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MYTHS OF THE LOST ATLANTIS 

Was Andrew Jackson really the people’s choice in 1824? 

Well, of course he was.  American historical narratives have always told us so, 

and recent prize-winning tomes that agree on little else confirm it. Old Hickory’s 

fame as victor of New Orleans gave him widespread popularity, the story goes, 

especially with newly enfranchised voters. So when he ran for president in 1824, he 

came first in the Electoral College but, with four candidates in the race, did not quite 

win an absolute majority.  When the House of Representatives broke the deadlock in 

favor of the second-placed man, John Quincy Adams, Jackson’s supporters screamed 

that the people had been cheated of their choice by “bargain and corruption” and 

avenged the old general with a massive victory in 1828.1  

But was Jackson’s “stolen” victory in 1824, the emotional heart of this tale, 

really quite so clear-cut?  In 1884 Edward Stanwood pointed out the problem.  In six 

states the choice of presidential electors was in the hands of the legislature and we 

have no direct indication of how a popular vote would have resulted.  In the states 

where there was a popular vote, not all the candidates were on every ballot, and in 

some the overwhelming popularity of one candidate—not necessarily Jackson—

resulted in very low turnout.  All that can be reported with fair certainty is the vote in 

the fourteen states where there was a popular ballot, either on the district or the 

general-ticket system.  According to Stanwood, those states gave Jackson 153,544 

                                                 
1 Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815-1846 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 172-201; Sean Wilentz, The Rise of American 
Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), 250-51; Daniel 
Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 205, 208. 
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compared to 108,740 for his nearest rival, John Quincy Adams, who was far ahead of 

the other two, Henry Clay (47,136) and William Harris Crawford (46,618).2   

Even in these fourteen states, there is really little evidence of Jackson’s 

nationwide popularity in 1824.  He may have won 43 percent of their popular vote, 

but, as Lee Benson pointed out in 1957, 42 percent of that vote came from winning 

four-fifths of the popular vote in just three states (Alabama, Tennessee, and 

Pennsylvania), which together cast 23 percent of the national vote.  Local concerns 

explain his victories in those three states, while his success in the Carolinas followed 

John C. Calhoun’s decision to throw his support to Jackson in return for becoming 

vice-president.  In other parts of the country—notably New England and New York—

Jackson received negligible support in 1824, in the face of Adams’s evident 

popularity. 3 

Even in some states where the electors were chosen by the people, Jackson 

was less popular than appears at first sight.  In North Carolina, the popular contest 

was fought between the Caucus ticket (for Crawford) and the People’s ticket (for 

whoever had the best chance of beating Crawford in the Electoral College), which 

won by 20,145 to 15,621.  The state’s electoral votes were duly cast for Jackson, and 

                                                 
2 Edward Stanwood, A History of Presidential Elections (Boston: James R. Osgood, 
1884), 87-88.  Different totals have been presented in other authoritative sources, 
notably Svend Petersen, A Statistical History of the American Presidential Elections 
(New York: Ungar, 1963), 18, and James F. Hopkins, “Election of 1824,” in Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, Jr., and Fred L. Israel, eds., American Presidential Elections, 4 vols. 
(New York: Chelsea House, 1971), 1: 409, though Historical Statistics of the United 
States, bicentennial ed. (Washington, D.C.: Bureau of the Census, 1975), 2: 1074, 
accepts Stanwood’s figures.     I have preferred Stanwood because he gives the lowest 
figure for Adams, thus biasing my data against my argument.  The difference between 
highest and lowest version of the Adams vote is only 6,956.  For more detailed figures 
I have relied on Philip Lampi’s research, now being made available at the A New 
Nation Votes: American Election Returns 1787 - 1825 website, created by the 
American Antiquarian Society and Tufts University. 
3 Lee Benson, “Research Problems in American Political Historiography,” in Mirra 
Komarovsky, ed., Common Frontiers of the Social Sciences (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 
1957), 113-83. 
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it is often assumed that they measure his popularity in that state.  But in eleven 

counties voters followed the pre-election suggestion that they mark their ticket for 

electoral candidates with the name of their preferred presidential candidate.  In those 

counties Adams men supplied about one-fourth of the People’s vote, which reconciles 

with contemporary estimates that about 5,000 of the 20,415 were given by friends of 

Adams.  So we need to move 5,000 votes from the Jackson column to the Adams 

column.4 

In the case of Georgia, Philip Lampi’s research reveals a measurable popular 

vote on the presidential question although the decision was made by the assembly.  In 

the election to choose the assembly, candidates were identified as friends of either 

Crawford or Jackson, and one ticket representing each side was run in each county.  

The Jackson men lost to the Georgia candidate, but still attracted (on my arithmetic) 

15,478 votes, which need to be added to the Jackson column.  That takes the 

calculation to 164,022 for Jackson to 113,740 for Adams.5 

But what of the other states that gave the choice of Electors to the legislature?  

In these cases we have to resort to informed guessing, but the number of votes 

involved in four of them will not greatly affect our overall calculation.  In two states 

there was fair unanimity (in opposite directions), and that would have greatly reduced 

turnout. In Vermont, where Jackson was not considered a candidate, the Adams ticket 

was chosen “by nearly a unanimous vote.”  In the case of South Carolina—

inappropriate as it is to think of a popular vote for president there before the Civil 

War—it is clear that once Calhoun had thrown his support to Jackson, there was 
                                                 
4 Stanwood, 87; Albert Ray Newsome, Presidential Election of 1824 in North 
Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1939), 156-60, produces 
evidence that Adams men also contributed significantly to the Crawford vote, but I 
have not included them in my calculation of the Adams vote.  Lampi tells me the 
Peoples’ ticket may well have owed one-third of its strength to Adams supporters.     
5 <http://dl.tufts.edu/view_image.jsp?urn=tufts:central:dca:MS115:MS115.001.DO.14296> 
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minimal opposition; in the legislature Jackson won 132 to 25.  Contemporaneous 

congressional elections give some sense of the size of turnout in both cases, though 

we must reduce it since the presidential election was not contested.  The effect is to 

increase Adams’s vote by about 11,000 votes, and Jackson’s by 18,000.6 

Delaware and Louisiana divided their Electoral College votes, reflecting an 

internal division of opinion that is difficult to put numerical values on.  The number of 

voters involved is, however, very small.  In the Delaware legislature there was almost 

no ticket voting, but the Adams candidates won 41 votes compared with 16 for 

Jackson, suggesting Adams was at least twice as popular.  Given that only 6,550 men 

voted in that year’s congressional election, those results suggest Jackson would have 

won about 1,179 and Adams 2,947 votes.7  In Louisiana, Henry Clay was the most 

popular candidate in the legislature but could not produce an absolute majority, and so 

was outvoted by a Jackson-Adams coalition that managed to split the electoral votes 

between them, 3-2.  If the original balance in the legislature reflected popular opinion 

and if as many folk had voted as did in the congressional election, then Jacksonians 

                                                 
6  Political Tables, Shewing the Population of the Different States, and Exhibiting the 
Return of Votes at the Elections in 1824 and 1826 (New York: Printed by Elliott and 
Palmer, 1828), 9; Petersen, Statistical History, 17.  The effect of local unanimity was 
shown in Massachusetts, where only 37,000 people voted for president in 1824 
compared with the 66,000 votes cast for governor in May 1823.  In Vermont in the 
1824 congressional elections, which were competitive in all five districts, 22,056 men 
voted; I have halved that figure.  In the South Carolina congressional elections of 
1824, only four of the state’s nine districts had competitive elections, and 18,220 
voters turned out in them; I have given Jackson all of them.  Stanwood, 87; 
<http://dl.tufts.edu/view_image.jsp?urn=tufts:central:dca:MS115:MS115.001.DO.01153>, 
<http://dl.tufts.edu/view_image.jsp?urn=tufts:central:dca:MS115:MS115.001.DO.01151>. 
7 <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-election.xq?id=MS115.002.DE.1824.00017>.  
<http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-election.xq?id=MS115.002.DE.1824.00001>; Political 
Tables, 23. 
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would have received about 1,693 popular votes, Adamsonians 774, and Clayites 

2,371.8  

These penny-ante numbers make little difference to the picture of Jacksonian 

supremacy.  They simply move Jackson to 184,894, compared with 128,461 for 

Adams.  But we have yet to deal with the key state, New York, then the most 

populous in the nation, which saw a genuine uprising of the electorate, in the form of 

the People’s Party, in 1824.  In the gubernatorial election, New York State alone cast 

193,354 votes, enough to swamp the entire national vote of the leading candidates.9 

The presidential election of 1824 in New York has long been a by-word 

among political historians for Byzantine intrigue and legislative legerdemain.  But 

what is clear is the commitment of Martin Van Buren and the leaders of the regular 

(Democratic-)Republicans to the Crawford presidential candidacy as representing the 

good old party, and the unwillingness of Republicans of New England origin—half 

the state’s population—to go along.  Once and future governor DeWitt Clinton had 

his eyes on the prize at one time but his lack of support elsewhere ruled him out, 

leaving Adams as the only available northern candidate.  When the People’s party 

charged to victory in the state elections, its favored presidential candidates were 

Adams and, to a lesser extent, Clay.  The choice, however, remained in the hands of 

the old lame-duck legislature, which included a strong bloc of Van Buren-allied 

                                                 
8  Joseph G. Tregle, Louisiana in the Age of Jackson (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1999).  See also <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.LA.1824.00002>,  <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.LA.1824.00003>,  <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.LA.1824.00004,> <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.LA.1824.00007>. 
9 The gubernatorial vote does not reflect the summit of the People’s Party’s support: 
Clinton was outrun by his lieutenant-governor, James Tallmadge, by some 16,000 
votes, and those extra voters were very likely to have backed the Northern candidate 
in the presidential election: <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.NY.1824.00001>; <http://elections.lib.tufts.edu/aas_portal/view-
election.xq?id=MS115.002.NY.1824.00032>. 
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Crawford holdovers in the senate.  Adams’s success in winning the lion’s share of 

New York’s electoral votes owed much to newspaper editor-political manager 

Thurlow Weed’s sly and skilful maneuvering, but Weed’s influence depended on the 

fact that he spoke for the largest political force in the lower house, namely the Adams 

supporters.  In the end, the joint session of the legislature gave 25 electoral votes out 

of 36 to Adams.10 

By contrast, Andrew Jackson did not appear at all as a candidate in New York.  

Clinton was partial to him but could not find much outside support in the state.  

During the legislative maneuvering a Jackson ticket appeared one day as an attempt 

by some Crawford men to create a diversion, but he did not win a single electoral 

vote.  At the meeting of New York’s Electoral College, Van Buren’s underhand 

machinations to reduce Clay’s final vote resulted in Jackson receiving one electoral 

vote, while 26 went to Adams (with five for Crawford and four for Clay).  It seems 

not unreasonable to say that Adams probably had the support of about half the New 

York voters of 1824, while Jackson had far, far less than a tenth.  In other words, 

Adams with over 96,000 votes probably outran Jackson, who at best would have had 

well under 10,000. 

Greater precision is unnecessary to make the point that the undeniable 

imbalance between the two candidates in New York, and the extent of voter 

involvement there in 1824, was probably enough to overwhelm Jackson’s advantage 

                                                 
10 The most succinct account of New York’s legislative voting is still Stanwood, 84-
86, 87.  My understanding of the election in New York in 1824 is expressed in 
Ratcliffe, “Antimasonry and Partisanship in Greater New England, 1826-1836,” 
Journal of the Early Republic 15 (1995), 210-11, and references therein.  For an 
alternative view that follows the tradition of stressing state issues, see Craig Hanyan 
with Mary L. Hanyan, De Witt Clinton and Rise of the People’s Men (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996). 
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in the rest of the nation.  We are left with a notional guess of about 195,000 votes 

nationwide for Jackson and at least 224,000 for Adams.11     

 These calculations are not mere idle musings.  As the Jacksonians mounted 

their campaign on behalf of their wronged Hero in 1827-28, their opponents in the 

North insisted that the congressmen who voted for Adams in the House election of 

February 1825 had no moral obligation to vote for whoever headed the ballot in the 

Electoral College; otherwise, why did the Constitution refer the election to the House 

of Representatives?  Furthermore, these northerners claimed, Jackson’s lead in 

electoral votes did not reflect the opinion of voters.  After all, Jackson owed the size 

of his lead to the electoral votes he won through the three-fifths rule, which enhanced 

a state’s voting power if it held slaves, even though slaves could not vote.12  That 

reduced the moral force of the argument that the most popular candidate ought to win, 

as did the fact that he had won some electoral votes in states where he was not the 

most popular candidate.  In Maryland, for example, Jackson ran behind Adams in the 

whole state, but the vagaries of the district system gave Jackson seven electoral votes 

to Adams’s three.   There was, they claimed, every reason for thinking that Adams 

had enjoyed more popular support nationally than Jackson, and that therefore 

Adams’s election satisfied every democratic criterion.13 

                                                 
11  Lampi’s unpublished research—as yet unentered on the website—suggests that the 
balance should be even less favorable to Jackson.  In New Jersey, for example, the 
vote for Jackson usually given includes the votes for the three separate Crawford 
electors, meaning that the 10,985 votes standard sources credit to Jackson include 
about 1,196 votes for Crawford.  Adams tickets were also voted for in Kentucky and 
Tennessee.  I am grateful to Philip for sharing this information with me.   
12 Historian Robert Pierce Forbes has calculated that, without the three- fifths rule, 
Jackson would have received 77 electoral votes and Adams 83.  See Forbes, “Slavery 
and the Meaning of America, 1819-1833” (Ph.D., Yale University, 1994), 499. 
13 As expressed in Ohio sources, often citing examples from other states: Wooster 
Ohio Oracle, Aug. 4, Sept. 8, 29, 1826; Steubenville Western Herald, Aug. 5, 1826, 
Aug. 31, 1827; Address of the Adams Convention, as in Columbus Ohio State 
Journal, Jan. 2, 1828; Speech of Mr. John C. Wright, on the Subject of Retrenchment, 
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 If these arguments mattered to contemporaries, so they should influence 

historians.  Our view of Andrew Jackson and his presidency is still too often 

influenced by the assumption that somehow his candidacy uniquely expressed and 

exploited the impact of a new democracy on American public life.  In fact, elections 

had long been decided by a broad electorate, and public men had long lauded the 

moral force of the popular will.  The opposition to Jackson did not represent an old 

elite, even if it enjoyed some elite support in the North, just as Jackson did in the 

South.  To say Jackson won in 1828 because he was more popular is mere tautology.  

He won because of a range of political forces peculiar to the 1820s, which enabled 

him and his henchmen to put together a winning coalition.  That process deserves the 

proper analysis that easy generalizations about democracy and popularity tend to 

inhibit and obscure.  

 

Donald J. Ratcliffe 

Rothermere American Institute, 

University of Oxford 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Delivered in the House of Reps., Feb. 6, 1828 (Washington, D.C., 1828), 15-21.  See 
also Political Tables, 32.   


