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majority of the Corporation to escape from the alternative of choosing
between two academical Professors.”"!

Ames was an apt choice to avoid theological controversy while
cementing High Federalist control of the college administration. Although
his political connections were a given, Ames’s religious views were
unusually obscure. Educated by a moderate Calvinist before he entered
Harvard with the class of 1774, Ames’s own religious life was largely a
matter of social convention.” In fact, it seems that he was temperamentally
uninterested in the subject; his personal writings are almost entirely devoid
of religious references. However, evidence suggests that he privately
tended to the moralism and biblicism typical of the liberals. Although
tolerant of other religious groups—so long as their beliefs made them
“better men”—Ames himself held a personal distaste bordering on horror
for religious enthusiasm and for the more exotic efflorescences of New
England theology.*

Indeed, Ames had a horror of all forms of “innovation.” Thus, the
orthodox could draw comfort from the fact that, in his hometown of
Dedham, he had preferred traditional expressions of religious observance,
such as the Westminster Confession. Liberals, on the other hand,
understood that Ames supported these traditions as part of the web of
customary associations that engendered social stability and protected public
order from “republican license.” In Congress, during the debate on the Bill
of Rights, Ames had introduced the final version of the religion amendment
to pass the House; his draft was aimed at permitting New England’s
religious establishments to remain in place. In 1801, he obliquely explained
his action by writing that New England owed its unique “national” character
and stability to its longstanding compelled public support for a learned

5! Sidney Willard, Memories of Youth and Manhood (2 vols., Cambridge, MA, 1855),
2:174.

52 At about this time, Ames remarked to Timothy Pickering, “It is ever a misfortune
for a man to differ from the political or religious creed of his fellow countrymen.” Ames to
Pickering, Feb. 14, 1806, Timothy Pickering Papers (Massachusetts Historical Society,
Boston). The description of Ames’s religious views is largely drawn from Arkin,
“Regionalism and the Religion Clauses,” 798-821.

%> Fisher Ames to John Worthington Ames, Apr. 9, 1808, Fisher Ames Papers (Dedham
Historical Society, Dedham, MA). Ames’s son John had written disparagingly of the
Baptists spreading through the Connecticut River Valley with the Second Great Awakening;
to this Ames replied, “I make no doubt the Baptists are ignorant enthusiasts, but they are no
doubt sincere. Their ignorance I suppose they could not help, but God will accept sincerity.
Their forms make them no better perhaps no worse, and if their religion makes them better
men, it does much good.”
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ministry in every town.>* But, most important for the interests of Harvard
in 1805, Ames had never openly denied the Trinity. In Ames the orthodox
would get the outward form of orthodox observance, the liberals would get
the assurance of inward agreement, and, most important, the Federalists
would get a man of their own tastes and political philosophy. Morse
shrewdly saw through the compromise. He complained to an intimate that
“the revolutionists” had chosen wisely; “If he accepts, which remains
doubtful,” Morse observed, “I shall consider the revolution complete.”
As anticipated, Ames refused the post. On January 6, 1806, Ames
wrote to Pearson from his retirement in Dedham that after “bestow[ing his]
.. . most careful thoughts upon the subject,” he declined the office. With
characteristic elegance, he thanked the Corporation for its offer:

However I may have been accustomed to rate my claim to reputation, I
could not fail to perceive the influence of this event to extend and confirm
it. I can say with gratitude, as well as with unfeigned sincerity, and on due
reflection, that, situated as I am in life, and with my habits of thinking,
there is no testimonial of public approbation that could be more soothing
to my self-love, or in my conception, more substantially honorable to me,
than the suffrages of the learned and truly respectable members of the
Corporation.

Since the interests of the university, Ames drily suggested, were committed
to those “whose zeal for their advancement are no less ardent than pure,” he
was “warranted to act on the supposition” that a candidate would be chosen
“at least as well qualified for this important office as I can pretend, or even
imagine I am thought, to be.” Ames concluded, possibly with some irony,
“may the great Source of wisdom enlighten you in the future election of a
President.”

In private Ames alluded to a more complicated course. To his brother-
in-law, former Federalist Congressman Thomas Dwight, Ames wrote:

Sir, I was elected President—not of the United States; and do you
know why I did not accept? I'had no inclination for it. The healthI have,

5% Fisher Ames, “Phocion VII,” in The Palladium (New England), May 26, 1801.

55 Morse to Rev. Dr. Green, Dec. 24, 1805, Morse Family Papers (duplicate). To those
more likely to be sympathetic to Ames, Morse played his hand a little closer to the chest.
See John Codman to Morse, Mar. 5, 1806, ibid.

% Fisher Ames to Eliphalet Pearson, Jan. 5, 1806, College Papers, vol. 5, Harvard
University Archives (Pusey Library, Cambridge, MA). Pearson read the letter to the other
fellows of the Corporation a week later. Entry of Jan.13, 1806, Records of the Harvard
University Corporation, 80; Quincy, History of Harvard, 2:286.
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would have been used up at Cambridge in a year. My old habits are my
dear comforts, and these must have been violently changed. How much I
was in a scrape in consequence of the offer, and with what three weeks’
mystery and address I extricated myself, are themes for conversation when
we meet. I have extricated myself and feel like a truck or stage horse, who
is once more allowed to roll in the dirt without his harness. Everybody
had heard of Mrs. A’s proposing that I take H.A. [Hannah Adams] if I
went to Cambridge, as she would neither go nor learn Greek.”’

The intriguing question is what was the nature of the “scrape” that
Ames found himself in because of the offer. Certainly, in his letter to the
Corporation, Ames alluded to “a friendly and authentic, though unofficial,
channel” telling him the results of the December 11 meeting—information
that permitted him to cut short the process before the Corporation sent his
name to the overseers. It is tempting to speculate that this “channel” was
his fellow Wednesday Evening Club member, John Eliot, who may have
hoped to avoid the embarrassment of a refusal after a formal offer while still
pressing Ames to accept the appointment.

A further clue to the nature of the “scrape” may be found in Ames’s
correspondence with a friend and fellow High Federalist, Senator Timothy
Pickering. From Washington, Pickering was following the Harvard
controversy with concern. On February 19, after Pickering learned of
Ames’s decision, he wrote Ames a letter that reflected the Federalist
mobilization against the Morse-Pearson alliance and the political pressure
on Ames to accept the presidency. At the same time, Pickering described
how he had learned that Morse openly expected that, with Ames out of the
way, the Corporation would have no choice but to elect Pearson:

I have anxiously wished to hear that you accepted the Presidency of
Harvard College. That is otherwise determined and I now learn from a
letter received here, by a fellow lodger, from Dr. Morse, that Professor
Pearson is to fill that office. Ihave never heard one gentleman, who has

%7 Fisher Ames to Thomas Dwight, Feb. 1, 1806, in Ames, ed., Works of Fisher Ames,
1:355. Dwight was a member of the state senate (1796-1803), a member of Congress (1803-
1805), and of the Governor’s Council (1808-1809). “H. A.” refers to Hannah Adams who
had written a history of New England that was abridged for use as a school text. Jedidiah
Morse was accused of plagiarizing Adams’s work for his Compendious History of New
England. The liberals, especially the Monthly Anthology, supported Adams. Morse himself
believed that the liberals were seeking revenge for his part in the college controversy: “Had
there been no such revolution in the College, or no opposition to it—no publication
concerning it, on my part; the public would never have heard of any of these complaints and
accusations of Miss ADAMS.” Morse, An Appeal to the Public, iii.
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graduated there since Mr. Pearson was a professor, who has not spoken
unfavorably of him. Not of his learning, but of his temper and character.
The general expression was, that he was universally hated. If this be so,
can it be expedient to elect him. But he is an Orthodox Christian: and the
greater utility of the institution is to be sacrificed to theoretical principles
of theology. Can no fitter man be found? and if there can, is it not
possible to have him elected?*®

Timothy Pickering (1745-1829)
By de Saint-Mémin. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution.
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon.

Pearson’s character weighed heavily against him even with Pickering,
a man not himself known for charm or levity. But, it is also virtually
impossible to envision Jedidiah Morse describing the doctrine of original
sin or the Trinity as a mere “theoretical principle of theology,” much less

8 Pickering to Ames, Feb. 19, 1808, Pickering-Ames Correspondence, Timothy
Pickering Papers. The fellow lodger was apparently New Hampshire Senator William
Plumer. See Plumer to Morse, Feb. 24, 1806, Morse Family Papers. Morse had written to
others suggesting that the University would now have no choice but to elect Pearson. Morse
to Lyman, Feb. 19, 1806, Morse Family Papers.
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contending that these principles should be sacrificed to the “greater utility”
of Harvard. In fact, Pickering was an extreme theological liberal—
apparently verging on rationalism—and actually refused to teach his
children about either the Trinity or divine revelation.” In the Harvard
electoral controversy, Pickering embodied the Federalist worry that the
election of an abrasive, albeit religiously orthodox, candidate would disrupt
the role of the college in the social structure of seacoast Massachusetts. If
anything, it was a combination of character and theology that destroyed
Pearson’s candidacys; it is difficult to say what would have happened had
the orthodox been able to deploy a more personally attractive candidate
whose presence would have assured political continuity within the college.

Pearson read Ames’s letter declining the appointment to the fellows at
the Corporation meeting of January 13. Without Ames, Josiah Quincy
recalled, “The difficulties which ensued in relation to the choice of a
President were exciting and peculiar,” particularly since the outcome of the
upcoming state election was very much in doubt.** As government officials
constituted a majority of the overseers, under the circumstances, further
delay raised the dread possibility of a Republican voice in the choice of
Harvard’s president. This left the Corporation no alternative but to choose
between the “two academical Professors,” who at least were both
Federalists. The race thus came down to Pearson and Samuel Webber,
Hollis Professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy, a dark horse
candidate with liberal theological views. Webber won.*!

Little more needs be said of the election itself than Josiah Quincy’s
laconic remark “At a meeting of the Corporation on the 28th of February
[1806], a decided opinion favorable to the election of Mr. Webber was
manifested by the members of the Board, and Dr. Pearson immediately gave
notice of his intention to resign his Professorship and his seat in the
Corporation.”® The Corporation formally elected Webber on March 3,
1806; the Board of Overseers ratified the decision eight days later. Once
the overseers finished voting, the lieutenant governor read Pearson’s letter

% Banner, To the Hartford Convention, 164n.3. Banner notes that “Pickering detailed
some of his attitudes, if one dare believe it, to Jefferson himself in a letter of Feb. 12, 1821,
Pickering MSS, MHS.” Ibid.

8 Quincy, History of Harvard, 2:286.

%' The political element of the timing appears in Bentley, Diary, Entry of Mar. 16,
1806, 3:219-20; the uncertainty of outcome in Morse’s letters, e.g., Morse to Lyman, Feb.
9, 1805; Morse to Lyman Apr. 22, 1806, Morse Family Papers. Although Webber is
conventionally treated as a dark horse, there are hints in the Monthly Anthology, II (Jan.
1805), 43, that he was being groomed as a possible candidate.

¢ Quincy, History of Harvard, 2:286.
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of resignation from the faculty to the meeting.”* From his vantagepoint in
Salem, William Bentley confirmed the common view that Federalist
maneuvering lay behind Pearson’s defeat: during the election of Ware, he
wrote in his diary, Pearson “was betrayed into the indiscretions of his party
& the 6federalists determined that he should never fill the President’s
chair.”

According to John Pierce, Webber accepted the presidency with
reluctance, first because “he had a diffident sense of his qualifications for
the trust” and, second, because “from the previous election of Mr. Ames he
felt, that he was not the first in the minds of the government.”® In any
event, Webber’s tenure in office was brief; he died in July 1810.

The next president was John T. Kirkland. Once again, the observations
of John Pierce—intimate of John Eliot, a Federalist stalwart, religious
liberal, secretary of the Board of Overseers from 1816 to 1849, and now
himself a member of the Wednesday Evening Club—are worth noting since
he was close to the victorious circle of theological liberals throughout the
extended Harvard controversy. It appears that, as an insider, Pierce did not
believe the liberals firmly in control of the college until Kirkland’s election.
This perception finds corroboration in the almost unseemly series of dueling
eulogies that followed Ames’s death in 1808. Both the orthodox and the
liberals tried to rewrite the history of the last presidential election to
demonstrate that Ames (by then a member of the Episcopal communion)
espoused their theological views, presumably in order to bolster their
positions for the next presidential opening.* In fact, what had made Ames

% Entry of Mar. 11, 1806, Records of the Overseers of Harvard College, vol. 5, 13.
Pearson’s elaborate letter of resignation appears ibid., 21-39. For an uncharitable
description of Pearson’s descent into obscurity after leaving Harvard, see Pierce, Memoirs,
vol. VII, 308 (in the volume for 1838).

 Bentley, Diary, entry of Mar. 16, 1806, 3:219.

% Pierce, entry of July 1810, Memoirs, vol. I, 289.

% After Ames died in 1808, the various factions returned to the controversy with a set
of competing eulogies. The Panoplist and Missionary Magazine United, July 1808, a
periodical edited by Jedidiah Morse, ran a “Tribute to the Hon. Fisher Ames, L.L.D.” in
which Ames was presented as an “exemplary Christian” and “generally Calvinistic.” The
anonymous writer explained that Ames was “[a]n enemy to metaphysical and controversial
divinity. . . [who] . . . disliked the use of technical and sectarian phrases. The term Trinity,
however, he frequently used with reverence, and in a manner, which implied his belief of
the doctrine. His persuasion of the divinity of Christ, he often declared.” Ibid., 92-94.

The liberal rebuttal fell to future Harvard President, John T. Kirkland in his “Memoir,”
published as the preface to the 1808 edition of the Works of Fisher Ames (as well as to the
1854 edition). Kirkland described Ames as placing a “full reliance on the divine origin of
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so attractive a candidate was that he stood above religion; he worshipped as
a Federalist.

Pierce’s account cast substantial light on what the old guard had looked
for five years earlier, when it elected Ames and settled for Webber:

Indeed, though Dr. Kirkland is a high federalist, and has the entire
confidence of that class of politicians stigmatized with the opprobrious
epithet of the Essex Junto, and though he decidedly belongs to the liberal
sect in religion, yet he maintains & expresses his opinions with so much
discretion and moderation, and with such complete control over his
passions that he almost wholly disarms opposition of its hatred and its
virulence.®’

In the privacy of his own journal, from the vantagepoint of 1810 and
the deepening rift between the theological camps, however, Pierce freely
gloated over the defeat of the Calvinists from New Haven:

The Connecticut clergy, & those who united with them in religious
sentiments, appear wounded at this appointment for they consider it
hostile to the prevalence of their religious doctrines. No doubt, it is one
of the completest triumphs of free inquiry in matters of religion over
Calvinian usurpation ever known in the annals of the University.%

Christianity” although his convictions were limited to “those leading principles, about which
Christians have little diversity of opinion.” According to Kirkland, Ames measured the
“genuineness and value of [religious] impressions by their moral tendency”; “in estimating
a sect, he regarded more its temper than its tenets.” Ames was “the last to countenance
exclusive claims to purity of faith, founded on a zeal for particular dogmas which multitudes
of good men . . . utterly reject.” Instead, the orthodox had “misconstrued” Ames’s
“prudence and moderation” with regard to sacred subjects into an “assent to propositions,
which here merely meant not to deny” or into “an adoption of opinions or language which
he merely meant not to condemn.” Kirkland, “Memoir,” in Ames, ed., Works of Fisher
Ames, 1:24-26.

Ames joined the Episcopal Church late in life as a result of a dispute with Dedham’s
First Congregational Church over pew allocations. The minister of Dedham’s Episcopal
church, the Reverend William Montague, thus had standing to enter the field with a
“Memoir of Fisher Ames,” Diocesan Register and the New England Calendar for 1812,
(Dedham, 1811), 238-47. He portrayed Ames as a moderate Calvinist of the old school in
the model of “the late Dr. Doddridge of (old) England, and the present Dr. Joseph Lathrop,
of New-England, and all the best writers of the Episcopal Church.” At the same time,
Montague stressed that Ames was temperamentally a traditionalist and favored formality in
worship. Montague’s account is closer in tone to Kirkland than to the Panoplist.

¢7 Pierce, Entry of July 1810, Memoirs, vol. I, 289.

% Ibid.
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Notwithstanding his own primarily religious interests, Pierce thought
retaining the confidence of the High Federalist power structure stood at the
forefront of the college government’s concerns in selecting a new president.
Any other result would have been “usurpation.” Pierce simply took for
granted that ultra-Federalist politics went hand-in-glove with “decidedly”
liberal theology; in this “completest triumph,” all that was left to the
orthodox was the cold comfort of Kirkland’s discretion in maintaining his
otherwise unpalatable opinions. The Corporation’s initial selection of
Ames supports reading a similar substantially political agenda into the
earlier presidential election of 1805. Pearson and the orthodox may have
been disenchanted with the Federalists for their politicking on behalf of
Ware, but they still shared much in political outlook. In 1805, while the
sides were still on speaking terms, it was to everyone’s advantage to choose
a college president who would retain the support of Massachusetts’s
economic and political elite without unduly alienating the orthodox.

The preservation of Harvard’s role in the political life of the
commonwealth rested at the heart of both elections, although this aim was
more clearly articulated after Ware was installed in the Hollis Chair. In
this, the Harvard controversy was not a bouleversement of the established
order—intellectual, political, religious, or social—but its continuation. It
was a reassertion of control by the same close circle of friends and
acquaintances that had dominated Massachusetts Federalism since
independence, whose style of politics and intellectual elitism marked them
as visitors from the Enlightenment in the new Age of Romanticism. That
these events ultimately led to the dissolution of the Standing Order they
were intended to uphold is an irony foreseen only by outsider Jedidiah
Morse. To the participants, the victory of the orthodox interlopers from
New Haven would have been the true college revolution, unseating veritas
for the dubious solace of lux.

This content downloaded from 150.108.60.10 on Tue, 13 Jun 2017 17:50:54 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



