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ment of the crisis not from Trenton but
from Washington. The joint meeting of
the legislature elected him to the Senate
on February 23, and he resigned on Feb-
ruary 27 to join his fellow Whigs in Wash-
ington to debate the tariff, bank, Indian,
and land issues. He was succeeded as
governor by Elias P. Seeley.

Southard remained in the Senate for
the rest of his life. He won a measure of
acclaim for his attacks on Jacksonian
economic and social policy and respect for
his chairmanship of the Senate Commit-
tee on Naval Affairs. He was elected
president pro tem of the Senate in March
1841, and he became the permanent pre-
siding officer of that body less than a
month later when President William
Henry Harrison died and Vice-President
John Tyler succeeded him.

When not engaged in politics, Southard
was an active member of the New Jersey
bar and occasionally argued before the
United States Supreme Court. During the
1830s he was counsel for the Joint Trans-
portation Companies in their legal battles
with riva] railroads. He served other cor-
porations as well. One of them, the Morris
Canal and Banking Company, named
him president in 1837, compelling him
and his family to move from Trenton to
Jersey City. He served as president of the
company for little more than a year and
resigned in 1839 when his Senate respon-
sibilities and other business interests pre-
vented his giving full attention to the
corporation. He remained, however, on
retainer to the Morris Canal and Banking
Company until his death.

As a lawyer, Southard participated in a
number of significant cases, including the
hearing before the New Jersey legislature
in January 1815 about the monopoly of
Aaron Ogden’s steamboat line. Another
was the “Hicksite” case over the division
of properties between contending factions
of West Jersey Quakers.

A handsome, impressive-looking man
who tended toward corpulence in his later
years, ~Southard suffered increasingly
from ill-health. His final illness made
him, according to one contemporary, “a

SEELEY 105

mass of gouty afflictions,” and forced him
to resign from the presidency of the Sen-
ate on May 31, 1842. He died in Freder-
icksburg, Virginia, on June 26, 1842, aged
fifty-five, survived by his wife and three
of their seven children.
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ELias PETTIT SEELEY (November 10, 1791-
August 23, 1846), governor of New Jersey
for seven months in 1833, was born in
Deerfield Township (later Bridgeton), the
son of Ebenezer and Mary (Clark) Seeley.
His father, a merchant and a life-long
Cumberland County resident, served for
many years as a Jeffersonian-Republican
legislator.

Elias Seeley was educated informally.
After studying with a local attorney,
Daniel Elmer, he was licensed as a lawyer
in 1815. According to Lucius Q. C. Elmer,
a contemporary from Cumberland Coun-
ty, the younger Seeley “never attained
much celebrity as an advocate, but had a
good local practice as an attorney and
Conveyancer.”

On March 6, 1816, Seeley married Jane
E. Champneys. The couple had two chil-
dren, Elias P., Jr., and Rebecca. Until the
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late 1820s, when he ran successfully as an
anti-Jacksonian for the legislative council
from Cumberland County, Seeley was not
active in politics. Reelected three times,
he was named vice-president of the coun-
cil late in 1832, when the National Re-
publicans gained power. When his party’s
governor, Samuel L. Southard, left office
for the United States Senate, in February
1833, the legislature designated Seeley to
succeed him. Along with Seeley’s name,
the National Republicans’ lack of
certified state leaders, especially from
West Jersey, dictated the selection.

No one could claim that Seeley had the
political stature of his gubernatorial pre-
decessor. Introducing him to the public,
the National Republican Newark Daily
Advertiser called Seeley ‘“an amiable
man,”’ a characterization the Jacksonian
press exploited in the weeks subsequent
to the appointment. The Trenton Em-
porium & True American expressed
satiric delight that the new governor was
“amiable,” and proceeded to inquire
whether this “amiable” man was capable
of performing his duties on the court of
appeals, of negotiating the loan of $30,000
the legislature had authorized for a new
prison, or of serving effectively as a
trustee of the College of New Jersey (later
Princeton University). The Newark New-
Jersey Eagle was more pointed; it cited
his “‘total unfitness’” for the office. For
this, Emporium & True American editor
Stacy G. Potts offered, “the party is con-
demned, not Mr. Seeley,” since Seeley
had achieved the governorship “not
through his own ambition but by the force
of circumstances.”

As governor, Seeley was more a politi-
cal target than an active public adminis-
trator. Since he was not elected until the
close of the legislative session, he was
limited as chief executive to making cer-
tain appointments (for example, nego-
tiators in a boundary dispute with New
York State and compilers of civil and
criminal laws in New Jersey), serving on
the final appeals board of the state, and
preparing an address to the legislature
after the October elections.
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In fact, Seeley participated in one im-
portant case as presiding officer on the
court of appeals (composed of the legisla-
tive councilors and the governor): the
Hicksite case, a dispute between compet-
ing factions of the Society of Friends. For
several years New Jersey Quakers had
been at odds over matters of doctrine and
discipline, and by the late 1820s the con-
tending forces had reached a point of no
return. Quaker liberals, or “Hicksites” (a
derivation from Elias Hicks, a notable
Quaker liberal), broke away from the or-
thodox establishment. This involved a
financial settlement and led to the case
decided in 1833 by Seeley and the court of
appeals. Although the wrangling in court
and out was prolonged, the facts of the
case are relatively simple to abstract. The
Hicksites in Crosswicks demanded the
remittance of their share of the contribu-
tions to a school trust fund administered
by the Society of Friends. The orthodox,
maintaining that they needed to make no
concessions to schismatics, refused.
Hence the court test. The case was first
argued before Chief Justice Charles Ew-
ing and Associate Justice George K.
Drake of the state supreme court, sitting
as masters in chancery. George Wood,
perhaps the state’s leading attorney, and
former Governor Isaac H. Williamson
argued for the orthodox, while Garret D.
Wall, a leading Jacksonian attorney and
politician, and Samue] L. Southard, New
Jersey’s preeminent anti-Jacksonian poli-
tician, argued the Hicksite cause. After
lengthy proceedings in a packed
courthouse (the “Quaker Case,” as it was
called, was followed widely in New Jersey
and Pennsylvania), the justices decided
in favor of the orthodox. They concluded
that since the Hicksites were in fact
“seceders,’”’ they were entitled neither to
be considered Quakers nor to regain their
school fund contributions. ’

Matters did not rest there. The decision
was appealed to the court of last resort in
New Jersey, the court of appeals, with
Governor Seeley presiding. In the argu-
ments before this body, Theodore Frel-
inghuysen replaced Williamson as ad-
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vocate for the orthodox. The other at-
torneys and the end result were the same.
With a 7-4 vote (across party lines), the
court affirmed the decision of Justices
Ewing and Drake. In a statement issued
with the decision, Seeley, who had voted
with the majority against the Hicksites,
expressed regret that such “religious con-
troversies” should be brought into the
court, and urged both parties to seek
some accommodation on their own.

The decision had important political
ramifications. The New Jersey Quakers,
with a clear majority of liberals, had been
staunchly anti-Jacksonian since 1824,
and thus were a bulwark of the National
Republican organization in the state.
Having taken their case to a body con-
trolled by their longtime allies, the
Hicksites were grievously disappointed at
the outcome. It broke their allegiance to
the National Republicans, especially
when Jacksonian politicans in West Jer-
sey, where Quakers were most numerous,
identified with the Hicksite cause. This
strategy, with excellent organization,
paid off for the Jacksonians in the 1833
legislative elections. They won an over-
whelming, statewide triumph, including
victories in Burlington, Monmouth,
Salem, and Gloucester counties—all Na-
tional Republican strongholds. Seeley’s
failure to “inspire confidence” among
East Jersey Whigs, according to one his-
torian, also helped reduce the turnout of
traditionally anti-Jacksonian voters and
therefore figured in the Jacksonian vic-
tory in New Jersey.

Once in control of the joint meeting,
the Jacksonians wasted no time replacing
Seeley as governor with Peter D. Vroom,
Jr. Seeley ended his term with a message
on the state of the state. In it, he com-
mented ably on the results of the opera-
tions of the state prison, the increase of
the school fund, the treasury accounts,
and the progress of the construction of the
new penitentiary. He offered the usual
litanies on the value of public education,
suggested legislation (not detailed) to re-
lieve problems resulting from the influx of
“coloured persons” in the state and, like
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his two most recent predecessors, urged
that the current militia system be re-
placed by a volunteer system with in-
ducements. Seeley’s strongest words op-
posed public executions. “The oftener a
person frequents these public exhibi-
tions,” he observed,

the less impression they make on the mind;
and they can witness the melancholy specta-
cle with less dread and horror, and in a little
time can follow their fellow men to the gallows
and witness the death scene with perfect com-
posure. It would be better for many other
reasons that might be named, that public
executions should be dispensed with, and the
law be so amended or modified; that in the
future they shall take place within the walls of
the prison yard, in the presence of the sheriff
and the Officers of the Court.

The newspapers of both parties en-
dorsed Seeley’s words on public execu-
tions, and the National Republican press
widely hailed his message in general. The
Hunterdon Gazette called the address a
‘““plain sensible document,” while the edi-
tor of the Trenton New-Jersey State
Gazette observed that

the manner in which this respectable man was
treated by some of the low party papers,
during the time he served as Governor of the
State, cannot but recur to the minds of many
of our fellow citizens, at this time, with regret.
The duties which devolved upon him by the
constitution and the laws, he certainly dis-
charged with ability and success. His conduct
throughout that period was modest, dignified
and impartial, and has left a very favorable
impression upon the minds of many of his
fellow citizens.

It is perhaps ironic that in performing
his one notable act as governor—casting a
nondecisive vote consistent with his con-
cern for the public welfare in the “Quaker
case”—Seeley greatly damaged his par-
ty’s chances of maintaining control of the
state in 1833. No one, however, seems to
have blamed him. With the change in
political control in Trenton, Seeley re-
turned to the private practice of law, and
he later served several terms in the legis-
lature with no particular distinction. He
died of cancer in 1846 at the age of fifty-
five. At the outset and the end of his brief
period in the political limelight, he was a
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decent man who was less a shaper than a
creature of circumstances.
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PaiLEMON DICKERSON (June 26, 1788-
December 10, 1862), the twelfth governor
under the consitution of 1776, served only
one year in the office, from the fall of 1836
to the fall of 1837. Although he was in-
volved in state politics for many years, he
spent his entire political career under the
shadows of his older brother Mahlon (who
served as governor, United States sena-
tor, and secretary of the navy) and the
two leaders at the center of real power in
the New Jersey Jacksonian party, Garret
D. Wall and Peter D. Vroom, Jr.
Philemon Dickerson, in fact, attained the
governorship only when Vroom, in poor
health, declined election by the Demo-
cratic legislative majority to a seventh
one-year term.

Philemon and Mahlon Dickerson were
among those attracted to the Jacksonian
cause from the ranks of Jeffersonian Re-
publicans. They were somewhat excep-
tional, since most New Jersey Jacksonian
leaders had been notable Federalists. The
Dickerson brothers entered the Jack-
sonian movement during the presidential
campaigns of 1824 and 1828 primarily out
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of personal hostility to John Quincy
Adams and Henry Clay. They were to be
influential in the Jacksonian party until
the late 1830s; the decline of their in-
fluence would coincide with the beginning
of a long period of Whig dominance in the
state.

Philemon Dickerson was born at Suc-
casunna, in Morris County, a descendant
of the Philemon Dickerson who had been
part of the great Puritan migration to
Massachusetts Bay in 1638. The earlier
Philemon left Salem, Massachusetts, for
Southold, Long Island, in 1672. The
founder of the New Jersey branch of the
family, Jonathan Dickerson, moved from
Long Island to New Jersey in about 1745.

Philemon Dickerson received a classi-
cal education at the University of Penn-
sylvania and studied law in Philadelphia
at the instigation of Mahlon, eighteen
years his elder. In 1813 he received his
license to practice law in New Jersey,
established a law practice in Paterson,
and married Sidney Stotesbury, daughter
of Colonel John Stotesbury of New York.
He became a counselor-at-law in 1817 and
a sergeant-at-law in 1834. He served in
the state assembly, 1821-22.

Dickerson saw the Jackson party in
New Jersey in the 1830s as a true embodi-
ment of Jeffersonian principles, particu-
larly in the causes of limited government
and a balanced program favoring both
industrial and agricultural development.
Yet, like most New Jersey politicans, he
considered a protective tariff and internal
improvements, such as the Camden and
Amboy Railroad and the Morris Canal,
necessary and beneficial.

The Dickerson family’s interest in iron
mines near Succasunna and its close
identification with the commercial life of
northeast New Jersey created some an-
tagonism among Jacksonian “agrarians”
in the southern and western parts of the
state who were not so firmly protectionist.
Despite these differences and the am-
biguity of President Jackson himself on
the tariff and internal improvements,
Philemon Dickerson remained loyal to
the general and to his successor, Martin



