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Century American Politics," Methodist History 14, no. 3 (1976): P. 158.
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Abstract

This study provided a comprehensive historical evaluation of the political and
human trajectory of Schuyler Colfax (1823—1885), who was one of the most
pivotal figures of nineteenth-century American political history. To understand
the evolution of that statesman, the narrative examined the structural and moral
environments that transformed him from a provincial newspaperman into a
central architect of the post-slavery American Republic. Born into a modest
lineage, Colfax’s initial political identity was deeply anchored in the changing
geography of Indiana. As an ambitious Whig editor of the St. Joseph Valley
Register in South Bend, he operated within a shifting territorial framework.
Following population shifts, the Indiana legislature adjusted the borders of the 9"
District in 1852, concentrating it along the northernmost tier of counties
bordering Michigan. That demographic reconfiguration proved culturally
decisive, as the newly drawn district was populated primarily by New England
migrants who carried deeply ingrained anti-slavery convictions. That specific
political laboratory provided Colfax with a highly resilient electoral base,
allowing his newspaper to effectively bridge local concerns with the escalating
national debate over human bondage and free labor.

The true Ideological metamorphosis of Colfax’s career occurred in 1854, which
constituted an absolute watershed year that redirected his path to a radical,
principled crusade. The passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which threatened to
permit the expansion of slavery into western territories under popular
sovereignty, produced a profound intellectual shock within Colfax. He recognized
that the era of fragile legislative compromises had reached an absolute dead end.
Motivated by a moral imperative that linked the preservation of free soil to the
dignity of human labor, Colfax abandoned the collapsing Whig coalition and
threw himself into the formation of the Republican Party, helping to establish it
as a unified northern vanguard. His subsequent election to Congress in 1854
marked his ascension Into national prominence. As the nation drifted toward
disunion, Colfax emerged as a key strategist within the Radical Republican
faction, a political identity hardened by the crucible of the American Civil War.
Throughout that sectional conflict, Colfax did not succumb to political despair.
Instead, the profound structural crises of that war solidified his conviction that
the Union could not be preserved through conservative policies, driving him to




use his growing institutional influence in Washington to demand immediate
emancipation, total mobilization, and the total dismantling of the Southern
plantation aristocracy.

At the zenith of his legislative career, serving as Speaker of the House of
Representatives during the monumental 38™ and 39" Congresses, Colfax wielded
immense institutional authority, effectively functioning as the parliamentary
engine that materialized the executive vision of President Abraham Lincoln. His
crowning legislative achievement was his masterful management of the
Thirteenth Amendment, which sought to constitutionally abolish slavery
throughout the United States. Recognizing that Lincoln's Emancipation
Proclamation was a wartime executive order subject to legal challenge upon the
return of peace, Colfax understood the necessity of an unassailable constitutional
anchor. Utilizing his deep parliamentary knowledge and persuasive rhetoric,
Colfax successfully engineered the majorities required to pass that amendment
through a divided House in January 1865, cementing his historical legacy as a
foundational father of a reconstituted nation. Concurrently, Colfax maintained a
strategic focus on the integration of the American West, a vision highlighted by
his celebrated 1865 overland stagecoach journey. That transcontinental
expedition reinforced his belief that the post-war republic must be bound
together by industrial development, a philosophy that manifested in his active
legislative stewardship of the Mining Act of 1866, which formalized mineral
rights on public lands and laid the legal framework for capitalistic expansion.

The tragic paradox of Schuyler Colfax’s historical legacy lay in the sudden
collision between his lofty idealistic achievements and the murky ethical realities
of post-war Washington. Elected Vice President of the United States in 1868
alongside General Ulysses S. Grant, Colfax’s political trajectory was permanently
derailed by the explosive revelation of the Crédit Mobilier of America scandal in
late 1872. Accused of accepting discounted shares of stock from Congressman
Oakes Ames in exchange for protecting the legislative interests of the Union
Pacific Railroad, Colfax found his personal integrity subjected to intense public
condemnation. The climax of that political ordeal occurred on February 18, 1873,
when the Poland Committee issued its definitive final report. Operating under
strict standards of evidence, the committee recommended the formal censure of
Oakes Ames and James Brooks for their direct attempts to influence federal
legislation for personal gain. Crucially, however, the Poland Committee fully




exonerated Schuyler Colfax, citing a total absence of sufficient evidence proving
the actual receipt of Illicit profits or corrupt Intent. The committee noted that
while the distribution of stock was deeply unethical, it did not violate explicit
statutory laws of that era, thus recommending no expulsions. Though
institutionally vindicated, the psychological damage was entirely irreversible,
effectively ending Colfax’s national ambitions and forcing his retirement from
public life. The deeply human dimension of his story concluded in January 1885,
when he suffered a fatal heart attack at a train station in Minnesota. His body
was returned to South Bend, Indiana, where his memory endured as that of a
figure who bridged structural constitutional reform with profound human
vulnerabilities.




Republic of Iraq

Ministry of Higher Education
And Scientific Research
University of Wasit College
of Education

for Human Sciences
Department of History

Skyler Colfax and His Political Role
in the United States of America
1823-1885

A THESIS SUBMITTED BY
ISMAIL ODEH YAQOUB MAKTOUF

TO THE COUNCIL OF THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION FOR
HUMANITIES — WASIT UNIVERSITY

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE
MASTER OF ARTS DEGREE IN MODERN AND CONTEMORARY
HISTORY

SUPERVISED BY

DR. FAHD OWAID ABDUL

2026 A.D. 1448 A.H.



