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The following letter was written in answer to me, in which, the proposed convention in the part of the 
Southern States, to be held at Nashville on the 1st June next, was disparaged and inveighed against. The 
writer seemed to labor under the belief that the object of the convention was dissolution of the Union. I 
write somewhat into detail, in order more clearly to explain my own position in regard to the convention.  

 

CXXII 1.         J. Knox Walker Esq. (illegible) 

          Nashville, April 7, 1850 

 

My dear Joseph, 

 I begin to think the Nashville Convention if not a humbug, will seem a failure so far as Tennessee 
is concerned. Lincoln and Cannon counties are the only counties, which have yet appointed delegates. 
You will see from the public prints, that a meeting was held in Maury on the 1st of April, irrespective of 
party, for the purpose of appointing delegates, and after sundry speeches for and against- one Whig being 
for and one Democrat against the proposed Convention. The matter was postponed until the 1st Monday in 
May. There is certainly no enthusiasm, and scarcely any interest felt by the people here for the 
Convention. We in Tennessee, Whigs and Democrats, are for the Union, first, last, and all the time. We 
have never had any apprehensions of a dissolution, and didn’t intend to be dissolved. But we all felt, at 
the opening of the session, that it was necessary the South should take a firm stand and present a united 
front to the encroachment on the South.  To have given one inch then, would have been equivalent to 
yielding everything. Let the North once feel its power, and that it can be exercised with impunity, and the 
compromises of the Constitution are at an end. The most moderate of us, therefore, are in favor of sharing 
in the part of the South, an unbroken pact– not for dissolution – but to prevent dissolution. At that time, 
consequently, all of us are in favor of the Southern Convention, and the public papers of both parties so 
expressed themselves, and openly invited the delegates already appointed to meet here. The cry, that the 
convention was designed to bring about a dissolution of the Union, was not then thought of.  No such 
object was had in view of those who proposed it, or them who favored it, unless it might have been by a 
few South Carolina and Georgia Calhounites_ as fanatical on the one hand, as Seward and Giddings on 
the other. Had such a design been intimated, not one solitary voice, I firmly believe, within the boundry of 
the State of Tennessee would have been raised in its favor. The home of Jackson will ever remain true to 
his patriotic sentiments, - “The Union, it must, and shall be preserved.” Any misapprehension on the part 
of Congress on this subject ought to be distinctly and promptly corrected. We are for the Union, with all 
its compromises and rights, “at all hazards and to the last extremity.”  

 Many of us, and I among the number, have advocated the Nashville Convention for the purpose 
of clearly enunciating these views. We desired all the Southern States, but particularly Tennessee and 
Kentucky as the two most moderate and conservative to be represented. We were afraid to trust the matter 
in the hands of the South Carolina and Georgia delegations, tinged as they are with Calhounism, and the 
Alabama and Mississippi delegations, warmly excited as they seem to be. We wanted some cool heads 
and some compromising spirits to keep the Hot Spurs in check. With a full representation from Kentucky 



and Tennessee we shall have felt perfectly safe; and so we all thought, I again repeat, Whigs and 
Democrats, when the Convention was first proposed.  

 Since then, and this brings us to a consideration of our present position, in reference to this 
Convention- the scene has changed, and circumstances have largely altered. Instead of a Congress bent on 
destroying the Compromises of the constitution and trampling on Southern rights, such as was clearly 
indicated before and when the session commenced- the Conscript Fathers at Washington seem disposed to 
settle all difficulties upon a fair and reasonable terms. All praise is due to Clay, Cass and Webster for 
their able efforts in producing this state of feeling. The great speech of the latter – great in its spirit and 
tone more ever than in its argument or its oratory-  appears to have settled the question. I sincerely trust 
that nothing more is needed to produce a final adjustment of all matters of difficulty, and that the 
Nashville Convention has become, since it was proposed and since most of the delegates are appointed, 
unnecessary. But here is the difficulty.  How can we in Tennessee, after sanctioning the plan, and inviting 
the Convention to sit in our midst, refuse to act with them, and turn against them? It is time, the signs of 
the time are favorable to an amicable and satisfactory settlement, of all difficulties, but we have no 
certainty that this will continue. The chances are, that if we slumber on our army, or cease to do battle, the 
ground we have gained, may again be lost. If Congress shall have amicably settled the whole matter 
before the convention meets, or still continues to show a disposition that way, the Convention will 
doubtless govern their action accordingly. A mild and conciliatory set of resolutions will doubtless be 
adopted, expression of the gratification of the South in the existing state of affairs, and their warm and 
inextinguishable attachment to the Union. It is the object of those of us in Middle Tennessee, who are in 
favor of the Convention, to ensure this result. We are in favor of the primary meetings of the people to 
appoint delegates, expressing their appreciation of the present tendency of Congress, extending the hand 
of fellowship to those of the Northern citizens who have shown a compromising spirit, and of instructing 
their delegates to form an amicable adjustment of the matter of controversy. The resolutions offered at the 
meeting at Columbia were drawn up in accordance with these views. Under these circumstances, and with 
these sentiments, a full representation from Tennessee would ensure the proper action of the Nashville 
Convention. The Democratic party cannot, after the very decided stand assumed by them on the Southern 
question during the last gubernatorial canvass and the “aid and comfort” they have given to the 
Conventionists, back out from their position, at the false and treacherous cry in the Whigs under the lead 
of Bell, Smith, and Seward.  That would irretrievably ruin us in Tennessee for “years and years,” for, it 
would be a direct admission that the design of the Convention was disunion.  

 Individually, I am in favor of the admission of California into the Union; I am in favor of leaving 
the question of slavery to the inhabitants of the territories; and I am in favor of a settlement of all 
difficulties upon the terms proposed by Mr. Webster. I have never been in favor of extending slavery to 
the territory acquired from Mexico. On the contrary, I rejoice that the people have determined to escape 
the curse which our fathers have brought upon us. I have never been convinced that Gen.  Cass’ position, 
in regard to the power of Congress to legislate for the territories, was correct. I think that Congress has the 
power, but believe with Mr. Webster its exercise in the case of the new territory, entirely  unnecessary. I 
go further, and believe the exercise of the power, altogether inexpedient. I rejoice, however, that our 
Northern Democracy, can, to some extent, stand on the CASS platform.  

 



          Truly, 

          W. F. Cooper.  


