
Th  r  n t n r: Th  n n  f h rl  n r nd th  R
f th  R p bl n P rt
ll  . n pp

v l r H t r , V l  2 , N b r , pt b r , pp. 2 8 24  ( rt l

P bl h d b  Th  nt t t  n v r t  Pr
D : 0. h. .000

F r dd t n l nf r t n b t th  rt l

Access provided by University of Georgia (10 Aug 2016 15:39 GMT)

http : .jh . d rt l 4 8 0

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/419830


THE CRIME AGAINST SUMNER:
The Caning of Charles Sumner and the
Rise of the Republican Party

William E. Gienapp

When the Republican party elected its first President, Abraham
Lincoln, in 1860, only six years had elapsed since its formation, and only
four years since the creation of its national organization. Despite this
remarkable achievement, the party had a precarious early existence, and
emerged as the principal opposition to the Democrats only after a severe
and difficult struggle with the rival American or Know Nothing party. It
certainly was anything but clear initially that the Republicans would
become a permanent fixture in the two party system. In fact, the 1855
state elections were a serious setback for the fledgling party. With only
one year remaining until the 1856 presidential election, the Know
Nothings were the Democrats' most formidable opponent. Indeed, in
several Northern states the Know Nothings were so strong the
Republican party did not even exist.1
In late November 1855, as he surveyed the political disorder of the

previous two years, former New York Governor Washington Hunt
expressed strong doubts about the permanence of the Republican party.
He remained hopeful that the Whig party could be revived. Still, he
admitted that he was uneasy. With an eye to the convening of a new
Congress, now less than two weeks away, he predicted that the
Republicans, hoping for new outrages in Kansas and in Washington to
bolster their party's sagging fortunes, would try to provoke Southerners
with insults and bravado. "We must be prepared for high words and
stormy scenes," he warned, "but we will hope that there will be sense

I wish to acknowledge the financial support of the Mabelle McLeod Lewis
Memorial Fund, Stanford, California.

1 Historians are beginning to recognize the importance of the Know Nothings in the
politics of the 1850's. See Michael F. Holt, "The Politics of Impatience: The Origins of
Know Nothingism," Journal of American History, LX (Sept., 1973), 309-31. In 1855 the
Republican party did not exist in New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New-
Jersey, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and California.
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and moderation enough to prevent any desperate deeds, or any violent
action in Congress."2 Hunt's fears were as well taken as his optimism
misplaced. The most dramatic event of the session was the caning of
Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts by Representative Preston S.
Brooks of South Carolina. This was precisely the kind of event Hunt had
feared: it inflamed popular emotions in both the North and the South,
intensified sectional animosity, and destroyed the cherished hopes of
men such as himself for the preservation of a national conservative
party.
Most historians, in seeking to explain the rise of the Republican party,

have emphasized, sometimes almost without qualification, the Kansas
issue. There is no doubt that the repeal of the Missouri Compromise and
the ensuing troubles in the Kansas Territory were critical to the party's
increasing strength. Nevertheless, if this issue were primarily responsi-
ble for the party's growth, one must ask why, despite the persistence of
the Kansas crisis and the vigorous efforts of Republicans to capitalize on
it, the party had remained so weak. Why did the party's spectacular
growth occur in the late spring and summer of 1856, and not earlier?3
This is a complex question, but one reason that has not received the
emphasis it deserves is Brooks' attack on Sumner.
When Congress convened in December, 1855, observers quickly

noticed an intensified animosity between antislavery men and
Southerners.4 The continuing troubles in Kansas, where free-state men
had established their own government in opposition to the recognized
territorial authorities, greatly contributed to this hardening of feeling.
"We have before us a long session of excitement, & ribald debate,"
Sumner commented when debate over Kansas opened in the Senate.5 A
staunch antislavery man, Sumner immediately began preparing to speak
on affairs in Kansas. On May 19 and 20, 1856 he delivered a carefully
rehearsed speech on "The Crime Against Kansas," in which he severely
lashed the Administration, the South, and the proslavery men in Kansas.
The Republican leader also made scathing personal attacks on several
prominent Democrats, including Senator Andrew P. Buder of South

2 Washington Hunt to Samuel B. Ruggles, Nov. 22, Dec. 23, 1855, Washington Hunt
Papers, New York State Library.

3 Since there were no Northern state elections in the period May-July, 1856, the exact
timing of the movement of voters into the Republican party cannot be precisely charted,
but leaders of all parties agreed that the party gained a vast number of new adherents in
this period. Election returns provide ample evidence of the party's remarkable growth in
1856. The spring elections of that year were no more encouraging to the party than the fall
elections of the previous year. In Connecticut, for example, the last such election before
the events of May, the Republicans polled a discouraging 11 per cent of the vote. Yet in
November John C. Fremont secured a plurality of the popular vote in the North.

4 Edward Clark to Richard Yates, Feb. 27, 1856, Richard Yates Papers, Illinois State
Historical Library; Charles Sumner to Theodore Parker, Dec. 14, 1855, Copy, Theodore
Parker Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society. Hereafter, unless specified, the year for
manuscript and newspaper citations is 1856.

5 Sumner to Gerrit Smith, Mar. 18, Gerrit Smith Papers, Syracuse University.
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Carolina, then absent from the Senate. Sumner's attack on the sixty year
old Butler, a kindly man of charm and grace who was widely admired
and respected in Washington, produced considerable resentment.8
No one was more angered by Sumner's comments than Preston S.

Brooks. A distant relative of Buder's, Brooks was a proud, aristocratic
South Carolina congressman now serving his second term. He
considered Sumner's speech an insult to his aged relative and his state,
for which he decided to chastise the Massachusetts senator, as a
Southern gentleman would any inferior. When the Senate adjourned on
May 22, Brooks entered the Senate Chamber. Sumner was seated at his
desk, writing letters and franking copies of his speech. When the
Chamber was clear of ladies, Brooks walked up to Sumner's desk and,
pronouncing the speech a libel on South Carolina and on Butler, began
to strike the Senator over the head with a gutta percha cane. In his
excitement Brooks forgot his original intention merely to flog Sumner,
and began to hit him with all his strength. Sumner, stunned and blinded
by blood, vainly tried to ward off the blows to his head. Brooks
continued the attack, even after his cane had shattered, until he was
seized by a Northern congressman who had rushed to the scene of the
attack. Brooks' friends then quietly led him away.7 Sumner lay on the
floor, unconscious and bleeding profusely. The following day Brooks
informed his brother that he gave Sumner "about 30 first rate stripes"
with the cane. "Every lick went where I intended," he wrote
triumphandy.8 It was four years before Sumner returned to his seat in the
Senate.
At the insistence of the Republican members, the Senate established a

special committee of investigation. Lacking a single Republican
member, it met and prompdy decided that it had no jurisdiction over the
matter.9 Attention thus turned to the Republican dominated House of
Representatives. Although the House voted to appoint a committee of
investigation, only two Southern members, both border state men,
supported the majority. Speaker Nathaniel P. Banks of Massachusetts
6 The Crime Against Kansas (Washington, 1856) , 5, 29-30; National Intelligencer, June 3,

1857; Allan Nevins, Ordealof the Union (New York, 1947), II, 442. On May 21, even before
Brooks' assault, the moderate Washington Evening Star singled out Sumner's remarks
about Butler for particular condemnation. For a full discussion of the speech and ensuing
debate, see David Donald, Charles Sumner and the Coming of the Civil War (New York,
1965), 278-89.
r This summary of the assault is based on the testimony before the House Investigating

Committee {House Report, No. 182, 34 Cong., 1 sess.), entitled Alleged Assault upon
Senator Sumner; "Statement by Preston S. Brooks," Massachusetts Historical Society
Publications, LXI (1927-1928), 221-23; three memos by Edwin B. Morgan, one written the
day of the caning, concerning the assault on Sumner, all in the Edwin B. Morgan Papers,
Wells College; and Donald, Sumner, 290-97.
s Preston S. Brooks to J. H. Brooks, May 23, University of South Carolina.
9 Henry Wilson, The Rise and Fall of the Slave Power in America (Boston, 1884), II, 482-

83; Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess. [hereafter all citations are to this Congress and Session] ,
1279-80, 1317; James Shepherd Pike, First Bfows of the Civü. War (New York, 1879), 340-
41.
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appointed a committee which recommended by a straight party vote to
expel Brooks. After a heated debate the House voted for expulsion by
121 to 95, but as it required a two-thirds vote, the motion failed. Only one
Southern congressman voted against Brooks. Following the vote,
Brooks made a defiant speech in defense of his action and resigned,
confident that his constituents would support him. Unanimously re-
elected, he triumphantly returned to the session. Ultimately the only
punishment Brooks received was a $300 fine for assault levied by a
Washington court.10
Though the focus of this essay is on the Northern reaction to the

caning, it is necessary to examine briefly the Southern response, for the
former can be understood fully only against the background of the
latter. Some Southerners privately expressed disapproval of Brooks'
action.11 A handful even wrote letters of sympathy to Sumner.12 Other
Southerners, while not disapproving of the caning, criticized Brooks for
assaulting Sumner on the floor of the Senate. Senator James Mason of
Virginia, despite his belief that Sumner "did not get a lick amiss," added
that "for appearances it would have been better, had it lighted on him
outside the Chamber."13 Public criticism, however, was rare. The
general Southern response was one of strong approval.14 A virtual
unknown before the incident, Brooks returned home a hero and a
celebrity. Resolutions endorsing the assault were passed at meetings in
the South and a number of souvenir canes were ostentatiously presented
to him. "Every Southern man sustains me," Brooks boasted after the
caning. "The fragments of the stick are begged for as sacred relicts."15

10Cong. Globe, 1292, 1628, 1641, Appendix, 831-39; Donald, Sumner, 298,308; Edward
L. Pierce, Memoir of Charles Sumner (Boston, 1894), III, 488-92.
11William C. Preston to Francis Lieber, June 20, Francis Lieber Papers, Henry E.

Huntington Library; D. Gordon to John McLean, June 19, John McLean Papers, Library of
Congress; Gazaway B. Lamar to Howell Cobb, May 31, Ulrich B. Phillips (ed.), The
Correspondence of Robert Toombs, Alexander H. Stephens, and Howell Cobb
(Washington, 1913), 365-66. Avery Craven quotes a number of Southern newspapers
which criticized the manner and place of the assault, though usually not the act itself. The
Growth of Southern Nationalism (Baton Rouge, 1953), 232-36. An Alabama correspondent
reported that although many Southerners disapproved of the place or manner of the
caning, "the motive that actuated it is justified by all. . . ." J.P.C.-Mofaife" in New York
Journal of Commerce, June 7.
12Reverdy Johnson to Ceorge Sumner, May 26, J. J. Floumoy to Charles Sumner, May

31, Samuel Murdock to Sumner, June 7, Joseph M. Stevenson to Sumner, [July], Charles
Sumner Papers, Harvard University.

11 James Mason to George M. Dallas, June 10, George M. Dallas Papers, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania.
14"A Friend indeed" (from Columbia, S.C.) to Sumner, May 22, George Metts and

James M. Clopton to Sumner, May 27, Jonathan Goodman to Sumner, June 2, Sumner
Papers; James B. Clark to T. W. Clarke, June 23, George Wright Papers, Minnesota
Historical Society; Joseph D. Allen to William Whaley, July 31, University of South
Carolina.

15Preston S. Brooks to J. H. Brooks, May 23, University of South Carolina; Richmonu
Enquirer, May 30, and Columbia South Carolinian, May 28, Parker-Sumner Scrapbook,
Boston Public Library; New York Evening Post, Oct. 9.
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Meanwhile, Southern editors vied with each other in the enthusiasm of
their endorsements of Brooks. This praise was not confined to South
Carolina, where the press was unanimous in its approval. The influential
Richmond Enquirer declared:
We consider the act good in conception, better in execution, and best of all in consequence.
The vulgar Abolitionists in the Senate are getting above themselves. . . . They have
grown saucy, and dare to be impudent to gentlemen! . . . The truth is, they have been
suffered to run too long without collars. They must be lashed into submission.

Itwent on to suggest thatRepublican Senators HenryWilson and John P.
Hale would benefit from a similar beating. In another issue it demanded
that the Republicans in Congress be silenced if the Union were to
survive.16 The rival Richmond Whig hailed the assault as "A Good
Deed," and suggested that William H. Seward, another prominent
Republican Senator, "should catch it next," while the Richmond
Examiner maintained that Brooks' example should be followed by other
Southern gentlemen whose feelings were outraged.17 With the reckless
bravado that increasingly characterized Southern politics in this decade,
the Southern press deliberately taunted Northerners by their en-
dorsements of Brooks, phrasing them in a manner best designed to
humiliate Northern sensibilities.
Even before the Southern reaction was known, news of the attack on

Sumner electrified the North. Statements of shock and outrage poured in
to the stricken Senator from sympathizers. A Boston clergyman
declared, "I have experienced more moral misery in thinking on the
assault than any other event ever excited in me," while a prominent
German leader in Chicago testified that news of the attack "perfecdy
overwhelmed me with indignation and rage." Horace Mann, the famous
educator, eloquently expressed Northern sentiment when he wrote
Sumner: "We are all not only shocked at the outrage committed upon
you, but we are wounded in your wounds, & bleed in your bleeding."
Richard Henry Dana, Jr. perhaps best described the impact of the
assault when he told Sumner, "When Brooks brought his cane in contact
with your head, he completed the circuit of electricity to 30 millions!"18
The depth of feeling and the level of excitement in the North

surpassed anything observers had witnessed. A western correspondent
assured Sumner that he had never seen men so aroused before; William

16Harold Schulz, Nationalism and Sectionalism in South Carolina, 1852-1860 (Durham,
1950), 119-20; Richmond Enquirer, June 12, in Works of Charles Sumner (Boston, 1875),
IV, 279; Richmond Enquirer, June 9, quoted in New York Herald, June 10.
17Richmond Whig, n.d., Richmond Examiner, May 30, Petersburg Intelligencer, n.d.,

all in Parker-Sumner Scrapbook. Many extreme Southern comments were quoted in the
Northern press. See the [Boston] Liberator, June 13, and the New York Times, June 3, for
other examples. The violently anti-abolitionist New York Herald, June 3, 25, bitterly
condemned the tone of the Southern press.
18E. P. Whipple to Sumner, June 11, Herman Kreisman to Sumner, May 21 [22?],

Sumner Papers; Horace Mann to Sumner, May 27, Horace Mann Papers, Massachusetts
Historical Society; Richard Henry Dana, Jr. to Sumner, July 1, Sumner Papers.
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H. Furness, the prominent clergyman, observed the same response in
Philadelphia. A New York man told Banks that no event in the history of
Congress had produced so much excitement.19 The greatest indignation
naturally was felt in Massachusetts, where conservatives were badly
shaken by the depth of the sectional animosity they observed. "You can
have little idea of the depth & intensity of the feeling which has been
excited in New England," Robert C. Wintiirop warned Senator John J.
Crittenden of Kentucky after the assault. Edward Everett, a sober, level-
headed observer, affirmed that "when the intelligence of the assault on
Mr. Sumner . . . reached Boston, it produced an excitement in the
public mind deeper and more dangerous than I have ever witnessed. It
was the opinion of some persons that if a leader daring & reckless
enough had presented himself, he might have raised any number of men
to march on Washington."20
Public indignation over the Sumner-Brooks affair inevitably increased

when news arrived that the town of Lawrence, Kansas, headquarters of
the free-state movement, had been "sacked" by a proslavery army the
day before the attack on Sumner. Historians now know that the reports
of the attack on Lawrence were grossly exaggerated.21 Still, as the first
accounts arrived, Republican newspapers shrilly proclaimed that yet
another proslavery outrage had occurred. The coincidental timing of
these two events served to magnify northern indignation. Winthrop
reported with alarm that the "concurrence of the Kansas horrors" with
me Sumner caning "has wrought up the masses to a state of fearful
exasperation." Winthrop's fellow conservative Bostonian, Amos A.
Lawrence, noted that the invasion of Lawrence and the assault on
Sumner had excited the people of the country more than he had ever
seen.22
During the initial outcry over the caning, a handful of Republicans

believed that the Kansas outrages were more important.23 This view,
however, was decidedly the exception among seasoned political
observers. Despite the attack on Lawrence, most politicians in the North
agreed that, at least during the first weeks immediately following these
19M. S. Wilkinson to Sumner, May 27, William H. Furness to Sumner, May 29, Sumner

Papers; A. H. Benjamin to Nathaniel P. Banks, June 2, Nathaniel P. Banks Papers, Library
of Congress. See also the Cincinnati Commercial, May 24, Philadelphia Public Ledger,
June 7, and New York Tribune, May 24. Non-Republicans concurred in this view. See
James H. Sanford to "My Dear Kingman," May 31, William L. Marcy Papers, Library of
Congress.
20Robert C. Winthrop to John J. Crittenden, June 3, John J. Crittenden Papers, Library

of Congress; Everett to Horace Maynard, Oct. 3, 1857, Everett to Mr. and Mrs. Stanard,
June 4, Edward Everett Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.
21James C. Malin, "Judge Lecompte and the 'Sack of Lawrence,' May 21, 1856," Kansas

Historical Quarterly, XX (August, 1953), 465-94; Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 434-37.
22Winthrop to Crittenden, June 3, Crittenden Papers; Amos A. Lawrence, Diary, June 8,

Amos A. Lawrence Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.
23John Allison to McLean, June 2, McLean Papers; George White to Banks, June 10,

Banks Papers; Springfield [Massachusetts] Republican, May 27.
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two events, the Sumner assault was more important in producing
northern indignation. Meetings to protest the caning dwarfed Kansas
meetings in size, they attracted many more non-Republicans, both in the
audience and as participants, and revealed morewidespread excitement
and deeply felt anger. There are several reasons why this was the case.
Unlike accounts of the Sumner-Brooks incident, the news from Kansas
was invariably fragmentary, uncertain, and contradictory; the
deliberate attack on a senator for words spoken in debate seemed an
attack on the Constitution, and as such it was much more ominous and
threatening than events in a distant, sparsely settled territory. "The
Kansas murders are on the border and border men are always
represented and known to be often desperate but to see a senator
assaulted in the Senate Chamber no one can find any excuse for it," one
Northerner explained.24 Not only did Brooks' act undermine the basic
principles of the American political system, but Northerners were
keenly aware of the deliberately insulting nature of the caning. "We all
or nearly all felt that we had been personally maltreated & insulted," a
Boston man told Sumner afterwards.25 Men who had listened for over a
year to stories of Kansas outrages without feeling that drastic action was
necessary were suddenly shaken from their complacency by the
Sumner affair. "The Northern blood is boiling at the outrage upon you,"
a New York Republican wrote Sumner. "It really sinks Kansas out of
sight."26
Nothing better demonstrated the almost universal extent of the

outrage over the assault than the indignation meetings held in the North
in late May and early June. Countless meetings, in small towns as well as
large cities, in the West as well as the East, protested the caning.27 The
two most significant meetings were held in New York City and Boston.
In New York a large group assembled at the Broadway Tabernacle to

condemn the assault. The impulse for the meeting came largely from
conservatives. Aware of the harmful consequences of making the
meeting a partisan gathering, Republicans quietly encouraged its

14 Henry N. Walker to John S. Bagg, June 24, John S. Bagg Papers, Henry E. Huntington
Library.
25John P. Jewett to Sumner, May 28, Sumner Papers. For evidence that Brooks

deliberately intended to insult Sumner, see J. H. Brooks to Dear Sir, August 16, 1893,
University of South Carolina; and Avery Craven, The Coming of the Civil War (New
York, 1942), 367, citing the personal reminiscences of James Simons.
26George E. Baker to Sumner, June 7, M. S. Perry to Sumner, Oct. 25, Sumner Papers.

George W. Julian, the prominent Indiana Republican, recalled that the assault on Sumner
"perhaps did more to stir the blood of the people of the Northern States than any of the
wholesale outrages thus far perpetrated" in Kansas. Political Recollections, 1840-1872
(Chicago, 1884), 153. See also the New York Tribune, June 3, and Address of Hon. N. P.
Banks . . . [at] the Merchants Exchange (September 25, 1856) (New York, 1856), 15.
27Notices of many such meetings appear in the newspapers during the first weeks after

the assault. Also see the resolutions in the Sumner Papers, and Donald, Sumner, 300.
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organization but shrewdly left its direction to others.28 The Tabernacle
was jammed to overflowing, with perhaps as many as 5,000 people
inside, and thousands more outside, unable to gain entrance. The
conservative influence at the meeting was readily apparent. George
Griswold, one of the city's most respected merchants, presided. Vice
presidents included such notable conservatives as Luther Bradish,
William Kent, James A. Hamilton, and William F. Havemeyer. Among
the speakers were Daniel Lord, a leading member of the bar; Samuel B.
Ruggles, a prominent Know Nothing and formerWhig; John A. Stevens,
President of the Bank of Commerce; and Charles King, President of
Columbia College. The crowd cheered as Lord defended free speech
and denounced the Senate for failing to uphold its privileges; as King
declared that the time had come for the North to act as well as talk; as
Stevens called for "union at the ballot box" to stop these outrages; and as
Ruggles asserted that if Congress would not maintain its dignity, then
"force must be met by force."29 At the end of the meeting, the audience
roared its approval of the moderatelyworded resolutions. Yet observers
noted that the crowd was prepared for even stronger language.30
Describing this meeting as "the most remarkable & significant

assembly I ever attended," publisher George Putnam asserted that "no
public demonstration has ever equalled this denunciation of the
alarming crime. . . . The feeling was deep, calm, but resolute."
Another observer noted that the vast multitude was "earnest, unani-
mous, and made up of people who don't often attend political
gatherings." It was led by men "not given to fits of enthusiasm or
generous sympathy, unlike[ly] to be prominent in anything wherein the
general voice of the community does not sustain them."31
Commentators immediately recognized the significance of the

meeting.32 Antislavery sentiment had never been strong in New York
City, where conservatives had persistently sought grounds of political
accommodation with the South. In the aftermath of the assault on

2" New York Tribune, May 30, 31; John Jay to Sumner, May 27, Sumner Papers. When
the call finally appeared, the Republican Tribune urged that the meeting be left to
conservative control, but that others attend. The conservative Journal of Commerce, May
30, gave the meeting a cautious endorsement.

2!l Full accounts of the meeting are in the New York Tribune, Times, Evening Post, and
Herald, May 31. Philip Foner, Business and Slavery: The New York Merchants and the
Irrepressible Conflict (Chapel Hill, 1941), I04n, lists the political affiliations of the officers
at the meeting. Only a small minority were Republicans.

•m Allan Nevins and Milton Halsey Thomas (eds.), The Diary of George Templeton
Strong (New York, 1952), II, 276; New York Evening Post, May 31; Henry Hill to George
Hill, June 2, George D. Hill Papers, Michigan Historical Collection, University of
Michigan.
¦'" George Putnam to George Sumner, May 30, Sumner Papers; Diary of George

Templeton Strong, v. 2, 276.
12 Washington correspondence. New York Times, June 4.
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Sumner—a man for whom they had no political sympathy—they
suddenly found themselves using language which previously they
would have thought inflammatory. The New York Tribune was struck
by this change in public sentiment. Men who had always been
"conservative and cotton loving to the last degree," it noted, were now
denouncing the Slave Power: "At no period since the formation of the
Constitution has the public mind of this city been wrought to such a
pitch of feeling and indignation as at the present moment." Putnam
excitedly proclaimed that "a new era is inaugurated. . . . Never in my
life have I felt anything like the stirring excitement & earnest
determination which has been roused up by the blows of that
bludgeon."33
Things did not go as smoothly in Boston, where Sumner in the past had

created many bitter opponents as well as ardent supporters. A
preliminary, hastily arranged meeting assembled on Friday evening,
May 23. Although an anonymous call had been issued only that
afternoon, the meeting had to be moved to a larger hall to accommodate
the crowd, estimated at over 3,000, including many men who had not
been seen before in an antislavery or Republican gathering. The meeting
was in many ways spontaneous, for there had been little consultation
beforehand, and no prior arrangement as to officers or speakers. In the
absence of formal arrangements, the audience called out prominent
men as speakers, including Wendell Phillips and Theodore Parker, both
conspicuous abolitionists. Republican leaders, hoping to rally men of all
political persuasions behind Sumner, were dismayed when Phillips and
Parker responded with extreme antislavery speeches. Parker in
particular delivered an ill-advised speech in which he charged that the
respectable citizens of Boston were responsible for the attack because of
their previous hostility to Sumner, and that these men now sympathized
with Brooks. William B. Spooner, a prominent Republican, spoke after
Parker and tried to repair the damage by denying the accuracy of
Parker's accusation. Still, hard feelings remained. The meeting
concluded with me appointment of a committee to organize a formal
meeting the following evening at Faneuil Hall.34
With a full day to organize the subsequent meeting, the committee

took great pains to avoid the blunders of the previous evening. "The
public sentiment of Boston was right in the matter & demanded &
would have expression if not through the right channels then it must have

33 New York Tribune, May 31; Putnam to George Sumner, May 30, John Jay to Charles
Sumner, June 3, E. A. Stansbury to Sumner, May 29, Sumner Papers. Men unsympathetic
to Republicanism made the same observation. See, for example, James H. Sanford, an
editor of the conservative Journal of Commerce, to "My Dear Kingman," May 31, Marcy
Papers.

14 Boston Daily Advertiser, May 24; Springfield Republican, May 26; New York
Tribune, May 26, June 4; New York Times, May 24; Jacob A. Dresser to Sumner May 25,
Sumner Papers. The call is printed in the Boston Evening Transcript, May 23. Phillips'
speech is in the Liberator, May 30.
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come through others," one organizer explained afterwards.35 In order to
secure the attendance of prominent men of all parties, and thus assure
maximum impact, the organizing committee sought to divest the
meeting of any partisan aspect. Sumner's personal friends and political
associates, recognizing the value of expressions of support from
Sumner's opponents, refrained from taking a prominent part in the
demonstration. The ill effects of some of the speeches on Friday night,
however, made the committee's task difficult. Some leading conser-
vatives agreed to attend only on the understanding that it would not be a
Republican rally. Nevertheless, Governor Henry J. Gardner, always
sensitive to shifts in public opinion, agreed to preside, while such
notable conservatives as Samuel Whalley, Peleg Chandler, and Mayor
Alexander H. Rice consented to participate. Even George Hillard,
despite his cool personal relations with Sumner, agreed to speak after he
saw the proposed resolutions. The meeting was a rousing success. A
crowd perhaps as large as 5,000 cheered speeches which denounced the
assault as barbaric and Brooks as a coward, defended the right of free
speech, and upheld the honor of Massachusetts. Only John A. Andrew (a
Republican) violated the non-partisan nature of the meeting when he
demanded Sumner's re-election to the Senate because of the assault. A
set of moderate resolutions, carefully drafted to preclude dissent, was
easily approved.36
When the meeting adjourned, its Republican organizers felt that their

efforts had achieved the desired results. It was important, party leaders
believed, to reach men who normally would not attend a Republican
meeting or be influenced by Republican appeals. With this non-partisan
strategy, they hoped to convince conservatives of the soundness of the
Republican party and its principles. A Boston Republican told Sumner
that by using the popular indignation over the assault "we can bring
together a large class of influential people, who would not be so likely
otherwise to step within our ranks."37 "Doubtless some of yr personal
& political friends might have been better pleased with a different
organisation of the meeting," a member of the committee explained to
Sumner, "but it would appear far more important in your present
position at Washington that you should have the support of Massa-
chusetts as a Commonwealth firmly & decidedly expressed than a
mere exuberant outburst of feeling from particular friends." In the
aftermath of these meetings, observers expressed their astonishment at
35Dresser to Sumner, May 25, Sumner Papers.
36Dresser to Sumner, May 25, Sumner Papers; Boston Daily Advertiser, May 26; New

York Tribune, June 4; Donald, Sumner, 301. Although Republicans did not play a
conspicuous part in the meeting, they were active in organizing it: Dresser, Thomas
Russell, Seth Webb, Jr., Samuel Gridley Howe, Ezra Lincoln, Jr., and Charles Congdon
were prominent organizers, and Russell drafted the resolutions.
37James W. Stone to Sumner, June 2, Sumner Papers. Stone referring to a public

reception for Sumner, rather than an indignation meeting, but the point is still relevant.
Also see F. H. Underwood to Sumner, July 12, Sumner Papers.
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the change in public opinion in Boston. "To many of those hitherto
esteemed as unconvertible Hunkers," one of Sumner's friends reported
with approval, the assault seemed to be "the last feather that breaks the
camels back of their sympathy with Slavery." "It seems like living in a
new world," another supporter marveled afterwards.38
Some Republicans, such as the Massachusetts reformer Samuel

Gridley Howe, disagreed with the attempt to make these meetings non-
partisan. Strong antislavery men complained about their lack of
influence at these meetings. 39 At the same time, not all conservatives
were willing to forget past differences and attend such meetings. Daniel
Webster's son Fletcher asserted that if Sumner "would indulge in such
attacks ... he ought at least to take the precaution of wearing an iron
pot on his head." Several members of the conservative Curtis family
expressed approval of the beating. But the two most prominent men
who declined to attend were Winthrop and Everett, although both told
the committee they disapproved of the assault.40
In the wake of these indignation meetings, many men described the

North as united in condemnation of Brooks. Dana, for example,
reported that "it looks ... as though the North was going all one
way."41 Yet this appearance of unanimity was misleading. A few
Northerners openly approved of Brooks' course, and more expressed
such sentiments privately. Several prominent newspapers tempered
their criticism of the assault with the assertion that Sumner had
provoked it by his speech.42 Although in a more limited way than in the
South, Northern public opinion on the caning was coercive, a situation
Republicans used to pressure reluctant conservatives to cooperate with
the party. A full month after the assault Everett, who had good reason to
know, commented that the caning of Sumner "threw the entire
north . . . into a frenzy of excitement ... & no one dares speak
aloud on the subject except to echo the popular voice." Former

38Dresser to Sumner, May 25, James W. Stone to Sumner, May 22, Seth Webb, Jr., to
Sumner, June 24, Sumner Papers.
39Howe to Sumner, May 25, Sumner Papers; E. B. Chace to Samuel J. May, Jr., June 11,

Williav Lloyd Garrison Papers, Boston Public Library.
40Charles Congdon, Reminiscences of a Journalist (Boston, 1880), 84, 89; Donald,
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Everett Papers; Winthrop, Diary, June 7, quoted in Robert C. Winthrop, Jr., A Memoir of
Robert C. Winthrop (Boston, 1897), 182-84. As a result of his refusal to attend the meeting,
Everett came under intense attack, and he hastily tried to make amends. In one of his
lectures, he condemned the recent violence in Kansas and Washington. Everett, Diary,
May 25, 31; Works of Charles Sumner, IV, 323.
41Richard Henry Dana, Jr., to his wife, May 30, Copy, Dana Papers, Massachusetts
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42"A Pennsylvanian who is Opposed to Slavery" to Sumner, May 25, Sumner Papers;

George S. Snelling to Joseph Lane, July 24, Joseph Lane Papers, Indiana University; J. B.
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Governor Emory Washburne of Massachusetts made a similar
complaint about Republican pressure after the assault: "It is not enough
that you agree with them. You must say your creed in their words with
their intonation and just when they bid you or they hang or burn you as a
heretic."43 Some observers, especially conservatives frightened by the
increasing sectionalism of American politics, vainly argued that the
assault was purely a personal affair between Brooks and Sumner. But the
enthusiastic and widespread support of Brooks in the South, and the
ardent championing of Sumner in the North, necessarily made it a
sectional incident. "That which hitherto has been an issue between the
Southern Senators and Mr. Sumner," the New York Tribune asserted,
"they have now made an issue between them and the great body of the
people of the North. . . . "44
Although Northern indignation meetings were non-partisan,

"Bleeding Sumner" inevitably became a Republican issue. It was an
ideal issue in several respects. Freedom of speech had always been a
sacred American principle. Northerners, after years of abolitionist
agitation, were keenly aware that, at least on the slavery issue, freedom
of speech had long ago ceased in the South. Now it seemed direcdy
under attack in Congress. The fact that the Constitution specifically
protected congressional freedom of debate made the assault more
startiing. A conservative Republican organ, the Illinois State Journal,
which was not given to exaggeration, characterized the assault as "the
most direct blow to freedom of speech ever made in this country." "The
great thing before the free states is the fact that freedom of debate is
practically destroyed in Congress," one Massachusetts Republican
solemnly proclaimed: "The inmost essence of the Constitution, that
which gives it life and meaning, has been struck at, and grievously
wounded, if not killed." This attack on free speech, and the subsequent
failure of the Senate to defend its privileges, was the theme of Lord's
widely reprinted speech at the NewYork meeting.45 Republicans lost no
time in linking this issue with the assault, and the defense of free speech
with their party. Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, Free Speech, and
Fremont, chanted the party faithful in 1856.
According to Republicans, Brooks' attack was ominous because it was

part of a conspiracy to destroy free speech and liberty everywhere. In
explaining why the Sumner assault had aroused "a deeper feeling in the

43Everett to Mrs. Charles Eames, June 21, Copy, Everett Papers; Washburne to
Winthrop, June 7, quoted in Donald, Sumner, 303.
44New York Herald, June 7; John Reynolds to Lyman Trumbull, June 14, Lyman
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public heart of the North than any other event of the past ten years," the
staid New York Times commented:

The great body of the people, without distinction of party, feel that their rights have been
assailed in a vital point, — that the blow struck at SUMNER takes effect upon Freedom of
Speech in that spot where, without freedom of speech, there can be no freedom of any
kind. . . .4e

This issue could be linked effectively to the Kansas outrages for,
according to Republicans, free-state men in Kansas had been murdered
and terrorized, and free-state newspapers destroyed, because they
opposed slavery. The infamous code of laws enacted by the proslavery
territorial legislature had even made it a crime to assert that slavery did
not legally exist in Kansas . Both in Kansas and in the nation's capital, men
seemed to be attacked for what they said. Slavery propagandists, the
Cincinnati Gazette asserted, "cannot tolerate free speech anywhere, and
would stifle it in Washington with the bludgeon and the bowie-knife, as
they are now trying to stifle it in Kansas by massacre, rapine and
murder." Other Republican newspapers echoed this theme. Nor was
this threat to liberty confined to Washington and Kansas. "It seems that
the Missouri Kansas Statutes, with additions, are to be established
throughout the Union," one Indiana man wrote to Sumner. HenryWard
Beecher concisely brought these themes together in a powerful article
on the caning entided "Silence Must be Nationalized." Such events were
part of a "long-formed, deeply-laid plan, of destroying free speech in
the Republic, and making SILENCE NATIONAL!," he argued. Brooks
"was the arm, but the whole South was the body!"47
This linking of the Sumner and Kansas outrages was an extremely

important aspect of the Republicans' use of the caning as a campaign
issue. Republicans, far from viewing the Sumner assault as competing
with the Kansas crisis for public attention, viewed diem as mutually re-
inforcing. Historians have recognized that Bleeding Sumner and
Bleeding Kansas were very powerful Republican symbols in the 1856
campaign. However, the manner in which the Sumner outrage gave
credence to Bleeding Kansas has not been sufficiendy emphasized. "It
may seem hard to think but still it is true that the north needed in order to
see the slave aggression, one of its best men Butchered in Congress, or
something else as wicked which could be brought home to them. Had it
not been for your poor head, the Kansas outrage would not have been
felt at the North. . . ,"one supporter consoled Sumner.48 Despite a year
of agitation by the Republican press over the situation in Kansas, many
Northerners, especially conservative former Whigs, remained skeptical

46New York Times, June 3; Cincinnati Gazette, May 27.
47Cincinnati Gazette, May 24; Joseph Brady to Sumner, May 24, Sumner Papers; New-

York Independent, June 12. For the Kansas Code, see Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 383-
88.
4' F. A. Sumner to Sumner, June 24, Sumner Papers.
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of Republican claims. Such men were naturally suspicious of agitation
and abolitionism anyway, and it was difficult to decide what was the
truth about Kansas. This changed with the Sumner assault. Men were
now more easily convinced that Southern aggression was a fact, that the
South was capable of any atrocity to maintain its national power. "Soon
men will be convinced Kansas difficulties are real, not stories circulated
without foundation, for mere political capital," a correspondent assured
Congressman Edwin B. Morgan after the caning. A Vermont
Republican agreed: "Brooks has knocked the scales from the eyes of the
blind, and they now see!"4?
At the same time, the Sumner assault gave the Republican party

another means of increasing anti-Southern sentiment in the North.50 This
was consistent with the party's primary goal, which was more to check
the political power and arrogance of the South than to attack slavery.
When confronted with united Southern opinion, it was only a short step
from condemning Brooks to condemning the South. The Republican
view of the South as a backward, degraded, barbaric society built on
brutality and depravity, gained increased credibility as Southerners
rallied to the defense of Brooks, the symbol of everything that
Northerners despised in Southern chivalry. Brooks, in Republican
rhetoric, became the inevitable product of a slave society. The North
was the symbol of civilization, the South of barbarism. "The symbol of
the North is the pen; the symbol of the South is the bludgeon," Beecher
thundered at the New York meeting to tremer dous cheering.51 A
prominent New York conservative, earlier sympathetic to the South,
now denied diat Southerners were the cultivated aristocrats so often
pictured: "they are, in fact, a race of lazy, ignorant, coarse, sensual,
swaggering, sordid, beggarly barbarians, bullying white men and
breeding litde niggers for sale." This had been a common abolitionist
theme, but Northerners generally had resisted endorsing it. Now it did
not appear so extreme. Confessing that he was almost incredulous at the
Southern applause of Brooks, a Boston conservative concluded:
It proves to me a lower civilization than I would ever before believe, tho' Parker, fit those
called extreme, have often & very calmly insisted upon this very fact, while I have warmly
denied it. . . . But I . . . must in sorrow concede that the prestige of refined life fit its
requirements is totally insufficient to secure even the first decencies of civilized life.
"To indicate the Barbarism of Slavery," one Boston paper succincdy

49Henry Morgan to Edwin B. Morgan, May 28, Edwin B. Morgan Papers; E. P. Walton
to Morrill, May 28, Morrill Papers.
50For the importance of anti-Southern, as distinguished from antislavery, sentiment in
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"Slaver)' and the Slave Power: A Crucial Distinction," Civil War History, XV (March,
1969) 5-18.
51New York Tribune, May 31.
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declared, "Charles Sumner had only to appear before an audience."52
The ideological significance of the Sumner caning was not the new

ideas it developed, but die way it strengthened the persuasiveness of
already existing Republican themes. Republicans used the Sumner
assault and the incidents in Kansas to support their basic contention that
the South, or more accurately, the Slave Power, had united in a design to
stamp out all liberties of Northern white men. This became one of the
most important and persuasive themes in the Republican campaign of
1856. Northern liberties, Northern manhood, Northern equality were all
under assault by the Slave Power, party spokesmen argued. By such
rhetoric, Republicans made the threat posed by the Slave Power seem
much more real and personal. They used the symbol of slavery, the
essence of everything Northerners feared and hated, to express this
threat. Thus the New York Evening Post asked after the caning:
Has it come to this, that we must speak with bated breath in the presence of our Southern
masters. . . ? If we venture to laugh at them, or to question their logic, or dispute their
facts, are we to be chastised as they chastise their slaves? Arewe too, slaves, slaves for life,
a target for their brutal blows, when we do not comport ourselves to please them?
Brooks' blows were directed at every Northern freeman and must be
resisted, contended a conservative New York minister after attending
the meeting at the Tabernacle. "If the South appeal to the rod of the
slave for argument with the North," he sternly insisted, "no way is left for
the North, but to strike back, or be slaves." The Slave Power, arrogant
and domineering, was determined to rule the country at all costs, the
New York Times declared. The Sumner assault helped confirm the
impression that "it will stop at no extremity of violence in order to
subdue the people of the Free States and force them into a tame
subserviency of its own domination."53
To the modern reader, these Republican claims seem grossly

exaggerated. Yet they struck a responsive chord in the minds of
coundess Northerners.54 Historians have not given sufficient attention to
the manner in which Republicans utilized the civil liberties issue in the
1850's. Most Northerners had no sympathy for a crusade to abolish
slavery in the South. But from their perspective the South, not the North,
was acting aggressively, and Northern rights, not Southern, were under
attack. After the Civil War a Republican journalist argued, with some
justice, that the slavery issue would not have been so precipitated "but
for the fatuity of the slaveholders, exhibited in their persistent demand

52Diary of George Templeton Strong, II, 275; R. E. Apthrop to Sumner, May 29, Sumner
Papers; Boston Evening Transcript, July 17, I860. Eric Fonerprovides a good discussion of
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that there should be no discussion." Avery Craven is only partially cor-
rect when he says that the sectional conflict "assumed the form of a
conflict between right and rights."55 For Republicans, as well as South-
erners, the issue was one of rights.
Some Democrats, such as the distinguished Pennsylvania jurist

Jeremiah S. Black, charged the Republicans with hypocrisy on this
issue.56 Such criticism was not totally without foundation. The fact that it
was a leading Republican Senator who had been struck down, rather
than someone else, influenced the response of both parties, Republican
and Democratic. No doubt Republicans exploited the assault for
political advantage, and such agitation did nothing to improve
understanding between sections. Still their protests cannot be dismissed
as mere party rhetoric. If these outrages had been isolated incidents, it
would have been impossible to convince Northern public opinion that a
real threat existed. What made the Republican view compelling was the
fact that these latest outrages were part of a long series of what were
perceived as assaults on Northern civil liberties, beginning with the gag
rule in the 1830's. This cumulative effect, coupled widi the particularly
dramatic nature of the assault on Sumner and the sack of Lawrence,
convinced many Northerners that these charges were more than
political propaganda. After explaining that he had paid litde attention to
political matters in the past, one of Seward's correspondents confessed
that the Sumner and Kansas outrages "startled me as tho a thunderbolt
has fallen at my feet." The assault on Sumner was "not merely an
incident, but a demonstration," Hannibal Hamlin's father-in-law
asserted. Citing the repeal of the Missouri Compromise, the invasions of
Kansas, the behavior of Southern congressmen, the policy of the
Administration, and all the acts of violence of the period, he concluded:
bring all the proofs together & do as they not furnish a clear demonstration of a settled
purpose to annihilate freedom. ... It seems to me the demonstration is as certain as any
demonstration in mathematics. Incidents are no longer incidents—they are links in the
chain of demonstration, infallible, plain, conclusive.57

Republican strategists were acutely aware that concern for the
welfare of blacks, free or slave, had never been a strong sentiment in the
free states, and that appeals based on the immorality of slavery were not
calculated to bring political success.58 The symbols of Bleeding Sumner
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and Bleeding Kansas allowed Republicans to attack the South without
attacking slavery. By appropriating the great abolitionist symbol of the
Slave Power, and linking it to the threat to Northern rights, Republicans
made a much more powerful appeal to Northern sensibilities than they
could have otherwise. As John Van Buren warned James Buchanan
during the campaign, this appeal was especially strong among old
Jacksonian Democrats. Such men coupled an intense hatred of the slave
with a bitter animosity against slaveholders.59 The acrimonious struggle
between the Van Buren Democrats and Southern political leaders in the
previous decade had made them especially sensitive to charges of
Southern arrogance and dictation. They were quite willing to enter a
movement to check the political power of the South, but not to strike at
slavery. One rank-and-file Democrat who joined the Republican party
after the Sumner caning denied that he had any sympathy for
abolitionism, or that his views on the social position of blacks had
changed. But he was no longer willing to tolerate the aggressions of the
Slave Power in Congress, in Kansas, and in the country generally: "Had
the Slave power been less insolently aggressive, I would have been
content to see it extend . . . but when it seeks to extend its sway by fire
& sword ... I am ready to say hold enough!" "Reserve no place for
me," he told a long-time Democratic associate, "I shall not come back."60
By powerfully appealing to and exciting Northern emotions,

Republicans utilized the Sumner and Kansas outrages to produce a deep
bitterness against the South among coundess Northerners. "I havenever
before seen anything at all like the present state of deep, determined, &
desperat feelings of hatred, & hostility to the further extension of
slavery, & its political power," one man commented to Seward in
discussing the Brooks case. Democrats were alarmed by the intensity of
anti-Southern feeling they observed in the North. An Illinois Democrat
informed Buchanan: "There is a terrible rancor in the public mind
against the people and institutions of the south—a rancor utterly
uncontrolable and I do not know but it is bound to be perpetual."
Supporters of Millard Fillmore made the same observation.
Republicans had created "a deep seated and almost vindictive
Antipathy . . . over the entire north towards the entire south," the
president of the New York State Council of the American party told
Fillmore after the 1856 election.61
Republicans were incalculably aided by the South's foolish course in

59John Van Buren to James Buchanan, June 10, James Buchanan Papers, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania. Also see the excellent discussion in Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor,
Free Men, 149-85.
60James F. Chamberlain to Ansel J. McCaIl, June 21, July 11, 29, Oct. 28, McCaIl Family

Papers, Cornell University.
61Jeremiah Wilbur to Seward, June 20, Seward Papers; Samuel W. Randall to

Buchanan, Nov. 10, Buchanan Papers; Stephen Sammons to Fillmore, Nov. 7, Millard
Fillmore Papers, State University of New York, Oswego.



CHARLES SUMNER235

endorsing Brooks' action. Had the South repudiated Brooks, it would
have helped retard (at least temporarily) the growth of anti-Southern
sentiment in the North. Immediately after the caning, some leading
conservatives confidendy predicted that Southerners, both at home and
in Congress, would not sustain Brooks. Events mocked their prediction
and destroyed their influence. Conservatives vainly implored Southern
congressmen not to endorse Brooks. A prominent Southern banker in
New York City warned Howell Cobb, the leading Southern member of
the House investigating committee, that the assaultwas unjustifiable and
any attempt by the South to sustain it "will prove disastrous in the
extreme."62 The Southern defense of Brooks came as a great shock to
many calm, responsible Northerners. "It was not the act itself (horrible
as that was) that excited me," a prominent New York conservative told
Hamilton Fish, "but the tone of the Southern Press, & the approbation,
apparently, of the whole Southern People." Similarly, Daniel Lord
wrote after the Senate report on the assault: "On this subject our
Southern friends have a folly rising to madness. Instead of cutting from it
as a miserable indiscretion and meeting it as such, they tie themselves to
it and it will sink diem."63 The New York Times, in an editorial titled
"Stupidity of the South," spoke of "the fatuous blindness" of Southerners
in approving Brooks' conduct:
There never was so good an opportunity offered to the South, before, to make capital for
itself, as in this case of the ruffian BROOKS; but, true to their instincts, and blinded by the
madness that must lead to their utter defeat, they have chosen to defend the outrageous
scoundrelism of their self-appointed champion and have thus made themselves
responsible for his acts.

When Sumner returned to the Senate four years later, the Boston
Evening Transcript declared that Southerners had only themselves to
blame for his increased influence.64
Confronted with Southern unity, Republicans argued that Northern

unity was the only defense against aggression. The time for compromise
had passed. The South's only hope was in Northern division. In making
this appeal, Republicans sought to accomplish two objectives. First, by
emphasizing sectional issues, they portrayed the American party, which
sought to avoid them, as irrelevant in the present crisis. The contest was
strictiy between Republicans and Democrats. Second, they identified
Northern Democrats with the unpopular policies and actions of their
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Southern allies. "Old party names must be forgotten, old party ties
surrendered, organizations based upon secondary issues abandoned,"
Samuel Bowles' Springfield Republican proclaimed after the Sumner
assault. The solution was for the people to unite and vote out of office
those men who upheld these outrages, and this could be done only by
supporting the Republican party.65
Belligerent rhetoric was not confined to the South. The demand for

congressmen who would stand up to Southern bullying and fight
became common in Republican correspondence after the caning. "No
man should hereafter be sent [to Congress] from any free state, who will
not fight, no matter what else they can do, or will do," a Vermont
Republican angrily declared.66 Such assertions invariably produced
wild cheering at the protest meetings. All that was required to end
Southern aggression was for Northern congressmen to be firm, party
spokesmen argued with more fervor than understanding. Nor was the
Republican press immune from these emotions. "Blow must be given
back for blow," the Pittsburgh Gazette raged, "and if our present
Representatives will not fight when attacked, let us find diose who
will."67 Cooler heads criticized such rash assertions,68 but the depth of
Northern outrage was apparent, and Republican congressmen were
acutely sensitive to their constituents' growing impatience and anger.
With emotions so volatile in both sections, Democratic leaders

understandably were eager to end congressional discussion of the
caning. Not only did such debate supply Republicans with campaign
propaganda, but with a startling increase in the number of weapons on
the floor of Congress, and an increased bitterness among Republican
members, the danger of further violence was always present. Respon-
sible members, such as Hamlin and John M. Clayton, predicted that
some one would be shot before the session ended. Democratic
strategists recognized that further violence in Congress would be fatal to
the party's chances in the presidential election. William Bigler, a
Democratic senator from Pennsylvania, confided to Buchanan, the
party's standard bearer, that things were going too far in Washington,
and that he feared that there would be more personal conflict.69 Despite
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their intemperate rhetoric in support of Brooks, intelligent Southern
leaders recognized that such assaults had to cease. Alexander H.
Stephens, one of the shrewdest of these, apparendy tried unsuccessfully
to get Brooks to declare that his attack on Sumner was entirely personal
and was in no way a defense of his state or section. Democratic leaders
then attempted to persuade Brooks to resign in order to prevent further
debate. Again, the impetuous South Carolinian, basking in his sudden
popularity in the South, refused. With debate on the assault pending, the
powerful conservative Southern Senator Judah P. Benjamin expressed
hope that further violence might be avoided, but warned that some
Southern members, if insulted, could not be controlled. Despite harsh
words, however, neither side seemed anxious to fight. Recognizing the
seriousness of the situation, congressional leaders successfully worked to
prevent further violence.70
Still there were politicians willing to exploit these tensions. One such

example was Anson Burlingame, an ambitious first-term congressman
from Massachusetts. A Know Nothing turned Republican who faced a
difficult re-election fight in the fall, Burlingame saw in the public outcry
over the assault on Sumner his chance to recoup his fallen political
fortunes. In the debate over Brooks' expulsion, he delivered a delib-
erately provocative speech in which he asserted that Brooks had
attacked Sumner as "Cain smote his brother." When Brooks called on
Burlingame for an explanation, Banks intervened to prevent a duel.
Republican leaders recognized the disastrous consequences which
would result from Burlingame killing Brooks. Some undoubtedly would
have viewed the matter differendy if they could have been certain that
Brooks would kill Burlingame. Adverse Northern public opinion forced
Burlingame to retract his explanation, and when Brooks renewed his
challenge, the Massachusetts congressman accepted, naming as his
weapons rifles and the location as Niagara Falls, Canada, to which he
knew that the South Carolinian could not safely travel. Having thus
stood up for Northern manhood, Burlingame fled Washington. Yet so
embittered was public opinion that the Massachusetts Representative,
despite his questionable behavior, became an instant Northern hero. No
Republican speaker was in greater demand during the 1856 campaign;
he spent the rest of the summer and fall away from Congress, speaking
for Fremont and being lionized wherever he went. Linked with
Sumner's new-found popularity, and aided by the Senator's endorse-
ment and return to Boston on the eve of the election, Burlingame secured
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re-election.71 His sudden popularity provided striking evidence of the
depth of frustration and anger in the North after the caning.
Confronted with Northern outrage, Democrats in the free states were

decidedly on the defensive after the Sumner assault. Democratic
newspapers, recognizing the difficulty of defending Brooks, quickly
sought simply to ignore the caning. This course proved impossible in
Congress. There, concern for party harmony forced Northern Demo-
crats to support Brooks by their votes and published avowals, while
privately expressing disapproval. Democratic hopes that the issue
would soon subside proved delusive. Unable to disarm Republican
agitation, Democrats ultimately emphasized the charge that Sumner
was shamming.72 Despite Republican denials, the accusation persisted,
and party leaders were aware of the damage itwas causing in the North.
To counteract this, Wilson collected and published affidavits from
Sumner's doctors attesting to the Senator's serious injuries. The effort
Republicans made to contradict it indicates that this charge had some
influence among the voters; nevertheless, the fundamental problem
confronting Northern Democrats was that they had no adequate
response to Republican exploitation of the caning. Sumner's continued
absence from the Senate kept the issue alive, to which the Democrats
had no effective reply. "Your empty chair can make a more fervent
appeal than even you," Phillips perceptively assured Sumner as his
disability continued.73
Some historians, drawing on the findings of political scientists, have

questioned the importance of specific issues in determining American
political behavior. Recent studies of the modern electorate, however,
have sharply demonstrated that at certain times voters display a strong
cognizance of issues.74 In periods of political realignment, when large
numbers of voters form new party identities, specific issues assume a
critical importance. It is precisely in such periods as the 1850's that voters
are most issue conscious. Nor was great political sophistication
necessary to understand the issues raised by Republicans over the

71National Intelligencer, July 28, Aug. 7; Wilson, Rise and Fall of the Slave Power, II,
492-93; James E. Campbell, "Sumner—Brooks—Burlingame, or, The Last Great
Challenge," Ohio Archeological and Historical Quarterly, XXXIV (Oct., 1925), 435-73.
72Washington Union, July 16; Cong. Globe, Appendix, 625; New York Evening Post,

June 24; Washington Evening Star, June 2, 5. For a judicious analysis of the nature of
Sumner's injuries, see Donald, Sumner, 312-47.
73Trumbull to George Sumner, June 13, Sumner Papers; Donald, Sumner, 324; Phillips

to Sumner, Aug. 13, Works of Charles Sumner, IV, 336.
74The traditional model of American voting behavior, developed by Angus Campbell,

Philip Converse, Donald Stokes, and Warren E. Miller in TheAmerican Voter (New York,
I960), has come under increasing challenge as the result of studies of the turbulent politics
of the late 1960's and beyond. See Gerald Pomper, "From Confusion to Clarity: Issues and
American Voters, 1956-1968," American Political Science Review, LXVI (June, 1972), 415-
28; and Arthur H. Miller, Warren E. Miller, Alden S. Raine, and Thad A. Brown, "A
Majority Party in Disarray: Policy Polarization in the 1972 Election," American Political
Science Review, LXX (Sept., 1976), 753-78.
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Sumner assault. The Republican interpretation of this incident,
whatever it lacked in accuracy, was simple and straightforward.
Contemporaries of all parties widely acknowledged the issue's powerful
impact. As the election approached, one of Sumner's friends assured
him that the issue of the caning "has sunk deep in many minds, whom
political tracts and politicians never reach."75
Although the political realignment in the 1850's has not yet been fully

analyzed, it is evident that the Republican party gained great accessions
between its first national organizing convention in Pittsburgh in
February, 1856, and the election in November.76 The Sumner caning
was an important cause of the party's new strength. In the existing
political uncertainty many Northerners, especially former Whigs and
anti-Nebraska Democrats, were politically adrift, uncertain where they
would go. The attack on Sumner occurred just before the Democratic
and Republican nominating conventions were to assemble, when
numerous uncommitted voters were beginning to formnew (or reaffirm
old) party identities. Contemporaries recognized the party's rapid
growth as events unfolded in 1856. Edwin D. Morgan, Chairman of the
Republican National Committee, observed after the Sumner protest
meeting in New York City that "the changes now taking place in our city,
are very great."77 Republican hopes for victory, weak and limited before
the events of late May, soared in the aftermath of the beating of Sumner.
One journalist told John McLean, an aspirant for the party's nomination,
that the Sumner and Kansas outrages hadmade an issue which "properly
directed, might carry the election by storm."78 Democratic leaders
initially believed that they faced an easy contest in 1856. By the summer,
however, confronted with unexpected reports of Republican strength,
they recognized that it would be a difficult campaign.79
Just as the Sumner assault allowed Republicans to moderate and

broaden their appeal, so it proved a powerful stimulus in driving
moderates and conservatives into the Republican party. Whatmade die
Sumner caning of vital importance was not its effect on committed
antislavery men, who had already gone into the Republican party, but its

75E. P. Whipple to Sumner, Oct. 8, Sumner Papers.
76On the process of political realignment in American history, see Walter Dean

Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics (New York, 1970),
and James L. Sundquist, The Dynamics of the Party System (Washington, 1973).
77Edwin D. Morgan to John Bigelow, June 2, Edwin D. Morgan Papers, New York State

Library; William H. Herndon to Trumbull, July 12, Trumbull Papers; Alexander K.
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7S James E. Harvey to McLean, Private, May 30, McLean Papers; Charles Francis
Adams to John G. Palfrey, July 10, Adams Family Papers, Massachusetts Historical
Society; Charles A. Dana to James Shepherd Pike, n.d. [late May or early June], James
Shepherd Pike Papers, University of Maine; Trumbull to Abraham Lincoln, June 15,
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Papers; Thomas Turner to Fish, Sept. 18, Fish Papers.



240CIVIL WAR HISTORY

impact on moderates and conservatives, who had previously held aloof
from the party out of fear that it was too radical and threatened to
disrupt the Union. For many of these men, the Sumner assault was
critical in their decision to join the Republican party.80 From New York
Morgan reported after the Sumner protest meeting: "The StraightWhigs
and conservatives are fast finding their places. . . . The doubtful and
hesitating men are more excited now—than those who took the right
ground early." Observers in other areas noted the same phenomenon:
conservatives were most aroused by the assault, and they were now
vehement in their denunciations of the South.81
It is important to distinguish between those conservatives who

expressed disapproval of Brooks' act and those who joined the
Republican party (in part at least) because of it. Northern public opinion
was nearly unanimous on the Sumner assault. Democrats, Know
Nothings, and Whigs, as well as Republicans, joined in condemning
Brooks. Fillmore's Northern vote in November is ample evidence that
not all conservatives supported the Republican party. Many men
sincerely condemned the assault, yet for a variety of reasons refrained
from becoming Republicans. What is significant is that for numerous
conservatives the Sumner caning was the most powerful impulse in
converting them to Republicanism. In the initial outcry over the
incident, a few Republican editors expressed fear that Northern
indignation would prove only temporary, that Northerners would soon
forget the event.82 Undoubtedly this proved true of some who expressed
outrage immediately after the caning. But for others, this was not the
case. The congressional debate over the incident, the failure to expel
Brooks, his overwhelming re-election, and Sumner's continued absence
from the Senate, as well as Republican agitation, served to keep the issue
alive. Francis Wayland confidently predicted that not all the indignation
over the assault would be short-lived in its consequences: "Men who
have been highly conservative . . . have made up their minds on the
subject . . . they mean what they say & they will never go back."
Though he spoke at the Boston meeting, Hillard was an example of a
conservative who did not join the Republican party. Yet he lamented
after the caning that everyone was "raving with frenzied feeling" in
Massachusetts. "I am astonished, disheartened, cut up, at finding, as I do

80 Massachusetts correspondent "PICTOR", New York Evening Post, June 28. For a
good example of the conflicting pressures felt by such conservatives, seeWilliam D. Lewis
to John Clayton, July 28, John M. Clayton Papers, Library of Congress.
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every day, that those upon whom I once relied are going over to wild,
disorganizing counsels."83
The exact process by which non-public men reach political decisions

can rarely be known to historians. When such a process can be
reconstructed, even partially, it is helpful in understanding the political
dynamics of this period. By the aid of his marvelous diary, it is possible
to trace the process by which one conservative, George Templeton
Strong, joined the Republican party. Strong was an aristocratic,
conservative Whig lawyer in New York City. He supported the
Compromise of 1850, attended Union meetings, and voted the pro-
Compromise Castle Garden ticket.84 A strong anti-abolitionist, he did
not believe that slavery was contrary to the law of God. In 1852 he
supported General Winfield Scott, but politics was not of much interest
to Strong until 1856. He was never a party man and frequently split his
ticket. Like many Whigs, he sympathized with the nativist Know
Nothing party, but held aloof from it. His reaction to the Kansas-
Nebraska bill was moderate: he was disturbed by the increase in
sectionalism and regretted that the issue had been raised, for it was
certain to produce a Northern sectional party for which he had no
sympathy. Insisting that there were other issues than just slavery, he
rejoiced over the defeat of the Republican party in New York in 1855
and accused the party of threatening the Union. All of this changed in
1856 with the assault on Sumner. When he first heard of the caning,
Strong wrote in his diary: "I hold the anti-slavery agitators wrong in
principle and mischievous in policy. But the reckless, insolent brutality
of our Southern aristocrats may drive me into abolitionism yet." He
attended the indignation meeting at the Tabernacle. He began to
denounce the South—and now Southern rule and bullying—but not
slavery. The South, which he previously had defended, now became a
land of barbarians. By the time Fremont was nominated, Strong's
conversion was complete. In announcing that he had decided to vote for
the Republican ticket, he wrote in a revealing passage, "I belong to the
insurgent plebians of the North arming against a two-penny South
Carolina aristocracy." Strong became so absorbed in the Fremont
campaign that he became a party worker and a member of several
political committees.85 He is an excellent example of a man largely
indifferent to partisan politics suddenly caught up in the fervor of the
1856 campaign. By the time he voted for Fremont, Strong's anti-
^3 Francis Wayland to Sumner, June9, Sumner Papers; Hillard to Lieber, June 14, Lieber
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Southernism was markedly stronger than in previous years, yet he still
disliked abolitionists and had no desire to attack slavery. Strong's course
from conservative Whig to enthusiastic Republican was doubtless
followed, with individual variations, by countless other Northern
conservatives.
No single event or issue can account for the remarkable Republican

vote in the 1856 presidential election. Still, by helping to bring Whigs,
Democrats, and Know Nothings into the Republican party, the Sumner
assault was critical to the party's vote. Reflecting on the repeal of the
Missouri Compromise, the attempt to subjugate Kansas, and the assault
on Sumner, one Northerner concluded that Southerners were mad: in all
their ingenuity diey could not have devised a better means of uniting the
North against them than this series of outrages.86 Democrats were badly
shaken by the defections to the Republican party that they observed.
Brooks' attack was doing the party "vast injury," a prominent New York
Democrat warned Stephen A. Douglas. "You can scarcely imagine how
much steam they are getting up on the subject." Democrats and
Republicans alike concurred that the caning caused many antislavery
Democrats to break finally with their party and go over to the
Republicans. The Pennsylvania Republican wheelhorse Alexander
McClure maintained that the party's most effective issue with such
Democrats was Brooks and his bludgeon.87 Secretary of the Treasury
James Guthrie agreed. From Washington he warned John C.
Breckinridge, the Democratic Vice Presidential nominee: "This
nomination of Freemont & Sumner excitement will give the free States
against us with few exceptions . . . N[ew] York is gone in the opinion
of many of our best Politicians here and the Sumner Beating has done it
in this early stage of the Game." William L. Marcy, a shrewd observer of
Northern public opinion, predicted that the Sumner-Brooks affair would
cost the Democratic party 200,000 votes in the fall election. Guthrie
believed that such losses were even greater.88
The impact of the Sumner caning on the Fillmore movement was

86W. H. Gardiner to Sumner, June 26, Sumner Papers.
87John C. Mather to Stephen A. Douglas, May 25, Stephen A. Douglas Papers,
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devastating. By bringing conservatives into the Republican party—men
whose support Fillmore absolutely needed if he were to have any hope
of election—the Sumner assault, along with the Kansas outrages,
destroyed Fillmore's chances of carrying a single Northern state. This
was the most important political consequence of the caning. Fillmore's
weakness in the North, in the wake of these events, severely crippled his
strength in the South, as many of his supporters, believing that the
election was now reduced to a contest between Buchanan and Fremont,
deserted Fillmore to vote for Buchanan.89 At the same time, these events
caused countless Northern antislavery Know Nothings to join the
Republican party.90 Fillmore's supporters became despondent as they
saw his strength eroded by events.91 As he helplessly watched diese
developments, Winthrop insisted that "Brooks & Douglas deserve
Statues from the Free Soil [Republican] party. The cane of the former &
the Kansas bill of the latter . . . have secured a success to theAgitators
which they never could have accomplished without them." Fillmore
himself reinforced this feeling. "Brooks' attack upon Sumner has done
more for Freemont than any 20 of his warmest friends North have been
able to accomplish," he complained during the campaign. "If Freemont
is elected, he will owe his election entirely to the troubles in Kansas, and
the martyrdom of Sumner . . . the Republicans ought to pension
Brooks for life. . . ."92
After the election, a Northern Democrat sought to explain the reasons

for the remarkable strength of the Republican party. The flood which
swept over the North, he declared, arose from feeling rather than
judgment. Northerners had become alarmed by the arrogant demands
of the slave-holders; they felt that their own rights were in danger; they
were disgusted by the brutality which applauded the bludgeon in the
Senate; and they were indignant at the events in Kansas. Everywhere
one heard nothing but recitals of Kansas outrages and Brooks' assault,
"and certain it is, that the Club which broke Mr. Sumner's head,
has . . . turned more votes than all other causes that were at work. It

89Thomas M. Monroe to Daniel Ullmann, June 12, Kenneth Rayner to Ullmann, June 2,
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admitted neither defence nor palliation . . . and so the feeling grew
stronger and stronger until it reached the result we have seen."93
Despite the caning of Sumner and the Kansas violence, Fremont was

defeated in November, as Fillmore polled enough votes nationally to
give Buchanan a plurality and victory. The Republican party was un-
able to overcome the handicaps under which it commenced the
campaign. Yet even in defeat, Republicans expressed optimism about
the future. What was remarkable in the election results was not that
Fremont lost, but that he did so well. From the beginning of the
campaign the most prescientRepublican leaders had believed that there
was little chance of victory in their party's first national contest. The
Republican party lacked an efficient national organization; in several
Northern states the party had not even existed prior to 1856; Fillmore's
candidacy would divide the opposition vote; the Democrats were well
organized and well financed. Faced with these problems, Republican
leaders had hoped to establish a sound national organization and, by
crushing the American party, emerge as the only significant opposition
party to the Democrats. In view of these difficulties, the Republican
performance in the 1856 election was astounding. With a vote in the free
states which exceeded that of either opponent, Fremont managed to
carry all but five Northern states. Moreover, the American party had
been destroyed as a viable national organization. It was clear in the
aftermath of the 1856 election that the Republican party constituted the
major opposition to the Democracy. Far from being discouraged, most
Republicans were heartened by the results. With four years to
strengthen their party organization and clarify their program, they were
confident of victory in 1860.
Thoughtful Northerners recognized in the campaign and the election

results the ominous end of moderation in Northern politics. Everett
reflected this outlook before the election when he commented,
sorrowfully, "There is really no ground left on which a northern
conservative man can stand." Hillard astutely recognized this end of
moderation following the assault on Sumner. "Nothing ever was so
unlucky—not merely in itself but in its circumstances," he observed
concerning the caning:
Such events entirely destroy the influence of any reasonable and reflecting man in
Massachusetts. The most vehement passions are now sweeping over the State like a prairie
fire, and the people will no more listen to a calm examination of the tendency of Sumner's
principles and doctrines than would a methodist campmeeting to a legal discussion of the
doctrine of contingent remainders.94

Under the impact of the events of 1856, the lines between the North and
the South were hardening. Because of the Sumner assault, the common
values of the two sections seemed fewer, and increasingly less
93George W. Bethune to Buchanan, Nov. 21, Buchanan Papers.
94Everett to H. T. Duncan, Sept. 29, Everett Papers; Hillard to Lieber, May 28, Lieber
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important. When the South refused to vote for Brooks' expulsion
William Tecumseh Sherman expressed deep regret that questions now
seemed to be decided, not on their merits, but on the slavery question.
"Unless people both North and South learn more moderation " he
asserted with his usual blunrness, "we'll see the sights in the way of civil
war."95 The bitter feelings aroused by the 1856 campaign could not be
easily allayed in the future. By helping to intensify sectional animosity,
the assault on Sumner had a lasting impact on politics before the Civil
War.
Throughout the summer and fall of 1856, as the presidential campaign

rolled on and his disability continued, Sumner impatiently chafed at his
incapacity to campaign for Fremont. He wrote letter after letter
bemoaning his inability to speak now, when so muchwas at stake. More
sagacious friends tried to console him. The old Jacksonian editor Francis
P. Blair, now a prominent Republican manager, urged Sumner not to
exert himself until he was fully recovered. "You have . . . donemore to
gain the victory than any other," he comforted the Senator with his sharp
eye for the currents of popular feeling. Other Republicans provided
similar testimony ofhis unique service to the party. Sumner didmore for
his party by his suffering than he ever had done by his speeches.96 The
Brooks assault was of critical importance in transforming the struggling
Republican party into a major political force. "By great odds the most
effective deliverancemade by anyman to advance the Republican party
was made by the bludgeon of Preston S. Brooks," McClure acutely
concluded in retrospect.97 The caning of Charles Sumner was a major
landmark on the road to civil war.
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