In 1848 Zachary Taylor, running
on the ticket of the Whig party, had
an intcresting campaign strategy:
avoidance. Instead of adopting a
stance on the hot topic of the day
- whether or not slavery ought to be
permitted in the recently acquired
territories - he focused his cam-
paign on his military heroism and
the 40 years of killing Indians and
Mexicans he had under his belt.
Sure, “Old Rough and Ready”
owned 200 slaves of his own, but
he had somecthing his opponents
lacked: resolve.

Taylor ran against two op-
ponents. The first was Democratic
Class had
adopted an ambiguous position on

candidate Lewis Cass.

slavery, toting a lukewarm proposal
of allowing cach statc to decide
for itself whether or not to institu-
tionalize the practice. Taylor’s sec-
ond opponent was aging politician
Martin Van Buren who ran on the
ticket of the anti-slavery, “free soil”
party. (To be fair, the “free soil”
party was not aboliionist in the
sensc of William Garrison’s Bos-
tonian radicalism. They stood op-
poscd to expanding slavery in the
west, for, among other things, fear
of white pcople losing jobs.) An-
gry northerners, disappointed with
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Cass’s hand-wringing and Taylor’s
calculated silence, voted for Van
Buren, giving him a respectable if
not overwhelming 10%. In the end,
Taylor narrowly won the clection
over Cass, which in turn sent the
Democrats reeling,

How could Van Buren be so
belligerent, no, so cgotistical as to
run for President? Didn’t he know
he’d siphon potential votes away
from Cass, who was quite obviously
the lesser of two evils? What the
hell was Van Buren’s problem?
Things have changed in the last
hundred and fifty years, but not
everything, Instcad of slavery, we
have “outsourcing.” Instcad of the
Alamo, we have Fallujah. Free Soil-
crs have been replaced with fair
traders. And instcad of disappoint-
ing politicians - well, I guess we still
have thosc.

Skull & Bones frat broth-
ers Bush and Kerry are this year’s
disappointers. While Bush’s presi-
dency has, inarguably, been one of
the worst in recent memory (quag-
mire in Iraq, plummeted cconomy,
rccord deficits, swelling unemploy-
ment, scthacks in civil liberties),
Kerry doesn’t offer much in the way
of reversing Bush’s mistakes. (Well,
not mistakes, wouldn’t want to use

95

Toby Shepherd is the editor of tobyshepherd.com, and the author of the forthcoming book
Republicrats, Corporations and Democracy. He can be reached at toby@tobyshpherd.com






