






The newspapers devoted more ink to Saxe's verse and to poetry about him
than they did to what he said in various speeches around the state, and one
is forced to rely not on his speeches but rather on the party resolutions to
determine what Saxe's position was on the issues of the day. Evidently he
supported the acquisition of Cuba, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the principle
of popular sovereignty or noninterference by Congress in the mailer of
slavery in the territories, and he gave at least tacit approval to the adminis
tration of James Buchanan although he was a "stump tail" supporter of
Stephen A. Douglas.

While he was campaigning throughout the state, the Republicans held
their state convention in Brattleboro on July 12th. As did the Democrats,
the Republicans circulated to their party papers the resolutions passed at
Brattleboro. Placed beside the Democratic resolutions, the work of the Re
pUblicans, led by committee chairm<ln Daniel Needham of Hartford, reads
like a liberal manifesto. With the Republicans slavery, too, was an issue as
were popular sovereignty and the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Unlike their op
ponents, however, the Republicans recognized slavery and popular
sovereignty for the evils they were and said so in their third resolution:

We advocate rhor popular sovereignlY, which means that the peuple of both
States and Territories are at liberty to determine for themselves what shall be the
character of their domestic institutions; always excepting that we hold there are
no warrant either human or divine for holding any human being in Slavery.

In other resolutions the Republicans favored a homestead bill to provide
160 acres each to homeless settlers, and they excoriated President Bucha
nan for his veto of lustin Morrill's land grant education bill, for giving
"practical toleration and encouragement of the African Slave Trade," and
for increasing the national debt. 43 Running against a party that espoused
freedom from slavery. land grants to schools, and land for homesteaders
would be no easy task. When John Saxe said that he was a Democrat be
cause he had "inherited Democratic principles," it is no wonder that the
Vergennes Citizen could retort that "This is about the smallest . inheri
tance' we recollect having seen on record,"44 or that another wit could in
dite a la Bobby Burns:

0, John G. Saxe, my la, John,
I'd laugh till r was fat,

Could I but see Vermont, John,
Ruled by a Democrat. <"

43. The proceedings or the Republican Convention appeared in various newspapers, including the
Burlington Times. Juty 13,1859, p. 2, col. 1-3_

44. Vergennes Cilizen. July 15, 1859. p. 2. col. 3.
45. Burlington Times. September 7. 1859. p. 7, col. I.
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The campaign season wore on through the summer months to September
6th, and there were still a few who maintained that Saxe could not speak
seriously enough to win votes. To this charge the candidate replied that not
only was he serious but "almost lugubrious. "·16 How successful his lugu
briousness was would be reported after September 6th, and when the votes
were counted John Saxe was still a poet, and Hiland Hall was still a gover
nor.

The Republican candidate had garnered 31,045 votes to Saxe's 14,328,
and no one could say this wasn', a resounding victory - more than two
to-one! The state senate which in 1858 could boast one Democrat, now had
none, and the lower chamber was reduced to only 32 Democrats. Hiland
Hall won every county, and only Grand Isle County presented anything
resembling a close vote: Hall received 293 votes to Saxe's 232. Even in his
native Highgate Saxe could muster only 141 votes to Hall's 168. Only
nineteen towns throughout the state gave the poet a majority, and of these
nineteen all but two sent a Democrat to the lower house of the legislature,
suggesting perhaps that Saxe was carried along in these towns on the coat
tails of the seventeen winning legislators. 47

How does one assess the defeat of a candidate as popular and beloved as
John Saxe? If only his personality were considered by the electorate, he
might easily have won, but everything else was against his election: an
able, experienced incumbent in Hiland Hall and a conservative Democratic
platfonn that failed to face squarely the greatest issue of the times. Yet the
poet-politician could view the fiasco of 1859 with philosophical humor and
write in ., A Candid Candidate":

When John was contending (though sure to be beat)
In the annual race for the Governor's seat,
And a crusty old fellow remarked, to his face,
He was clearly too young for ~o lofty a place, 
"Perhaps so," said John; "but consider a minute;
The objection will cease by the time I am in it!"4"

And yet John Saxe's political career was not finished. In less than a year
the Douglas faction of the Vermont Democratic Party nominated him a
second time for the governor's chair, this time to run against former gover
nor and Whig-turned-Republican Erastus Fairbanks of St. Johnsbury. [n
keeping with what has become a Vermont tradition, with a few notable

46. Burlington Times. December 28, 1859. p. 5. col. 4.
47. Election figures are from the Vermollr Legis/ollYe Directory and Manual/969-/970. Montpelier,

1970. p. 327. Those for counties and towns are from W. W. Atwater's The Vermolll Directory, Rutland,
1860. pp. m·l32.

48. John Godfr~y Saxe, The Poetical Worh. Cabin~l Edition. Boston. c. 1889, p. 299.
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exceptions, the Republican won by an even greater margin than did Hiland
Hall in 1859: Fairbanks, 34,188, Saxe, 11,795; Robert Harvey, 2,115.
The nascent split in the Democratic Party during the 1859 pre-campaign
season had erupted by the summer of 1860 into an open schism, and there
were aClUally two separate Democratic conventions in Vermont that year:
the Douglas faction again nominated Saxe, while the faction that supported
John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky for president held its own convention at
White River Junction and nominated for governor Robert Harvey of Bar
net.

Although this was his last attempt for an elective office and certainly
must have been a frustrating one, Saxe did not abandon politics com
pletely. His chief occupations were poet and lecturer; but an opportunity
presented itself for government service later in Ii fe. In 1868 after Saxe and
his family had moved to Albany, N. Y. (1860) there was a possibility that
he might be appointed U.S. Minister to Austria, and in a letter to his friend
Bonner he asked that he speak to Charles A. Dana editor of the New York
Sun on his behalf. 49 The appointment did not come to pass, and we must
remember John Saxe as a poet rather than a politician.

The Saxes moved to Brooklyn, N.Y. in 1872 where for the next few
years nothing but sorrow plagued his life and he made his last formal pub
lic appearance in 1873. His wife, three daughters and eldest son died
within a period of seven years, leaving a marked and melancholy effect on
the poet. Saxe died in March, 1887, lonely and generally forgotten, in Al
bany at the home of his youngest son.

49. John Saxe (0 Mr. Bonner. June 29. 1868 from Albany. N. Y. Original in John Saxe Pupers, Aber
nethy Library, Middlebury College.

Political Cynicism In The 1880' s
"Hon. W. P. Dillingham of Waterbury is mentioned for Lieutenant

Governor. There will be a good many worse men mentioned before the
convention meets, and whoever is selected will be no better man for the
place. "

- item in the St. Albans Weekly Messenger and Advocate. January
20, 1882.
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