slave ry. He is , howeve r , anxious to point out that the institutions 

cf hi s society "are based on domestic slavery, " that the IIYankees pretend 

to be so sor ry for" the Negro and that they "want t o set the negroes 

f ree. ,,6 Th is at titude pl us t he novel ' s a rguments justifying slavery 

indicate that Tucke r was concerned about the ant i-slavery movement and 

ant agon isti cally eager to defend peonage as a posit ive good. 
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Tucke r 's desc ri ption of no rthern reaction to southern secess ion pre-

sent s the cent ral government, In the person of its President Marti n 

Van Buren, as taki ng advantage of it s majority posi t ion to subj ugat e 

the League : 

It was cl early seen ••• • that he had determined to use t he 
power thus obtained, and to administer the gove rnment 
solely wit h a view to t he Interest of that sect ional 
faction, by wh ich he had been supported ••• ! Woe to the 
vanqu ished! ' was the word . It had gone forth ; and northern 
cupidity and northern fanaticism [a ~ l de-swlpe at the 
aboli t ionists] were seen to march hand in hand to the 
plunder and desolation of the South. 

Only the League's alliance with England, the desire to sway the Virginia 

State Legislature, the lIabsurd relic of Imperium In imperio," into 

abolishing Itself, and the wish to "dispose the people to acquiesce in 

the union of all power in the hands of the Central Government" prevented 

the "usurper" from "putting down, by force, their resistance to his 

authority.'.] 

Having del ineated the menacing and despot ic nature of the I-Ja shlngton 

administration, Tucker proceeds to draw an analogy between it and the 

6 lbld, pp. 156, 242; XIV, 14. 

7Ibid., pp. 40, 156,42. 



monarchies of the continent. He displ ays, In this Instance. the fraudu­

lent and perverted conditIon of Southern ' liberalism by employing a 
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sati rIcal form of lIberal argumentatIon against a politica l body, lIberal 

in form and intent, to conserve all arIstocratic pattern of life. It is 

as t hough he \>/ere Thomas Osborn using lockI an t heory to at tack the 

Ea rl of Shaf tesbu ry. In Tucker's port rait of Van Bu ren's government, t he 

White House becomes the .. palace •••• 'n conformi ty to the nomencl atu re of 

fo reign courts . " The Presldent 's furn iture Is " rich and costly .••• adapted 

to t he use of a man, who , [ is ] devoted to business, yet loved hIs ease." 

The President, addres sed as ' 'your Excellency" by his subord inates, becomes 

something of a fop, powdering hi s head and attending his pe rsonal ap-

pearance \-dth care. He Is well aware that there Is "admiration In a 

foot, the beaut y of whIch was displayed to t he best ad~antage by the 

tight fit and hi gh finish of his delicate slipper. " His pose and 

postu rlngs are those of a klng--tlhls glance res t ed on his hand, fair , 

delicate, small, and richly Jev/el1ed. It hung carelessl y on the arm of 

the sofa •••• and perfonmed sundry evolutions on which the eye of majesty 

dwelt with gentle complacency. " Van Buren ' s attendant Is a "gentleman In 

wa iting," and his henchman, the prototype of Oliver Oeln. the Instrl8llent 

8 of Louis XI In QuentIn Durward. It is, Indeed, the old English liberal's 

t raditional view of the king and his court. 

Tucker's queer brand of liberalism Is a hopelessly t angled affair. 

He laments that "the reign of an Individual had been restored, " but 

he also abhors the " revolution In public sent lment which •••• had abolished 

all the privileges of rank and age; which trained up the young to mock at 

8 Ibld •• pp. 132, 140; 134, 135. 



the infirmit ies of their father , and encouraged the unwas hed artificer 

to e lbow t he duke from h is place . " He approves a t ime when "the 

sove reignty of numbers wa s acknowledged, and t he convenience of the 

multit ude had set the fashions , " but he castigates the Nort he rn majority 

which elected Van Bure~.9 The basic incongru ity resulted from the fact 

that Tucke r , the liberal, was real ly an a rc h Southern conservative . 
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The immediate object of I/as hi ngton ' s mal ice is the state of Virg inia, 

then in the throes of a partisan up heava l . Tucke r' s love for the state 

and her peopl e is instantly evident . The Pa rt isan Leader is dedicated 

to Virginia's "gall ant people, whose struggle f or freedom I witnessed 

and partook •••• " The alleged author , Edward \1i lllam Sydney, an artil-

leryman in the partisan forces , has formed connections which have iden-

ti fled him ~vlth Vi rginia and which have Ilbeen the source of all my hap-

piness . 11 Here , indeed, is a man who loved his state . One of hi s char-

acters , Ar thu r Trevor , can easily recognize a Virgini an: 1'1 heard it in 

you r voice ; I saw It in t.beir eyes; and I felt it in my heart. ••• " He re, 

Indeed, is a romantic, a man who "feels" life. And his beloved Vi rginia , 

is beset with difficulties--

Look at your rivers and bay, and you will see that Virg inia 
ought to be the most prospe rous country In the world . 
Look at the ruins which st rew the face of your lower 
country, the remains of churches and the f, ragments of tomb­
stones, and you wil l see that she once wa~ so. Ask fo r the 
descendants of the men whose names are sculptured on those 
monumen ts , and t heir present condition will te l l you that 
her prosperity has passed away. Then ask a ll history . Go 
to the fine st countries In t he world •••• ask what has la id 
them desolate , and you will receive but one answer, 
"Mi sgovernment . ,,1 0 

9 1b1d ., p. 134. 

lOlbld., pp. xiii, 9; 11,249. 
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Unable t o accept Vi rg inia's inevitable dec l ine, Tucke r t akes the recourse 

of rad ical s , conse rvat ive or libe ral, and l ays the blame at someone else' s 

doorstep . 11 For thirt y yea rs, Virgi nia , "had been sacrific ing the 

substance of li berty and prosperity to the forms of a constitution de­

vised t o secure, but perverted to destroy them. ,,12 Tucker loved the 

Const i tution of the Un ited St ates, a sent iment probably st ronger In t he 

pre-wa r South than In the Nor t h. 13 The document he loved, however, was 

the na rrowly construed document of the fathers not t he more broadly 

int erpreted fo rm wh ich acc rued mo re and more power to t he central govern-

ment . Tucker could not ab ide growth ; on the othe r hand, he depl o red 

decli ne. He was caught in an et erna l s tate of abeyance. 

Bever ly Tucker' s port ra it of Virginian l ife and thought reaches 

comp let ion in h is treatment of his cha racters and p lot . In t rue roman t ic 

vein , he tends t o be he roic in dia logue and verbose in na rrat ive and 

de8crlption. Plot s and subplot s are va riations on a few themes which In-

vol ve the extens ive emp loyment of prov idence and coinc idence . Cha racter s 

t end t o be s t ereotyped and Idea li zed, strong l y cont rast ed and l itt le-

mot ivated . They si mp ly ~. 

l' Such re sent ment was, at leas t partiall y, the result of Virginia 's 
s t atus as sem i-co lonial, a status encouraged by Tucker and othe rs of the 
so-called elite. As a co l oni a l construct, Virgini a for more than two 
centur. ies had produced raw material s wh ich were exchanged on unfavo rable 
t erms for manufact ured goods. From the address of B. B. Kendrick, "The 
Coloni a l Status of thelO~h. " George Brown Ti nda l l (ed . ) , The Pursu it of 
Southern History (Bat on Rouge : Louisiana St ate Univers ity Press, 1964) , 
p. 90. This kind of dependence breeds a sense of Irresponsibi l ity which 
explains certain aspects of the desire to find a scapegoat. 

12SIdney [Tucker] , Leader, I I , ~3. 

13parri ngt on, p. 84. 
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The maIn plot, as mentIoned above, involves a band of partisans 

based in the Blue RIdge Mountains and dedIcated to VirgInia's secessIon 

and eventual allIance wIth the Southern League. Opposed to them are 

UnIted States Army forces stationed throughout the state to combat the 

partI sans and to oversee comIng electIons. The leader of the Partisans 

and the hero of the story Is ArchIbald Douglas whose real name Is 

Douglas Trevor. 

The Trevor famIly Is composed of two branches: the famIly of 

Hugh Trevor, a man of good lIneage. high princI ples. and wealth and the 

famIly of Bernard Trevor, a man of IntellI gence. strong conviction. and 

moderate means. These two brothers, theIr famili es, and theIr friends 

symbolIze Tucker's Idea of Virginian so&lal thought In regard to the 
. 

dIfference between the North and the South, the Ideals of Tidewater 

llfe--the plantatIon, the gentleman. the lady, the slave, the yeoman 

farmer--the code of Tidewater conduct. They provIde, In short, however 

IdealIzed or di storted, revealing pictures of a social grouping's Image 

of Itself. 

Hugh and Bernard Trevor were "OppOS Ite poles of the same needle.,,14 

In all but the great prInciples of life, they were complete contrasts. 

Both were what \'/8S thought of as good men and gent lemen; but there the 

similarIty ceases, and Tucker begIns to separate his union men from hIs 

secessionists. He Is quick t o dIsassociate the cause of secession from 

the landed planter of distinguished positIon and to associate It with the 

Intellectual of comparatIve obscurIty, a device apparently the product. 

In part, of his own experience and a desIre to rei leve the cause of 

secession from accusatl<?ns of self-Interest. 

14sIdney [Tucker] , Leader, 1,46. 
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Hugh Trevor , the elder brother and father of twe lve ch il dren now in 

retirement at the age of seventy, 15 an unequivoca l symbol of success . In 

terms of his t ime and even In terms of the present. He has amassed con-

siderable wealth and held many dist ingu ished state offi ces . He Is firm 

nd prudent but aml~ble . He is known to be cauti ous and a compromise r 

(a characteristic Tucker disl ikes), but h is opinions ar e respected and 

sought . Here was an eminent publi c man, and he be li eved wit hout reser-

vat Ion that "'union, on any te rms, \."as better than disunion. under any 

circumstances .' 1t The younger brother, Berna rd (suspiciously similar to 

the author), the father of two daughters, was an undoubted symbo l of 

unp retenti ous intellect ualism. He possessed only moder&te means, 

subscribed to Inexpensive tastes. and lacked publ ic prestige . He was 

gifted and educated, demonstrating strong convi ct ions and c lear views; 

yet . whi le "beloved by a few •••• [ he was l mlsunde rs tood by many . " His 

hast y temper makes hi m appea r rash, Inconsiderat e , and Impatient; but he 

believes without reservation that secession Is t he onl y course for Vi rgin ia 

and the South . 15 

Havi ng presented secess ion as a matte r of princIple rather than of 

sel f -inte rest, a provocative attitude for s t udy. Tucker brings his hero 

into focus . Douglas Trevor. son of unionist Hugh, Is a graduate of \<lest 

Point and a lieutenant In the United States Army. but "h is long res idence 

In the Nor th had not weaned him from his native state/ •••• Hls heart never 

ceased t o glow at the name of Virginia , and he retu rned to her as the 

16 wande rer should return to the bosom of h i s home •••• " Douglas, as the 

sto ry opens, Is home on leave, and many festivities are In prog ress . 

15 ' Ibid . , pp. 46,45. 

16 1b1d . , pp. 52-53. 
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Among the part ic ipant s in these fun ct ions are his cousins, Delia and 

Luci a , and Ph i lip Bake r , the personifi cation of all that is evil and ug ly , 

who Is pay ing cou rt to Dougl as' sis te r , Vi rg inia . News that the Southe rn 

League has completed a treaty with England , Inspires Ph ilip, a po l itica l 

asp irant, t o insu lt the be l iefs of Be rna rd Trevor in t he presence of 

De ll a . As a gent leman, Douglas attemp t s to extort an apol ogy to Del la 

from Phili p by ch al lenging Ph ili p to a duel . The humili at ed Bake r re­

ports the situation t o h is f ather, Judge Bake r , a henchman of Van Bu ren . 

The situation involv ing Douglas and Ph il ip prov ides the opportunity 

for Van Buren and Ba ke r to subject Dougl as to court martial for what 

young Baker reports to be treasonable statements and through him to reach 

the rebels . Lieutenant Edgar Whiting , a good friend of Douglas, acqua int s 

t he Preside nt with the t rue f acts ; and th is revelation stymies t he 

orig inal p lan. Dou gl as, meanwhile, has decided to resign his commi s sion 

rathe r than submi t to court marti a l . His deci s ion prevents discovery of 

Ph ilip ' s part in the matter, but Van Buren determines to use it as a 

means of control ling and using the elder Baker to his best advantage. To 

furthe r hi s plan, he stations t roops to interfere with t he state e lecti on, 

knowing this action will goad patriots , inc luding Be rna rd Trevo r and 

Douglas , who is retu rn ing his cousins ' visit, int o an upri s ing. They can 

then be removed to \.Jashlngton on charges of treason, t r ied by Judge Baker, 

who knows the proceedings to be unconstitutiona l but is rende red he l pless 

by Van Buren ' s knowledge of his son ' s slander, and prope rly di spensed . 

The PresIdent's scheme, however , is destined t o fa i l . 

Be rnard and Douglas, who has been undergoing indoct r ination into the 

Int ricacies of states' rJghts theor ies, Virginian decline, and slavery 

from hi s uncle and a mys terious Mr. B ___ , reacts as anticipated ; but 



Van Buren errs In dispatchi ng Li eutenant Whit ing to make the arrests. 

When the young off icer appea r s ( in a most gentlemanly manner) at the 

Trevor residence t o carry out his orders, Bernard offers him a night ' s 

hospitality (always offered to guests rega rdless of missi on), sends a 

conti ngent of his "black wat ch" to dece ive and surround \.Jhiting's men , 

and forces t he lieutenant to escort t he f amily and Doug las to safety in 

No r t h Ca ro I ins . 17 

From North Ca ro l i na, Berna rd and Mr . B ___ send Doug las, now a 

confirmed stat es' rights man , to Sout h Ca rol ina to study t he political 
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and milit a ry aspects of the si t uat ion in preparat ion for assumi ng com­

mand of the guerrill a forces In the mountains. The object of the pa rtisan 

strategy Is t o draw Federa l t roops from Richmond 80 that the state 

leg ~ature may meet and decl a re Virginia seceded from the Union. Douglas 

assumes the name of Archiba ld Douglas and enjoys cons ide rable success In 

his campaigns, His brother, Colonel Owen Trevor, a foppish and ambitious 

man who, f o r pers onal advancement , has remai ned a unionist soon learns 

of t he partis an leader's exploits and, perceiving an easy means of 

acqu i ring fame, transfers his regiment to Lynchburg to app rehend and de­

feat the guerrillas. In the ensurng· conflict, Owen Trevor Is defeated , 

captured, and recognized by his brother who treats him courteously. 

Leav ing his capt ive at the home of another part isan, Dougl as leads his 

men against the federal base at Lynchburg. They a re on the verge of car­

cylng the day when the federals regroup and stage a counter-attack during 

which Douglas disappears. The counter-attack Is repulsed; and after the 

bat t le it Is learned that Owen Trevo r broke his parole, Joined his me~ , 

had Douglas kidnapped, ~nd sent him to Washington. It was he who ordered 

the attack as a cover for the deed, and heppays for his betrayal with his 

17 ,bid., p. 194. 
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lIfe before the day ends . Douglas ' lIeutenant, Schwartz, pursues the 

company bound for Washington but f al ls to overtake It . In the cIty 

Schwa rt z meets IJhltlng who has left the a rmy and Is anxious to aid Douglas 

and the Southern cause. The story ends here on the optimistic note that 

one of Van Buren's most trus ted accompli ces Is verging on defection and 

will be of some aid to Douglas and the South . Tucker's desire to use the 

book to influence the elections of 1836 Is responsible for such an abrupt 

close . 

As the story unfolds, Doug las Trevor emerges as the symbol of young 

Virg inian or even Southern manhood . He Is In appearance, bearing. and 

nat ure all the things which the young VirginIan arIstocrat hoped or 

thought he was or wou ld be. "He was a handsome youth, whose native grace 

had been Improved by his mil Itary education, and in his manners uniting 

the frankness of a boy \"I th the polish and elegance of an accompl ished 

gentleman .... " He exhIb Its , In addition, the characteristics the Vlr- ­

glnian liked to call cavali er! " .. . he did possess great merit. r\ hIgh 

sense of honor, st rIct principles, great openness, and generosity, were 

un Ited In him with talents of no conmon order. 1I18 At this point Tucker 

departs from a strIctly Southern Image, an Image it should be added of 

some popularity In the North of the 1830's, and touches on the nationa l 

Image of the American frontiersman . Not only Is Doug las brave, true, 

and courteous, he Is also praetl cal . He Is quite capable of donning the 

buckskins of the woodsman and learning the rudiments of life in the open 

air . But he Is first and foremost a Vi rginia gentleman . As In the con­

ventional romance, he sets out from everyday life on a grand adventure, 

18 I bid., p • 59. 



returning to t ha t l ife (I t Is assumed from the Introduction) afte r t he 

completion of that adventure. The adventure requ i red a full Ameri can ; 

the life , a Virginian. 

Whil e Dougl as Trevor Is "assld lous, discreet, temperate , and dis-

Interested," 'his brothe r Owen, a colonel In the United States Army, Is 

" Indifferent to duty, frivolous, self-Indulgent, and mercenary.1I19 The 

character of Owen Trevor symbol izes, In part, three Images : The South-
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e rner's of the yankee , the yankee's of his alter-ego. and the gentleman's 

of the fop, the ext reme example of social ri gidity and ostentation which 

t he gentleman eschewed . ~ 80th Owen and Douglas had enjoyed li the simple 

joys of • • • [the lr] childhood ' s home" and were graduated from West Point, 

but Owen had succumbed to " the pleasures of an Idle life and the schemes 

of ambition." As the Southerner's yankee and the yankee's alter-ego, he 

Is ambitious, acquisitive, self-Interested, hypocritical , self- Indulgent , 

tra I torous. and dece It fu 1. He Is, In sbort, a f I end. He reve Is I n the 

accoutrements of rich furnishings. sconces and astral lamps, wine. cor-

dials, fruits, and cigars. He "glltter[s] with gold and flutter[s] In 

lace. 11 He has learned that "any display of fixed principle •• • • was no 

passport to advancement ; that rewards were only for the mercenary, and 

that they were always dispensed with a freedom duly proportioned to the 

eagerness with which they were sought." Aetlng on such principles , Owen 

19 Ib l d ., II, 327 • .......... 
20The Yankee's alter-ego, as opposed to the "transcendent Yankeell 

(a combination of frontiersman and gentleman), personified , In the 
Yankee's Imagination, the weaknesses of his soelety, I .e., self-Interest, 
acquisitiveness, etc. William R. Taylor, Cavalier & Yankee (Garden ctty , 
New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1963), pp. 85-86. 



forsakes h is state , bet rays hi s brother and ultimat ely meets a well­

deserved and poetically bloody end. Tucker hints t hat Owen's behavior 

Is partially a resul t of his having been sufficiently old to witness his 

father's rise In I ife from a class lower than the "intellectual order of 

men, In which he had at last found his proper place. ,,21 If Tucker Is 

suggesting that Hugh Trevor was not a gentleman born and that he fol­

lowed the pattern of t he American success-story, the fate of Owen might 

be of interest In a study of the cavalier myth. It remains, however, 

that he was a traitor, and for a Virginian there was no greater c r ime. 
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Two sets of brothers--Hugh and Bernard, the older generation, 

Douglas and Owen. the younger. The times Indeed had changed. The Trevor 

fathers were of opposing positions, but both were men of principle; the 

Trevor sons were also In opposition. but only one was a man of principle, 

and he symbolized the South. In Tucker's characters Niebuhr speaks be­

fore his time of guilt and Innocence, of the North and its unequivocal 

guilt, of the South and its unimpeachable Innocence. The Southerner, In 

the person of Tucker, had forswoxn', moderation and compromise and now 

defined un lonlst sent lment or support as Ind Icat Ive of every evil, moral 

and physical. 

Lesser characters from the so-called aristocracy people Tucker's 

world--the gnomish rogue, Philip Baker, another opportunist of Northern 

sympathies; the ungentlemanly planter of the common room who represented 

Tucker's revulsion at the boorishness of the new South's nouveau rlche; 

.~nd others. He does not neglect, however, the class which Frank l. 

Ow~ ley rediscovered In the 1930's--the yeoman farmer. Here was an Image 

21SIdney [Tucker], ' Leader, 1,54,53; 11,319,326,325. 
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older than all the others--an image of the Jeffersonian South . 22 

Tucker's representatives of the yeoman class are the two lieutenants 

of Dougl as, Jacob Schwartz and Ch r istian iJit t. These tvJO men and their 

constit uents symbolize Tucker 's combined version of yeoman farmer and 

what \~ illlam Taylor cal1s the "t ranscendent Yankee." Tucker ' s 

"t ranscendent Southerner" is a combination, with some exception, of 

Ha rvey Birch, Natty Bumpo, and Ho rseshoe Robinson. These men,were, in 

a word, "pathfi nders . " It was their function "to Interpret wil derness 

to civilizati on . " They managed to isolate themselves from the hectic 

competition of society, and "by reducing ... materlal needs to a minimum, 

• • • attalned a degree of self-sufficiency which provided ••• a fresh per­

spective on an acqui s itive society.1I23 

Schwartz and \.Jltt are the mentors of a typical frontier community in 

the Blue Ridge mount a ins. Their settlement gives the "appearance of di s­

comfort and poverty ••• ~he walls and chimneys of unhewn logs , the roofs of 

loose boards •••• together with the smoked and sooty appearance of the 

whole, betokened an abundance of timber, but a dearth of everything 

else. 11 Each home has a Ilrude garden,l l a corn and oat field and a small 

meadow. Such a community existence was not part of the "transcendent 

Yankee'slt Image. He more 1 ikely enjoyed an Isolated or hermit-like life, 

and this characteri stic distinguishes Tucker's characters from the Image. 

Schwartz and Hltt are not only members but leaders of a community, a con­

cept closely linked to the communal sense which permeated the South . 

The communal sense, however, does not, according to Tucker, stifle a 

22 From an essay by Geo~ge B. Tinda ll . Grantham, p. 16 . 

23Tay lor, pp . 83-86 et pass im, 84, 86 . 
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strong spiri t of Independence. The mounta in men refuse to acknowl edge 

superiors, a characte ri st ic more descript ive of the Southern aristocrat 

and one which would ultimately create Innumerable diffIculties for Lee, 

Jackson, Johnston, and a host of similar leade rs, milit ary and political . 

In descri bing the march t o Lynchburg, for example, Tucker emphasizes t hat 

the re was "no necess ity for harassing men •••• by forcing them to keep in 

ranks . " There \"e re no officers. for ""here every man Is an officer . each 

must be told Individually beforehand what Is expected from hlm •••• they 

wi ll be apt to fulfill such Instruct ions , and will fight with the ter r ible 

efficiency of individual animos ity. Hence the formidable character of 

partisan warfare .,,24 

As Is t ypica l of the Rousseauan Intellectual. Tucker , as does 

Cooper, insIsted that his frontiersmen we re much more than mere primi· 

t ives. They disp lay all the marks of the natural aristocrat or "betlu 

savage . " They possessed "simple virtue and Instincti ve patrfotlsnl •••• un­

taught wisdom. wh ich finds its place In minds uncorrupted by arti f icial 

systems of education and undebased by abject and menial occupations . " 

At tired in half-dressed buckskins, they are masters of the t ra il. the 

rifle, the knife, and the tomahs\'/k; but, as In the case of Hltt. "a 

second glance might have discove red somethi ng Int ellectual In his coun­

tenance, wi th less of boor ishness In his air and manne r than the res t of 

the company di spl ayed . ,,25 They are pract ica l men, l it tle gi ven to 

fanta sy or even the appreciation of natural beauty. but their practical ity 

has no cannot at Ions of self-I nte·rest . They are brave. t rue , and loyal 

24 4 48 Sidney [ Tucker], Leader. I, 2; I I, 3 " 3 • 

25~. , I , xlv, 6. 
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to the end . As do most cha racters in a romantic nove l, Schwartz and ' Ji tt 

act within the confines of a stereotype not fr om personal motivation, but 

they refl ect the Tidewater Virginian's concept of the frontier yeoman 

farmer . 

Some basis for Tucker ' s descript ion of backwoods life did exist, but 

his expos ition of the farmer ' s patriotism and pol i tical sentiment s is a l­

mos t totally unfounded . The farmer of t he Virginia backcountry, I.e . t he 

Blue Ridge mounta ins and the Shenandoah Valley, never espoused the per­

ve rted libera l ism of t he Tidewater and t he piedmont . He was historically 

at odds wi th s tate government and settled t he matter once and f~all in 

1863 when Wes t Vi rgin i a was admi t ted to t he Union. She indeed seceded , 

but f rom Virgi nia not t he Union. Why, then, did Tucker, who must have 

been awa re of the pol i t ical situat ion, make the Blue Ridge area the base 

fo r pa rt is an movement s and it s people the i r participants? He hoped, 

perhaps , to elicit and encourage backwoods support in t he e lecti on s of 

1836 and to make these people fee l an Impo rtant pa rt of Virg ini an l ife . 

It is l ike ly, however, that he thought he .perceived an innate pioneer love 

of f reedom, ln their attitude and unrea l isti cal ly thought it his own . 

The Trevors, the Bake rs, Schwa r tz and Wit t--th ree pai rs symbolic of 

Tucke r ' s images . One pa ir and one man remain which deserve attention-­

De l ia, daughte r of Bernard, and he r mot her, the representatives of 

Southe rn womanhood, and a mys t e r ious Mr . B ___ , frie nd of Be rnard and, 

possib ly th&'prototype of John C. Cal houn. 

"There was a saying In Vi rginia that It takes three gene rati ons to 

make a gentleman and f our to make a lady. " Whether or not ladies and 

gentlemen adhered to thi ? time schedule is propos itional, but such a 

statement Indicat es t he Import ance and distincti on which the Vi rgi n ian 
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accorded or thought he accorded his women. In Virginia, the "belle" was, 

unquestionably, an Institution and her mother the "keystone" of the 

domestic establlshment. 26 Dell a Trevor, the seventeen-year-old daughter 

of Bernard and the love Interest of Douglas, is Tucker's Image of such 

a "be lle. " She Is, of course, Idealistical ly lovely--

Her person, her countenance, her hair, her eyes , her 
complexIon, should all be described, and the whole summed up 
In a tout ensemble of surpassing beauty. 

And how light and elastic Is her s tep •••• her swan- l ike neck 
outstretched , her face slightly upturned, her eye swi mming 
In light, and looking as If ••• • all the gay visions of hope 
stood di sc losed In bright reality. Is she not beautlful •••• who 
can wonder that each man!s mistress, wearing this Cytherean 
zone, Is In hIs eyes the Oueen of Beauty herself? 

Her conversat ion "'las "a lways cheerful, sprightly, and Intelligent •••• her 

voice melodious, distInct, articu l ate, and richly flexlble .... " She had 

been educated at home; and "her manners were formed In a domestic 

cl rcle .. -characterlzed by refinement, and delicate , but frank propri ety." 

l}hlle Del la, as a "belle,1t did not care to be regarded as an Intellectual, 

tlher love of reading had been cultivated by throwing books In her way; 

and, the taste once formed, her attention had been directed to such as 

might best qua lify her for the dutIes of woman ' s only appropri at e 

statlon,,,27 ThI s "statlon" was, of course, marriage . 

The Southern libel Ie" who f ai led t o marry was , Indeed , In sad s t raits. 

She became an old ma Id at t wenty, sentenced to the frin ges of soc Iet y, 

and, unless amply provided for by an Indulgent papa , doomed to the 

never-endIng role of visiting- aunt. To avoid such unhappy prospects , the 

young gIrl fram puberty on was faced with the problem of securing an 

26 Hubbell, LIfe, pp. 38, 55 . 
27 Sidney [Tucked, Leader, 1,60, 128,61,58. 



appropr iate hus band . To th i s end , she had to be at least a reasonable 

approx imation of the Southern gentleman's Ideal of womanhood . And he 

asked a good deal . Della's mother , for exampl e , verged on being the 

great "earth mother" herself . She was "matronl y In her dress and air; 

tall , maJes t Ie, and/graceful in her.;person; and with a countenance 

beaming with frankness, ani mat ion, and Intell igence . She had been a 

beautiful woman and •••• was stilI handsome . " In disposition she was 

courteous and gent le , high spi ri ted , generous, and as patriotica l ly 

Southe rn as her husband. She firmly bel ieved and she had taught her 

"ughter that " In SOCiet y, sel f-respect is the first duty of woman ; and 

that the only Invio lable safeguard for that, Is a care never to offend 

the self-respect of others." This sense of self-respect eschewed the 

f ash ion (Nort hern, presumably) of expos ing a woman to noto ri ety; the 

fashion which encouraged her to "go North; write books; patronize 
/ 

abolition societies; or keep a boarding schoo1. " Were she a devotee of 

this fashion. she was "no longer fit to be the wife of a Virgini a 

28 gentleman. II 

The role of wife required much self-discipline as well as self-

respect. While most lords and masters whored about with every other 

(sometimes, every) mulatto on the place, they Ins isted that they be able 

to return to the soft white sheets of the·lr four-posters and the chaste 

embraces of their paragon-wives nestled thereln. 29 The lad ies, i n the 

28 
~., pp. 102-103, 69. 123. 
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29 This, too, was partially a myth. '7hough white women were less In-
volved In Interracial se.ual contacts than men, their role, especially In 
the colonial perlod •••• was never entirely negligible. " 
Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar Institution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 
1956), p. 352. 
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other hand. (and Tucker takes care to point out that they exist only 

south of the Roanoke) must continue "to walk In the steps of their chaste 

mothers·-safe In that h igh sense of honor whIch protects at once from 

pollution and suspicIon . " A wife must believe her husband always honor· 

able and must never f ea r for his safety but "when she doubts his truth . " 

She must be his consolation and Joy, his "sage adviser and usefu l friend." 

In turn, she derives her security and self-confidence from the feeling 

(and this may be all it Is) that she Is his Iisecond sel f ll and ' Illves In 

his heart. 1130 

Tucker's mal e characters are we ll-deserving of unbounded love and 

loyalty from their wives, as was Tucker, apparently , and most of those In 

t he academic and literary circles he frequented . He moved, however. In a 

refined and d ignifIed atmosphere, an atmosphere with \-mich he gI lded, 

Intentionally In part. the ra'-.I edges of his "Southernlsm. ,,31 The ablest 

exponent of Tucker's Southernism. wIth the exception of Bernard Trevor, 

is the elusive Mr. B_. 

The character of Hr. 8 ___ , statesman. cloak and dagger rebel, and 

friend of Bernard Trevor. lends an aura of Intrigue" to the story. It Is 

a matter of conjecture whether or not he was intended as the figure of 

John C. Calhoun . 32 Tucker greatly admired the South Caroli ni an- and 

30s idney [Tucker ] , Leader, 1, 130: 11,279; 1, 187: 11 ,279. 

31 Grantham, p. 1. 

32pa rrlngton rega rds the book as an atte~t to dramatize the 
phi losophy of Calhoun . Pa rrington, p. 36; Hubbell doubt s the book Is so 
Intended, for he cl a ims that Tucker dId not admIre Calhoun untIl after 
1836. Hubbell. South, p. 430; In a letter to Will iam Gi I more. 5imms, 
Tucker revealed that John Randolph had sent him In 1833 to Calhoun to -
warn him of Clay and hl~ compromises and to ask hi m not to let South 
Caroli na down. Tucker, therefore, was at least acquainted with Ca lhoun. 
w.ll liam P. Trent, \Jl lliam Gilmore :>i mms (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

ompany , 1892), p. 183. 
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staunchl y affi rmed his political be liefs . Calhoun, on the ot her hand , 

might not have appreciat ed t he para l lel drawn between himse l f and the 

rebel stat esman, fo r he was engaged at the time In persuading the Senate 

to accept hi s impass ioned views of the abolitionists' petit ion campaign, 

t he "gag rule, " and the compact t heory of the Union. yJhatever hi s In-

tended origins, however, Mr. B ___ bears little physical and temperamental 

resemblance to Calhoun. Tucker's character Is a man of sixty years, 

"slightly formed, but tall, erect, clean-lImbed, and sinewy. Hi s vigor 

seemed little Impaired by time, though his high and strong features look 

at least as old as he was." His eyes are a clear bright blue; his glance, 

quick, I ~ut settled and searching In its gaze.,J3 His suntan and silver 

hair contrast markedly and make him a figure of dlstinctio.n. Calhoun 

at the date of publication was fifty-four. He was described as a "ta l l, 

gaunt, sickly man with •••• trapllke mouth.,,34 Sure.ly such a figure 

claimed some sympathy for Its weaknesses, but Mr. B ___ 's appearance was 

"imp.slng •••• commanded the respett due to the wisdom of age, and seemed 

to claim no pity for Its InfirmIties." He was not "venerable" but "no 

man was held In higher veneratlon.,,35 Calhoun's colleagues In the Senate 

respected his mind and Integrity, but his Intensity and dialectic often 

left them cold or convulsed. He was seldom congenIal, and "hIs politIcal 

popularIty was not personal but abstract.,,36 Mr. B ___ , In contrast, 

was congenIal, assured (wIthout the Insane self-confidence of Calhoun), 

33Sldney[Tucker], Leader, 1,121. 

34Rlchard Hofstadter, The American PolItical Tradition (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1948), p. 74. 

35 Sidney I Tucker], Leader. I, 121. 

36Hofstadter, p. 74. 
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and reassuring (decidedly not a charact eristic of Ca l houn), relaxed in 

the wisdom of h is years. He was, at the risk of contrivance, the benignly 

paternal combination of Roman patriarch, Southern colonel (a post-war 

Image. it Is true) , Greci an democrat , and Jeffersonian co loni a l . In this 

role, he becomes the men t or of Douglas and the Inspiration of Bernard, 

conversing at length on every subject from slavery to courts-martial t o 

secession to woman's role In society. His conversations with them reveal 

much of Virginian thought on the Institutions of its soc iety, pa rticularly, 

that inst itut ion bred of l and , c l imate, and convenience which made the 

ante-bellum ins titutional South unique. This Ins titution was slavery. 

Freedom, in the def inlt Ion of Bernard Trevor, Is for "all, who, In 

t he economy of Providence, are capable of freed om. ,,37 The Negro, of 

course, simply was not capab le of f reedom. Accept ing th is premise as 

self-evident, Tucker ' s cha rac t e rs (and, pre sumably, most Virgin ians) are 

forced into a rigidly a-pr ioristlc argument to justi fy it. Abo l ition and 

rebellion had led them a long way from the bel ief t hat the pract ice Is a 

necessary evil, and they now affirmed with Ca lhoun t hat it was " instead 

of an evil, a good--a positive good. ,,38 They offered, in defense of 

t heir position, a numbe r of a rguments --racl a l , cul t ural, Biblical , economic. 

The sterility of t hese arguments had apparent ly begun to impress Tucker , 

h imself, although he reaff i rmed ever more vehemently the need for the 

sys tem. Douglas Trevor voices Tucker's confusi on when he di scus ses t he 

Trevor Negroes' success f u l subterfuge against wh it ing's company with 

Whi t ing. Doug las proposes that " there must be someth ing, by natu re, In 

the moral cons t i t ut ion of the negro , intrinsi ca l ly d ifferent f rom the 

37Sldney [Tucker ] , Leade r, 1,99. 

38Hofstadter , p. 79. 



white man." iJhlt Ing allows that this must be so, but then they must 

reject "the authority which tel Is us that al I are of one race." Douglas 

meets this objection by drawing a somewhat silly analogy between the 

Negro and the dog. The wolf and the Newfoundland are of the same race 
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but behave differently because of "circumstances. " As these circumstances 

are sl avery, the prop onent is led Into a vicious circle. He confesses 

it is difficult for him to chose "between rejecting the evidence of my 

own senses, or ••• of God's word, or the phllosophy ••• that man Is to be 

considered as a unit." Ultimate ly, "philosophy must go by the board. " 

and Douglas concludes that "It may be .• • what Is best for me Is best for 

my friend Jack [a Neg ro ] •••• and vice versa; but as long as neither of us 

thi nks so , why not leave each to his choice? Besides. there Is more room 

in the world for both of us. than If both always wanted the same • •• ,,39 

Douglas' talk of "choice" is pathetically ludicrous. He offers nothing 

but a tautological argument that slavery l! because it l! and a Malthusian 

suggest ion that there was not sufficient "room" for both races to prospe r. 

His thinking represents, perhaps, the Impasse to which Tucker had come . 

Impasse , however, is more dangerous than error, for it leaves no re­

course . Either a man must defend what he believes to be the core of his 

existence , good or bad, or he must go down with It. 

The ques ti oning conversation of Douglas and Whit ing Is even more 

provocative because of the distinction It makes between their views and 

those of the older generation . Mr . B ___ and Bernard Trevor are convinced 

that s lavery is a benevolently patriarchal system. Mr . B ___ Informs 

Douglas that all Negroes "are one integ ral pa r t of the great black famlJy, 

39SIdney [Tucker ] , ~eader . II, 224, 225. 
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wh ich . in al l Its branches . Is un ited by similar ligaments to the great 

whit e faml1y. " Douglas, according to t he older man, has the "paren tal 

feeling of the old who nursed [his ] ••• Infancy •••• [and ] the equal friend-

ship of those with whom" he played . He was taught "to claim [ no] ••• prlvl-

lege. in a fight over t hose \'Ihom ••• Ihe ] treated as equals In play. Then 

••• r he] ... {had] the grateful and admiring affect ion" of his playfe llows. 

and , presumably. t'other slaves . As a result of t his love and affection. 
40 

Douglas need never suspect h is sl aves could II rl se agalnst ••• [h ls ] family. " 

~/hlle Tucker. perhaps as a resul t of hi s father's Influence. displays 

sufficient common sense to avoId pro-slavery arguments based on race. 

c;.ulture, re lIgion, etc •• yet he fl rmly supports the view that a petrf-

archalform of slavery Is a necessity for the Negro's situation, a neces­

sity desired by his masters and himself. The propaganda of the " Amls de 

!:!2l.!:!" or t he abolitionists Is "cant and sophistry. " They have mistaken 

the "proud humlJ Ity" of the domest Ic slave for the IIservile sulkiness" of 

t he /I f.roc/ous" servants In the North. They confuse his "dislnterested 

devollon ll with their own "calculating selflshness • .,41 They. In effect. 

would misunderstand any system based on mutual service. love, and benevo-

lence. 

Tucker's facilIty for blIndly Idea lizing t he system of slavery Is 

undetstandable. In part. and may suggest why the South. which In 1860 

reported only 46,274 persons owning as many 85 twenty slaves and onl y 

2.292 of these owning as many as 100. was 50 will Ing to support secessi on 

42 and why It became so unwilling to support the war, Itself. It believed. 

40 Ibld •• p. 204. 

41 Ib1d •• I . 99. II. 205 . 

42Clement Eaton, A History of the Old Sm.t h (New York : MacmIll an 
Co •• 1949). p. 445. 
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quite simply, in a dream, a dream which colored the Imaginations of every· 

one from planter to academic to small farmer, a dream that whatever he 

found good In life derived ultimately from the plantation system. This 

system def ined a nation, a nation below the Mason-Dixon Line; and Its 

dreams of nationalism extended outward to include Lebensraum in the West 

and Southwest, trade alliances wit h the Continent, and , ultimately, Inde~ 

endence . Slavery may not have caused the \~ar of Secession, but had it 

not existed would such a confl ict have exploded? Tucker's characters and 

Tucker, himself, answer this questlon--it was Inevitable. 

The Partisan Leader, as a literary work and propaganda piece, has 

evoked diverse criticism. Par rlngton called it a "romantically extrava­

gant book, quite the absurdest in the l ibrary of the old South. ,,43 Moses 

insisted tha t Tucker's book breathed "defiance, hate, and suspicion, [ an~ 

clear ly ... [i ndic;ated] that ... [ t heJ novel was a text-book of rebellion .... 

prompted in the spirit of Calhoun--with none of his genius. lI44 A more 

valid criticism, on the other hand, is that of Carl Van Doren when he 

affirms that Tucker prophesied disunion but did so with classical restraint, 

45 
pride , and conscious Virginlanlsm. 

Tucker's novel may have depicted the romantic absurdities of Vi rgln-

ian and Southern life, but these absurdities did exist, and Tucker 

thought them the essence of a system. If it was a "text-book of rebel-

I ion," the lessons it presented--the locale of part5=lnship and the 

43 Par r ington, p. 37. 

44 Montrose J. Moses, The LHberature of the South (New York: Thomas 
Y. Crowell and Co., 1910), p. 253. 

45 6 Van Doren, p. 5 • 



guerrilla nature of the wa r--we re certainly too miscalculated for a man 

of Tucker's obvious ability and learning. The book's pr imary purpose, 

was as Tucker clalmed--to sway the elect ion of 1836. It was intended 

as propaganda and hypothe.s I zed on secess Ion on I y as cont ingent on cer-

ta in f act ors--Van Buren ' s election, the reality of a Southern League, 

fore i gn alliances--which did not exis t at the time . It made an obvious 

play for the sympathies of the backcountry and a subtle appeal to the 
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South as a whole . It portrayed a way of life Tucke r loved and suggested 

what he and others could and would do to p~otect that life . It displayed 

quest ionable li teracy--a shi f t ing point of view, stereotyped characters, 

contrived situatlons--but, In the first place, this reflected Tucker's 

and, perhaps , the South's romant ical ly ste reotyped and contrived thought 

pat terns; and, in t he second place, literary quality was no t the ,pri mary 

objective of the author . Tucker, in effect, was proselitlzing for the 

reli gion of Southernism. In h is dreams the messi ah had come and conquered . 

How , in the insane conf idence of dreams, could he possibly suspect t he 

messiah ~/ould be crucif ied? 



V. !\ V I RG I N I AN '.!R ITES OF V I RG I N I ANS 

From all authors there comes but once (or twice) In the ir lifet ime 

a nove l singularly theirs . Thi s Is t he novel most perfectly expressing 

the essence of their parti cular authorship, the novel lying In their souls 

from the beginning. George Balcombe vias so completely the nove l lying in 

the soul of Beverly rucker that Poe, In his review written pri or to the 

revel ation of Tucker as the author, exclaimed 'The mind of the ch ief per-

sonage of the s tory, Is the transcript of a mind fam iliar to us •••• George 

Ba lcombe thinks, speaks, and acts, as no person . \'/erare conv inced, but 

,Jud ge Beverly Tucker, ever precisely thought, spoke, or acted before. "l 

The oe\O/ two-volume work was publ ished In New York by Ha rper and 

Brothers the same year as t he Pa rtisan Leader which met such discouraging 

financial difficul ti es. The author's enthusiasm In producing a second 

book so soon after the failure of the first could only have been the pro-

duct of a deeply-rooted desire to erect a worthy monument to the earthly 

god he zealously vlo rshipped--the spirit of Tidewater Vlrginlanlsm. There 

is no evidence that George Balcombe met the same fate as Its predecessor , 

but it vIas markedly different . '. .Jhlle the Parti san leader emphasi zed a 

superf icial plot which may have st ruck even Its Southern readers as too 

imp robable and upsetting to contemplate . George Balcombe emphasized 

characters with whom the reader could ident ify. In t hought . if not deed, 

and s ituations which, if confused and contrived, were , at least. belJev-

1 ' Edgar Allen Poe, Revi ew of George Balcombe, by Nathaniel Beverly 
Tucker, Southern literary Messenger, ; II {January, 1837),58. 
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able. The creed so ardently propagated in the fer mer was transmitted 

more subtly and with greater depth and regard for form In the latter v,lith 

the result of achieving what Poe termed tithe best Ame rican novel" and 

what might a lso be te rmed one of the best revel ations of the Southern 

2 mentality. 

As the story begIns, the reader finds himself travelIng by moon-

light on the Missouri prairie with William Napier, a young VIrgInia 

cavalier . William soon encounte rs the gentleman-frontiersman, George 

Balcombe, whose hosp ita li t y he accepts and whose admi re r he becomes . 

Will iam, In the course of conversation, discovers t hat George Is a d ls-

t ant relative who , with Will iam's grandfather's a id , had graduat ed from 

William and Mary and then embarked on an adventurer' s career which he 

termi nated for marriage and a home In frontier Missouri. \4 i1llam, in 

tu rn, discloses that he Is In search of the vill ainous but reli gious ly 

superst itious Edwa rd Montague, another recipient of Grandfat~r Nap ier's 

favors and, l ike George, a witness to the old man's second and final 

will. ThIs will named i/ll I lam, his mother, and his aunt hetrs to the 

famil y estate and replaced an earlier document drawn up prior to William's 

birth naming a distant Eng li sh relative as devis:e. Upon the death of 

the elder NapIer, Montague had absconded with the second will and now 

l ived In the neighborhood of George's Missouri estate. He was supported 

as George had Inadvertently learned, by an annuity paid for his silence 

by the original Eng li sh heir who had acquired the family property. George, 

because of his affection for Hi lliam's family and his dislike for Montague. 

agrees to help William recover the valid will. 

2lbld. 
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The efforts of ,Ii lilam and George are soon complicated by the arrival 

of James Scott, brother of Mary Scott who had once rejected Georgels love 
\ , 

for Montague's. Montague had ruined her reputation (apparently in an 

amourette in the rose arbor), caused her father, Grandfather Napler's 

overseer, to die of a broken heart, and, after half-hearted attempts to 

compensate the little family financially, left them impoverished. James 

bears a parcel and a letter for Montague from Mary which she has instructed 

him to exchange with her former lover for provisIons for James I education. 

In an accOlnpanylng letter, she Informs George that the parcel and letter 

to Montague contain Information and a talisman for recovering a packet 

left by him with her and which she has heretofore refused to relinquish. 

Both George and William, of course, suspect the packet In Maryls 'posses-

slon, unbeknownst to her, contains the will, but they are too honorable 
, p 

to Investigate her letter and parcel meant for Montague. 

Montague agrees to Maryls conditions of exchange but arranges to 

ambush George and James. His plot Is foned by the frontier ruffian, 

John Keizer, ostensibly an accomplice of Montague but, In reality , a loyal 

friend of George. IJ lliiam and Colonel Robinson, the father of Mrs. 

Bal combe , have meanwhile app rehended Montague who had escaped with the 

'" parcel before the InterventIon of Keizer. Again In possession of the 

parcel, George orders Montague to return to Virginia wIth them to untangle 

the condItIons of the will and t o provIde for the Scotts l Ilv~lhood. 

EmployIng subterfuge, Montague, Informed by Maryls letter and parcel 

that, upon presentation of the talisman to Maryls old nurse; Amy, he 

would be gIven the packet he had left behind, escapes to Virginia leaving 

George and Keizer to stand trial for the murder of one of Montaguels 

hirelings Involved in the ambush. Released on ball, Keizer sets out in 



pursuit of t he villain and is soon followed by '.-Jilliam. Montague 

deceives the St . Louis sheri ff who apprehends Keizer for Jumping ball 

while Montague continues his jou rney by steamboat. Hilli am arrives In 

time to enlighten the sheriff, and he and Keizer return to George for 

the t r i a 1. 

Exonerated by the unexpected test imony of Sam Todd. Mon t ague's 

accomp l ice in plant ing the evidence implicating George and Keize r in the 

mu rder , George, his wife, ~lililam and Ke izer set out for Virginia. 

Eluding Montague1s delaying tact ics, t hey a rrive at \4111 iam's home In 

King and Queen county and lea rn, In a letter from Mary, that her mother 

has died and she has gone to Grandfather Napier's home, Raby Hall, t o 
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ca re for Amy who has fallen 111 and to act as housekeeper in Amy ' s place . 

She further explains that Montague had come to the hall for the packet but 

was forced to leave by Major Slt-/ann, the steward, who wit h his wife has 

bef riended her. The villain re t urned, aga in , having spied Mary contem­

plating the packet In its hiding place under t he floorboard s, finds It, 

and flings it into the fire. Agalrl, it is Hajor Swann, who hearing 

Ma ry's screams, rescues the papers and , in his capacity as constable, 

takes them into custody. George and William go immed iately to Ra by Ha l l 

and ar rive in time to wi tness someone trying to set it afire . George 

recognizes the a rsonist as Montague, but the villain escapes for the 

third time. William and George pursue him to Fredericksburg and then, 

as sured that he has gone to Balt imore, return to William's home leaving 

Keizer at Raby Ha ll. 

In a romantic interfude, George, already aware Wil l iam is deeply ~n 

love with his cousin Ann! learns that Ann reciprocates her cousin 's af­

fection, al t hough she feels she is obligated to marry the young and 



66 

wealthy Henry Howard. Howard, accus ing Geo rge of meddling, cha l lenges 

him to a duel whi ch George accepts to protect his honor but with the In-

tent ion of str ik ing Howa rd's pistol from hi s hand before he can fire . 

\v ill i am , meanwhile, has learned that his sister Jane had ma liciously told 

her lover , Doug las, a cous in of Howard, that George has Instigated the 

match between her brother and her cous in. Jane hoped that Ann ' s ma rriage 

to Howa rd would effect a mar r iage between HilJlam and Douglas's s is ter . 

Jane , In turn, would then have t he opportunity of ma r rying Douglas whose 

father dis approved of his son 's match with an Impover Hhed girl. Duri ng 

the duel, George shoots the pistol from Howard's hand; and, the match 

dec lared terminated, Howa rd attempts suicide . He is prevent ed fran t his 

onl y to succumb t o a nervous breakdown dur ing which he apologizes to 

Geo rge dnd from which he soon recovers. 

On a subsequent t r ip to Fredericksburg to at t end to legal matters r& 

lated to the possess ion of t he packet, not yet opened, 1,.Jil li am , James, 

George, and Keizer are attacked by Montague and his henchmen . In t he 
, 

melee , James, who now knows the complete story of his sister's dall iance 

with Montague , conveniently and poet ically kills Montague . The packet 

presumably contain ing the wi l l, however, Is lost In the scuffle. Discon-

so l ate at hi s loss of for tune, IVI I li am continues with his companions to 

Fredericksburg where George announces that he is go ing to Northumberland 

county to claim an estate which he will share with ~ Illiam . He reveals 

that he received this estate through Grandfat her Napier's will, a remark 

whI ch surprises William as he believes no one had seen the contents of 

the packet . The men are Interrupted by Keizer who explains t h, mystery 

to 1-1I1 1iam. Keizer had .ove rheard James, VJilllam, and George d iscu ssing 

the packet the night of Montague's death and realized that they wanted 
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~JIl li am to have the contents but t hat James was \vo r ried about having 

given his wo rd to sur rende r t he packet t o no one but Montague . To over­

come t h is dilemma , Ke ize r f ound the packet and gave it to George. George 

could now, withou t di shonor t o :James, give the will t o inlli am. By the 

terms of t he wi ll, George rece ived half of the estate in t he pos sess ion 

of Raby Hall , and l"illiam rece ived t he estate of Ba rnard ' s Castle . On 

Va l ent ine's Day, Wil l iam and Ann , Jane and Douglas marry . George retu rns 

to His souri where, fi fteen years later, James Scott marr ies his daughter. 

A t rue Virgin ian at heart , George plans to return eventua l ly t o h is home­

land, bringing Keizer with h im. 

It Is clear ly evident that Beverly Tucker had someth ing t o say about 

Virg inians In George Ba lcombe and wanted very badly to say it . The set­

ti ng for his message--Missourl In 1820--was a brilliant choice, fo r he 

was familiar with frontier society; and the rusticity and violence of 

such an area provided a backdrop against which t he culture and refinement 

of t he Virgini a settlers stood out in bold reli ef . The vehicle for 

Tucker 's message and the controlling Image of the novel, whom he con­

scious ly modeled after his concept of himself, is the leading character , 

George Balcombe . 

The gent leman-phllosopher-pseudo-frontiersman, George Ba I combe , 

represented many Ideal~ held dea r by al l Virginians, but, primarily, he 

was the universal civil izing agent hol'lng aloft forever the st andards of 

gentlemanly behavio r , st ratified society , organic government , and 

God-o rdained order . He was , indeed, an exttaordlnary man! His appear­

ance was not prepossessing. He was "a weatherbeaten man, of about 

five-and-thirty, who never had been handsome. A bright gray eye, h igh 

sharp feat ures, a sandy complexion , and sandy hair, were the pa rticulars 
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that would strike a care less observer." Nor was his customary dress of 

a wh ite shirt, shabby wais tcoat, country-li nen trousers, and slip-shod 

pumps pretentious . But, contrary to the popul a r conception of a 

Southern gentleman and as George was caref ul to point out, phys ical ap-

pearance did not constitute a gentleman. The state of gentleman was 

contingent on the state of character, and character he certainly had . 

It was reflected in his face with its r~igh, prominent forehead , a flat 

compres sed mouth, and in the pecul ia r sett ing, and varying expression of 

the eye . It corresponded with his style of conversation , which, always 

ser ious , but never grave, found a mo ra l in the most fri vol ous subjects ..•• " 

He demonstrated repeatedly h is "hardness of thought and freedom of 

speech, " h is "perspicacity •.•. and quickness," his brilliance in formu-

lati ng ideas and his encyclopedic knowledge of everything f rom military 

tacti cs to the natu r e of women .
3 

The list of subjects about which 

George Ba lcombe a rrogated authority was decidedly s imil a r to the t able 

of contents appended to the Aristotelian codices; and the presumed scope 

of hi s knowl edge plus the audac it y of his pnesumption indicated, with 

some few exceptions, the narrowness, the into lerance , the fan at ic i sm 

of a so-call ed intellectual community which had set impassabl e boundaries 

to the inf inity of the~ nind . 

George Balcombe's calvin i st ic (albe it h is probabl e Angl icanism) 

picture of the universe was essentially a response to the dilemma of h is 

soci et y--how to combat the d isrupt ing factors which challenged the auth-

or i t y of the "estab I i shment." As firs t p rem i ss, Ba I combe postu I ated what 

was for him the self-ev ident proposit ion of a transcendent God , one wh9 

3Nathaniel Beve rly Tucker, George Ba lcombe (New York: Ha rper and 
Brothers, 1836) . I, 85, 25. 



" rules over the events of every pass ing hour •••• and whose general pur­

pose Is Just, benevolent, and wi se. " The duty of every man who hoped to 

att<)in God was submission to providence, loJhether It bestowed upon him 

the bounties of the Di vine of Hi s disciplIne . If the rewards of God be 

his lot, and Bal combe hastened to equate such rewards with earthly 

prosper Ity , then he acquired a consequent respons ibIlIty to be a worthy 

s t eward "of God's benevolence" by caring for those less fortunate . On ly 

the careful disposition of t his responsibility Justified wealth to the 

"p rinciples of universa l Justice. " If a man, on the other hand, \'Iere 

even the undeserving recipient of God's discIpline (apparentl y indicated 

by~dverse for tune), he should count himself fortunate as he was a 'more 

hopefu l pup il " than his wealthy brother and better endowed (by God , of 

course ) wi th qualitIes nee~ ful of ha rdening but capable of producing 

great satisfact ion (preferably , monetary) .4 

His f irst premiss establ ished t o his satisfacti on, Bal combe pro-

ceeded to set up a s t ratified soci e ty \'Ihlch his God had ordained and 

9 

ove r ~"hlch he pres ided . This society , the e1ements t he reIn, and their 

rel at ive pos i tIons at t a ined, therefo re, by reason of their God- ord inat Ion , 

the s tatus of art ic les of f a ith; an d he who would change them, the st igma 

of sI nne r . God presided on lynover evo lut ion; ove r revolution. never! 

The first cl ass of society was, without benefit of doubt , t hat of 

the gentleman, "a man who scorns wha t Is base. and det ests what is brutal , 

and \'Ihose manners, e i ther by nature or by t raInIng , conform to those 

sentl ments. " This order was not, as in Engl and , an ' order of the state .• 

None, rega rdless of wea l th or position, were denied entrance save those 

4 lbid • pp. 261 . 262 . 
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who through their own fault were possessed of "baseness . "5 These un-

worthy souls , as Balcombe in r ighteous anger and with an Intended slap 

at abolitionism, pointed out often resented their lack of the proper 

qualities but were quite willing to accept the f avors and adv ice of 

those who did not lack them . 

The gentlemanly pre-requisites, thus f a r and at leas t superficially, 

demonst rated as much profundity and regard f or the genu ine values in life 

as Geo rge Peacham's famous exhortat ion to gentlemen to direct the ir af­

fairs properly I~t in honore cum dignitate vi vamus •••• , ~ Peacham ' s s ln-

cer i t y in preaching nobility over s6Nibility, however, loses something 

in Balcombe's translation ; for the fluidity which the latter claims for 

his class sys tem is tarni shed by the fact that those of the population 

not a lready gentlemen--the Scotch- Irish yeoman f armer, the small merchant, 

t he Neg ro--could not b¥ their very nature become so unless, as in the 

case of the farmer for example, he were to change his l ineage, g ive up 

his homespun , acquire table manners, graduate from .Ii lliam and Mary, 

buy more land and slaves, and marry a Illady. " 

The most perfect gentleman, the gentleman's gentlemen as it were, 

was the Virginia cavalier, a distinction not frequently emphasized in 

social studies of the period . The cavalier myth was peculiarly Virgin ian. 

True, It had traveled south with the new cotton barons and west with the 

corB and cattle barons; It had formed a superficial alliance \'1i th similar 

French and Spanish myt hs, and It had tr~ed to settle-down In white-

columned mansions with rose gardens; but It J ust was not the same thIng 

5lbld. p. 24 

6Henry Peacham, Peacham's Co~ Gentleman (Oxford : Clarendon 
Press , 1634) , p. 222 . 
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once it had crossed the Roanoke or pas sed through the Va lley . The 

Virginia cavalier was unique and, In the las t ana l ys is, was recognized 

as such from Maine to Texas. George Bal combe, for example, immediatel y 

designated 'Ii lli am Napier as a Vi rgin ian for numerous reasons: He was 

not loquacious and curious as one "f rom t he western country," and he was 

a "judge of horseflesh;" he was too f rank t o be from the East, and he 

graciously, without wearisome apologies and embarrassing expres sions of 

grati tude , accepted Balcombe's offer of hospitality (both imperative act s 

of Vi rgini an behavior). These characte ri stics, however , were onl y in -

dicati ve of the cavalier's nature which was composed of certain basic 

elements . He had: 

sprung f rom a race of men without fear and wit hout re­
proach--the ancient cavaliers of Virgi n ia In .whom the sp irit 
of freedom was so blended with loyalty as to render tbem 
alike incapable of servility and selfi shness; and who when 
their sovereign to re h imself from his place in their hea rts, 
t rans ferred their allegiance to their count ry , and again 
pou red out their blo(;E1 l ike wate r, and scattered thei r wealth 
like chaff.7 

Lineage and the qualities It produced, character and the prope r Incllna-

tlons It nOllrlshed--a ll, If carefully tended by envi~onment and Ind ividual 

conscience, combi ned to produce the beau-Ideal of the plant at ion myth, 

the cavalier. And it was primarily Just that--a myth; for beneath t he 

gilded trapping lay a rougher coat . 

Unless he was a most unusual specimen, t he Tidewater Virginian 

descended not fnam Charl es ' cavaliers but fr om fa i rl y common folk . He 

had come to new shores with a dream which he had passed on to his descen-

dants, a dream of emulatIng t he life of t he Engl ish coun try gentleman. 

The plantation syst em provIded the economic basi s for the material reanza­

t ion of such a vision , and the Virgi ni an did emerge as an a r istocrat of 

7 
Tucke r. Ba I combe j I. 11. 22. 
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sorts, a st atus held in contempt by the poorer quarte rs of a mate r ia listic 

new nat ion; but the same system substant Ially al tered h is intellectual 

and psychological outlook. His Isolation from d iverse intellectual and 

persona l contact s , his tota l independence in decision-making without the 

concomi t ant sanctions demanded from those not so vested in Interests, his 

life-and-death powers over his subo rdinates , in sho r t, his omniscience In 

his own soci ety, created bn ind ividual incomprehensib le, if not Into ler­

abl e, to men of l esser caste . The aristocrat ret ained and encouraged, 

in addit ion , the myth of his past and took Immense pride in styling him­

self as heir to and guardian of a great and chival ric t radition. th Is 

t radi ti on became, ultimate ly , the justif icat ion for his materia l com­

forts, a justi fi cati on wIthout validity. 

The Southern aristocrat and, part icularly, the Tidewater Virginian 

was zealously devoted to and defensive of the chivalric cult and its 

codes of conduct the mo re so , pe rhaps, because he knew it to be ap­

p ropr iated and not earned . Everyth ing, from hor semansh ip to the skil l ­

ful use of arms, from obligations to Inferiors and methods of court ship 

to hospitality, found its pattern in the code. Devi ation from the ru le 

shocked society in proportion to the gravity of the deviation and cou ld 

result in the death of the offender or. worse, that of his accuser . Such 

behaviora l rigidity was the natu ral product of a closed , s t ratif ied 

society which was not quite at home wit h itse lf . Just as t hose newly 

elected to the New York "400" memorized the wo rds of Emily Pos t for fear 

of a social faux pas , so the FFV' s, a young social set by comparison even 

at the outbreak of the C i vi J\; v/ar, met I cu I ous ly observed a certa i n un a I te r­

abl e format in social r~latlon s . A particular situation required, auto­

matically, a particular acti on wh ich , In turn, required a particular 



response . Willi am ' s lack of bed and board, for example. required 

Balcombe ' s offer of hosp itality wh ich. In turn, required ioJl lll am's 

willing and happy acceptance. ,,o,ctl ons such 85 these. however, were 

s imply the manlfestatlons 'of (IS greater principle, for through them a ll 

II ran a concept of honor that was of tremendous Importance In regulat ing 

8 and determining the conduct of the Individual. " 

For the Southerner. the concept of honor was something 

Inviol able and precious to the ego. to be protected at 
every cost . It promoted extravagance, because of the 
imputation of poverty which might follow retrenchment . 
It sancti oned prompt demand for the redress of griev­
ance, because of the Imputation of gui lt that might follow 
a less preci pitate polley. It countenanced great reck­
lessness of life . because of the imputation of cowardi ce 
that might fol low forgiveness of Injuries. The honor of 
t he Southerner caused him to defend \'Jlth his life the 
slightest sugges ti on of irregulari ty In his honesty or 
integrlty •••• To hi m nothing was more important than 
honor. 

Hence, George Bal combe was forced by his code to accept young Howard' s 

challenge to a duel even though Ba lcombe did not plan to harm or al low 

hi mself to be hanmed. 9 In most dueling cases , however, the opponents 

were not blessed with Baleombe's magnanimity , and the results were more 

tragic. No considerat~s of morality or even practi cal ity restrained 

the Southerner from refuting by word and/or action any "imputat ion" that 
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8John Hope Frankli n, The Militant South {Boston : Beacon Press. 19~, 
p . 34. 

9 tbld ., pp. 34-35 ; A duel reminiscent of the John Randolph-Henry Clay 
affair-rn-1826 which grew out of Randolph's cri t icism of the manner In 
which Clay. then Secretary of State, had handled matters relating to the 
proposed Conference of Lat in AmerIcan Repibllcs. Clay was furious and 
demanded satisfaction. The two men met on the Virginia side of the 
Potomac . Bot h discharged t heir pi sto ls on the first round without effect~ 
on t he second, Clay missed Randolph. and Randolph discharged his weapon 
In the air, having been determined from the beginning not t o harm Clay. 
Tucker. doubtless. knew ' the story In detail. See Ibid., p. 51 . 



he was something he was not or thought he was not or, worse yet, hoped 

he wa s not . This out look combined with an overdeveloped sense of 

arbit ra ry Independence and overla id wi th the vi olent react ions bred of 

the slave system and a frontier tradit ion created an atmosphere pregnant 

with explosive power . He re, indeed, lay the essence of Virg ini a's (and 

the South ' s) tragedy, a tragedy reaching back t hrough ti me to a day when 
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a Saxon comitatus swore blood a llegiance to its chieftain, crossed a 

turbulent, long sleeve of water and settled on an island now called Great 

Br itain . Th roughout the colonial and revolutionary per iod, the Virginian 

had revered his heritage and used 'It, to become the supreme arbiter of 

thought in the New Horld . He had understood freedom and loyalty and 

goodness and dignity . He had fought to acquire It (or so he told himself). 

and he had raised up 13ashi ngton, Jefferson, Henry, and Monroe to preserve 

it . He loved his country and its Constitution more, perhaps, than any 

othe r c itizen; but the time came when his mind ceased to grow because it 

ceased to recognize reality . Freedom became selective, and loyalty , 

oligarchical; goodness became ar istocratic , and dignity , a distorted 

dream . So when another Brita i n ins ul ted his honor, the Virginian fought 

again to prese rve his freedom which was not freedom; and, this time, he 

lost because he was not the Virg inian of his dreams. But until then and 

even after . the Balcombes and the Tuckers, the Lees and the Taylors, the 

St uarts, the Masons, ~nd the Randolphs continued to swea r they were 

"of the race of Antaeus " and no man was thei r equa1. 10 

The female counterpa r t of the gentleman , the lady, was, even by con­

tempo ra ry standards, a lovely ideal of grace and beauty and a complete , 

enigma of function and class . She was, as a matter of fact, an enigma in 

IOTucker , Balcombe, I , 25 . 



the society of which Tucker wrote, for she was both Its backbone and , at 

the same time, a threat to Its existence . In the first capacity, she 

ruled the home, the basi c unit of society; In the second, she was 

capable of usIng her power t o overtu rn that basic unit and with It the 

institution of slavery and the cul t of the gentleman . 

The plantation mistress was the "heart and soul" of the system, 

lit he most Important personage about the home , t he presence which per-

vaded the mansion, the centre of all that life, the queen of that 

realm. lI ll As some southern fiction portrays: 

\-'hile aristocratic life has destroyed the planterls 
Initiative and made him passive and indolent , the de­
manding routines and unending responsibilities of the 
plantation household have made the woman stronger and 
increased her status and dignity. 

\.Jhlle assigning the woman such a role in the household , the plantation 

legend also assigned her the role of spiritual or moral preceptor, at 
12 

a time when moral ity was of secondary Importance to material sU'fvlval. 

When the emancipation of women and the abolitIon of slavery became the 
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two great moral issues of the day , Southern women, natural l y enough , were 

caught up in the ensuing fray eIther personally or as a group whose 

status, intri~slcally rel ated to the preservation of a static society , was 

In ~uestlon. They formed, as a matter of fact, the second in Importance 

of th ree groups which , whether by Inclination or not , threatened the 

plantation system or , on a more personal level, the superiority of the 

"'gentleman. " The other two groups--the Negro and the yeoman farmer-"wlll 

be treated In order of their class peeltlon, but It is not prematu re to 

"Taylor, p. 142; Thomas Nelson Page, Social Li fe In Old Virginia 
Before the War (New Yor~; Cha rles Scribner's Sons, 1897), p. 34. 

12 Taylor, pp. ,42, 154. 
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suggest that abo lition , emancipation , and popu l ism were related by blood 

and were Indigenous to the very nature of an open societ y. Forces drawn 

up In favor of one usual ly \vound up (or would wind up) defending the 

the others. Populism awaited the hal f-cent ury after the Civil .. Jar to 

reach Its polit ical deve,lopment; but , In the years immediately precedi ng 

the If/ar, women who personall y found emancipat Ion appealing and/or mora lly 

Imperative could easily be s uspected of vle\'Jlns abolition In t he same way. 

The gentleman-c lass and its admitars could never 8110\'1 t his. The economic 

depression In Virginia had already shaken the foundations of the gentle-

man-planter myth In a society whi ch Calvinistically and practically (but 

not theoret Ical'y) associated wealth with class . Any further inroads Into 

this rigid class construct involving women and the Negro threatened it 

I 
with total ~~~ihilat Ion . The glaring example of the Grlmke sisters, born 

and bred as ladles In a South Carolinian slaveholding family, was suf~ 

f iclent to prostrate any Southern gentleman with fear for his position as 

head of the house as well as of the plantation . Not only had these two 

shy ladles determinedly emb raced the abolition movement, but they had 

"dared to speak In public I! In Its behEl1 f . 13 No one was qui t e sure which 

was worse.·iupportlng abolition or demeaning the female image by public 

display. Such behavior was a poor example for young girls such as " Fanny" 

Andrews who, staunch Southerner that she was . dared to announce that 

"marriage is incompatible with the career I have marked out f or myself •••• " 

Even ce rtain young gentlemen. who should have shunned the Indomitable 

"Fanny" as a spo r t Ing female. were ult lmat e ly sucked Into the consp I racy, 

f or at one party she danced eighteen sets besides round dances and 

13GIlbert Hobbs Ba r~es. The ,"nt 1-5 lavery Impulse 1830-1844 (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace " ~Iorld, Inc • • 1964). p . 153 . 



14 "between times there were always three or four around talking to me ,' l 

Southern pub lic opinion stilI proclaimed with an overwhel ming voice that 

eve ry woman should be, in the words of Manvny Harriet, "' a lady from de 

crown 0' her head to de bottom 0' her foot,' " but Beverly Tucker, his 

friend Thomas R. Dew, and others like them felt the unexpressed need for 

ret renchment and a redefInition of woman ' s pl ace In soclety , 15 
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Tucker's "portrait of a lady" Is un ique In its import ance as a class 

Idea l, for he Is the only autho r on the subject who "spoke from the point 

of view of the professiona l Southerner and Ti dewater aristocrat. " He has 

been accused of preaching " the gospel according to Dew, " but, as he was 

Dew's good friend, he must have discussed the subject with him Innumer-

able times and probab ly contributed much of his own thinking to his 

friend~ more scholarly treatlse ,1 6 Both present a highl y Idealized and 

romanticized concep t of woman, a concept accept ed In substance during the 

romantic movement . But It was uniquely Southe rn In Its connotations , as 

we ll . Tucker and Dew and t he South Ins is ted (and enjoyed considerable 

success In their Insistence) that woman be what they chose to make her. 

But , as do all men who create gods and goddesses, t hey could no t he lp but 

worship their ~vn c reatIon; and , as they worshipped It, they came to fear It . 

14Ellza Frances Andrews, The ~ar-Tlme Journal of a GeorgI a Girl 
1864 .. 1865 (New York: Harcourt, Brace &. Horld, Inc •• 1964) , p. 153 . 

15Susan Dabney Smedes. Memorials of a Southern Planter (New York: 
Al fred A, Knopf. 1965), p. 43. 

16raylor. pp . 143.152; The t reatIse referred to Is "D issertation on 
the Characteristic Olfferences bet ween the Sexes and on the PositIon and 
Influence of ~!oman In Soc lety" which was serialIzed In the Southern 
LIterary Messenger In 1835. 



All the women In George Balc:ombe are, In true romantic vein, 

Ideally beautfful. Bet, George's wife. was of I'str'iklng female fo rm.· ••• 

t a ll and queenll ke •••• In the bloom of youth. and with a c'ountenance 

correspondi ng In exp res si on with the air of he r person. " 1", l lll am' s be-

loved Ann Illwas a beautlfiJ child; and the cha ract e r of her face •••• 1arge 

blue eyes, fair sk i n , and flaxen ha ir. was too marked to leave any doubt 

as t o her style of beaut y. ' " Even the fal l e n Ma ry Scott was a 119 10r lou5 

creature ll with f a ir comp lexion. regal bea ring, and lustrous eyes. a 

t ender. disinterested creature capable of exciting fierce passion .• Such 

a pleasing appearance required the addition of the proper personali t y 
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characteristics to produce Illthe noblest of God's works •••• a rlSht woman"-. 

genuine unsophisticated woman., ItH 

The characteristics of a II lsenulne unsophisticated woman ' lt were 

exactly those which qualified her for the only " 'vocatlon' lI she should be 

permltted--that of marriage. Mel,rriage, Balcombe emphasized, was an 

III Invention of civilized society for the benefit of women and the protec­

t Ion of children •••• Women must marry •••• And she must and wi 11 marry man as 

she finds him. It Is their fate to take such husbands as Heaven sends. ' " 

Should women fall to acquire mates for themselves, llI They must lose caste; 

a fate as terrible, to the worshippers of fashion. as to those of Brahma.'" 

The Ilnatura1 feelings of a woman's heart ' l--generosity. devotion, trust, 

t enderness, and weakness-;'If properly developed, prepared her to assume 

this function which " the law of nature l1 had ordalned. '8 They fitted her 

17The name of Tucker's second wife was Elizabeth which may Indicate 
some attempt at comparison; Tuck.r. Oalcombe. I. 15. 89. 47-48. 273. 

18 Ibld •• pp. 98.278. 186, 273. Thomas R. Dew. "Dissertation on the 
Characteristic Differences- between the Sexes and on the Position and 
Influence of "loman In Society," Southern Li t erary Hessenger. I (Hay. 1835). 
493. 



for subordination "to him she loves," for merging her existence in his . 

Her husband would be "the master of her des tiny and his own;" her 

"proudest feeling Is that of admiration of him .... her strength Is in 

her reliance on his prowess; her hope is in her confidence in his for­

tunes . ,,19 She should be concerned on ly, as Dew admonished, \vith making 

the "home of her husband a paradise on earth . ,,20 Only thus would the 

woman retain her proper pos ition not only in society but In relation to 

the male, as well. 

The view of marrige which Tucker expressed was, by contemporary 

standa rds, a frontier concept, I . e ., a protective institution to preserve 
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and perpetuate the species . In MIssouri such an arrangement may have been 

quite valid in numerous cases , but in the long- established Tidewater 

wh ich enjoyed a security allowing for more ref inement of feel ing it ap-

pea rs as somewhat contrived for the maintenance of the status quo . 

Ba lcombe, himself, exclaims of hi s own marriage that ' ''It is a great 

th ing •• • • It is the onl y anchor of t he affections that will hold th rough 

the sto rms of li fe •• • !" and Tucke r mus t have personall y echoed the same 

senti ment s about hi s Ma ry. Elizabeth, or Lucy. Bal combe ' s Bet (and 

probably Tucker ' s Lucy) was, indeed, the mistress of her home , but she 

was t he mistress of he r husband , in addition. She dete rmi nedly followed 

him to t he rough quarters he had set up as a shel t er while supervising 

some cons truction on his estate, and, as he pla intively e)(plained, ' ''she 

will not go away .... ,,,21 Sim il ar incidents accentuat ed the d i fferences 

between the theo ry Bal combe expounds and the reali t ies In his own li fe. 

19Tucker, Balcombe, I, 274. 

200ew ;'i "Oissertatio'n," p . 50l. 

21 
Tucker, Ba lcombe , I, 70, 26. 

. ;~-.... 



Mary, for example, who shoul d by rights have died young or disappeared 

after the "fall, " displayed suffi cient fi rmness of character to pu n 

herself together, provide a living for her mother and brother . and go 

afte r the remuneration she so ri chly deserved from Montague . Even the 

gent I e Ann was qu i te capab 1 e of dec I d I n9 \'Jhen , why , and on whom she 

wou ld bestow her hand In marr~e . There must have been more than an 

efement of truth In Dew's lofty but slightly fearful statement that 

'woman we behold dependant and weakj but out of that very weakness and 

dependance springs an irresistib le power . ,,22 A s imilar dichotomy 
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existed , between the theo ry Balcombe expounded on the subject of educat Ion 

for women and the realities of the Southern situatIon . 

As woman's proper dest Iny was marr lcge, she " 'ought not to be made 
. 

ambi tious of Intellectual d Istinction, or d istinction of any kind . Such 

a fe,e llng unsexes her , "I and makes men her rival s instead of her pro-

tectors . The best educat ion for women prepared her "'to receive in-

st ruct lon from her husband . and does no t Impair the natural and heal thy 

disposition of he r mind t o receive his Instruct ions as the t each Ing of 

truth and wIsdom.' " There was no partI cular obJect ion, as Ba lcombe 

po inted out , to a woman ' s acquir ing a pl ace in the lime li ght so long as 

she renounced her sexualI ty and disclaimed a l l thought s of matr Imony . 

The unfortunat e Mary was intelligent and fond of read Ing. This habit, 

he Imp lied gent ly, encouraged and even inspired a dangerows t urn for 

romance whi ch led her to Montague and ultimat ely to ruin. How much more 

secure and be loved was the doc ile Ann who had " 'no t urn •••• for the 

' ologles and prefers t o learn the housewifely duties and pl aIn o ld 

fashIoned sense of a Vi rgInia lady.,"23 ThIs was by all count s the kind 

220ew , "DissertatIon ," p. 496. 
23 Tucker , 8alcomb~, I, 275, 282 . 88. 
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of woman a man would prefer! 

Whether Ann we re as Ignorant of the "'ologles ' " as she professed to 

be or not, she was ce rtainly clever enough to let her men think she was. 

In this ruse, the Southern lady met no match! She knew from he r cradle 

that t he men in her li fe would expect her to profess abysma l ignorance 

while , at the same time, understanding perfectly everything that was said 

to her. discussi ng a r ticulate ly any topic they chose to Introduce, and 

acting with flawless competence In any enterprise they requested of her. 

The Intelli gent and articulate diar ist, Mary Chesnut, read Shakespeare, 

Thackeray, Eliot, Sue, Co leridge , Holmes , Milton, Schiller, Hugo (in French) , 

and myriad othersj and she was a lady. The embuillent "Fanny" Andrews 

was graduated with a bachelor of arts degree from the La Grange Female 

College in 1857, and by 1926 her work In botany was recognized by the 

International Academy of Science In Ital y. She, too, was a lady . Even 

the plantation mistress, Susan Smedes, was an e&cellent harpis t and found 

time to produce an authoritative, If biased, comment ary on plantation life. 

And the list of bright, vigorous, albeit housewife ly , women goes on--Susan 

Blackford, Mary Anna Jackson , Varina Davis, perhaps, Belle Boyd , herself. 

Yet , they were all lad ies, one, the first lady of the land . True, they 

were the exceptlonsj but did the North, by comparison , produce any more 

or better, or does contemporary society? These lad ies and their Southern 

sis t ers give credence to the romantic legend that the women of the Confed-

eracy, through their strong moral influence, perpetuated the war into it s 

last year even though mate ri al resources dictated capitUlation. Mrs. 

Chesnut sagely expressed "a nervous dread and horror of th is break with 

so great a power as the Un I ted States, " but she was " ready and willi ng" 



for secession and "wanted them to fight and stop ta lklng.,,24 "Fannt' 

Andrews sewed furiously away at a Confederate flag she was manufacturing 

in her bedroom unbeknownst to her Uni onist f ather, the first of her en-

deavors in behalf of the "cause . " And a Georgi a matron, in sUllYll8t ion , 

added he r enthusiast ic avowal that "many men In the Sou thern homes •••• 

were disposed to be more conservative and to regret the threatened dls -

ruption of the Union , but the ladies were all enthusiastically in favor 

of secession . ,,25 \.Jell, secession came , and with it t be wa r ; and the 

women were mo re affected by that war than any othe r class of t he popu la­

tion . 26 The irs was the waiting, the impoverishment, the responsibility, 

the agony, without the re l Ief of phys ica l combat . But they survived, 

and they never forgot . They kept it in their hearts and to ld t hei r 
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grandchildren about the gallant St uart and the noble Lee. So another and 

yet another generation grew up believing t hat once t here had been a rose-

garden world where god-like men and lady-q~§ens loved and laughed and 

lounged in luxury. And the myth began again .... And again the "ri ght " 

woman was the docile, dependent, unsophisticated soul who, in reality, 

wi elded an "i rres is tible power . " 

\>/hi Ie women enjoyed the dubious rewards of t he i r houeehold matriarchy, 

a second group, as yet unaware of its pol lt ica l potential and stili too 

pre-occupied with the necessities of life to see beyond the rose-t inted, 

mythical goals set up for Its Inspection by the ~llte, provided a second 

threat to the establishment. It was no mere coincidence that the wi ly 

24Mary Boyk.n Chesnut, A Diary From DixIe (Boston : Houghton Mi fflin 
Company, 1949), p. 3. 

25Henry Steele Commager, The Blue and The Gray (New York: Boabs­
Merrll ~ Company, Inc., 1950), p. 62. 

26paul H. Buck, The Road to ReunIon 1865-1900 (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1937), p. 39. 
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frontIersman. John Keizer. was a Dutchman from the same VirgInia mountain 

area to whIch Tucker had directed so much of hIs proselytizing In the 

Partisan Leader, for Keizer represented the class of backwoodsmen and 

yeoman farmers which was so serviceable but so dangerous to the system. 

The debates In the Virginia constitutional convention In 1829-30 and in 

the legIslature two years later had emphasized the growIng differences 

between the eastern and t he western portions of Virginia . These contro-

versl es had actually brought the yeoman1s loyalty to Sout he rn Institutions 

Into question and conjured up the spectre of a sectional split for the 

tuckahoe's contemplation. Tucker's treatment of John Keizer and his 

relati onship to George Bal combe reveals the arlstocrat's attitude toward 

the yeoman class and the means he intended to utilIze In preserving Its 

loyalty. 

The Southern gentleman behaved toward the backwoodsman in a half-

condescending, half-ameliorating manner. He considered him Inferior, but 

he grudgingly admired his abilities; he feared him, but he needed hIs 

services. The woodsman, in the first place. was not and could never be 

a gentleman. John KeIzer. Tucker Is quick to point out, did not look 

like a gentleman. act like a gentleman. or talk like one. In dIrect 

contrast to the dlgnlfled and handsome bearing of Balcombe and Will iam: 

He was a long slight fIgure, apparently about twenty-five 
years of age, with an olive complexion; long, lank, black 
hai r; small, keen, Jet-black eyes •••• He was clothed •••• In 
half-dressed buckskin; hunting shirt, leggins and moccasins 
all glazed with grease and mottled with blood. A fillet of 
bearskln •••• tled around his head •••• He carrled ••• a formid­
able rifle, and wore a butcher knlfe ••• at his belt. 

Onl y, apparently. In the service of Balcombe were the rifle and knife 

employed In honest work,. for Keizer was a "tool of the knave kind,1I a 
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t ool, however, without \-Ihlch Balcombe could not have survived. 27 It was 

Kei zer who discovered Mont ague's plot to ambush Ba lcombe and James Scott 

and saved them; i t I'las Keizer who found Sam Todd , the ~" itness who exon-

erated Ba lcombe at t he tr ial; it was Ke izer who overheard the inten t ions 

of the stagecoach dr iver and his friends, hirelings of Montague, t o 

ambush Balcombe's and llill iam's coach in the Alleghenies; and it was 

Keizer who found and p reserved the will af t er t he final confrontat ion 

wit h Montague . ' !l thout h i s Intervention, in short, the story would have 

re s ulted unhappily f or a ll concerned. 

For a l l his condescension in de sc ribing Ke izer as a knave sort, 

Ba lcombe cannot he lp but displ ay an unbridled admiration for the woods-

man's qualities. Keizer' s "'acti vi ty, courage, hardihood, coolness, 

sagac ity, and plauslbllity·II rank high in his estimation; although he 

does no t hesitate to assure \.I illiam that III,John ..•. does nothing that 

other peopl e cannot do . , ,, And, not onl y did Ba lcombe admire hi s hench-

men's talents, but he proudly regarded him as " 'such a friend as few 

men have . , ,,28 Admittedly, Balcombe's definiti on of fri endship left some-

thing to be desired (on his side of the rela tionship, that Is ) , but 

t here was an undeniable bond between the two men . 

The bond between Balcombe and Keizer was, In part, composed of what 

the a r istocrat considered a fair bargain between himse lf and the frontlers -

man. In exchange for the key to the wildernes s which the woodsman pos-

sessed, the gentleman a~fered the key to c ivilization. As the former's 

know ledge was primarily instinctual and h is va lue-system virtually non -

existent , it was highly doubtful (and undesirable) that he could a ttain 

27Tucke r, Balcombe : I 77, 75. 

28 Ibid ., p. 76 ; If, 69; I, 75. 
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the rank of gentl eman , bu t he was capable of being civ il i zed . Keizer 

was a cas e in point and proved that the prope r inf l uence could produce 

a loyal, affectionate (also, serv iceabl e ) fr iend out of an uncivilized 

barbarian . The fro ntiersma n differed from the s l ave, in th i s res pect, 

for h i s f ailings we re the result of environment, whil e the slave1s were 

natural . If the proper Influence were lack ing, however , or, out of 

igno rance, refu sed , the result was the repul sive brute, Thomas Johnson, 

who presented a spec t acle of "ferocity and beastl iness" that ItJas "horr i ble 

to look upon. ,,29 This t ype personified an an t i-soci a l sentimen t wh ich 

embraced every inst itut ion from s lavery to God and then some . The 

prospect of scores of Faulkner-led Thomas Johnsons wi th their "elevated 

love of freedom" (a love not necessarily embracing the Negro) ma rching 

down to Richmond t o p lead that the ir sect ion be spa red the economic 

bl ight of slavery vias frighte ning enough t o give any Tidewater a r istocrat 

indigestion over hi s favorite sheeps-head dinner; and , as Tucker knew, 

t hat prospect was not altogether incapable of realizatlon . 30 Mo re ter-

rifying, however, was the possibility of soci a l t urmoil produced by t he 

t hird group consti t uting a threat to the elite. This group, the ax i s 

around wh ich the plantat ion system revo lved, was none other than the 

Afro- Americans , the Negro slaves . 

29 lbid., p. 237. 

30 ln the debate over slavery in the Virginia legislature in 1832, 
Cha rles J . Fau lkner, as the delegate from Berkeley County in the Shenandoa h 
Valley and as spokesman for the small farmer, demanded that slavery be 
abolished in the stat e. His remarks typify the antagonism between the 
plantat ion system and the Jeffersonian ideal of a societt of small land­
owners . He is quoted in Smith, Virgin Land , p. 152 . 



One of thernost Incongruous and most strikIng passages In 

George Ba lcombe is the one In which Tucker dr.aws the relationshIp be-

tween the woman and the slave, desIgnat Ing t hem as the only two classes 

which shOUld be left alone by moralists and allowed to continue Illn 

their humilIty , theIr grateful affecti on, theIr se lf-renouncing loyalty, 

their subordi nation of the heart •••• 11131 That a Southerner should even 

speak of women and the Negro In the same breath was In Itself extra"'!' 

ordI nary, but to attribute to both the same qualIties of the affections 

\>/a5 ama~in9! The emphasis Tucker gave to the problem of prolonging the . 

Iisubordinationll of the woman and the slave Indicates that he suspected 

(and, perhaps, slncerely , believed) that their " loyalty" was not so 

IIself-renounclng" as he mIght have liked. Emancipation for women was a 
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more subtle, less Immediate t hreat to society , one whIch would change but, 

not necessarily, desttoy the instItutIonal fabric. The abolition of 

slavery, h~ver, was an entirely different matter, at least in Tucker 's 

estImatIon . Slavery was an element which const ituted the core of the 

existing socIal pattern. 14 lthout it, the re simply was no plantation 

systems as such •. 

Tucker's exposItion of the pro-slavery argument In George Ba lcombe 

demonst rates consIderable more pol Ish than hi,s more I~auloned defense 

In the Partisan Leader. His views are , again. simIlar to those of Dew, 

and, again, Oew's more scholarly treatise on this subject might be descrIbed 

as the theory behind the drama of the novel. 32 But, as in the case of 

31 
Tucker, Balcombe, II , 166. 

32Thls treatise Is Dew's "Rev iew of the debate in the VirginIa 
Legislature, 18)1-32" which was reprinted with his "Letter of Appomattox 
to the People of VirgInia, on the subject of the AbolitIon of Slavery" In 
The Pro-Slaver Ar ument: As Maintained B The Most Distln uished '·Irlters 
Of the Southern States Charleston: Walker, Richards & Co. , 1852). 



woman's role in society, Tucker certainly possessed his own well-defined 

views , views which were common, in part ~ r who l ly, to a large segment of 

his society . 

Tucker bel ieved implicitly but un reservedly that the Southern way 

of I ife rested on the ownership of property-- landed and slave . As Dew 

so crassly but so aptly put it, '~he exclusive owners of t~ property 

ever have been, eve r will , and perhaps ever ought to be, the virtual 

rulers of mankind . ,,33 Any blow whatever against propert y, regardless 

the t ype, constituted a blow aga inst those rulers (among whom were, by 

status if not property, Tucker and Dew) and their way of I ife . So f a r 

it was a s imple matter of finances . The b l ow immediately threatened, 

however, involved mo re than f inances o r even semanti cs; it invo lved a 
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mat ter of human ity . Tucker was su fficiently intelligent , and reveals 

as much, to suspect that the Neg ro was a person; he was also well aware 

that th e property stat us was incompatib le with the personal . 34 Shoul d 

the Negro be proved a person, t hen, by a ll the laws of nature and humanity 

wh ich the pro-s lave ry advocate was so fond of cit ing, he coul d no l onger 

be a s lave . To meet this dilemma , Tucker resor ted to an apparently ab-

su rd but re a lly ingen ious defense. He avo ided al l ment ion of t he natu ral 

raci a l inferi or ity of the Neg ro and affi rmed that ''' right or wrong, they 

fe el themselves inferio r in poirit of fact .... whe ther the ne gro race is 

inferior to the white i s not the question. The inferiority of the in-

33'bld., p. 312. 

34The dilemma arising from the incompatibili t y of the s l ave' s stat us 
as property with his status as a pe r son i s treated by Stampp, pp . 192-
236 et passim. 
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dlvidual Is the thing, and this Inferiority, left to himself, he will 

never question.'" Just which characteristics of the Negro slave were 

Inferior and to what degree Tucker left to the Imaginations of his 

readers. He describes with some condescension their "grotesque manner of 

displaying their feelings, the contortions of his dusky flgure •••• swaylng 

his body back, and writhing from side to side 1iJ(. a wounded serpent" 

and adds that this demonstJation of joy would be "amusing" to those "not 

accustomed to the negro character. " But I odd ly enough, the account of 

this performance Is balanced against another which follows. the descrlp-

tlon of Negroes assembled to greet William on his return home: 

One by one they approached me; and as I extended my hand 
to each, each bowed himself with reverence and affection 
before me; the expression only varying In each. as It 
seemed with the qui,S expression of their feelings of 
hereditary loyalty. 

Why the dissimilarity In these two sltuatlons--the gravity and dignity 

of the second In comparison to the childish exhibitionism of the first? 

Does It Indicate a more objective re-appralsal bred of a guilty desire to 

observe at least some of the tenents of rationalism. or does It Indicate 

nothing? It probably represented nothing but the universal Inconsistency 

of Southern thinking on the subject of slavery. an Inconsistency produced 

In part by a growing moribundity In the Intellectual community. 

After the early 1830's. the South's Intellectual communities virtually 

ceased demonstrating any kind of antislavery thinking. They had never 

really admitted of a well-defined faction opposed to the Institution. but 

there had. at least. been "the sentiment. widely shared at the end of the 

eighteenth century. that the In·stltutlon was uneconomic, morally dubious. 

35Tucker. Balcombe : II, 164, 154, 161. 
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and a burden on both the slaveholder and the cOlllTlUnlty.1I36 That sent iment 

gradually di$Jpated , and now the Intel lectual elite held almost without 

exception, as Tucker was one of the fi rst Virginians to argue, that 

slave ry was a "positive good . ,,37 Not only was It ordained by God and 

sanctioned by "Aristotle, and the great men of antiquity, " but It was 

"the s lave labor In Virginia which gives value to her 5011 and her habl-

tations j take away this, and you pull down the Atlas that upho lds the 

whole system,,38 So decisively was the Virginian Intelligentsia tu rned 

to the exhortation of solidarity In that belief, it blatantly ignored 

the reality that the "soil " of Vi rginia and "her habitations " were rapidly 

losing t he ir value . Thi s unhappy situation was not necessarily the re-

suIt solely of slavery . but the perpetuation of the institution was not 

likely, on the other hand , to mitigate the difficulties. Hence, another 

example of the growing inconsistency between theory and practice . One of 

the prime instances of such delusion was the attempt to project the lot 

of the slave as a happy one. The tragedy of t his at tempt lay not only in 

the treatment of the Negro but also in the increasing self-delusion bor-

der ing on paranoia which affected an untold and large percentage of the 

South 's 8 ,098,000 whites in addition to Its re latively select intell ectu~ 

circles. 39 

Not only was s lavery a "pos it ive good " for the economic and social 

structure of Virginia and the South , i t was so for the slave, as we ll. 

A host of Inte l lectuals from Tucker to Dew to Hammond of South Caro lina 

36Elklns, Slavery, p. 208 . 

37 Taylor, p. 286. 

3aThe Pro-Slavery Argument, pp . 461, 358. 

39 Statisti cs, Stamppls, p. 30. 



and from George Fitzhugh to Albert Tayl or Bl edsoe later on, reflected 

this ass ump t ion, prdfere :dl It for public ' consumption, and accepted It 

In private s incerity . The South was a garden , as they pi ct ured it, In 

which Negroes and whites abided happil y together In a God- orda ined 

feuda l Idyll of mutual dependency and affection based on the childlike 

Negro~s need for guidance and "protection" and the slaveholder's need 

for "se rv ices. " As Bal combe excl aimed : 

Here Is a race of men incapable of tracing themselves beyond 
ances tors who, a hundred years ago, came out of a slave ship 
into the famlly •••• They know noth ing of themselves but in 
connection with that family, and that connection has become, 
by tradition and use, to be/regarded as one of the conditions 
of their very existence. Meantime, under the Influence of 
the kindly affections growing out of this connection, there 
has been a gradual though steady Improvement in their slt ­
uatlon •••• Here is a cause of gratitude; and to man uncor­
ruped by unpurchased prosperity, grati t ude I ~ a nat ural 
sentlment •••• Thls is God's plan for securing the hearts of 
his creatures •••• 

Balcombe then continued with the st andard pro-slavery catalogue of 

paternal, maternal, and fraternal relatIonshIps (all elevatIng) which 

resulted from such a system: 

The negro woman loves the child she nursed; he loves hIs 
foster-brother and Is beloved In turn; and all t he little 
woolly-headed urchins love the young master , whose favours 
they continually experience. These things ernauce a 
feelIng not unlike that of ScottIsh clanshlp. 

This picture of the Negro-white relatIonship is not an altogether un-

pleasant one, and It Is undenIable that there were, indeed, such slave-

holders as Thomas Dabney who could not ' ''punIsh people wIth whom I as-

soclate every day'" and who, In the words of one of his people, " 'buys 

de best ob eberythlng for us. ~1 ,,41 But what thIs pIcture ImplIes In 

40 Tucke r, Ba I combe, I I, 164, 161 -162. 

41 Smedes, p~. 178, 46. 
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Its evasions , its contrivances, and Its avoidance of real issues offers a 

fa r greater indictment of slavEiry as an unspeakable evil than it does a 

vindicati on. 

Tucke r began his picture by rest ing the Institution of s l avery on 

"God's pl an" and sanctifying it with "t radi t ion and use . " As did the 

ante-bellum Southerner, he '~ound conside rabl e solace in t he fac t that 

they had not Invented human bondage . , ~2 They had, however , used it to 

bestow the benefits of civilization upon those who , one could only assume , 

were orig i nally unclviUzed ba rbarians . Such convenient ignorance of the 

Negro 's background and potential might have been understandable In a 

Georgian overseer , but in a man of Tucke r 's position (and of Dew ' s) It 

cou ld only bear the stamp of dangerous self-deluslon. 43 The cultures of 
. 

the Ashantls and Fantis of the Go ld Coast, the Yorubas and Bini s of 

Ni geria, the Mandingos and Hausas of the western Sudan, and the Congolese 

may have been primitive by the American standard (although, "wh l te men 

weee scarcely in a position to Judge African s severel y for sanction ing 

slavery, indulgi ng In inter-tribal warfare , and che rishing superstlt lons") 

44 but never sub-human. The Af r ican ancestors of the Negro had developed 

an agricultural economy wh ich , in some a reas , app roached the organizat ion 

of the p lant ation sys tem. These same Afric ans expressed themselves 

through music , the dance, the graphic and plas tic art s , and a rich folk-

lore. And, what should have been most obvious to a teacher who deals in 

42 
Stampp. p. 14. 

43Dew presumed knowledge of Af rican tribes in his " Review of the 
debate in the Vi rgi nia Legislature, 1831-32. " 

44 
Stampp, p. 13. 
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conrnunicatlon, the Neg ro, who came !lout of a slave ship" with absolutely 

no preparation. save the brutal agony of the Middle Passage. for life 

among the Southerners, learned vIrtually by observatIon and experience 

alone to lIve their kind of life and to communicate with them In a 

language structurally different from hIs own. 

Tucker refused to admit the Intellectual potent lal of the Negro. 
45 

but he did make him al most the '1affectlonsl equal " of the white mao . 

In discussi ng the familial sentiments which bound the Negro to his mas ters, 

he Implied that nothing cou ld Inspire the slave to seek escape from his 

situation or to rebel against It; In virtually the next breath. however. 

he ominously \>/arned that the Ifphtlanthropy" of the "amls des nolrs" 

should consider well what !lmay be the result " If they should eradIcate 

the slave' s "sense" of InferIority and substitute for It a "theory of 

equallty.,,46 That result was, of course, Insurrect font the dark fear 

whIch lurked at the back of Tucker 's and every other pro-slavery man's 

mInd. 

The Turner upr IsIng of 1831 was the last of the slave insurrections; 

but the South was scared. and that fear grew to alarmIng proportions as 

Its victIms hardened In the ir atti,tudes and closed off all avenues of 

compromise. A moralist mIght have ca11ed It a gutlt-produced fear, some­

thIng the hIstorian cannot validly do (or the moralist either, for that 

matter). The historian can . however . point out the evidence which In-

dlcates that what a man wrote was not necessarily what he thought or sus-

pected or what actually did happen. Oew affIrmed, lIke Tucker. that "a 

45raylor. p. 287. 
~ Tucker, 881 combe. II, 164. 



merrier being does not exist on the face of the globe, than the negro 

slave of the U. States ; " on the next page , however, he too warned that 

" let the wiley philantropist but come and whisper into the ears of such 

a slave that his situation is degrading and his lot a miserable one •••• 

and that moment, like the serpent that entered the garden of Eden, he 

47 
dest roys his happ I ness and ••• usefu I ness. 1/ \.fhy shou I d a devoted Negro 

slave permit a mere suggest ion to destroy his life? \.Jhy does Tucker 
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fear the elimination of an affectionate bondsman's "sense" of Inferiority? 

Precisely because he and Dew and the others at least suspected that the 

picture of the joyful Negro singing in the sun as he affectionately 

picked cotton was a fraud. Precisely because they suspected that there 

might be something wrong with a social system which permitted and pro-

moted the relegation of possibly-human beings to the stat us of property. 

If Tucker and his colleagues suspected the plantation slave system 

to be a moral or physical wrong, why did they not at least allow them-

selves the openness of discussion or investigation? As men of letters, 

they theoretically subscribed to the tenets of the liberci mind; as 

Christians, they theoretically subscribed to the tenets of charity In Its 

broadest sense. They were not ignorant, nor were they wicked. They were 

slightly selfish In their Intense desire to keep the life they had always 

known and enjoyed, but this Is true for most men In whatever circumstances. 

The crux of the matter was, most probably, very simple . Slavery was to 

the Southerner as , In a loose analogy, slums are to modern man. He re-

cognized Its disadvantages, but iit had become part of his life, a neces-

sary part so he thought. Emancipa tion of the slaves In a society In w~im 

47The Pro-Slavery Argument, pp. 459, 460. 



one-fourth the population was Negro was tantamount to modern relocation 

of a fourth of the population of an upper middle-class white suburb 

and their rep lacement by colored families. The Southerner had dif­

ficulty living in the nineteenth century let alon, living In a quarter­

black community. This , as the familiar statement goes, did not excuse 

them, but it did explain a portion of their thoughts and actions. They 

were afraid: of what, they were not qyite sure . But they did know it 

Involved the Negro, and the safest course of action was to keep him In 

his place. 

The woman, the frontiersman , the Negro--three groups which consti­

tuted a threat to t he gentleman class in direct proportion to the im­

portance of their roles in his real-imaginary society. These th ree 

pillars shored up the bad-gothic structure of ante-bellum Southern life; 

the first, In the home; the second, in the wl~erness, and the third, 

in the fields. The gentleman and his class were fast becoming super­

fluous, and any disruption threatening to hasten the process caused him 

to clutch more closely to himself what he thought t o be the essentials 

of his position, and which were , In reality, only its superficialities. 

No longer was freedom from "baseness" the primary consideration of a 

gentleman; he was more concerred with maintaining an establishment and 

the empty mannerisms and privileges that went with It. These latter 

s¥mbolized "gentleman" to him, and this avocation he prized and nurtured 

to the exclusion of all others. Tucker, and Dew, Simms and Fitzhugh, 

Hammond and all the others could have been and actually were much more 

than Just gentlemen; but they persisted In their pathetic delusion that, 

whatever else they might be, they were first and foremost dedicated to 
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t he proposition that some men were created gentlemen and endowed by 

their creator with certain Inalienable rlghts --a graci ous life, an 

unrestricted liberty , and an unbridled happi ness . 
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CONCLUS I ON 

The century was in Its fourth decade . Tidewate r Virginian fields 

were gradually yielding their cotton and tobacco virginity to scrub oak 

and pine . Apples lay ungathered and rotting In lonely orchards; and 

deale rs in Petersburg, Lynchburg , Richmond , No rfolk, and Alexandria 

bartered human flesh Instead of cotton bales . 1 The gentleman forsook 

the hunt and poured hourly over hi s ledgers while h is lady wept over poor 

Bessy 's children "gone , gone--gone and soldl! south . 2 Nat Tu rner's bloody 

hand st il l scratched its warning on slave-plastered walls, while Faulkner 

demanded equa lity and freedom for the west and Gar rison, in a strangely 

prophetic tone , was insi sti ng that churches open their pulpits to antl-

slavery agitation or " the wishes of pastor and churches are to be dlsre­

ga rded . 1I3 Debates over the sale of public land had led to an ominous re-

exami nation of the nature and ori g in of the Union , Jackson had broken 

with Calhoun , and tar iffs had inc ited Ham i lton and Rhett to threats of 

secession . This was the economic , socia l , and political circumstance of 

Tucker's Vi rgini a, but for him the re was another Virg ini a , another level, 

as it we re , in the ascending h ierarchy of perception . 

The Vi rginia whi ch existed in the romantic dream of Beve r ly Tucker 

was the Ideal of truth, beaut y, and goodness . The cavalier, the lady , 

1 
Amb I e r, p. 11 2 • 

2From a slave mother's lament for her children . 

3AS quoted in Sarnes, p. 93 . 
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the Tidewater plantation were unique, and nm~here .met their equal. 4 

Nowhere were the fields greener and the corn more gol den; the belles more 

beautifu l and the horses better blooded. Nowhere were gentlemen more 

gallant and hospitality more princely; servants more responsive and 

syllabub more frothy. Nowhere. In short, could one live so happily, so 

graciously ever-after. True . this lovely visIon was beset from within 

and without by a re.llty fu l l of falsehood, Ignorance, evil, and ugliness; 

but It could and wou ld survi ve and triumph as It had once done not so 

very long ago In the days of Vlashlngton and Je.fferson. 

In the 1840' s t he Introduction of rotation and fertilization pro-

duced an agricultural revi val which alleviated Virginia's economic drain, 

but the aboli tion is t crusade, the Union dilemma. and sectional incom-

pat .lb ilit les mushroomed and j oIned. The colossus they produced threatened 

an Institution whIch Tucker and his constituents believed essential to 

their dream--the Institution of property, landed and slave. For this 

InstitutIon the Virginian had fought the Indian; for th is Inst itut ion he 

had fought the French and the English; and for this Institution he did 

not long hesitate to figh t the Union. 

The novels of Nathaniel Severly Tucker clearly and tragically revea l 

the Tidewater Virgln lan ls response t o the problems of his age--8 narrow 

conse rvatism, pure and simple, uncompromising and aggressi vely hostile . 

Aga inst nationa l encroachment. he ld largely responsible for economic dlf-

flcultles but not quite yet ident.:lfled with the antl -s lave rv crusade , the 

Virginian could fIght, as the PartIsan Leader pointedly suggested. The 

411L1tera ry plantations are almost always In the older South. and -
when they are situated In the new, developing Southwest, they are un­
hi storically depleted as duplicates of the Vi rginia and Carol ina estates 
on which the convention was first based. " Smi t h, p. 173. 
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west, for the ti me being, could be appeased with a few flattering sops 

whil e the abolitionists were to be beaten from the gates . On the sec~ 

tiona l level, George Balcombe raised the specter of encroaching liber~ 

alism~~a liberalism which evoked sinister predictions for the Institution 

of gentlemanly supre-macy, already undermined by financial Qllght. The 

woman, the yeoman, and the slave were inadvertently or overtly laying 

claim to the ir pl ace In society; and the establishment of that pl ace long 

denied them by the gentry pre~supposed the dissolution of class barriers 

and ind ividual privilege . National and sectional disruptions converged 

and created a series of crises whIch were, In themselves, only the manl-

festations of Internal tension; but these crises rose in crescendo to 

such an emotional pitch that only outr ight physical combat could achieve 

catharsis for the explosive Southern temperament . From the Kentucky 

and Virginia Resoluti ons to the Dred Scott Decision to the Davis Resolu-

tlons , the North and the Sout h chipped away at each other in Cong~ss, in 

the courts , In state legis latures, at Wash ington's banquet tables and 

White House receptions, In saloons and on st reet corners, until they 

fo rswore words and went at it v"ith bare hands and naked bayonets . 5 Given 

such mUltiple disruptions, the Tidewater Vi rg inian was .a man beset by 

50n February 2, 1860, Jefferson Dav is Int roduced into the Senate a 
set of reso lu tions embody ing the prog ram of the Jouthern ext remist s . This 
set asser ted that 1) no state had the r ight to Interfere with the domestic 
inst ituti ons of other states; 2) any attack on slavery within the slave 
sta tes was unconstitutional; 3) It was the Senate's duty to oppose a ll 
d isc riminato ry measures against persons or property in the territory; 
4) neither Congress nor a territorial leg isl ature was empowered to impair 
the right to hold slaves In the territor ies , and the Federal government 
wou ld extend a ll needful protection to s l avery In the te rri tories; 
5) the territories might not decide on the question of s l ave~ until ad ­
miss ion to the Union; and 6) all state legisl ation Interfering with the 
recovery of fugitive slaves was inimical to the constitutional compact . 
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traumas of one sort or another . Quite likely he was too concerned with 

the realities of survival to react quite so extremely as his academic 

counte rpart, Beverly Tucker; but Tucke r was the closest thing to an 

aristocrat wh ich Virgin ia or the south could produce , and he did reflect, 

up to a point, the thinking of his class . 

From his veranda overlooking the Pa l ace Green, Beverly Tucker must 

often ha ve watched the afternoon sun li ght fade to misty twilight . Perhaps, 

he sat alone thinking abo~ the threats to his world and the means of 

meeting them . More likely , he sat or stood and paced in heated discussion 

wit h Dew , while his chi ldren ran and tumbled on the lawn , and lucy sewed 

nearby . Sun light blinds, and tw ilight distorts , and beyond the Palace 

Green events we re forcing reactions which a "brave old Vi rgi nia Gentleman " 

had prophesied but failed to prophesy co rrectly . 6 Vi rgini a would not 

lead a seceded South , Just as she no longer led the Un ion . A new breed 

of men would supplant the a ristocrat - - men f rom the upcountry like Ca lhoun 

and Yancy, Heste rners like Davi s and Toombs , a self-educated Hemm inge r , 

and the anti - secessionist son of a poor dirt f a rmer , Al exander Stephens . 

No Jeffersons or Mad i sons , Ilash i ngtons or Rando I phs flocked Montgomery' s 

sa loons or talked guns and dogs In t he lobby of the Exchange Hote l that 

December before Sumter . Not unt i l Linco l n called for 75 , 000 voluntee rs 

did Virgin ia fo rsake the Un ion . By 1860 , un ionis t senti ment was st rong 

there , and slave ry was disappea r ing . It still existed as an institut ion, 

and l i fe was stilI int r insicall y bound to i t; but Virgin ia's ti es to the 

No rth were st rong . She had refused to reca ll he r congressmen from '~"ash ­

Ington wit h those of the "cotton states " and to attend the Montgomery _ 

Convention. He r Hunter worked with Cr i ttenden (as did Jefferson Dav is, 

60l iphant , The Le tte rs of Si mms, I II, 344. 
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for that matter) on the last-ditch compromise, and the Sumter conflict 

failed to dislodge her . But , she would not furnish troops to invade 

he r sister states; moreover, she conside red this invasion a violation of 

states ' right s, a position not far removed from that of Jefferson . 

On April 17, the fate which Beverly Tucker prophesied for his 

native state was fulfilled, and Virginia seceded. As Governor Letche r's 

proclamation exhorted, Virginia must now defend her borders against another 

Br itain . 7 Defend she did for four years, down to the last smoking shell 

pit around Petersburg. And she lost, the result of a course of action 

for which she was, unquestlon~bly, largely responsible . But profound 

hist orical connotations encou rage a certain leniency in assessing Virg ini a's 

role in the "i rrepres ible confl ict. " She \'Ias , in one sense, a martyr--on 

the one hand, to the cotton coa l ition which needed he r 'buffer position , 

her population, and her Ironworks; on the other, to a federalism whi ch i~ 

sisted that she abju re the art of conpromise . In he r loftier and highly 

imag inary rationalizations , Vi rgini a f.ought for the "spirit of '76", and 

so did her sister states . It was the same spirit, distorted by its 

travels and expanded by pride, passion , and greed, which the English had 

bi r thed almost two centuries ago in the narrow neck of land betw~.n the 

Yo rk and the James Ri vers . Here , two cultures began , one which found it 

morall y and economically feasible to support the freedom of all but those 

who denied f reedom to othe rs; and one which found it or hoped to find it 

mora ll y and economically feasible to support the freedom of anyone, 

whet he r or not he denied freedom to othe rs , so long as he was white . 

7From the account In Cl iff ord Dowdey , The Land They Fought for 
(New York: Doubleday & Company, In c . • 1955), p. 104. . 



What was the South? Many thlngs- -a slaveholding democracy. a 

capitalistic agronomy, a romantic's utopia. But by whIchever of Its 

kaleidoscopic faces one chose to call It, It remained always and every­

where one thing. It was a distorted but, nevertheless, Integral and 

viable part of the great American experiment. 
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