Slavery in the Western Territories (1850)

In a speech before the Senate in 1850, Daniel Webster eloquently
states his opposition to slavery in the western lands won from Mexico.
Webster recognizes the artificiality of the slavery debate in the arid
West, which was not conducive to the plantation economy. Since
nature woulid stop the spread of slavery in Utah and New Mexico

Now, as to California and New Mexico, | hold slavery to be excluded from those
territories by a law even superior to that which admits and sanctions it in Texas. | mean
the law of nature, of physical geography, the law of the formation of the earth. That law
settles for ever, with a strength beyond alf terms of human enactment, that slavery cannot
exist in California or New Mexico. Understand me, Sir; | mean slavery as we regard it;
the slavery of the colored race as it exists in the Southern States... It is as impossible that
African slavery, as we see it among us, should find its way, or be introduced, into
California and New Mexico, as any other natural impossibility. California and New
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Mexico are Asiatic in their formation and scenery. They are com mscd of vast ridges of
mountains, of great height, with broken ridges and deep v §§ oys. The sides of these

may be in

mountains are entirely barren; their tops capped by perennial snow. There
California, now made free by its constitution, and no doubt there are, some tracts of
valuable land. But it is not so in New Mexico... What is there in New Mexico that could,
by any possibility, induce any body to go there with staves? There are some narrow sirips
of tillable land on the borders of the rivers; but the rivers themselves dry up before
midsummer is gone. All that the people can do in that region is to raise some little
articies. some little wheat for their tortillas, and that by irrigation. And who expects o see
a hundred black men cultivating tobacco, corn. cotton, rice, or anything else, on lands in

New Mexico, made fertile only by mmmm’
| ook upon it, therefore, as a fixed fact, to use the current expression of the day, that
both California and New Mexico are destined to be free, ... free by the arrangement of
things ordained by the Power above us. | have therefore to say, in this respect also, that
this country is fixed for freedom, 1o as many persons as shall ever live in i, by a less
repealable law than that which attaches to the right of holding slaves in Texas; and I wi it
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say further, that, if a resolution or a bill were now before us, to provide a territoria
government for New Mexico, | would not vote o put any f\mhébitiw into it whatever,
Such a prohibition would be idle, as it respects any effect it would have upon the
territory; and [ would not take pains uselessly to reaffirm an ordinance of nature, nor 0
reenact the will of God..

Sir, whereve dﬁerc is a substantive good to be done, wherever there is a foot of land
to be prevented from becoming slave ¢ territory, | am ready to assert the principle of the
exclusion of slavery. | am pledged to it from the year 1837 1 have been pledged to it
again and again; and [ will perform those pledges: but [ will not do a thing unne cessarily

that wounds the ings Qé others, or that does discredit to my own understanding,





