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18 frequented by many notables
hat Andrew Jackson often spent
K. Polk also tarried on his way
1 Crockett sojourned at the inn,
“as John Rhea, Nathan Gregg,
. Claiborne often met there in
tters of the day.

JOHN RHEA OF TENNESSEE
By Magrcuerite B. Hamer

The story of Tennessee’s unique constitutional beginnings,
r pioneer days, her brief existence as the independent state of
Franklin, her uncertain political allegiance, her territorial
- gtatus, her embryonic statehood days, and finally the period of
he full blown commonwealth, all are paralleled in the career of
hn Rhea of Sullivan county.
ke many another Tennesggee pioneer, John Rhea was a Prot-
ant Irishman of Scottish lineage. His grandfather, Matthew
Rhea (or Reah or Creah), a descendant of the ancient house of
pbell, bad fled to Ireland for political security. Matthew’s
on, Joseph Rhea, was educated in Scotland, became a Presby-
an minister, and preached for many years in Ireland. Here
ie married Elizabeth Mecllwaine, like himself, Scotch-Irish. Of
heir eight children, John, the eldest and the stbject of this
etch, was born in Oounty Donegal in the year 1753. When
John was eleven vears of age, his family moved to the new
rld, residing first in Pennsylvania and later in Maryland. 1n
75 Joseph Rhea bought lands in Basgt Tennessee near the pres-
Blountville, then an ontpost of civilization; he served his
_'ommumty as mlmster and as Indian fighter. He went back
to transfer his family to the western country, but died in
aryland. His widow and children in February, 1778, moved
own to the new lands in Tennessee.!
John Rhea served in the War for Independence but did not al-
w his military activities to prevent his receiving in 1780 a de-
ee from Princeton University in the field of classical studies
ind law. All of his snbsequent utterances in the course of a
gthy legiglative career attest to his familiarity with the best
n literary nsage. A letter which he wrote in Latin is still ex-
ant. His continued interest in education is evinced by his serv-
ces as trustee or as incorporator of three of the earliest institu-

1Rhea papers in the possession of the family at Blountville, Tennessee.
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tions of learning west of the Alleghan
Greeneville College (now Tusculum), fort
the University of Tennessee). .

An academic life, however, did not claim Rhea; law and poli- -f ﬁ:
ties proved the greater call. He accepted an appointment ag i T
clerk of the couri of Sullivan County, then under the Jurisdie- con
tion of North Carolina, In this eapacity Rhea served the parent oy
state loyally; he took no part in the revolutionary movement in brac
Sullivan and the surrounding counties which eventnated in the sixty
establishment of the short-lived state of Franklin. As clerk he Terr
confirmed with no misgivings the validity of the Acts of Agree- offic
ment that were drawn up on March 20, 1787, between the mothey Will;
state and the almost defunet state of Franklin. Sullivan Coun- court
ty, i ! fOI' 11
! i i ; IIl .
hundred miles 2 - ritor
to represent theiy community in the Ho conve
General Assembly of North Carolina.

C
fifty-one days of the session. He served on the Joint committe f: 11;};1
of both houses on finance and as chairman of a committee of five ty-sey
which reported a bill “‘tg pardon and consign to oblivion’’ and a,
“highly reprehensible conduet’? evi . tion.
Franldinites of the countiegs of W. i ture b
and Hawkins,?

vote 1
tion,*
no par
carrie
Josepl
The
sembly
Looney
_ : _ keeper
» - days of
hea was not present in that body. id i0; govern
of the second convention called to me : ile, drafted
state legislatnre, , . Session
hundred ninety-fonr othe i i i 1796, ax
ted States Constitution sea; eeper ;
and North Carolina bees, —_—
—_—

31bid.,
28tate Records of North Carolina, XXI, 193, 285, 4 ourng

ies : Washington College, : Cni
and Blount College (now
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cghanies : Waghington College,

. on. Two days later, November 24, 1789, Rhea and ten others
um}, and Blount College (now

ed a committee from both houses of the legislature to pre-
re a bill for ascertaining the manner, place, and times of elect-
» representatives from North Carolina to the Congress of the
ted States. Rhea continued to support the North Carolina
ection and voted against the cession to the United States of
tain western lands,” the present Tennessee, which em-
ed Sullivan County, The measure was carried, however,
ty-eight to twenty-nine, and the Tennessee region became the
itory of the United States South of the River Ohio. The
ice of territorial governor was given to a North Carolinian,
illiam Blount, who licensed Rhea to practice law in the several
ts in the ferritory and commissioned him county atforney
r the court of Sullivan.?
In the course of a few vears Tennessee emerged from her ter-
ial status and set about to enter the Union ag a state. A
convention was called to meet in Knoxville early in 1796 for the
ose of framing a constitution for the exnbryonie state. Rheas,
asual sat for Sullivan County. He was present the full twen-
seven days (Jamuary 11-February 6), serving as door-keeper
as a member of the committee which drafted the constity-
In the course of the debates, he proposed that the legisla-
be unicameral, and that in that single chamber a two-thirds
be requisite for the passage of every bill and resolu-
Rhea’s snggestions, however, did not carry and so formed
part of the new constitution. The completed doeument wasg
ed to Philadelphia, the seat of the federal government, by
ph McMinn, later to be governor of the state.
he newly created commonwealth held its first General As-
bly on March 28, 1796, at Knoxville. John Rhea and David
ney represented Sullivan County., Again Rhea acted as door-
r and characteristically attended the full twenty-seven
of the session. His chief contribution in launching the new
rnment was his service as chairman of the committee which
fted the rules to gnide the assembly in its work. The second
sion of the assembly of the infant state convened on July 30,
0, and again it met at Knoxville. Onee more Rhea was door.
eeper and as usual established a perfect attendance record. In

not elaim Rhea; law and poli-
e accepted an appointment ag
unty, then under the jurisdie-
\pacity Rhea served the parent
he revolutionary movement in
inties which eventuated in the
tate of Franklin. As clerk he
validity of the Aects of Agree-
h 20, 1787, between the mother
* of Franklin, Sullivan Coun-
monwealth of North Carolina,
¢, John Seott, more than six
ns to the seat of government -
he House of Commons of the
lina. Rhea attended the full :
served on the joint committee
alrman of a committee of five
and consign to oblivion’’ the
of John Sevier and other
ashington, Greene, Sullivan,

 House of Commons of North
- five days (November 16 to
y of its members fo sit in con-
ratifying the Constitution of
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eady gone into effect. The
‘'ore a peculiar one. Her first
llsboro but had adjourned on
he new national government.

He did attend the sessions
neet in Fayetteville, the seat
nber 22, 1789, Rhea and one
2 favor of aceepting the Uni-
venty-seven who voted nay,
the several states of the new

4

d., XX, 647; XXT, 198, 209, 432; 36-53,

, 285, Journal of the Convention of 1796 (reprinted, Nashville, 1852), p. 9.
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the fall of the following year, Rhea, with John Scott, continued g0 as to be ¢
to represent Sullivan County in Tennessee’s legislature. terpretation

In 1802 Rhea entered the field of national politics. With the ble of alte:
exception of one term, he served in the House of Representa- _which would
tives in the eighth to the seventeenth Con conformity s
from 1802 till 1823 excepting the vear 1 . the re-grant
spects Rhea impresses us today as the id “Tf,% he exp
methodical habit of regular attendance continued to assert itself, designed to -
In April, 1822, he could boast that he had not been absent from the United S
the House for a single day. Again he g

howed himgelf a model, edin the C
if not an extraordinary Congressman, in scorning dilatory mea-

sures. He protested that ‘“the whole time of the Honse wonld he
spent about nothing, diseussing propositions which could not
possibly produce good to the nation.®’ That Rhea was more
statesman than politician is evinced in his attitude toward par-:
tisan polities. ¢¢ Party,” he declared, ‘“in the political world is:
like evil in the moral world, a destroyer

ness of mankind.”” Again he gaid:

from them eventnates all power; they are the true rolers.’’

"
hop for selli
- Typical of

?
a consolidated government.’” ¢“Thig

of twenty Confederated states,”’ he ting the Ty
pendent of each other, each one hav:
or its own internal government ; but

r union bound together as one ng.
tion.’”® To his constituents he wrote: ‘“The republican sover:

cignties of the respective states are to be maintained pure and{ mpire requir
inviolate; on their existence does depend the duration of the co

stitution of the United States.’” He venerated the constitution a § been unitec

““a free will offering to the happiness of mankind.” He wante Xpansionist

the document preserved in its original form, free from change b the price of wa,

amendment. ‘“If the constitution ig subjected to amendment af 2 nation.”’
13 (5 1

ter amendment,’’ Rhea lamented, ‘it may finally be amende "Enozville Regist
. 8dnnals of Congy

Ydmerican State
SJournals of the first two sessions of the legislature of Tennessee (reprinted 4%, as General Kno
Nashville, 1852), passim, L

rmation,’’ even g
bAnnals-of Congress, vol, 39, P. 1610 (April 16, 1822). O4nnals of Cong:

Like Jefferson, he decrieq
18 a government consisting
said, ““all sovereignties, inde
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‘Rhea, with John Scott, continued .

in Tennessee’s legislature.s
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as to be destroyed.””” Like Jefferson, he favored a strict in-
rpretation of the document. It was ““sacred’’ and not “e‘ap‘
able of alteration.”” He would vote against every resolution
hich would ““torture and twist it out of its proper shape.” In
nformity with his striet constructionist views, Rhea opposed
L re-granting of a charter to the first Unit‘ed‘ States Banl;.
£, he explained, ‘‘the convention, or the ratifying states had
designed to vest Congress with the right to create the Bank of
TUnited States that right would have been expressly enumer-
d in the Constitution.”” ““So long,’’ he said, “as he had a seat
‘the floor, he shonld never vote to make Congress a broker’s
op for selling bank charters.’’®

1 ypical of his party sentiments, Rhea leaned toward agrarian
gainst commerecial interests. The great seal of his own state
erally depiets agrienlture as above commeree. R_hea felt deep-
on the subject. ‘““ Agriculture,’’ he said, ‘‘ig the first and great
siness of man; he was driven out and commanded to enltivate
s earth.”” In a letter to his constituents, he advised, ““Let
verything be done to promote agriculture; commerce and man-
acture will follow.”?

he administration policy of hostility to Great Britain was
ften voiced by Rhea. In J. anuary, 1812, he told the House of
epresentatives that ‘‘nothing but the reduction of this nation
a servile state of colonial existence can satiate the appetite of
racions ¥ngland,” Time and again he accused the British of
ting the Indians against the Americans.® By way of re-
risal, he even proposed the annexation of British territory.
The Canadas,’’ he said, “‘will soon or late be an integral part
this confederated union. . The peace and happiness of
1ese United States, and the peace and happiness of the Brijcis]l
Ipire require that the Canadas shall be joined to the Un'lted
ates of America as the great heretofore provinece of Liouisiana
a8 been united to them.?’t0

Ixpansionist though he was, Rhea did not favor annexation at
price of war. War was always to be deprecated as ““an evil
a nation.”” ‘Tt cannot be proved,”” he declared in April,

»

to

Enozville Register, June 18, 1822,
Annals of Congress, vol. 22, pp. 809-20 (Junuary 24, 1811); . .
American Stote Papers, Militory Affairs, I, 191, The British agent in 179’1
8 Ueneral Knox said, ‘‘pretty strenuocus in asserting'the contrary of Rhfaa, i}
tmation, ! even going so far as to refer to Rhea ag ‘‘an infamous character.’
Ydnnals of Congress, vol, 26, p. 1145 {January 26, 1814),

nto
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1806, ““that the United States have men to spare for the sword.”” .
He vigorously opposed military and naval preparedness,

““Should Congress maintain,’’ he inquired in J. anuary, 1823, ‘5 .
powerful navy to be prepared to meet 8 war that may or may not

be fifty years hence?” He would be ““happy,’’ he said in .J. anu. .

ary, 1812, “‘to gee all the armed ships of the world on fire,”’ for

they had been “uniformly destructive of human happiness,’
Moreover the expense of armaments fell upon all the people
alike whereas only the commercial interests were benefited,
““If,”” Rhea reasoned in January, 1812, “we could get a revenue
that was not paid by the people at large but by the merchanty
alone, then there would be some ground for calling upon the peo-
ple to assist in protecting their commerce,’’ Furthermore, ships
of war wounld benefit only the eastern section of the United
States. The western country would not need them ““except they
meant to use them against the Indians.’’ Rhea might well be fa.
miliar with the lasting expense of military and naval armaments
and warfare generally, inasmich as he served for many years ag and punishn
chairman of the committee on Revolutionary pensions. ' is committ
Rhea’s desire for peace embraced domestic as well as interna-- on.?s

tional concerns. Tn 1816 with John Coffee and John McKee h

“Tol
treaty with the Choctaw nation oleranee

edom. Iy
e sum of $6,000 annnally for twen ;1729 If:irot oc
ty years and to be given merchandise to the value of $10,000 in

€
return for their lands east of the Tombigbee River'* Rhea fav ___a,bqr.

ored the extingnishment of the Indian title in deference to th County. Res
superior race. In 1822 he declared the ousting of the Indian ¢ the wester
be in keeping with “‘sound policy and economy.” He main. shonld be dr:
tained that ““the Cherokee claim f i i i '_ The use of sn
nessee onght to be done away.”’ 1 :

ovation’’ ¢
couraged to settle on unoccupied Indian hnnting grounds. Landg vation

from which the Indian title had been extingnished should be
granted to ‘‘every free white male”” who resided ‘““thereon or
who should actually regide thereon”” within a given numbery

years. Thus a barrier wounld be created against the Indian, a

- The forhe
attitude
_ He believed
- nations whe
n the Tenn,
to preclude
‘publicly de

question of t
 Btates of Mar
titutions of
way any of

rage. Te la;
Were thus ‘“de
_ - €xercise of wh;
In respect to another race problem, we find Rhea again tole —

124anals of Con
W dmerican State Papers, Indian Affairs, II, 95. 13, G. M, Ramy
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and sympathetic toward the naturally superior class. Slav-
o recognized as a great moral evil, but said that the only
g that the North ought to entertain towards the South was
mpasgsion’’ that the South was not so fortunate as t%ae North
d been in being enabled by circamstances ‘‘to get rid of the
17 Fgrthermore, Rhea upheld the legal rights of the slave-
ding states, for he felt that “so long as this property [slav-
was authorized there could be no doubt of the right of the
Jer to pursue it and carry it back without hindrance to the
ée from whenee it escapes.”’t?
Mhe forbearance which Rhea felt for the slaveholder parallels
iy attitude toward those who differed from him religiously.
(. helieved firmly in a ‘‘Mighty Being who raises and depresses
tions when he pleases.”” Yet we find Rhea tolerantly voting
o Tennessee assembly of 1796 against a bill that purported
reclude the admission as witnesses of persons who shonld
sublicly deny the being of a God and a future state of rewards
rved for many years as punishments.”” Such restraint on the individual, Rhea and
nary pensions. committee denounced as ‘‘an inferior species of persecu-
estic as well as interna- on.7 s
oc and Jobn MeKee ho slerance was not more characteristic of Rhea than a love of
th the Choctaw nation. dom. In the sesgion of the North Carolina legislatare of
5,000 annually for twen- 9 he voted against a bill that would involve the use of drafted
the value of $10,000 in r. A “Waggon Road’ was proposed to be opened from
bee River' Rhea fav- ite’s Mill in Hawkins County to Bledsoe’s Lick in Sumner
itle in deference fo the nty. Realizing full well the value of guch an improvement
ousting of the Indian to e western conntry, Rhea yet opposed if, believing that labor
cconomy.’” He main- ald be drafted only in times of war and public emergency.
in Georgia and in Ten- the use of such labor, Rbea contended, would be “‘a dangerous
> persons should be en- ovation’’ and ‘‘a restraint on the liberty of freemen.’’ The
hunting grounds. Lands - e spirit of freedom asserted itself in connection with the
extinguished should be ion of the re-cession of the District of Columbia to the
ho resided ‘‘thereon or s of Maryland and Virginia. Rhea pointed out that the con-
thin a given number of tions of neither of these states contained power to cede
against the Indian, and any of its citizens—much less deprive them of the suf-
savage attack, the hor- | . He lamented the fact that many thousands of citizens
se like Rhea who inhab- were thus ““deprived of rights and privileges, the possession and
ercise of which under the republican form of government were

» spare for the sword.””

naval preparedness.
d in January, 1823, ‘‘a .
ar that may or may not-
ppy,’’ he said in Janu-
the world on fire,”” for
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11 upon all the people
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iz4nnals of Congress, vol. 31, p. 838 (Januvary 30, 1818).
137, G. M. Ramsey, dnnals of Tennessee, 663.
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solemnly gmaranteed to them.' Rhea appears not only as the d suggested
defender of the rights of the people but as well of the libertieg m ﬁfashing
of individuals. The role of exonerator wasg a familiar one to thig m the corr
aggressive statesman. He boldly came to the defence of the ac- . letter in qu
cused Wilkinson. ‘“Of what avail,’” he said, ““were a letter op: t it was ne
two when put in competition with the general character of thig _ d by certai
officer?’”’ In the same spirit Rhea came to the defense of An.: ine ill in bed.
drew Jackson and justified his conduct in the Seminole Way, | ‘Rhea had n
On the floor of the House he declared that ¢“ Jackson was author. 'if:s own reply.
ised by the supreme law of nature and nations, the law of self him. Fron
defence,?’14

In connection with the Florid
Jackson involved Rhea in unfo

& campaign, devotion to Andrew

rtunate publicity. On J anuary 8
1818, Jackson wrote to Pregident Monroe suggesting that Hag

Florida should be “‘seized and held as an indemnity for the out
rages of Spain npon the property of our citizens.”” The letter g Bassett s
contained this suggestive statement : ““Let it be signified to me to Jackso
through any channel (say Mr. J. Rhea) i
the Floridas would be desirable to the United States, and in
sixty days it will be accomplished.” About six weeks later, g0 ;
Jackson afterwards claimed, he received a letter from Rhes con- lines to the gen
taining the President’s approval. This letter, Jackson burned ler
at the urgent request of Rhea or, as Jackson claimed later, at the e 80."7 . Arouse
instance of Monroe through the medium of Rhea. 15 Calhowy ich ex-Presid
as Secretary of State had advised Jackson to avoid war with he reputation o
Spain, as that ‘““would involve the Holy Alliance and Eng- with the ex-Pre,
land.??18 ' ain health: ¢
Thirteen years passed; the conquering hero was now pres ifidence in m
dent, Calhoun, vice-president. The whole matter as to whethe 6 and 8o had ]
Jackson was or was not authorized to invade Fast Florida wa er in which Jac
revived through an intricate train of circumstances, the outcom tween the presi
of which was that Jackson now believed that it was Calhoy lored, “‘you di
rather than Crawford, whom he had formally suspected, wh ou will so writ

entially to me,
on by him state
, 1 i : 1 € 80 to write to

’ -
iidnnals of Congress, vol, 33, p. 867 (January 27, 1819). : -_Rhea‘ s effort
15Jackson to Rhea, June 2, 1881, in J. 8, Bassett, ed. Correspondence of Andrew i
Jackson, TV, 289; Jackson to R, G. Dunlap, Washington, July 18, 1831, in American
Historieal Magagine, TX, 85.90,

16(0alhoun to Jackson, Septomber 8, 1818, dmerican State Papers, Military Af.
fairs, I, 745, ’ k

1TRhea to Jackson
drew Jackson, IV,
- 18Bassett, Correspe
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hea appears not only as the ad suggested Rhea as a medium for confidential authorization
2 but as well of the liberties L

‘Washington to invade Spanish Florida. Tt would seem
or was a familiar one to this rom the correspondence of members of Monroe’s cabinet that -
une fo the defence of the ac- he letter in question was received but not officially acted upon;
7 he said, ““were a letter or at it was not before the cabinet formally, but was privately
he general character of this d by certain members who visited Monroe, who was at the
came to the defense of An- 16 i1l in bed.
duct in the Seminole War. Rhea had no definite recollection of the Jackson letter or of
1 that ““Jackson was author- own reply. His nearly four score years weighed heavily up-
nd nations, the law of self- iim. From retirement he wrote to Jackson: ‘I desire to
ve something to bring mafters fully to my recollection,’’!7 for,
e explained, ‘‘at that time [January, 18191 Twas . . . .
pied with the business before the committee of pensions and
lutionary claims.”” Rhea’s failure to recolleet his answer to
ckson which was burned may have been due either to senility
r, as Bassett suggests, to the fact that Rhea’s apparent permis-
‘to Jackson was in reference to another proposition, the
tion of the immediate respongibility of officers to Jackson
ather than to the President. So Rhea may not have had in
d the conquest of Florida when in 1818 he penned these vague
 to the general: ‘T am gratified that the plan of the Presi-
nt is satisfactory to you, I am confident that he intended it to
80.”” .Aroused to the defence of his friend, Rhea attempted to
h ex-President Monroe to enlist his support in the cause of
eputation of the fiery general. On June 3, 1831, he pleaded
h the ex-President, like himgelf in declining years and uncer-
ain health: ‘“The Presidents, Jefferson and Madison all had
fidence in me, and I believe you also had equal Confidence in
nd so had Mr. Adams.’’ Rhea then quoted the famous let-
in which Jackson named him as the confidential medinm be-
en the president and his ecommanding general, and then im-
ed, ““you did receive that letter from Andrew Jackson and
you will so write tome . . . . you did communicate confi-
dentially to me, you approved of the opinions of Andrew Jack-
by him stated in that eonfidential Letter and did aunthorise
me 80 to write to him. T did accordingly write to him.?"®

Rhea’s effort was in vain. Monroe was an invalid when he re-
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~ceived the request. He dictated a denigl which he signed with
witnesses, June 19, 1831

» Just a fortnight before hig death. Rhe,
died in less than a year, i his ability ¢,
make out his own will,19 i
picturesque burial ground

bame is perpetuated in R,
County, Tennessee.
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