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GENERAL WADDY THOMPSON
Jeffrey R. Willis*

Waddy Thompson. Jr. was the son of Chancellor Waddy Thompson
(1769-1845} and Eliza Blackbum Williams Thompson. The senior
Thompson was born in Virginia in 1769. He read law and was
admitted to the bar in Richmond. About 1790. he established a law
practice in Washington. Georgia. and married Eliza Blackburn
Williams. Within a few years. about 1793. they moved on to South
Carolina and settled near Pickinsville in the Pendleton District. Still
on the move. Waddy and Eliza Thompson seuled in Greenville
someiime between 1799 and 1802. He served in the South Carolina
House of | ives and. for three years. as a chancellor
of the SouthCarolina Court of Equity. This last position entitled him
to the title “Chancellor.™ '

On property outside the village of Greenville. the Thompsons
built a substantial dwelling in. or shortly after. 1802. They later sold
thehome to Tandy Walker. For many years it was the home of Barnet
and Mary C. Cleveland. Today itis the siteof Greenviile Senior High
School on Augusta Street. When the senior Thompson sold the
property. he and his wife built a new home in the village. In the mid-
1820s. Greenville built a new courihouse (which later became the
Record Building). The 'hompsons acquired the old courthouse.
moved it to land on North Main Street. and added two wings.* This
site was later occupied by the Mackey Mortuary and the Carolina
Theater. The Ontaray Hotel would later be built where the garden was
located. *

Elizabeth Thompson’s mother. Elizabeth Blackburn Williams.
eventually came to live with her daughter and son-in-law in their
Greenville home. She frequently sat under a tree at the corner of the

property and expressed a desire to be buried beneath it. Her wish was
honoied and. thus began the family cemetery. Elizabethand Waddy
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of 1he Federal Union. The Unionist sympathies that prevailed in
Greenvilie resulted primarily from the influence of Benjamin F.
Perry. the powerful editor of The Greenville Mouniuineer. Perry also
had an ally in the area’s prestigious summer visitor. Joel R. Poinsett.
who supported President Andrew Jackson. Because of this situation.
Thompson did not stand for re-election for the state legisiature in
1830. The state legislature then elected him to succeed Baylis J. Earle
as solicitor of the Westem Judicial District. *
Support of nullification led to iation between Th
and nullification’s author. John C. Calhoun. On July 8. 1832.
Calhoun wrote to Thompson: “The Tarriff Bill was late last evening
ordered to the 3d reading in the senate with many amendments all
going to increase the burden onus. . . . The question is nolongerone
of freetrade. but liberty and despotism. The hopeof the country now
rests on our gallant little State. Let every Carolinian do his duty.™"®
When South Carolina passed the Ordinance of Nullification in 1832.
President Jackson threatened 1o send federa) troops 10 bring the state
back into line." This threat caused such concem that a state militia
was fortned. Thompson was appointed a brigadier general of the 1*
Brigade of South Carolina Militia: thus. eaming for himself the
distinction of becoming “General™ Waddy Thompson.'"* Although
Thompson lacked actual militaiy experience. for the next ten yearshe
proved to be an able military administrator
General Thompson was not destined. however. fora careerin the
militia. His prominence in the legal profession inevitably led him to
be drafied back into political life as the ive in Congress of
the Greenville. Anderson. and Pickens Districts. A vacancy in
Congresswascreated in 1835 by the death of the |ncumbcnl Wayrcn
R. Davis of Pendl: Th won his seat. d
F. Perry. Thompson won in thiselection with the support of Calhoun.
who had established the Whig Party in South Caroiina as one means
of combating President Andrew Jackson 'soppositionto nullification.
Nationally the Whig Party consisted of all political groups that
opposed Jackson. Thompson seived in the House of Representatives
from September 10. 1835 to March 3. 184]1. He was re-elected in
1836 without opposition.”*
In Congress. Thompson cooperated with Calhoun and the Whig
Panty in theiropposition to the President. After Jackson’s second term
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won the national election announced his intention of rewarding
Waddy Thompson by making him the United States minister in
Mexico. Before the appointment could be made President Harrison
died just one month after his inauguration. His vice president. and
now the new president. John Tylerdelayed making the appointment
over concern that the Mexican government might object. While in
Congress Thompson had been outspoken in support of United States
annexation of Texas. Finally. Tyler honored Harrison's intentionand
gave the appointment to Thompson. Tyler's decision was probably
influenced by Mexico’s capture of themembersofan expedition sent
by Texasto Santa Fe toward the end of 1841. There was concemn in
the United States over the fate of these prisoners.™ The need to fill the
vacancy in Mexico City was all the greater then.

The new minister’s mission would not be an easy one. The
relationship between the United States and Mexico was embittered
over the question of Texas. Thompson was not at all certain of the
welcome he wouldreceive in Mexico. Another problem was that he
had no knowledge of the Spanish language. Thishe could attempt to
remedy. He quickly gave himself acourse in Spanish and developed
an adequate speaking knowledge of the language.*'

In April 1842. Thompson sailed from New Orleans and reached
Vera Cruz eight days later.” On the journey from Vera Cruz 1o
MexicoCity. he observed that the houses along the road looked more
like chicken coops than the houses of human beings.** He described
the climate of Mexico as being “elysian.” It is never warm enough
1o pull off yourcoat.and rarely cold enough to button it.™*

Upon anival in Mexico City. Thompson was coldly. but
courteously. received by the head of the Mexican government.

General Amomo Lopcz de Santa Anna. When presenting himself as
the new Ameri Th ke in Spanish. and won for
himself a warmer reception. Thompson admired Santa Anna as the
leader of a successful struggle for Mexican independence and as a

pp of a republican form of g . Asa young colonel in
the 1820s. Santa Anna had bravely led a revolt against the
dictatorship of Augustin de Iturbide. who had briefly declared himself
emperor of Mexico. Justa year before Thompson arrived in Mexico.
Santa Anna had boldly led a revolution which resulted in the
hrow of President Bui Although the general governed
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of Africans in that country. “The negro is regarded and Ireated there
as belonging 10 a degraded caste equally as in the United States.”™ He
did think that the condition and treatment of Africans was worse in
Mexico than in South Carolina. He observed that all the free laborers
in Mexico were Indians. and that all the large landowners were
Spanish or part Spanish.™' He compared the Mexican tortilla. which
was the mainstay in the diet of the Mexican masses. 10 the hoe cake
commonamong Africanslaves in the South.**

Thompson came to the conclusion that it would be an error for
the United States 10 annex Texas over the opposition of Mexico. His
friendshiptoward Mexico was without question genuine. His interests
as a planter. however. could conceivably have been affected by the
addition of Texas to the Union. Texas™ potential cotton production
might possibly flood the market and drive down prices in the other
cotton producing states.”

One of Thompson's accomplishments as the United States
minister was the release of 300 Texan prisoners. who otherwise might
very well have been executed. He went to see the prisoners the day
afier his arrival in Mexico City. Withrelative ease he persuaded Santa
Anna o release the American citizens among the prisoners. He asked
for more humane treatment of the Texans who were still being held
and was eventually able to secure the release of most of them
Thompson also intervened on behalf of 167 Texans who had been
captured during a Mexicanautack on thetown of Mier. Upon leaming
of an order 10 execute all of the Texans. he protested so strongly that
the Mexican governmentdecided to execute only one man in ten in
this group. Since in thiscase Thompson was intervening on behalfof
persons who were not citizens of the United Stales. diplomatic
historians have credited him with anticipating a later and broader
interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine which contends that it is the
duty of the United States to require that the nations of the Western

Hemisphere observe “their moral and legal obligations in
international affairs.™**

Thompson was even more successful in pleading on behalf of

another group of Texas citizens who were captured in a raid on San
Antonio in the fall of 1843. Among these prisoners was Samuel
Maverick. who had lefi the Pickens District in South Carolina to
settle in Texas. As a personal favor to Thompson. Mexico released
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Thompson's friendship for Mexico never waned. even after the
United States went 0 war with its southern neighbor in 1846. For
once the former diplomat seemed to be in agreement with majority
opinion in Greenville. The war was not popular in the western part of
South Carolina and not a single volunteer company was recruited
fiom the area.*' Afier United States forces captured Mexico City.
Thompsonarguedhat this country could notinflict a complete defeat
upon Mexico without ruining its finances.”* Certainly it must have

Thi that his brother-in-law. Pierce M. Butler. was
killedwhile ding the Palmetto Regi in Mexico.”

Thompson called the Americanaction against Mexico an unjust
war of conquest and urged that any annexations not go beyond the
RioGrande River.Althoughthe former minister was a genuine friend
of Mexico. his attitude was probably againinfluenced by the slavery
issue. [t was unlikely that any territory acquired west of the Rio
Grande would exer be admitied to the Union as a slave state. The
future admission of several new fiee states was a disturbing prospect

for a slave owner. Thompson even contacted his old politica}
adversary. John C. Calhoun. and urged him to lead an effort in the
United States Senate to end the conflict. Calhoun basically agreed
with Thompson's position and used some of his idea’s in a Senate
speech. However.Cathoundisagreedwith Th 3 ition o
the annexation of territory.**

After returning 1o Greenville. Thompson achieved success and
wealthas alawyerand a farmer. In his law practice. he was especially
successful in criminal cases and was also often in Washington
pleading before the Supreme count.*

When the Thompsons returned to Greenville. they resided on 200
acres of land purchased fiom Lemuel Alston by Chancellor
Thompsonin [815. Theirhome was located on what is today Broadus
Avenue. The estate consisted basically of the area that is now the
PetigruHistoric District.* Emmala Butler Thompson died in 1848.
In 1851 Waddy Thompson married Comelia Jones of Wilmington.
North Carolina. Perhaps the new Mrs. Thompson wanted a home of
her own design. As Thompson's law practice produced greater
affluence. he and his second wife soon planned the construction of a
residence on Paris Mountain.

In 1857. 600 acres on the south side of Paris Mountain Were
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