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THe Struggle for 
Statehood
Missouri’s application for statehood in 1818 
unleashed boiling tensions that threatened 
westward expansion and raised difficult issues 
our Founding Fathers struggled to resolve. 

Missouri shook the United States like no other 
new state before and made the issue of slavery 
unavoidable for the nation. This crisis unfolded 
for nearly three years and could only be resolved 
by a dangerous compromise, which kept the union 
together by dividing it into two halves: “slave” 
states and “free” states. The Missouri Compromise 
held for a few decades, but it also set up a sectional 
conflict in which Missouri would find itself divided 
as the nation plunged into Civil War.



Pre-1673
Native American tribes (Osage, Missouria, 
Caddo, Dakota, Delaware, Illinois, Iowa, 
Kickapoo, Sac & Fox and Shawnee) 
inhabited the area that is now Missouri.

1673
Father Jacques Marquette and Louis Jolliet 
voyaged down the Mississippi River and 
are the first Europeans to set foot on land 
that would later become Missouri.

1735 
Ste. Geneviève, the first permanent 
European settlement in Missouri, 
is founded.

1762
November
France cedes the Louisiana Territory to 
Spain in the Treaty of Fontainebleau 
during the Seven Years’ War.

1764
February 15
City of St. Louis is founded by 
Pierre Laclède.

1800
October 1 
Spain retrocedes the Louisiana Territory 
to France following the Treaty of 
San Ildefonso.



Disputed Lands

The northeastern part of present-day 
Missouri was disputed hunting territory 
between the Osage; their Algonquian-speaking 
enemies, Sauk and Mesquakie (Sac & Fox), 
whose main villages were on the other side of 
the Mississippi River in present-day Illinois; 
and the Ioways, to the north. With few Native 
villages in the disputed area, French traders 
and later United States settlers were able to 
move into the region with relatively 
little resistance.  
 

Background image:

Survey map reproduced in “Notes on Aboriginal Inhabitants of Missouri,” 
1819, by Thomas Say and Titian Peale 

Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis

“Osage Chief with Two Warriors,” 1861, 
painting by George Catlin

This painting by George Catlin depicts Tchong-tas-sáb-be 
(Black Dog), war chief of the Osage, standing with Tál-lee 
and Kó-ha-túnk-a, two of the tribes most celebrated
warriors. Throughout the mid-19th century, Catlin painted 
more than 500 works featuring western landscapes and 
Native American portraits.

Courtesy of Archive World / Alamy Stock Photo 

“Lithographs of Osage Indians visiting Paris,” 
François Séraphin Delpech 

This lithograph illustrates the visit of Osage tribe member Kishagashugah (Little Chief ), his 
cousin Grétomih, and Minckchatahooh (Little Warrior) to Paris, France in 1827. The group is 
portrayed wearing traditional Osage dress contemporary to the time of the Missouri Crisis.

Courtesy of Yale University Library 

Missouri’s 
First Peoples
Before Europeans ever arrived in the land that 
would become Missouri, the region had a long 
history as a center of human civilization. The 
landscape was dotted by hundreds of ceremonial 
mounds, which gave St. Louis the nickname 
“Mound City.”

Only a few of these mounds remain visible today. 
They can be seen in places such as Cahokia 
Mounds State Historic Site in Illinois.

Osage

Another Siouan people, the Osage, were far more 
numerous than the Missouria, and they dominated 
the region economically and politically due to their 
numbers. By the mid-1700s, after a long military 
campaign, the Osage had established a vast empire. 
Their population was concentrated in present-day 
southwestern Missouri, but Osage territory spanned 
across the region, overlapping with many diverse 
language groups. One of the largest indigenous 
populations, they controlled much of the trade 
between Europeans and less powerful 
neighboring peoples.  

Cession of Native Lands

The Osage had established themselves as the dominant 
people in the region. As a result, the Osage became the 
major party in a series of treaties with the United States 
that allowed most of Missouri Territory to be opened 
to settlers. After being removed from their homelands 
further east, the Kickapoo, Shawnee, and Delaware
were pushed by a series of additional treaties from 
lands they had been allowed to settle in 
present-day Missouri.

Native American Mounds

This map depicts what would have been a thriving 
Native American town that once existed just blocks 
north of Laclède’s Landing. The Mound Builders’ 
descendants, the Missouria, still thrived when the 
first French explorers 
arrived in the area. 
The Missouria farmed 
along the many 
smaller rivers and 
hunted buffalo on 
the plains to 
the west.  
 

Survey map reproduced in “Notes 
on Aboriginal Inhabitants of Missouri,” 
1819, by Thomas Say and Titian Peale 

Courtesy of the Missouri Historical 
Society, St. Louis

DID YOU KNOW?

Missouri and the 
Missouri River are named for 
the Missouria tribe. The name 
means “town of the large canoes.”

Sacred Sun

Mohongo, which in English means Sacred Sun, was 
an Osage woman who lived near the towns of Arrow 
Rock and Franklin at the time of the Missouri Crisis. 
She was among the group of Osage tribe members 
who traveled to France in 1827. While in Europe, 
Mohongo gave birth to twin daughters. Shortly after, 
the Osages were abandoned by their guide and 
forced to spend the next two years traveling around 
Europe. In 1829, with the help of American 
Revolutionary War hero Marquis de Lafayette, 
Mohongo returned home to North America.

Mo-Hon-Go. Osage Woman, from History of the Indian Tribes of 
North America, ca. 1827–1844, by Charles Bird King

Courtesy of the Smithsonian American Art Museum 



French Foundations

France claimed the Mississippi Valley following the 
explorations of Father Jacques Marquette and Louis 
Jolliet and immediately established amicable 
relations with the Native people of the region. In 
the early 1700s, French missionaries and settlers 
from Canada and New Orleans began to colonize 
both sides of the Mississippi River, establishing the 
towns of Cahokia and Kaskaskia in present-day Illinois 
and Ste. Geneviève, Missouri. The habitants of the 
“Illinois Country,” as the French called the region on 
both sides of the Mississippi River, made a living by 
growing food for the French sugar colonies further 
south, mining lead, and trading European-made 
goods, such as pots, cloth, and guns, to Native 
Americans for animal pelts.

St. Louis

In 1763, Pierre Laclède Liguest and his teenage 
stepson, Auguste Chouteau, journeyed up the 
Mississippi River from New Orleans to establish 
a new trading post with the region’s tribes. They 
chose a location near where the Mississippi and 
Missouri Rivers met and began construction in 
February 1764. 

The Spanish Interlude 

Negotiations at the end of the French and Indian 
War left Spain in control of the west bank of the 
Mississippi. Few Spanish settlers came to the 
land that became Missouri, and thus the 
European population of the province remained 
largely French. During the Revolutionary War, 
Spain led the defense of St. Louis against a 
British-sponsored attack in 1780. Nevertheless, 
Spain struggled to attract settlers to the area 
and thus offered land to those who promised to 
be good Catholics and loyal subjects of the 
Spanish crown. Millions of acres were dispensed 
by Spanish land grants, including some of the 
best lands along the Mississippi River.

“An Original Spanish Land Grant,” 
Historic Documents of Cape Girardeau County

Spanish land grants brought men like the eventual founders 
of Texas, Moses and Stephen Austin, to the region. 

Courtesy of Cape County Archives Center

  

DID YOU KNOW?

Paw Paw French, or Missouri 
French, is a dialect originating 
from early French settlers and 
was once widely spoken throughout 
eastern Missouri. It was spoken by 
hundreds of people in the area until 
the 1890s. Today it is considered an 
endangered language, spoken by less 
than a dozen people.

Background image:

“Laclède and Chouteau Land at the Present Site of St. Louis, 1763,” 
mural by Frank Nuderscher 

Courtesy of the The State Historical Society of Missouri

“The Valle Brothers and the Ste. Geneviève 
Militia at the Battle of St. Louis, 1780”
painting by Mitchell Nolle
 
During the Revolutionary War, Spain allied with 
France in aiding the United States against the 
British. Spanish governor Fernando de Leyba led 
the defense of St. Louis against Native American 
forces under British command.

Courtesy of THGC PublishingColonial 
Missouri
Like the states east of the Mississippi, 
Missouri has a colonial history, but unlike them, 
Missouri was never part of the British Empire. 
Instead, its European colonizers were French 
and Spanish, and they left a complicated legacy 
for the future state. 

Multiracial Slavery

The most problematic legacy of the French regime 
was the establishment of colonial slavery in the 
region. French settlers brought enslaved Africans 
north from New Orleans. They also bought and 
enslaved Native American captives seized by 
their trading partners, the Osage. The Illinois 
Country had no large plantations, but enslaved 
people worked in all areas of French colonial life, 
including in the lead mines and fur trade.

LEFT: “Káh-kée-tsee, Thighs, a Wichita 
Woman,” 1834; RIGHT: “Shé-de-ah, 
Wild Sage, a Wichita Woman,” 1834, 
paintings by George Catlin

Courtesy of Smithsonian American 
Art Museum

Káh-kée-tsee and Shé-de-ah 
were Wichita women who were 
taken captive by the Osage.



1803
April 30 
The Louisiana Purchase is signed.

1805
March 3 
The Territory of Louisiana is established.

1808 
July 12
Joseph Charless founds the first newspaper 
in Missouri, the Missouri Gazette. 
November 10
Treaty of Fort Clark: Osage nation cedes 
lands in Missouri to the United States.

1812
June 4
A portion of the Louisiana Territory is 
divided to become the Missouri Territory.

1815
July – September
The Treaties of Portage des Sioux are signed 
between Missourians with the Sac & Fox, 
Osage, and other tribes to reestablish 
peace after the War of 1812.



The Louisiana Purchase

Napoleon originally envisaged Louisiana and his 
other colony, Saint-Domingue (present-day Haiti), 
to be the centerpieces of a French New World empire. 
When the enslaved people of  Saint-Domingue won 
their independence in a bloody revolutionary war,
Napoleon no longer needed the Louisiana Territory, 
meant to supply the Caribbean colonies, but greatly 
needed to refill his war coffers. In 1803, he surprised 
American emissaries by agreeing to sell not only 
the port of New Orleans, but all of Louisiana to the 
United States for $15 million. The Louisiana Purchase 
was one of the most significant events in American 
history, as the new territory nearly doubled the size 
of the United States.

The Missouri Territory

By 1804, the land that became the Missouri Territory 
had an estimated 17,188 inhabitants. In just sixteen 
years, that number would grow to more than 71,000. 
Both the French and the Spanish had utilized slavery 
in colonial Missouri, as had the Natives before them, 
but westward-moving Americans expanded and 
entrenched the system in the new federal territory. 

After the War of 1812, migrants from the United 
States poured into the Missouri Territory, tripling 
the non-Native American population. Thousands of 
enslaved African American workers were forced to 
move too, either with their owners or by means of 
the growing domestic slave trade.

Frequently hailing from eastern tobacco-growing 
states, such as Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, 
these newcomers displaced Native peoples and 
claimed additional lands. As one observer wrote in 
1816, “it does appear as if all Kentucky are on the 
road for the country” in Missouri. 
 

Background image:

“Transfer of the Louisiana Territory at New Orleans, 1803,” 
National Collotype Co.

Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis

It does appear as if all Kentucky are on the 
road for the country [in Missouri].

–               1816Observer,

The 
Americanization 
of Missouri
In 1800, Spain signed a secret treaty returning 
the territory of Louisiana to France. Rumor of the 
territory’s retrocession soon reached President 
Thomas Jefferson, who feared that France would 
not recognize American rights to navigate the 
Mississippi and trade goods at New Orleans. 

In 1802, Jefferson sent Robert Livingston to Paris 
to negotiate the purchase of the port of New 
Orleans from the French Emperor Napoleon.

    1804  1810  1820

White     12,188  17,227  54,903

Slaves    *  3,011  9,797

Free African Americans *  607  376

Native Americans  5,000** 5,000** 4,500**

Total Population  17,188  25,845  71,086

This chart is based on population estimates from the Official Manual of the State of Missouri, 1973–1974 
and “Populating Missouri, 1804–1821” by Walter A. Schroeder. Information is obtained from limited data.
*The population of enslaved and freed African Americans in 1804 is unknown. **Estimated Native American population.

Missouri Population, 1804–1820

Daniel Boone
American pioneer Daniel Boone famously led explorations 
that helped to open the American frontier to new settlements. 
In 1799, Boone and his family migrated to the Femme 
Osage District of Missouri, now part of St. Charles, where 
he spent the remainder of his life. His sons, Nathan and 
Daniel Morgan Boone, developed one of the major salt 
springs in present-day Boonville into a salt-making business.

“Daniel Boone,” 1820, 
portrait by Chester Harding.
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution

Boon’s Lick

Many of Missouri’s migrant slave owners 
settled in the central part of territorial Missouri 
along the Missouri River, called the “Boon’s Lick” 
because of the salt springs in the area. Fertile 
lands and river access to markets in St. Louis 
made this area prosperous for slave owners and 
one of the most important agricultural regions 
in the state before the Civil War.

“Flatboat Men Relaxing on their Cargo,” ca. 1820, 
by Alexander Anderson

Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis

DID YOU KNOW?

Beer making has been nearly 
synonymous with St. Louis 
since its founding. The first 
documented brewery was opened 
in 1809 by John Coons on what 
is today the site of the Gateway Arch.



Manumission

Some enslaved people saved money to purchase 
freedom for themselves or for family members. 
While manumission was common under French 
and Spanish colonial law, American lawmakers 
increasingly sought to restrict the practice. By 
passing a number of laws that curtailed free 
blacks’ liberties and mobility, white Missourians 
discouraged free blacks from entering or settling 
in the territory.

William Wells Brown
William Wells Brown, a Missouri slave, first tried escaping 
in 1833. He was eventually captured but later ran away 
while a steamboat he was working on was docked in 
Cincinnati. He found his way to freedom in Canada and 
became a well-known abolitionist writer and speaker. 
Brown learned to read and write in the St. Louis printing 
office of the antislavery newspaper editor Elijah P. Lovejoy.  

Portrait from his book 
“Three Years in Europe: Places I Have Seen and People I Have Met,” 1852

Background image:

“The slave trader Walker and the author driving a gang of 
slaves to the southern market,” 1851, 
Illustrated Edition of the “Life and Escape of Wm. Wells Brown 
from American Slavery Written by Himself”

Before his escape, William Wells Brown was hired out by his 
owner to work as a handyman for James Walker, a slave trader. 
In his autobiography, Brown writes about trips he made with 
Walker between St. Louis and the New Orleans slave market. 
This illustration from Brown’s book shows Brown and Walker 
leading a group of enslaved people to the St. Louis slave market.

Markets

In territorial Missouri, as elsewhere, enslaved 
people were valuable commodities. As laborers, 
they produced crops for regional and national 
markets. As slavery became more profitable, 
the slaves’ bodies also increased in value. In 
St. Louis, slave owners could lease their 
bondspeople through the slave-hiring market, 
or they could buy or sell their human property 
on the auction block. Slave owners could also 
mortgage enslaved people in order to increase 
access to credit. The slave markets in Missouri 
connected masters and their slaves to a global 
financial system that stretched across the world.

“Slave Market,” 1833,
by Henry Byam Martin

Courtesy of the Library and Archives of Canada

Slavery along 
the Mississippi
Slavery in the Missouri Territory differed from 
bondage on sugar and cotton plantations in the 
Deep South. Most enslaved people in territorial 
Missouri worked on smaller hemp and tobacco 
farms, as domestics, or were leased out in the 
growing slave market in St. Louis. 

Some viewed Missouri’s small-scale slaveholding 
as more benevolent than the large-scale plantations 
typical in the south. However, enslaved people in 
Missouri dispute this claim. William Wells Brown 
noted the frequent use of the whip on his owner’s
plantation in St. Charles. The whip made “of 
cowhide, with platted wire on the end of it, was 
put in requisition very frequently and freely.”
  
 

“1825 July Case Number 16 – Marguerite,
 a free woman of color v. Chouteau, Pierre, Sr.” 

In 1805, the children of Marie-Jean Scypion, an 
African slave with Natchez Indian ancestry, first 
filed suit for freedom on the basis of their mother’s 
Native Amerian ancestry. Thirty years later, Marie’s 
daughter, Marguerite renewed her claim, suing for 
freedom against her owner Pierre Chouteau, Sr. 
Although Scypion initially lost her suit, she later 
won her emancipation when her case went to the 
Missouri Supreme Court in 1836.

Courtesy of the St. Louis Circuit Court 
Historical Records Project 

“1821 April Case Number 105 – Marie, 
a free mulatoo girl v. Chouteau, Auguste” 

This sketch is believed to be of Auguste Chouteau. 
It was drawn on the back of a petition filed in the 
Freedom Suit of Marie against Chouteau in the 
St. Louis Circuit Court. Marie won her case and 
freedom in 1821.

Courtesy of the St. Louis Circuit Court 
Historical Records Project

Freedom and Resistance

In the Missouri Territory, enslaved people 
resisted the violent and dehumanizing effects 
of slavery and struggled to secure their freedom. 
Men and women, like William Wells Brown, 
often chose to run away from their masters 
and escape the bonds of slavery. 

Others used the law to challenge 
their enslavement. In 1769, 
Spanish officials ended the 
enslavement of American Indians 
in territorial Missouri. Thus, if 
enslaved people could prove
American Indian ancestry in court, 
they could be freed. 
  

DID YOU KNOW?

Despite hostilities, a small but 
growing free black population 
existed in Missouri as early as 
1763. This community of St. Louisans 
made a living as small business 
owners and laborers. The community 
grew throughout the 19th century and 
had its own social season and 
debutante balls.



1816
December 4
James Monroe is elected as the 5th 
President of the United States.

1817
September 27
Thomas Hart Benton and Charles Lucas 
duel on Bloody Island, resulting in 
Lucas’s death. 

1818
January 8
The first petition from the people of 
Missouri requesting statehood is presented 
to the U.S. House of Representatives.

May 28
General Andrew Jackson invaded 
Florida in the Seminole War. 

December 3
Illinois is admitted to the Union 
as a free state. 

1819
The Panic of 1819, the first major 
financial crash in the U.S., began, 
leading to foreclosures, bank failures, 
and unemployment. 



Background image:

“Fourth of July Celebration in Center Square,” 1819, 
by John Lewis Krimmel

HSP large graphics Collection, courtesy of the Historical 
Society of Pennsylvania

1818 Bank of Missouri Note,
August 3, 1818

This $3 bill is signed by Auguste Chouteau, founder of 
St. Louis. In the bill’s center is a vignette of a bust of 
President Thomas Jefferson. Behind the bust are ships 
at sail and mountain peaks.

Courtesy of the Eric P. Newman Numismatic Education Society

Duels and Violence

Young politicians arrived on the Missouri frontier 
ready to violently fight their way to the top by 
any means necessary — beatings, duels, and 
riots were common. Missouri’s first representative 
to Congress was John Scott, “who always carried 
dirk and pistol in his pockets” and was elected 
by sending soldiers to violently harass the 
opposing candidate and voters with “fighting, 
stabbing, and cudgeling.”
  

“How the Duel Between Thomas H. Benton and Charles Lucas Came to be Fought,” 
The St. Louis Republic, February 1, 1903

One of Missouri’s first U.S. senators, Thomas Hart Benton, used his gun as a 
political tool as much as his mouth and pen. In 1817, after a drawn-out conflict 
between Benton and Charles Lucas, the two lawyers engaged in a series of 
duels on Bloody Island in the Mississippi River. During the second duel, 
Benton shot Lucas through the heart at ten paces, eliminating a major 
political and legal opponent.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress

Living 
on the Edge 
of Statehood 
James Monroe’s first presidential term is known 
as the “Era of Good Feelings” because political 
party conflicts temporarily quieted and the country 
seemed to be unified. Yet on the Missouri frontier, 
political tensions boiled and would eventually 
explode with the territory’s application for 
statehood. Further troubles ensued as a major 
financial crash hit the United States during 
Missouri’s quest for statehood, causing economic 
uncertainty for the country and the people of the 
Missouri Territory. 

James Monroe
James Monroe became the 5th President of the United 
States in 1817. At the time of his reelection in 1820, the 
Democratic-Republican party was so powerful, and the 
opposition so weak, that Monroe ran unopposed. He was 
one of the last Founding Fathers still politically active at 
the time of the Missouri Crisis.

“James Monroe,” 1816
Portrait by John Vanderlyn, 
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution

The Panic of 1819

In 1819, European demand for American agricultural 
goods declined. Market prices for crops fell, causing 
land values to plummet. The ensuing full-scale 
financial crash, known as the Panic of 1819, was the 
United States’ first major economic depression. 

The Panic was especially devastating in the 
recently settled West, where cash was scarce and 
rising land values had been a major driver of the 
economy. Half of the mercantile businesses in 
St. Louis shut down, including the troubled but 
badly needed Bank of St. Louis. Economic 
uncertainty further complicated Missouri’s 
application for statehood. Enslaved workers 
remained a major financial asset for their owners, 
and the financial crisis made slavery seem essential 
to their economic survival. Thus, slave owners in 
territorial Missouri clung to slavery at a time when 
many others questioned its continued existence.  

DID YOU KNOW?

In 1818, St. Rose Philippine 
Duchesne arrived on the Missouri 
Frontier where she opened the first 
free school west of the Mississippi 
River. She also established boarding 
schools in St. Louis, which were the 
first schools to educate students of 
color in the region.
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Background image:

Confederation Congress, 1787,
Washington as Statesman at the Constitutional 
Convention, by Junius Brutus Stearns, 1856

On July 13, 1787, the Confederation Congress passed 
the Northwest Ordinance. Following the principles, 
written by Thomas Jefferson, in the Ordinance of 1784, 
the act declared that the lands north of the Ohio River 
and East of the Mississippi River would become part 
of the United States, creating the Northwest Territory.  

After Louisiana itself, Missouri was the first territory 
from within the Louisiana Purchase and entirely west 
of the Mississippi River to petition for statehood. 
Until then, the Ohio River provided a clear line to 
determine if a new state would enter the Union as 
“free” or “slave.” However, the Missouri Territory, 
which allowed slavery, had parts lying north of the 
Ohio River and parts lying to the south of the river.

Image courtesy of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. 

Missouri Statehood Petition, 1817 

This is one of several petitions for statehood which 
circulated throughout the territory and was signed 
by Missouri residents during the fall of 1817.

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Missouri

Missouri Petitions for Statehood 

In 1817, Missouri’s population had reached 
over 60,000. Private citizens and organizations 
submitted petitions for Missouri’s statehood; 
however, they were in for an unpleasant 
surprise when the petitions were submitted 
before Congress. Three times in 1818, the 
petition for statehood stalled in Congress.

DID YOU KNOW?

Missouri’s “bootheel” is 
thanks to one man, John 
Hardeman Walker, a wealthy 
landowner and influential citizen 
of New Madrid, MO. The boundaries 
first proposed for Missouri left his 
property in the Arkansas Territory.
But Walker refused to become an 
Arkansan and used his considerable 
power to lobby Congress to keep the 
southeast region within the new state.

How to Join 
THE Union 
In 1819, the nation was equally divided between 
eleven “free states” and eleven “slave states.” 
This delicate balance of power in government 
between the North and South kept growing as 
sectional tensions subdued. Yet it was only 
maintained by ensuring there was always an 
equal number of free and slave states 
in the Union. 

When Missouri, a territory which allowed 
slavery, petitioned Congress for admittance 
into the United States, it threatened to upset 
that balance. Congress descended into crisis 
over the Missouri Question – how, or if, Missouri 
would join the Union as a new slave state.

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787

Thirty years before the Missouri Crisis began, 
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 outlined a 
three-stage process for territories, as their 
populations grew, to become official states. Under
the laws of the Ordinance, new states would enter 
the Union with equal status and rights as the 
original states. The Ordinance also prohibited 
slavery in the Northwest territories, making the 
Ohio River the boundary between southern 
“slave states” and northern “free states.”

Territorial Population Under 5,000: 
Congress appointed five officials to run the 
territory: a governor, a secretary, and three judges. 
The governor and the three judges made all laws 
for the territory, but such laws were subject to 
Congressional approval. 

Territorial Population Over 5,000:
The territory could hold elections and form a 
territorial legislature. The president still appointed 
the governor and the upper house of the legislature, 
but the “elected” territorial legislature could now 
make laws. The territory was also allowed a 
nonvoting delegate in Congress.

Territorial Population Over 60,000:
The territory could petition Congress for admission 
as a state. Congress would then draft an enabling 
bill, authorizing the territory to write a constitution 
and create a state government. Once Congress 
approved the state constitution and government, 
the territory became a state.
  
 



1819
February 13
James Tallmadge introduces to the U.S. House 
of Representatives an amendment to the bill 
enabling the Territory of Missouri to form a 
state government. The debate over Missouri’s 
admission begins.

February 16
The House approves the Missouri bill with 
the Tallmadge Amendment and the bill is 
sent to the Senate.

February 27
The Senate votes to strike the Tallmadge 
Amendment from the Missouri bill, sending 
it back to the House.

March 2
The House rejects the Senate’s Missouri bill 
without the Tallmadge Amendment.

March 3
The 15th Congress adjourns with no agreement 
and fails to pass a bill enabling the Missouri 
Territory to join the Union as a state.

December 6
First session of the 16th Congress begins.



The Tallmadge Amendment

The Tallmadge Amendment placed conditions 
on Missouri statehood, allowing existing 
slaveholders to retain their property but 
providing for the gradual elimination of slavery 
in Missouri over several decades, similar to the 
approach taken in the gradual emancipation 
statutes that had been enacted throughout the 
North. The amendment prohibited the further 
importation of slaves and freed all slave children 
born in Missouri (after admission as a state) 
when they turned twenty-five.

 

THE Rise of 
“The North” 
and Antislavery
Politics 
By 1819, across a wide swath of the republic, 
slavery was seen as an evil of the past that the 
country needed to move beyond. The New 
England states and Pennsylvania had all abolished 
or phased out slavery during or shortly after the 
American Revolution. The Mid-Atlantic states of 
New York and New Jersey passed gradual 
emancipation laws in 1799 and 1804, respectively. 
Thousands of free African Americans became 
voters. Furthermore, the abolition of the 
international slave trade in 1808 helped to 
propel an antislavery movement. Northern 
politicians took notice and were motivated 
to act.

When Congress convened in 1819, the debate 
over Missouri and the expansion of slavery 
renewed. The House eventually passed a bill 
authorizing the people of Missouri to form a 
constitution and a state government; however, 
the next day, Rep. James Tallmadge, Jr. of New 
York amended the bill to restrict slavery 
in Missouri. 
  
  

A Deadlocked Vote 

The House of Representatives, whose 
membership is determined by population, 
responded to the new antislavery currents in 
the country. The House sent an electric shock 
through the country by passing the Tallmadge 
Amendment, 87-76, banning slavery in Missouri.

Yet when the bill reached the Senate, with 
equal representation by the states, and thus 
more slaveholders, the Tallmadge Amendment 
met a different fate, struck altogether. The 
Senate passed its own bill with no restriction 
on slavery in Missouri, but that was narrowly 
rejected by the House, 78–76. On March 3, 
1819, Congress adjourned, firmly deadlocked 
on the question of Missouri’s statehood. 
 

But this momentous question, like a fire bell in 
the night, awakened and filled me with terror. 
I considered it at once as the knell of the Union.

 
– Thomas Jefferson

Background image:

“The House of Representatives, 1822,” 
by Samuel F. B. Morse

Courtesy of the National Gallery of Art
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James Tallmadge, Jr.
Rep. Tallmadge narrowly won election in New York with 
the support of black and other antislavery voters. Thus, 
when the bill for Missouri statehood was considered 
again, Tallmadge introduced an amendment to prohibit 
the “future introduction of slavery” in the new state. 
  
“James Tallmadge, Jr,” 1849, 
Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review

DID YOU KNOW?

In the midst of the 
Missouri Crisis, the case 
McCulloch v. Maryland was 
decided by the U.S. Supreme 
Court. The court ruled that the 
Constitution gives Congress 
“implied powers,” not specifically 
stated, but necessary to carry out 
its other powers. The landmark 
decision established sovereignty of 
the federal government over the states.



The Crisis in 
Public Opinion
The Tallmadge Amendment drove a wedge into 
the country along regional lines. By 1819, a vocal 
“anti-Missouri” movement launched in the 
Northeast, a crusade to prevent slavery’s growth 
in the West and keep it contained where it already 
existed in the southern states. In the South, an 
“anti-restriction” movement grew advocating for 
Missouri’s admission as a slave state.

State legislatures joined the debate, issuing 
statements reflecting the views of their 
constituents. Public meetings, petitions, and 
legislatures’ statements made Missouri’s 
admission a national question and an emerging 
national crisis.

The Anti-Missouri Movement

Antislavery public meetings on Missouri statehood 
were held throughout New York, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Vermont, and 
eventually inspired similar anti-Missouri meetings 
further west. With black voters standing behind 
them, anti-Missouri leaders, like House leader 
John W. Taylor of New York, also spoke against racism. 

Although the majority of northerners were not 
calling for the abolition of slavery where it already 
existed in the South, the local anti-Missouri 
movements ardently fought its extension into 
new territories. Petitions to Washington came from 
across the North, demanding the restriction of slavery 
in Missouri “in the name of freedom and humanity.”

The Anti-Restriction Crusade

In the South, defenders of slavery saw the 
northern movement to prohibit the spread 
of slavery west as a threat to states’ rights. 
They opposed restriction in Missouri, arguing 
that the Union was made up of equal states, 
each with freedom to decide for itself 
whether to be free or slave. They called their 
proslavery activism “anti-restriction.” They 
argued the Tallmadge Amendment was 
unconstitutional and unfair, as other new 
slaveholding states had been admitted to 
the Union, and owning enslaved people 
was a right established by the country’s 
founding fathers. 

The Restrictionist Remnant 

A small number of Missouri settlers 
supported the Tallmadge Amendment and 
a limit to slavery’s expansion. Men like 
Baptist missionary John Mason Peck and 
Ohio saddle maker and future leading 
antislavery activist Benjamin Lundy 
campaigned and preached against slavery.

Among the loudest voices in the 
Restrictionist camp was Joseph Charless, 
publisher of the Missouri Territory’s first 
newspaper, Missouri Gazette. Through his 
paper, he took bold public stances that 
challenged the status quo. He printed 
criticism of Missouri’s territorial leaders 
and advocated for limiting slavery. The 
newspaper’s motto was “Truth without Fear,” 
and Charless lived up to it, facing constant 
threats of beating and assassination. 
Hostility toward Charless was so great 
that a rival newspaper, The Enquirer, was 
established to compete against it, with 
Thomas Hart Benton as the editor. 
 
 

Joseph Charless
Born in Ireland, Joseph Charless immigrated to the 
United States in 1795. He published several newspapers 
in Pennsylvania and Kentucky before moving to 
St. Louis to print the Missouri Gazette. 

“Joseph Charless” 
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Missouri.

Background image:

“Verdict of the People”, 1854,
by George Caleb Bingham.

This painting by George Caleb Bingham is one of three paintings 
in his Election Series and shows a crowd listening to the 
announcement of election results. The men gathered in the 
street express both triumph and disappointment at the results.

Courtesy of the St. Louis Art Museum.

“City Hotel, Broadway, New York City,” 1848, 
by Abram Hosier

On November 17, 1819, more than 2,000 people crowded into a ballroom at the City Hotel 
in New York City to denounce slavery as “great political, as well as moral evil” whose 
“further progress” required “interdiction.” 

Courtesy of  New-York Historical Society

Missouri Gazette, July 26, 1808

Courtesy of The State Historical Society of Missouri

DID YOU KNOW?

In 1820, as the Missouri 
Crisis was coming to a head, 
Joseph Smith, founder of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints, is said to have 
received his first vision from God. 
This vision would eventually lead 
Smith and his followers to migrate to 
Missouri. However, Missourians were 
unwelcoming to the Mormons, and 
tensions would culminate in the 1838 
Missouri Mormon War and their eventual 
exodus to the Salt Lake Valley in Utah.   

Missouri’s Reaction

The news that Missouri’s quest for statehood had 
stalled in Congress over slavery was not well received 
in territorial Missouri. Despite the fact that the majority 
of Missourians were not slave owners, local public 
opinion was overwhelmingly against slavery’s 
restriction from Missouri.

Many of the territory’s residents had migrated from 
Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, bringing with them 
strong proslavery views. These white Missouri settlers 
from the South saw the lack of statehood as a denial 
of their equal rights as United States citizens. They held 
numerous town meetings, and even some courts and 
churches participated. They viewed anti-restrictionism 
as a defiance of Congress.



1819
December
Maine applies for admission into the Union.

December 14
Alabama becomes the 22nd state, 
admitted to the Union as a slave state.

1820
January
The petition for Maine to be admitted as 
a state is presented to the U.S. House.

February 16
The House passes a bill to admit Maine as
a free state with an attached amendment 
authorizing Missouri to form a state 
government without restriction on slavery. 
The bill is sent to the Senate.

February 17
After a month-long debate in the Senate, 
Senator Jesse B. Thomas proposes an 
amendment outlawing slavery north of 
the 36˚30´ latitude line except within the 
boundaries of Missouri. 

February 18
The Senate passes the joint Missouri-Maine 
bill, with the inclusion of the Thomas 
Amendment, and sends the bill back 
to the House.

March 1
The House rejects the Senate’s version of 
the Missouri-Maine bill.

March 2
Speaker of the House Henry Clay proposes 
a joint meeting between members of the 
House and Senate.

March 2
The House votes to approve the Missouri 
bill with the Thomas Amendment.

March 3
The 16th Congress passes the 
Missouri Compromise.

March 6
The Missouri Enabling Act is approved and 
signed by President James Monroe.



The Thomas Amendment 

In 1820, the U.S. House of Representatives 
passed a bill admitting Maine to the Union 
as a free state. The bill included an amendment 
authorizing the people of Missouri to form a 
constitution and state government without 
any restriction on slavery.

The Senate accepted the bill but added an 
amendment by Illinois Senator Jesse B. 
Thomas — who favored Missouri’s admission 
as a slave state — prohibiting slavery, with 
the exception of Missouri, in the remaining 
parts of the Louisiana Territory north of the 
36°30´ latitude. Any future state below that 
latitude would enter the Union as a slave state. 
However, the House rejected all of the Senate's 
amendments, and a stalemate again defined 
Congressional attempts to admit Missouri.

The Compromise

In order to break the deadlock in Congress, 
Speaker of the House Henry Clay formed a 
joint conference of members of the House and
Senate and convinced the committee to reach 
a resolution that both chambers could accept.

1) Maine would enter the Union as a free state.

2) Missouri would be authorized to form a 
constitution and erect a state government 
with no restriction on slavery.

3) Slavery would be prohibited in the 
remaining parts of the Louisiana Territory 
north of the 36° 30´ latitude as proposed in 
the Thomas Amendment.

Background image:

“The United States Senate, A.D. 1850,” 
by Robert E. White Church

Courtesy of the U.S. Senate Collection.

Missouri Compromise, 1820
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crisis and
Compromise 
Not since 1788 had the meaning and interpretation 
of the United States Constitution been so intensely 
debated. Missouri’s admission was at the heart of 
a long-unanswered constitutional question: How 
should power be divided between the federal 
government and the states?

Congressmen were divided by whether they 
believed that Congress had the authority to place 
conditions — in this instance, a restriction on the 
spread of slavery in Missouri — on a state, even 
before it was admitted into the Union. Debates 
in Congress reached heated levels, as threats of 
disunion and even civil war became commonplace.

Henry Clay
Clay served as both a United States Senator and 
Representative from Kentucky. He favored the admission 
of Missouri as a slave state and intervened to help several 
times during Missouri’s struggle for statehood. Because 
of his active involvement and ability to compromise, Clay 
would become widely known as the “Great Compromiser”
 or the “Great Pacificator.”

“Henry Clay,” 1818 
Portrait by Matthew Harris Jouett
Courtesy of  Wikimedia Commons

DID YOU KNOW?

The Missouri debates 
led to the creation of a 
commonly used word idiom: 
“bunk.” Congressional speeches 
had become so repetitive and 
boring, that when North Carolina 
Congressman Felix Walker demanded 
to make a speech on the behalf of his 
home county “Buncombe,” the House 
refused to listen. From this emerged the 
word “bunk”– meaning foolish talk 
or nonsense.    

An opportunity is now presented, if not 
to diminish, at least to prevent, the growth 
of a sin which sits heavy on the soul of 
every one of us. 

 
– Representative Arthur Livermore, 
   New Hampshire

Since all the inhabitants of Missouri are 
against the prohibition of slavery, to insist 
on it is to entirely put it out of her power 
to enter the Union, and to keep her in a 
state of colonial tyranny.

– Representative Charles Pinckney, 
   South Carolina

If you persist, the Union will be dissolved. 
You have kindled a fire which all the 
waters of the ocean cannot put out, 
which seas of blood can only extinguish.

– Representative Thomas W. Cobb, 
   Georgia

“Map of the State of Maine, 1820,” 
by Moses Greenleaf

Courtesy of the Library of Congress

Maine

In December 1819, Maine, which was then part 
of Massachusetts, formally requested admission 
into the Union. Kentucky Representative and 
Speaker of the House Henry Clay saw an 
opportunity to break the deadlock over Missouri 
by including 
Missouri and Maine 
in the same bill, 
balancing the 
representation 
of northern and 
southern states 
in the United 
States Senate.



Born in Pennsylvania in 1775, McNair moved to the 

Missouri Territory in 1804 following the Louisiana Purchase. 

He became a successful businessman and served as a 

United States Marshal in St. Louis. A popular campaigner, 

McNair was elected Missouri’s first governor in a landslide 

victory over famous explorer William Clark. Throughout his 

single term as governor, he supported anti-restrictionist 

and proslavery policies, despite his personal friendships 

with members of the local free black community.

“Portrait of Alexander McNair, Missouri’s First Governor, ca.1821,” 
Courtesy of the Missouri Secretary of State’s Office

Alexander McNair 
Missouri Governor

Known as “Old Bullion” in the U.S. Senate, Benton served 

five terms as a Missouri Senator. Benton was born in North 

Carolina in 1782 and moved to the Missouri Territory in 

1815. Benton was a slaveholder all his life and fought hard 

to establish slavery in Missouri. Later in life, under the 

influence of his daughter, Jessie, and son-in-law, the 

explorer John C. Fremont, Benton eventually came to 

support the Free Soil side of the slavery debate, open 

to preventing the spread of slavery west of Missouri. 

He lost his Senate seat over the issue after a bitter 

contest in 1850.

“Thomas Hart Benton,” ca 1820,
portrait by Matthew Harris Jouett
Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

Thomas Hart Benton
United States Senator

Scott was elected as Missouri’s first state representative to 

Congress in 1821. Born in Virginia in 1785, Scott migrated 

to the Indiana Territory in 1802. After graduating from 

Princeton, he moved to Ste. Geneviève and began 

practicing law. Scott served as Missouri’s lone 

representative in the House and was instrumental in 

getting Congress to pass the Missouri Enabling Act. 

Scott was a staunch anti-restrictionist throughout his life.

“John Scott” 
Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis

John Scott
United States Representative

Background image:

“Assembling the First Legislature, St. Charles, MO., 1821,” 
by Alice Linneman

Mural on the 2nd floor rotunda of the Missouri State Capitol

Courtesy of the Missouri State Archives  

Born in Tennessee in 1783, Barton moved to St. Louis 

in 1809. He became a ranger in Nathan Boone’s company 

and was later appointed Attorney General of the Missouri 

Territory. Barton was a passionate anti-restrictionist and, 

at the time, one of the most popular politicians elected 

in the Missouri Territory. 

“David Barton,”
portrait by Chester Harding
Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis

David Barton
United States Senator

Missouri’s 
First Elected 
Leaders
The first election for state offices was held in 
August 1820, a year before Congress had approved 
the state’s constitution. Qualified candidates were 
required to be male, of European descent, and 
tax-paying residents of the Missouri Territory. 

DID YOU KNOW?

Senator Thomas Hart Benton’s 
great-nephew is the celebrated 
20th century painter and muralist, 
also named Thomas Hart Benton. 
He is famous for his portraits and 
landscapes depicting the people 
and culture of Missouri and 
the Midwest.   



1820
July 19
Missouri sends forty-one delegates to the 
state constitutional convention in St. Louis 
and adopts a new state constitution.

August 28
Missouri’s first state elections are held.

September 18
Missouri’s first General Assembly begins 
its first session. 

November 14
U.S. Representative for Missouri 
John Scott presents Missouri’s state 
constitution to Congress. 

December 6
President James Monroe wins reelection. 

December 13
U.S. House of Representatives rejects 
Missouri’s state constitution.

1821
March 2
Congress passes the second Missouri 
Compromise.

August 10
Missouri is admitted as the 24th state 
in the Union.



Background image:

“Historical View of the Missouri State Capitol in 1842” 

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Missouri

“County Elections, 1852,” 
by George Caleb Bingham.

This painting in George Caleb Bingham’s Election Series shows a 
crowd of men gathered around a local polling place to cast their 
votes. In the 19th century, votes were given orally and recorded 
by a clerk. Candidates and their representatives were allowed to 
be present at the polling place and could continue to campaign 
as voters waited in line. The African-American man serving drinks 
is meant to remind viewers of those who were not allowed to vote.

Courtesy of the Saint Louis Art Museum

Missouri 
Constitutional 
Convention 
The first Missouri Compromise allowed Missouri to 
create a government, but it was not yet a state. To 
become an official state, Missouri was required to 
elect delegates to a convention who would then 
write a state constitution. Once Congress approved 
the state constitution, Missouri would be admitted 
to the Union.

Throughout the territory, Missourians 
overwhelmingly elected proslavery delegates to 
the constitutional convention who would ensure 
slavery was “kept safe” within the state.

“Moral Map of North America 1854” 

Maps like this one were a common feature of abolitionist 
literature before the Civil War, and they were intended to 
show the growing threat to American values of freedom 
and liberty that slavery posed.

Courtesy of Leeds Anti-Slavery Society, London

  

The First Missouri Constitution 

The proposed state constitution, drafted by 
the proslavery convention delegates, included 
two controversial clauses that, once again, put 
Missouri’s statehood in jeopardy.   

1) The constitution made it illegal to free 
enslaved people in the state without the 
slave owner’s consent.

2) The constitution empowered the Missouri 
Legislature to pass laws preventing “Free 
Negros and mulattos from coming to and 
settling in the state.”

The second controversial clause meant that 
under Missouri state law, free African American 
citizens would be barred from migrating to and 
settling in the state. Northern representatives 
argued that this clause violated the United 
States Constitution, which guaranteed “the 
citizens of each state shall be entitled to all 
privileges and immunities of citizens in the 
several states.” 

The Missouri Constitution deadlocked 
Congress in the summer of 1820, and 
Missouri’s quest for statehood stalled 
once again. 

The Second Missouri Compromise

By January 1821, Congress was still deadlocked over 
Missouri. Henry Clay again came to Missouri’s aid 
and brokered a second compromise. A joint House 
and Senate committee led by Clay offered a resolution 
to admit Missouri as a state under the condition that 
the provision in the state constitution preventing free 
African Americans from entering the state could not 
be used to deprive any United States citizen of 
immunities and privileges granted to them by the 
United States Constitution.    

Under the terms of the second compromise, the 
Missouri legislature did not have to change its 
constitution but was required to affirm the condition. 
After months of 
stalling, this was 
finally done in July 
1821. The affirmation 
was called the 
“Solemn Public Act,” 
but Missouri leaders 
did not take it 
seriously. 
Subsequent state 
legislatures ignored 
the oath repeatedly 
by passing laws 
discriminating 
against free 
African Americans.  

“Admission of the State,” St. Louis Enquirer, 
September 1, 1821 

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Missouri

DID YOU KNOW?

The members of Missouri’s 
first General Assembly have 
often been described as 
“rough characters.” Physical fights 
between members were common on 
the floor of the legislature. The new 
lawmakers enjoyed drinking more 
than they enjoyed paying their bills – 
bankrupting several taverns and boarding 
houses in St. Charles, the temporary 
state capitol.

   



AFTERMATH
After nearly two years of debate, Missouri 
was officially recognized as the 24th state on 
August 10, 1821. Geographically, the Missouri 
Compromise was an awkward solution to the 
sectional crisis over slavery. The new state’s 
growing slavery-based economy was surrounded 
on almost all sides by free states and territories. 
Consequently, the new state was the setting for 
a series of national events that inflamed the 
sectional conflict again and again. Missouri 
became a powder keg helping to ignite
the Civil War.

Background image:

“The Battle of Westport, October 23, 1864,” ca. 1921,
 mural by Newell Convers Wyeth

The 1864 Battle of Westport was fought in modern-day 
Kansas City. Confederate troops under Major General 
Sterling Price were defeated by Union forces under Major 
General Samuel R. Curtis. It was the largest Civil War 
battle fought west of the Mississippi and is considered 
a decisive turning point in the war against the Confederacy. 
 
Mural in the Missouri State Capitol, courtesy of the 
Missouri State Archives and the Missouri Capitol Commission

Bleeding Kansas

In 1854, the Nebraska Territory was opened to popular 
sovereignty, repealing the Missouri Compromise. The 
Kansas-Nebraska Act triggered a land rush in the 
Kansas Territory as proslavery forces from Missouri 
and “Free Staters” clashed in bloody violence. The 
conflict became known as “Bleeding Kansas.”

 

“Bleeding Kansas Free Soil versus slave 
territory confrontation at Fort Scott, Kansas, 1850s” 

Courtesy of North Wind Picture Archives / Alamy Stock Photo

The Caning of Senator Charles Sumner

The violence committed along the Missouri border 
following the Kansas-Nebraska Act spawned chaos 
in Washington, D.C.  In Congress, Senator Charles 
Sumner from Massachusetts was nearly beaten to 
death on the Senate floor by Representative Preston 
Brooks from South Carolina for a speech protesting 
Missouri’s “Crime against Kansas.”

“Preston Brooks of SC Assaulting Senator Charles Sumner 
of MA During an Antislavery Debate, 1856” 

Courtesy of North Wind Picture Archives / Alamy Stock Photo

Dred Scott

Following statehood, nearly 300 African American 
Missourians filed for their freedom. Most notably 
was Dred Scott of St. Louis. In 1846, Scott sued for 
his freedom after his master had taken him to live 
in the free territory of Wisconsin, today Minnesota, 
before returning to Missouri. He initially won his suit 
only to have the ruling overturned by the U.S. 
Supreme Court. The landmark decision 
by a proslavery majority in the 
Supreme Court invalidated all 
laws and precedents that 
limited slavery, including 
the Missouri Compromise.

“Portrait of Dred Scott,” 
by Louis Schultze 

Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society 

 

DID YOU KNOW?

Sixty percent of Missouri's 
eligible men served in the 
Civil War. Nearly three-fourths 
of them fought for the Union,
although the state was claimed 
by both the Union and 
the Confederacy.  

“Proslavery rioters burn the printshop of abolitionist 
Elijah P. Lovejoy in Alton, Illinois, 1835” 

Courtesy of North Wind Picture Archives / Alamy Stock Photo

The Murder of Lovejoy 

In 1837, St. Louis editor Elijah P. Lovejoy became 
“the first martyr” to the cause of abolitionism 
when he was shot down by a mob in Alton, Illinois. 
Lovejoy had moved his antislavery newspaper 
across the river to get away from violent threats 
in Missouri. Abraham Lincoln, John Brown, and 
many others cited the Lovejoy case as the moment 
they realized that northerners needed to fight 
back against slavery.
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