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Thorington, James
by Ronnie W. Faulkner, 1996
7 May 1816–13 June 1887
James Thorington, lawyer, congressman, and diplomat, was born inWilmington [2], the son of John A. Thorington, a
Protestant Irishman. In 1827 he moved with his parents to Montgomery, Ala., where he attended the common schools. He
was enrolled at a Fayetteville [3], N.C., military school from 1830 until it was destroyed by fire in 1832. Afterwards he
entered the University of Alabama [4] at Tuscaloosa and in 1835 began to study law in his father's Montgomery office. He
soon moved to St. Louis, Mo., where he was followed by the entire family. He then set out trading and trapping on the
Missouri and Columbia rivers and for two years traveled the frontier, spending six months in the company of the legendary
Christopher (Kit) Carson.
In 1839 Thorington returned to Missouri and the family again relocated—this time to Davenport, Iowa, where the young
frontiersman set up a law practice. Elected mayor of Davenport in 1842, he served four terms (1843–47). He also was
probate judge of Scott County (1843–51) and clerk of the district court (1846–54). In 1854 Thorington ran for Congress as
an antislavery Whig [5], handily defeating Iowa's former Democratic [6] governor, Stephen Hempstead. Shortly after his
election in 1855, the new legislator, along with other prominent antislavery Whigs, joined the Republican party [7]. This
made Thorington the first Republican congressman from Iowa.
Thorington's greatest achievement in the House of Representatives was passage of the Iowa Land Grant Bill of 1856,
which provided that four million acres of federal land be given to the state as an incentive for railroad development. Iowa
acted quickly, making huge land grants to railroads for the purpose of developing east-to-west trunk lines. Yet this singular
accomplishment was the ultimate cause of Thorington's downfall. Many resented the generous grants, especially persons
in towns that were not beneficiaries of the new lines. Denied renomination, the former congressman made an
unsuccessful run for the U.S. Senate in 1858. Though his national political aspirations were ended, he remained involved
in Scott County, serving as sheriff (1859–63) and recorder (1864–68).
Thorington was rewarded for his strong Republicanism when President Ulysses S. Grant appointed him consul to
Aspinwall, Colombia, on 21 Jan. 1873. On 27 May he was named commercial agent to the city. That June the new consul
achieved notoriety for his refusal to withdraw American protection from the Virginius, a ship of U.S. registry charged by the
Spanish with shipping arms to Cuban revolutionaries. Thorington arranged for the vessel to leave Colombian waters
accompanied by the U.S. warship The Kansas under the watchful eyes of the crew of the Spanish gunboatBazan. He
was praised for "protect[ing] the Stars and Stripes in Columbian waters." Unfortunately, five months later the Virginius was
captured in international waters near Jamaica and fifty-three crew and passengers, some Americans, were executed by
the Spanish as pirates. The resulting dispute required international arbitration, with the Spanish government paying
$80,000 to the families of the American victims. Thorington continued as consul until 21 Oct. 1882, when he returned to
Davenport.
Thorington was active in a number of organizations, including the Odd Fellows, the Masons, and the Scott County
Pioneer Settlers Society. He married Vermontborn Mary Parker and they had seven children: James, Jr. (a surgeon),
Monroe P. (a soldier), Mary, Sarah, Naomi, Ella, and Jessie. Thorington died while visiting a daughter in Santa Fe,
N.Mex., and was returned to Davenport for burial in Oakdale Cemetery.
References:
Biog. Dir. Am. Cong. [8] (1989).
Biographical History and Portrait Gallery of Scott County, Iowa [9] (1895, repr. 1989).
Census of Scott County, Iowa (1850, 1860, 1870).
George W. Cullum, Biographical Register of the Officers and Graduates of the U.S. Military Academy, vol. 3 [10] (1891).
Benjamin F. Gue, History of Iowa from the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the Twentieth Century, vol. 4 [11] (1903).
1

Louis B. Ketz, ed., Dictionary of American History, rev. ed., vol. 7 [12] (1976).
Charles Lanman, Biographical Annals of the Civil Government of the United States during Its First Century[13] (1876, repr.
1976).
Tenth Annual Reunion of the Graduates of the U.S. Military Academy (1879).
Joseph F. Wall, Iowa: A Bicentennial History [14] (1978).
Who Was Who in America, vol. 2 [15] (1950).
Additional Resources:
Moriarty, P., and James Thorington. 1856. Maquoketa, IA. https://www.worldcat.org/title/maquoketa-ia-letter-to-jamesthorington-1856-jan-5/oclc/122553097 [16] (accessed July 2, 2014).
Thorington, James. 1856. Letter to Congressinoal GLobe. Washington, DC. https://www.worldcat.org/title/letter-tocongressional-globe-washington-dc-1856-aug-26/oclc/233100208 [17] (accessed July 2, 2014).
Thorington, James, and Justin S. Morrill. 1858. Letter to Justin S. Morrill. Davenport,
IA. https://www.worldcat.org/title/letter-to-justin-s-morrill-davenport-ia-1858-nov-6/oclc/233100216 [18] (accessed July 2,
2014).
Thorington, James, and James Strong Thorington. 1977. Thorington collection. https://www.worldcat.org/title/thoringtoncollection-1877-1955/oclc/070972714 [19] (accessed July 4, 2014).
University of Alabama, and Thomas Waverly Palmer. 1901. "Thorington, James Strong: 1883 Graduates in Schools and
Non-Graduates". A registrar of the Officers and Students of the University of Alabama, 18311901. http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc2.ark:/13960/t1rf5t29f;view=1up;seq=5 [20] (accessed July 2, 2014).
United States, and James Thorington. 1856. Railroads in the territories, to accompany Bill H.R. no. 390 ...
report. Washington: s.n. https://www.worldcat.org/title/railroads-in-the-territories-to-accompany-bill-hr-no-390report/oclc/015480214 [21] (accessed July 2, 2014).
Washburn, C. C. 1858. Cadwallader Colden Washburn letter. https://www.worldcat.org/title/cadwallader-colden-washburnletter-1858-december-18/oclc/865476520 [22](accessed July 2, 2014).
Subjects:
Biography [23]
Government agencies [24]
Lawyers [25]
Public officials [26]
UNC Press [27]
Authors:
Faulkner, Ronnie W. [28]
Origin - location:
Fayetteville [29]
Wilmington [30]
From:
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press.[31]
1 January 1996 | Faulkner, Ronnie W.
Source URL: https://ncpedia.org/biography/thorington-james
Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/thorington-james
[2] https://ncpedia.org/geography/wilmington
[3] https://ncpedia.org/fayetteville-0
[4] http://www.ua.edu/
[5] https://ncpedia.org/whig-party
[6] https://ncpedia.org/democratic-party
[7] https://ncpedia.org/republican-party
[8] https://archive.org/details/biographicaldire00unit
[9] https://www.worldcat.org/title/biographical-history-and-portrait-gallery-of-scott-county-iowa/oclc/6618273
[10] https://archive.org/details/biographicalregi03cull
[11] https://archive.org/details/historyofiowafro04gueb
[12] https://www.worldcat.org/title/dictionary-of-american-history/oclc/240361221
[13] https://archive.org/details/cu31924028770356
[14] https://www.worldcat.org/title/iowa-a-bicentennial-history/oclc/3414291
[15] https://archive.org/details/whoswhoinamerica02marq
2

[16] https://www.worldcat.org/title/maquoketa-ia-letter-to-james-thorington-1856-jan-5/oclc/122553097
[17] https://www.worldcat.org/title/letter-to-congressional-globe-washington-dc-1856-aug-26/oclc/233100208
[18] https://www.worldcat.org/title/letter-to-justin-s-morrill-davenport-ia-1858-nov-6/oclc/233100216
[19] https://www.worldcat.org/title/thorington-collection-1877-1955/oclc/070972714
[20] http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc2.ark:/13960/t1rf5t29f;view=1up;seq=5
[21] https://www.worldcat.org/title/railroads-in-the-territories-to-accompany-bill-hr-no-390-report/oclc/015480214
[22] https://www.worldcat.org/title/cadwallader-colden-washburn-letter-1858-december-18/oclc/865476520
[23] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
[24] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/go
[25] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/lawyers
[26] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
[27] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/unc-press
[28] https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/faulkner-ronnie-w
[29] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-48
[30] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-39
[31] https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

3

